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services to students who require intensive intervention. Current trends in special education and the 

impact on paras are addressed, a brief contextual history and evolution of the paraeducator are 

presented, including how administrators and special education teachers can provide better support of 

self-contained paras, problem of practice, and four research questions are analyzed.  A comprehensive 

literature review is addressed to the four questions. An in- depth description of search procedures, 

including inclusion and exclusion criteria are presented. The literature review provides a narrative of 

paraeducator roles, barriers, professional development and coaching. The literature review includes 

federal laws, policies, and published research in peer-reviewed academic journals on special education 

paraeducators. A comprehensive plan to address how special education teachers and administrators can 

successfully support paras working in self-contained settings to improve student outcomes is presented. 



Gaps and limitations using current research on special education paraeducator roles, barriers, 

professional development, and coaching are analyzed and considered when designing a study.   A 

research design, including participants, methods, independent variables, dependent variables, scope and 

sequence, and intended results at the conclusion of the study is presented.  A hard product that can be 

accessed by any administrator, special education teacher, or paraeducator who works with students in an 
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Section 1: Introduction and Identifying the Problem 

Paraeducators (paras) are the special education teachers' (SET) lifeline for providing 

critical services for students requiring intensive intervention. Without paras, special education 

classrooms cannot operate. Public schools in the U.S. employ nearly 470,000 paras supporting 

the delivery of special education for students covered by Part B of the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) (U.S. Department of Education, 2021). The 

U.S. Department of Education (DoE) projects an increased need for special education paras of 

8% by 2026. However, the demand for SETs outnumbers the supply by nearly 16,000 positions 

yearly (Belsha, 2024). Supervision and training of paras is the responsibility of supervising SET. 

Delivery of special education services in self-contained settings are often supported and 

delivered by paras. School administration and SETs assign paras to perform multiple duties in 

both the classroom and the school environment. Para support for self-contained paras includes 

assisting students in behavior, social, academic, communication, and self-help areas. Universal 

pre-kindergarten, kindergarten, and special education employ most paras working in U.S. 

schools. SETs are leaving at a faster rate than general education teachers, which creates 

challenges for paras with inconsistent expectations and varying duties, and unclear role 

assignments. Unlike a kindergarten para, special education paras have more responsibilities 

while receiving the same pay. 

Paras are defined as “an individual who is employed in a preschool, elementary school, or 

secondary school under the supervision of a certified or licensed teacher” (20 U.S.C. § 

7011[11]). Paras come from diverse backgrounds with variable skillsets both inside and outside 

the classroom. Paras have ties in the community, create special bonds with the students they 

serve, and are mainly parents who want a schedule that mirrors their children enrolled in school. 

While paras have a lower salary than teachers, paras do have some benefits of working for the 



2 
 

 
 

government that private employers fail to provide. Some perks of being a government employee 

include having affordable insurance, a comprehensive retirement plan, and paid leave. Paras are 

on the frontline providing comprehensive services to their students. With a nationwide shortage 

of teachers and administrators struggling to fill vacant positions, most duties historically 

managed by special education are becoming more the responsibility of the para. Paras must use 

their best judgment with minimal training while working with challenging students with no 

respite. According to Part B of IDEA, the law requires paras to be trained and supervised by a 

certified SET; however, no specifications on content, frequency, rigor, or training and 

supervision are present (Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 2021). State 

Education Agencies (SEA) and Local Education Agencies (LEA) have total control over how 

paras receive training and supervision, resulting in different requirements across the nation. 

SEAs and LEAs use individual guidelines for para supervision and training in providing “highly 

qualified" special education paras. Forty-three states do not require initial training, and 40 states 

do not have provisions for ongoing professional development (Masara et al.,2020). 

Paras who work in the most restrictive settings, often referred by many as a self-

contained classroom, work with students who exhibit some of the most extreme challenges. Self-

contained classrooms mainly serve students on an individualized education plan (IEP) under Part 

B with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), intellectual disability (ID), or multiple disabilities 

(MD). A self-contained setting is a classroom where the students spend at least 60% of their 

instructional day in one place. While these classrooms might be smaller in numbers of students 

when compared to general education classrooms or resource rooms, there is a need for more 

services resulting in many adults entering and leaving the classroom, often unannounced. On a 

typical day in a self-contained classroom, a SET, paras, and related service providers such as 

speech-language pathologists (SLP), occupational therapists (OT), and physical therapists (PT) 
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are coming in and out of the classroom to observe students, provide direct services, or consult 

with the SET. In a matter of seconds, a self-contained classroom can quickly escalate from calm 

and quiet to loud and chaotic. Belsha (2024) reported that staff shortages in special education 

classrooms contribute to serious situations where students are being placed in seclusion, teachers 

are using physical restraints more on students, and students' disruptive behavior are affecting the 

performance of other students.  Belsha went further by quoting Tiffany Anderson, superintendent 

of Topeka, Kansas Public Schools, stating, "Students are arriving in our classrooms with a high 

level of dysregulation, which displays their fight, flight, or freeze responses. Without clear 

expectations from Part B of IDEA, SEAs and LEAs fail to provide meaningful training and 

supervision to paras working with students requiring intensive intervention using on the most 

current evidence-based practice. An evidence-based practice (EBP) is defined as having a 

positive effect on student outcomes, a research design which allows one to infer that the practice 

led to child or student improvement, uses multiple high-quality studies have been conducted, and 

have been reviewed by a reputable organization (The IRIS Center, 2025). Additionally, paras 

working in self-contained settings are more likely of being injured by students than a para 

working in a resource or general education setting. Additionally, the effects of what is occurring 

inside the self-contained classroom are transferred negatively to outside settings in the 

community and home environment for both the student and para. Lastly, student outcomes are 

negative, such as access to an appropriate learning environment, prompt dependency to complete 

tasks, and failing to generalize learned skills with other adults. Paras working in self-contained 

classrooms deserve to be safe, provide a clear policy in both of writing and verbally of their 

duties, have supervision that supports growth, demonstrate competence in providing 

individualized instruction, and feel comfortable collaborating with their supervising teacher, 

even when the feedback the para provides is not always positive.  
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Duty days for paras working with challenging students vary. For paras working with 

elementary students requiring intensive intervention in self-contained settings, a typical day can 

be physically demanding. Students vary in size and often require constant adult supervision and 

support. A brief list of physical demands a para experiences in self-contained settings include 

bending multiple times to assist students, using physical prompts with students, blocking 

aggression, feeding, sitting with the students in seats intended for small students, and an ability 

to run in the likely event of student elopement during transitions while in the school setting. This 

limited list of physical demands with little to no down time can exhaust anyone. A typical day 

for a para in a self-contained classroom includes transitions from the bus to the classroom, 

assisting students with putting away their belongings, helping with toileting, going with students' 

to get breakfast, going with the students to lunch, assisting the SET during small group 

instruction, facilitating small group instruction, one-on-one instruction, lead a center during 

center based learning activities, transition with assigned students, record and input data 

collection, and assisting the SET in maintaining an organized classroom.  

Before a student can learn, they must be able to function in the classroom environment 

successfully and safely. Students who use aggression require a tailored plan to address their 

needs. The special education team creates a behavior intervention plan (BIP) to address 

individual student behavior. These plans include a functional behavior assessment, a detailed 

explanation of the behavior(s) of concern, desired behavior(s), replacement behavior(s) 

(intervention), and the scope, steps, and sequence to measure the effectiveness of replacement 

behavior(s). Additionally, BIPs provide schedules of reinforcements and consequences for non-

compliance. Students who are on BIPs need consistency. To execute behavior plans with fidelity 

and with confidence, paras need individualized training. While the SET is generally the author of 

the BIP, paras are tasked with implementing the plan with minimum oversight. While BIPs are a 
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concrete tool for the special education team to utilize, paras may encounter roadblocks when the 

BIP is ineffective and need guidance on how to solve problems. Generally, paras are not in the 

planning process or when evaluating the effectiveness of the BIP, resulting in implementation 

ineffectiveness.  

Students receiving special education services in a self-contained setting access an 

alternate curriculum. An alternate curriculum differs from a traditional curriculum because it has 

grade-level standards that are developmentally appropriate to the student. An alternate 

curriculum provides SETs and paras with developmentally appropriate content using grade-level 

standards. Presentation of an alternate curriculum differs from a regular curriculum in terms of 

presentation, student response, formative assessment, and summative assessments. Based on the 

needs of a student, an alternate curriculum provides teachers and paras with different approaches 

to improve student outcomes while being age appropriate. SETs and paras working in a self-

contained setting generally teach using the alternate curriculum in a small group format, during 

center-based learning, and individually to the student. Alternate curricula use grade level or 

bands using age-appropriate content that is developmentally appropriate to meet the needs of 

students.  

Federal law on supervision and training of special education paras comes from Part B of 

IDEA (2004). 34 C.F.R. § 300.156.  Part B of IDEA states that para (b) qualifications must be 

consistent with any state-approved or state-recognized certification, licensing, registration, or 

other comparable requirements that apply to the professional discipline in which those personnel 

are providing special education or related services. Paras and assistants who are appropriately 

trained and supervised, following state law, regulation, or written policy, may be used in the 

provision of special education and related services to children with disabilities.  
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The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC), in partnership with the Collaboration for 

Effective Educator Development, Accountability, and Reform Center (CEEDAR), created Core 

Competencies (2022) of paras. This comprehensive framework assists administrators, teachers, 

and related service providers in the supervision of paras. The CEC Core Competences presents a 

model on how paras can support the students they work with more effectively. The Core 

Competencies address the role of a para using collaboration, assessment, 

social/emotional/behavioral, and instruction. The CEC Core Competencies has seven 

competency areas that utilize both knowledge and skills. The CEC suggests all competency area 

performed by paras should only be conducted with ongoing guidance and direction of 

instructional teams. 

Self-contained classrooms have two types of paras. Program or classroom paras are 

assigned to a self-contained classroom and assist the SET in multiple capacities, in different 

school environments with different students. A One-on-one para is typically assigned to just one 

student. A one-on-one para is provided to a student due to limited mobility, medical conditions, 

safety concerns, and self-help needs. A one-on-one para transitions with the student as they move 

to secondary settings whereas a program/classroom para stays with the SET in the self-contained 

setting. 

Due to vague guidance and no oversight from the federal government regarding the 

training and supervision of paras, SEAs and LEAs are tasked with the interpretation of the law 

and how paras are trained and supervised. The Largest LEA in the state of Maryland is 

Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS). MCPS provides different pathways for applicants 

wishing to work as a para. Applicants can use different pathways to gain employment as a para. 

The ideal route for employment as a para for MCPS is that paras have an associate degree with a 

minimum of 9 credit hours in coursework related to education. In addition to these educational 
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requirements, one year of experience working in a structured educational situation was noted as 

ideal. For applicants missing related education coursework, a second option for hiring, was that 

applicants must have two to four years of work experience working with children and 

adolescents. The third option for applicants wishing to work as a para, was two years' work 

experience in some capacity working in the education field and completion of the ParaPro 

Assessment with a score of 455 or higher. The final option allowed applicants to use a 

combination of training, education, and experience, utilizing their knowledge, abilities, and skills 

that could assist them while being in the role of para (Montgomery County Public Schools, nd.). 

MCPS has more stringent hiring requirements than most school districts. Most school districts in 

the U.S. only require paras to have a high school diploma.  

Brief Contextual History 

Paras became part of the classroom in the mid-1950s due to teacher shortages caused by 

World War Two. Specifically, paras started working in classrooms, because of efforts of parents 

of children with disabilities who advocated for schools to provide community services for 

individuals with disabilities. Two foundational studies evaluated the use of paras. The first study, 

from the Ford Foundation (1961), assessed the effectiveness of college-educated women who 

were not certified as teachers to perform clerical, monitoring, and routine classroom tasks in Bay 

City, Michigan. The second study, conducted in 1957 by Syracuse University, measured the 

efficacy of paras working in special education classrooms. With the creation of Head Start and 

Title One schools, Congress appropriated funding to support the employment and training of 

paras.  

U.S. public schools were underperforming in the areas of math and science when 

compared to other countries. No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (2002) intent was to hold states, 
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districts, and schools accountable for student performance by setting high standards at the federal 

level, using a one-size-fits-all approach to educate students. One requirement of NCLB was 

teachers needed to be "highly qualified". NCLB went further with a blurb requirement for paras, 

"must work under the direct supervision of a teacher". However, NCLB lacked a vision on how 

direct supervision of paras was to take place. The Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA), 

passed in 2004, was the principal law designed to obtain appropriate educational services for 

students with disabilities. Embedded within IDEA, paras were to be "used to assist in the 

provision of special education and related services". 

Additionally, with the passing of IDEA, the federal government mandated states to 

develop IEPs. Included within IDEA regarding paras, states had a requirement that paras hired to 

work in schools have a high school diploma and two years’ experience working in a school 

setting. However, states were not required to report para demographic data. Furthermore, the 

federal government did not monitor the states' compliance with this law.  

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), passed in 2015, was the first law to provide paras 

with opportunities to make key decisions and access professional development (NEA, 2020). 

ESSA granted paras opportunities for inclusion during professional development, providing 

needs assessments, and provisions of federal funding. ESSA adopted the term "paraeducator". 

With the passage of ESSA, states had to submit plans using professional standards for paras 

working in Title I schools. ESSA defined paraprofessional development as “intensive, 

collaborative, job-embedded, data-driven, and classroom-focused.” ESSA went further in detail 

regarding key provisions, a new name, standards, and qualification requirements, decision-

making, professional development, and special programs for paras. However, ESSA's primarily 

focused only on paras working in Title I schools. Many special education programs or 

classrooms were not in Title I schools. Title VIII of ESSA (NEA, 2020) was important because it 
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used language explicitly including paras in the professional development activities to meet 

students' needs. Title VIII from ESSA defined professional development for paras as “sustained, 

intensive, collaborative, job-embedded, data-driven, and classroom-focused.” 

Importance  

Students requiring intensive intervention receive special education services mainly in a 

self-contained setting due to behavior, functional life skills, communication, and academic 

needs. A self-contained classroom generally has one supervising SET and two paras to provide 

service and support students. Self-contained classrooms have smaller class sizes when compared 

to a resource or general education classroom. A self-contained classroom is vastly different than 

a general education classroom due to students' accessing alternate curriculum in academics, 

social emotional learning, and behavior management. In addition to the SET and paras, related 

service providers such as speech-language pathologists, occupational therapists, physical 

therapists, psychologists, as well as other outside resources, provide direct services to students 

and consultation to the teacher and paras. Also, school and district administrators often visit self-

contained classrooms to check in on students and staff and sometimes conduct observations to 

monitor student progress. Paras work with diverse professional staff with various approaches to 

assist students in meeting their needs.  Multiple people coming in and out of the classroom can 

overwhelm paras. Professional staff often use different strategies that might contradict another 

professional, negatively impacting how a para provides services to students. Furthermore, related 

service consultation is generally only between the SET and related service providers excluding 

feedback from the paras, who are with the students most of the day, providing direct support. 

Having clear written and verbal expectations, having a knowledge on evidence-based practices 
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(EBP), and including paras’ voice in the evaluation process of IEP implementation would greatly 

improve para competence and positive student outcomes. 

School districts in the U.S. utilize self-contained classrooms for students who have the 

most needs. Self-contained classrooms serve students needing intensive interventions in the areas 

of behavior, communication, and academics. Schools generally provide two categories of self-

contained settings. The first, referred to by many states as Moderate to Severe (MSD) or ID-

Severe, provides services to students with ASD, ID, and MD. 47% of students identified as 

having an intellectual disability spend more than 60% of their school day in a self-contained 

setting. 34.8% of students with Autism spend more than 60% of their school day in a self-

contained setting (OSEP Fast Facts, n.d.). The second self-contained setting, referred to as 

Emotional Disturbance (ED) by many school systems, provides services to students with 

emotional disabilities. 17% of students identified with emotional disturbance spend more than 

60% of their school day in a self-contained setting (OSEP Fast Facts, n.d.). 

Problem of Practice 

Special education paras working in elementary schools in the U.S. who work with 

students requiring intensive intervention lack opportunities to formally learn theory and 

application of EBPs, on-going coaching based on specific para needs, and opportunities to 

collaborate on individual students with their supervising teacher. Students who require intensive 

intervention have challenges that cannot be met with traditional training programs provided to 

SETs. Lack of individualized para support from supervising administrators and SETs negatively 

impacts student outcomes and creates safety hazards for the student, peers, and staff. School 

administrators and SETs who supervise paras should provide a clear policy on the role of the 

para, identify barriers that could impact paras from performing their duties safely, provide 
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meaningful training that is effective and relevant to what occurs in a self-contained setting, and 

follow-up with individual coaching based on specific needs and challenges of the para. This 

Capstone could assist districts, administrators, and SETs in providing quality support to paras 

working with students requiring intensive intervention in elementary self-contained settings. 

Research Questions 

 To investigate the factors associated with paraeducator development and training, this 

review of research will focus on the following four research questions. 

RQ 1. What are the current roles of paraeducators working with students with disabilities 

requiring intensive intervention? 

 

RQ 2. What barriers impact paraeducators effectiveness in working in a self-contained 

setting? 

 

RQ 3. How do districts and schools provide professional development to paraeducators? 

 

RQ 4. How do paraeducators receive follow-up training and ongoing support that is 

individualized to address needs of their students? 
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Section 2: Comprehensive Literature Review 

Purpose 

This comprehensive research review utilizes search procedures to identify and analyze 

current sources including laws, scholarly publications, and policies from the federal to school 

level who provide support to special education paras working with students who require 

intensive intervention in self-contained classrooms. This review will address four research 

questions. 

Search Criteria 

Research regarding special education paras has been discussed in gray literature, federal 

policy, dissertations, literature reviews, mixed-methods studies, quantitative studies, qualitative 

studies, and single subject research studies. Research on special education paras working in self-

contained classrooms at the elementary setting were the focus, however, with minimum research 

on this population, some articles included special education paras working in classroom or 

resource settings. Most of the research identified in literature review was located by searching 

the Education Resource Center (ERIC). Backward searches from literature reviews and 

identifying sources cited in current research were utilized. Lastly, Google Search Engines with 

terms related to self-contained paras and emailing staff at the Department of Education Office of 

Special Education Programs. The original search on ERIC yielded 13,229 articles on paras. The 

author reviewed approximately 40 articles for content related to special education paras and 

selected 17 articles (Table 1) to evaluate in the literature review.  

Inclusionary factors included the words ‘special education’, ‘elementary’, ‘training’, 

‘barriers’, ‘roles’, ‘professional development’, ‘behavior’, ‘coaching’, and ‘roles. Expanded 
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searches using related the terms to ‘self-contained paraeducators’ including ‘paraprofessional’ 

and ‘aide’ because paraeducators are sometimes referred using these terms. The literature review 

included scholarly articles from 2013 to present.  

Exclusionary factors included the words ‘kindergarten’, ‘early intervention’, ‘preschool’, 

‘general education’, and ‘secondary’. Studies using research on paras outside the United States 

were excluded in the literature review.  

Research Question 1: What are the current roles of paraeducators working with students 

requiring intensive intervention? 

Understanding the role of a para working in special education begins at the federal level. 

A memorandum written by Valerie Williams (2022), from the Office of Special Education 

Programs (OSEP), directed to State Directors of Special Education, specified paras assist in the 

provision of special education services to children with disabilities when "appropriately trained 

and supervised” under state law, policy, or written policy. Williams also provided state directors 

of OSEP additional resources struggling with teacher shortages. A few of the resources provided 

by OSEP intended for paras included: OSEP IDEAS That Work, the CEEDAR Center, the IRIS 

Center, and the National Center for Systematic Improvement. Williams wrote a memo for state 

directors; however, the resources provided are intended for stakeholders, including paras, who 

provide direct support to students with disabilities. (OSEP Memo, 2022).  

Many people, both inside and outside of education, often wonder if there is a connection 

between teacher shortages and an increase in hiring paras. Fisher, Sindelar, Kramer, and Bettini  

(2022) investigated the impact of teacher shortages on paras. Their study aimed to determine if a 

correlation existed between a decline in the retention of SETs and an increase in the hiring of 

special education paraprofessionals. Fisher et al. (2022) investigated if an increase of para 
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employment was a result from teacher shortages, was para employment connected to the 

proportional to inclusive practices for students receiving special education services and were 

changes in para employment related to state economies and population Fisher et al. (2022) tested 

plausible explanations for changes in SET and para employment using available data provided 

by OSEP. Additionally, the National Center for Education Statistics' Elementary and Secondary 

Education Information System (ELSI) provided data. Finally, data collected from the Labor 

Statistics (BLS) account for changing economic conditions within states.  

Fisher et al. (2022) excluded five states and the District of Columbia due to irregularities 

and missing data in the reports. The first covariates used in the study were the states' populations 

of students with disabilities, which were related to population, educational environments, and 

disability categories. Using an analytic strategy, Fisher et al. (2022) decided to use a fixed-

methods model to get explanations on their first research question. From 2006 to 2015, the 

average number of students with disability in each state went from 129,566 to 128,584, resulting 

in a -.76% change. The average special education and paras per state increased from 16,485 to 

16,709, representing a 1.36% rise. The number of SETs per state decreased from 8,724 to 7,449 

(-14.61%), whereas the average number of paras per state increased from 7,761 to 9,260 

(19.32%). Fisher stated in the results of their study raised concerns about districts utilizing paras 

appropriately. Additionally, research focused on the efficacy of service delivery options with 

explicit roles for paras. The above studies help districts understand and utilize the education of 

teachers and paras.  

   Mason, Gunersel, Irvin, Wills, Gregori, An, and Ingram (2020) sought to gain an 

understanding of the contextual factors that affect special education paras. The purpose of their 

study was to identify the needs and training-related issues faced by SETs and paras working in 
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elementary schools. Also, Mason et al. (2020) investigated the self-efficacy of paras. Lastly, 

Mason et al. (2020) wished to gain a better understanding of perceived confidence, which entails 

the perception others have of the person. Mason et al. (2020) investigated the responsibilities and 

factors that impact the identified responsibilities and needs of paras. Participants in the study 

came from 12 urban elementary schools in the Midwest. Paras in the study were required to have 

a minimum of 20 hours of training each school year, which was presented in a large-group 

format. The same training was provided to all paras, regardless of their job assignment. 

 Mason et al. (2020) conducted qualitative research using the grounded theory approach to 

identify patterns and themes embedded in the data. Using focus groups, Mason et al. (2020) 

interviewed two groups of SETs and two groups of paras. The second focus group used paras 

who worked with students identified with moderate to severe disabilities. Nine of the 14 paras 

(64%) included in focus group specifically worked with students who had moderate to severe 

disabilities. Sessions for focus groups lasted approximately one hour.  Questions in the semi-

structured interview addressed SET and para responsibilities, training needs, and related issues. 

During the focus group, the facilitator used member checking by having fellow researchers 

rephrase, refine, and interpret participants’ comments. The facilitator went further by asking 

probing questions for further classification. After each session, the facilitator met with the 

notetaker to debrief. The initial analysis led to two additional research questions. Mason et al. 

(2020) inquired about the specific training needs of SETs related to para supervision and the 

factors that enhance or hinder SET and para self-efficacy.  

Mason et al. (2020) identified seven major themes from focus group sessions. Four 

themes were identified in the study to address four research questions. The first theme identified 

was clarification of roles, responsibilities, rules, and policies. Paras said these topics were 
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necessary for professional development (PD). The second theme identified was common training 

needs and challenges, encompassing the subthemes of role clarification, team building, conflict 

resolution, and teacher-para collaboration. The third theme, specific challenges for paras 

included subthemes: feelings of disrespect, inequality, lack of training, lack of differentiation, 

and lack of purpose. The fourth theme, criticisms of para training programs, identified the 

following subthemes: lack of professional accountability, lack of administrator and teacher 

knowledge of para training topics, observation and feedback, behavior management, curriculum 

and Instruction, and technology. 

Embedded in the study were specific challenges for paras. Paras interviewed said they 

lacked the training that teachers received. Paras stated that any training would be helpful. The 

study identified a lack of training as the root of many challenges. Criticism of para training 

included a lack of differentiation. Many para trainings used a "one-size-fits-all approach". Paras 

stated that training programs tended to be repetitive and lacked purpose. The moderate to severe 

teachers interviewed stated that a lack of para-accountability resulted in a lack of motivation and 

participation in training programs. SETs said that they needed to have knowledge of para 

training topics. The most prominent issue related to paras was the lack of observation and 

feedback. Paras wanted their teachers to act as coaches, observing them and providing feedback. 

Behavior management was a common theme in all focus groups. A para suggested training on 

antecedent-behavior-consequence, and a teacher suggested training on de-escalation strategies. 

Moderate to severe teachers stated that their paras needed to demonstrate a better understanding 

of the curriculum, academic knowledge, and instructional strategies. The teachers said it was 

difficult for them to work with their paras individually to gain a better understanding of the 

curriculum.  
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With limited research on para roles, PD, and training needs, Wiggs, Reddy, Bronstein, 

Glover, Dudek, and Alperin (2021) conducted a mixed-method study. The purpose of their study 

was to find solutions to better support paras. The study addressed student populations served, PD 

trainings paras received, training needs identified by paras, and the relationship of perceived 

training needs based on student socioeconomic status. Participants in this study were all 

volunteers from a larger randomized controlled trial (RCT) conducted in a prior study completed 

by Reddy et al. The sample consisted of 215 paras working in 62 schools across the Northeast 

US.   

 Participants were provided A PD needs survey, including eight items about the current 

roles, six items about PD received, and one item about the need for training. The survey 

questions were multiple-choice, allowing respondents to select more than one answer. Surveys 

were distributed to the participants in person with paper and pencil. Participants were given two 

weeks to complete surveys. Questions on the survey included the number of classrooms where 

paras worked, classroom types, and hours spent in PD over the past years, and the topic. 

Response options for types of PD included on-the-job training, in-service training, conference 

sessions, had not received training, and an open-ended write-in option. Other questions on the 

survey included (1) targets of the training and (2) training received related to specific aspects of 

behavior management. Qualitative coding was used to address open-ended questions on the 

survey. Wiggs et al. (2021) used the Grounded Theory Approach for three rounds of coding 

using open, selective, and theoretical codes.  

 Open codes were defined as behavior and not behavior, training and not training, training 

topic or not training topic, training topic designed for paras or not designed for paras, and 

behavior management topic or not behavior management topic. Open coding was used to 

determine if further coding was needed. Selective codes for the disruptive behavior question 
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were derived from categories of student behavior on Behavior Observation of Students in 

Schools (BOSS), a measure that records student engagement and disruptive behaviors using 

whole interval and partial recording. The last round of coding, theoretical constructs, was used to 

further define selective codes to match theoretical constructs.  

 Research question one provided demographic information pertaining to the student 

population that the paras worked with. 97% of respondents in the study worked with students 

receiving special education. 22.3% of paras worked with one student, 36.1% of paras worked 

with two to four students, 19.8% of paras worked with five to ten students, and 21.8% of paras 

worked with more than 10 students. 97.3% of paras reported working with students exhibiting 

multiple disruptive behaviors in a classroom. Paras reported observing all 12 disruptive 

behaviors and other disruptive behaviors. Paras reported 41.5% of inappropriate verbal behaviors 

by students, 14.5% calling out of turn, 13.6% of talking to peers, 7.87% of verbal aggression 

toward others, and 2.27% of verbal aggression toward self. Refusal behaviors were reported 

34.5% of the time. Paras reported 12.6% of students did not follow directions, 11.2% of students' 

refusal to participate in classroom activities, and 10.8% students' refusal to complete work. Paras 

reported that 21.5% of the time, students exhibited inappropriate physical behavior. Leaving the 

assigned area was reported at 10.5%, physical aggression toward others at 6.36%, leaving the 

classroom was at 3.33%, and 1.81% was physical aggression toward self. Paras in the study 

worked from one to six classrooms, in both general and special education settings. 38.6% of 

paras in the survey worked in multiple grades.  

 Research question two addressed what PD paras received. Paras in the study reported 

receiving zero to 15 hours of PD in the past year. 43.7% of paras indicated they received zero 

hours of PD in the past year. 16.8% of paras reported receiving one to two hours of PD, 11.2% of 

paras reported attending three to six hours of PD, 8.67% of paras reported attending between 
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seven and nine hours of PD, 7.65% of paras reported attending 10 to 15 hours of PD, and 9.69% 

of paras reported receiving more than 15 hours of PD in the last year. Three types of training 

were reported by the paras who received training. 30.7% of PD was in-service workshop 

training, 25.9% of PD was on-the-job training, 12% of PD was other types of training, and 

6.93% of PD was at conference sessions.   

 The number of training topics ranged from zero to six. Behavior training, consisting of 

32.6%, was the most common topic of PD. 13.8% of PD covered district policies, 13.4% of PD 

addressed social-emotional learning, 12.1% of PD used academic instruction-based training, 

7.57% of PD discussed state department of education policies, and 2.68% of PD covered other 

topics including educational technology, educator evaluation systems, and communication with 

parents. Using qualitative coding, Wiggs et al. (2021) identified five additional topics including 

EBPs (33.3%) and passive restraint training (66.7%). 61.3% of respondents felt their PD was 

tailored for the role as para, while 38.7% of paras felt PD was designed for other staff members. 

Sixty-one participants in the study reported attending at least one behavior management training. 

25 (38.5%) of paras who attended behavior management training reported in-service training, 

while 13 (21%) paras who attended behavior management training used on-the-job training. 

 The third research question focused on the para needs for PD using cohorts two and three. 

Using information from 61 respondents, 82% reported an additional need for training, while 18% 

reported no need for additional training. 81.3% of respondents wanting more PD wanted multiple 

topics to be addressed. The largest needs for PD of paras included behavior-based training 

(50.2%), managing student behaviors (29.1%), and classroom-wide behavior management 

(21.1%). Other than behavior, paras reported needing additional training in social-emotional 

learning (19.1%), instruction (14.6%), educational technology (4.21%), school and district 
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policies, procedures, and initiatives (2.59%), communication with parents (2.27%), and other 

(.647%).  

 Due to vague guidance at the federal level and a uniform policy across states regarding 

the preparation of paras working in special education, it is difficult to gauge the impact of special 

education para training on student outcomes. Morin, Nowell, Steinbrenner, Sam, Waters, and 

Odom (2022) conducted a literature review and qualitative study through a survey on special 

education paras working specifically with students with autism. Morin et al. (2022) stated that 

knowing para responsibilities helped supervisors create PD relevant to the paras' role. Morin et 

al. (2022) went further by stating the importance of identifying challenges that impact paras 

access to PD. The purpose of this study was to gather data that would benefit future development 

of para training. Questions included in Morin et al.’s (2022) research were identification of roles 

and responsibilities of paras, what types of PD resulted in application of learned knowledge, 

access to current PD, and communication between teachers and paras.  

 A survey was created targeting paras working with students with autism. Questions were 

created based on professional experience and review of the literature on paras. Morin et al. 

(2022) went further by using three questions from the Teacher and Learning International Survey 

(TALIS, 2013). Lastly, questions specific to online learning and the para role were included in 

Morin et al.’s (2022) survey. The survey used 24 questions (Figure 7; Figure 8), including 

eligibility questions, questions on roles and responsibilities, questions on types of PD, and a 

fourth section on a larger PD study that was not included in the results section. Potential 

participants were already registered as users of the Autism Focused Intervention Resources & 

Modules (AFIRM, 2015). An email was sent to 1,988 paras working as (a) para, (b) in a public-

school setting, (c) in the US, and (d) with students with autism. Survey data was not used if data 

from the four areas were missing. After application of inclusion and exclusion criteria, Morin et 



21 
 

 
 

al. (2022) used surveys from 325 respondents (16%). 59% (n=193) of respondents reported 

working in a special education classroom, while 34% (n=109) reported working in a special 

education classroom and in a general education setting.  

 Paras reported that on a typical day, they were supervising students related to behavior 

(89%), providing support in instructional settings (80%), support in non-instructional settings 

(80%), academic Instruction (74%), and self-help instruction (68%). Furthermore, paras reported 

communication with their supervising teacher (89%) and collecting data (64%). 24% of paras 

reported planning and preparation of lessons, while 29% of paras reported having daily 

communication with their students' families. 96% of paras reported working with students on a 

one-to-one basis. Regarding PD, paras reported receiving PD in a variety of formats. 89% of 

paras reported receiving PD through a course and workshop, 74% reported reading professional 

literature independently, 68% reported attending education conferences, while 58% reported 

receiving coaching, mentorship, and observation from peers. The survey indicated a significant 

difference between paras working in general education settings when compared to paras working 

in special education settings regarding individual study of professional literature.  

 Included in the survey were questions addressing paras' access to PD. Challenges for 

performing duties identified in survey included lack of time (58%), lack of appropriate training 

offered (44%), funding (34%), support from the employer (24%), and resources (23%). 2% of 

paras reported that they lacked interest and did not seek PD. Morin et al. (2022) categorized 

challenges of para-PD based on grade level and setting. 45% of paras working in a special 

education setting reported that the training they received during PD was not appropriate. Data on 

times of communication with the supervising teacher were included in the study. 87% of paras 

reported communication with the teacher during downtime, 84% reported communication before 
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and after school, 75% reported communication during teacher workdays, and 71% reported 

communication during planning periods. 

 Behavior is a complex topic and a common issue in schools. Someone with minimum 

training often struggles with efficiently describing observed problem behaviors. Additionally, 

minimum training on behavior affects proactive ways to address the problem behavior. To gain a 

better understanding of problem behaviors from the lens of special education paras working in 

elementary schools, Bronstein, Breeden, Glover, and Reddy (2021) conducted a mixed-methods 

study. The purpose of the study was to gain a better understanding of paras' perceptions of the 

behaviors of students with disruptive behavior disorders (DPD). Additionally, Bronstein et al. 

(2021) wanted to determine if coaching assisted paras in defining behavior. Bronstein et al. 

(2021) went further by examining specific para concerns on students with DPD and whether 

coaching helped paras better operationally define behaviors. Bronstein et al. (2021) used a 

sample of 86 paras working in 36 schools in urban and suburban communities in the Northeast 

area of the U.S. Bronstein et al.’s (2021) sample originated from a larger randomized control trial 

(RCT). This sample was used to measure the efficacy of a job-embedded coaching model.  

 The measure used for qualitative data analysis using a constant comparative method was 

a modified version of the Behavior Observation of Students in Schools (BOSS). The first coding 

scheme consisted of behavior logs of students completed by the paras. Paras were instructed to 

record any behavior that they observed during the school day. The modified BOSS behavioral 

codes used in the study were academic engagement time and student disruptive behaviors, 

consisting of inappropriate physical, inappropriate verbal, noncompliance, and disruptive 

academic behaviors. Interobserver agreement using the modified BOSS and behavioral logs was 

85% by the Walker et al. (2021). Embedded in the logs was an open-ended response option to 

report unique behaviors.  
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 Bronstein et al. (2021) used job-embedded coaching for volunteers wanting to participate 

in the study. From the volunteers using RCT, the control group, who did not receive coaching, 

were encouraged to conduct business as usual regarding completing behavior logs using a wait-

list condition. The second group of participants was included in coaching condition. The 

coaching condition included five hours of PD, consisting of foundations of behavior, the 

importance of using data in identifying function, and evidence-based classroom interventions. 

After PD, paras participated in eight 45-minute coaching sessions. Paras in both conditions were 

required to complete a minimum of 10 behavioral logs. Paras in the coaching condition were 

introduced to behavior intervention planning.  

 Coaching session one consisted of the coach and para focused on building a collaborative 

relationship and identifying student needs. Session two confirmed behavior needs and setting 

goals using two to three evidence-based interventions and SMART goals. Session three also 

included the classroom teacher to confirm student goals, help in the selection of intervention, and 

prepare for the intervention. The fidelity checklist was reviewed; the coach modeled the 

intervention to the para, practiced the intervention with the para, and offered feedback to the para 

based on the para's performance. Sessions four through seven focused on supporting the para in 

implementing the invention with the student, including the coach's observation, intervention 

fidelity checklist, para strategy logs, and the para's anecdotal information. The sessions went 

further by continuing to model, practice, and provide feedback to the para implementing the 

intervention. Session eight was a debrief between the para, teacher, and coach to discuss the 

coaching process. The data collected was analyzed, graphed, and reviewed. The effectiveness of 

the intervention was determined by the team, followed by determining if the intervention should 

be discontinued, continued, or adjusted.  
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 Regarding the first research question, Bronstein et al. (2021) used multiphase coded 

procedures from the grounded theory approach. Approximately 1.170 paras reported behavior 

concerns. 432 (37%) inappropriate physical behaviors, 361 (31%) reported inappropriate verbal 

behavior, 204 (17%) noncompliant behaviors, and 116 (10%) of disruptive academic behavior 

occurrences were reported using the modified BOSS curriculum. A codebook was created using 

student behaviors from the second round of data analysis, identifying several themes. 35% of 

reported behaviors by paras were disruptive academic behaviors, 17% of reported behaviors 

were aggression, and 5% of reported behaviors were noncompliance. 43% of para-reported 

behaviors were labeled "nonbehaviors", meaning the para observed a student not doing 

something, such as following directions, not attending, or being unfocused.  

 The third phase of study used qualitative analysis. Qualitative analysis was defined as 

attending to any stimulus or activity other than the one assigned or not directing focus toward 

Instruction. Four main codes were generated by Bronstein et al. (2021) using student behavior 

concerns reported by the paras. Noncompliance, disruptive academic behavior, aggressive 

behaviors, and others were the main codes in the study. Subcodes as well as specific student 

examples were provided on the table. The types of disruptive academic behaviors were used in 

the analysis: (a) off-task including fidgeting or daydreaming; (b) peer interactions/verbal 

inference-verbal behavior interferes or disrupts classroom disruptions interferes with peers 

completing their work; and (c) physical interference- a non-aggressive physical behavior that 

makes it difficult for other students to complete their work. Three subcategories of aggressive 

behaviors were identified: (a) physical aggression toward others-a forceful movement directed 

toward another person; (b) physical aggression toward objects; and (c) verbal aggression- 

attempts to hurt another person using abusive language or threats.  
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 Noncompliance was defined as a student making no effort to comply with the request 

when given directions by staff. Two types of noncompliance were used in the analysis: (a) 

physical refusal-not sitting in the assigned seat or dropping on the floor; and (b) verbal refusal-

talking back or saying "no" when given a directive. The fourth code of others was defined as a 

nonbehavior/not doing something as expected or appropriate behavior. The two subthemes under 

other using the coding process: (a) unclear/opposite, and (b) positive behavior emerging through 

the coding process. Examples of "other" behaviors documented by the para included 

"disrespectful", "not listening", "student listened", and "student trying".  

 Research question two focused on reported behavior concerns reported by the coaching 

group versus the control group. Research question two examined log entries completed by the 

paras. Descriptive results used one to 25 log entries completed by the paras. "Other" behaviors 

were reported most by paras in both groups. Paras who had coaching reported 107 aggressive 

behaviors, 34 noncompliant behaviors, and 224 disruptive academic behaviors. Paras who 

received PD and coaching had higher odds of reporting behaviors in operationally defined terms 

than paras in the control group (odds ratio = 8.415). 43% of para behavior logs reported non-

behaviors, meaning that paras did not have a clear understanding of an operational definition of 

behavior.  

Discussion 

 The role of a para working in a self-contained classroom varies based on student needs 

and is difficult to define. One word to describe the role of a para working with students requiring 

intensive intervention is “flexible”. Fisher et al. (2022) used existing data to determine if paras 

were being hired to replace SETs due to teacher shortages. Despite their hypothesis stating that a 

shortage of SETs had occurred, average number of SETs remained stable from 2006 to 2016, 
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with a 1.6% increase. Para employment also remained stable from 2005 to 2015. While SET and 

para-averages remained the same, the number of paras employed by U.S. public schools is 

almost equal to SETs. It is important that paras working in special education are proficient and 

comfortable in performing daily duties in a self-contained setting. 

 Knowing the role of special education paras based on their experiences in the classroom 

is vital for supervisors to provide meaningful support. Wiggs et al. (2021) reported that most of 

the paras in the study worked with two to four students. Almost all (97.3%) of paras reported 

serving students with multiple disruptive behaviors, whereas 38.6% of paras reported providing 

small group or individual Instruction. Wiggs et al. (2021) went further by reporting that 43.7% of 

paras received no training. For the paras who reported having training, 60% of paras received 

crisis training, and 38.7% of paras received training that was tailored for other school staff. The 

greatest training need identified in study by paras was behavior management. Using the data 

provided by Wiggs et al’s (2021) survey, many school districts lack the essential training paras 

needed with their students. It can be argued that if effective behavior management training were 

in place, schools could better utilize their paras in other areas. Additionally, using the survey 

results, paras feel that administrators and SETs aren't appropriately providing supervision. 

Lastly, Wiggs et al. (2021) stated that the focus of PD needs to center on target audience who is 

receiving training.  

 Surveys are quick and effective in providing SETs and administrators a “snapshot” of a 

para’s daily duties. Zobell and Hwang (2020) reported that 80% of paras felt satisfied with their 

position. Low satisfaction levels reported from the survey included in the paras' role were 

encouragement and PD. This indicates that paras’ supervising SET is either not providing 

effective feedback to their paras or the supervision of the paras is inadequate. When a para is 

appropriately supervised, A SET should be making on-the-spot corrections and modeling 
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appropriate strategies when working together with students. The para should be given multiple 

opportunities to observe the SET implementing strategy with students. 23% of paras reported 

being given written expectations of their role. Wiggs et al. (2021) reported that many paras stated 

that they were only provided with verbal instructions on how to perform their duties. While it is 

nearly impossible for a SET to write out all duties, basics such as a schedule, behavior/crisis 

plans, an overview of the classroom, and other logistical information must be provided in both 

written and verbal form for a para to successfully execute their duties in a self-contained 

classroom. Regarding retention, Wiggs et al. (2021) reported 53% of paras said PD was a critical 

factor in retention. While funding is always a factor, it is important that SETs and administrators 

examine what resources they have available and make attempts to provide meaningful training 

for paras to learn new strategies with follow-up training.  

 While surveys are a quick tool for researchers to utilize, they fail to provide details. 

Mason et al. (2020) used focus groups to understand special education paras' roles and 

responsibilities. Common challenges identified in the role of paras in the focus groups included 

clarification of roles, team building, and collaboration between the teacher and the para. 

Regarding clarification of the role and respecting the privacy of the students, administrators need 

to be transparent in describing their duties. Many paras are hired not knowing they will be 

assisting in toileting, executing crisis plans, and being tasked to make important decisions to 

ensure classroom safety. Regarding team building, administrators must veer away from 

traditional "ice breakers" and allow SETs and paras to learn about each other using preferred 

activities. Last, administrators must allocate time for SETs to collaborate with their paras without 

students. Administrators must set aside time in the SET’s schedule. Allocating collaboration time 

with the SET and para could be as little as 15 minutes per week. Collaboration time between the 
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SET and para would forge professional partnerships and ensure paras are respected and have 

purpose. 

 Paras mainly enjoy working with students requiring intervention. For anyone new to a 

self-contained setting, it takes time for norms and routines to be established.  The roles of a para 

working with students requiring intensive intervention can shift in a matter of seconds. Paras are 

not replacing SETs but are being hired at a higher rate with more students requiring intensive 

interventions. Paras are mostly given verbal instructions by their supervising SET while working 

with students. Paras need both verbal and written instructions when performing their duties. 

Paras must know the classroom schedule, activities, strengths and needs of student, and means to 

ask questions to the SET to support students. 

Research Question 2: What barriers impact paraeducators effectiveness in working in a 

self-contained setting? 

Paras face daily challenges providing support to students and are often given training that 

is either not related to their role in the classroom or lacks connections to improving student 

outcomes. Brock and Carter (2013) investigated current research on para-delivered educational 

practices improving outcomes for students with intellectual and developmental disabilities. The 

first barrier identified was the role of the paras. Their comprehensive literature review included 

searching for research connected to: (a) inappropriately entrusting paras with primary 

instructional responsibilities, (b) utilization of paras that were not supported by research, and (c) 

inadequate training and supervision of paras. Paras tasked with providing primary Instruction 

were also tasked with making curricular and instructional decisions. Also, paras were expected to 

plan lessons, administer tests, and grade assignments. In previous research about the utilization 

of paras, some research where a one-on-one para provided Instruction to a student in an inclusive 
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classroom, resulted in negative outcomes. The negative outcomes included social interactions 

and access to the general education curriculum. Brock and Carter (2013) reported many paras 

working with students with intellectual disability had reported having no formal training on 

instructional practices.  

 Brock and Carter (2013) investigated if para-implemented practices improved student 

outcomes and which specific PD strategies provided the best implementation fidelity. Brock and 

Carter (2013) included studies that tested the efficacy of paras’ delivery of instructional 

strategies to students with IDD in elementary and secondary settings, comparing experimental 

conditions for paras receiving training and support versus paras not receiving training, and use of 

single-case or group design. Out of 239 studies initially identified in their search, Brock and 

Carter discovered 13 studies that met the criteria using key features. 87% of students in this 

study attended elementary school. 15.4% of the studies used self-contained classroom settings. 

63.4% of students had a diagnosis of ASD, 19.5% had a diagnosis of intellectual disability, and 

4.9% of students had multiple disabilities.  

 Ten of the 13 studies experimentally tested changes in student outcomes from the result 

of para-implemented instruction or support. This included the use of alternative and 

augmentative communication, facilitation of social interactions, discrete trial training, 

prompting, a combination of prompting and positive reinforcement, visual support strategies, 

time delay, social stories, pivotal response training, and incidental teaching. Results of para-

implemented Instruction improved student outcomes, improved communication outcomes, 

improved social outcomes, increased independence, and reduced problem behaviors. The length 

of the first training session was reported in eight of the 13 studies. The average training session 

time was 2.26 hours. Twelve of the 13 studies included follow-up training. Only one study had a 

school-based trainer. All packages were delivered to the participants in a one-to-one setting. All 
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13 studies had both a verbal and written description of each practice. Ten of the 13 studies 

measured para behavior through implementation of fidelity. Brock and Carter (2013) stated paras 

should be a supplementary resource to instruction. They believed services should mainly be 

provided by a highly qualified teacher. Brock and Carter (2013) additionally believed paras 

could provide EBPs when given adequate training from their supervising teacher. Diverse levels 

of education and expertise were noted, and it was found that paras could provide effective 

support to students with IDD. The participants in the studies mirrored the education levels of 

paras from a national representative survey. Brock and Carter (2013) concluded that many PD 

training packages could be associated with improving para implementation fidelity. Directions 

given to the paras in all studies were clear in giving a specific instructional or support strategy, 

for a specific student, with a specific purpose.  

 An easy and quick yet effective approach for administrators and teachers to address 

barriers of special education paras is a survey. Zobell and Hwang (2020) published a study on 

the current situation of special education paras using key aspects (Giangreco et al., 2012) of 

appropriate role, inappropriate role, training, and supervision. Zobell and Hwang's (2020) study 

intended to establish guidelines to better support special education paras. Zobell and Hwang 

(2020) addressed whether paras were being explained their role, whether the information was 

helpful, what areas paras need training in, how that training is delivered, and whether 

communication with their supervisors was enough.  

 Zobell and Hwang (2020) used 47 paras working in one rural school district in Southern 

California to participate in their study. The participants had varying levels of education and 

experience and worked in different special education programs in the school district. Twenty-

four of the 47 participants worked in a special day classroom. Twenty-nine of the participants 

worked with students in pre-k to fifth grade. Zobell and Hwang (2020) created a survey to 
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address their research questions from three previous studies examining aspects of the paras' 

work. In addition, Zobell and Hwang (2020) added four items to their survey to explore future 

directions in support and training of paras, as well as challenges that paras face in their current 

employment.   

 Zobell and Hwang’s (2020) qualitative study used a survey with 47 items presented in six 

sections. Section one asked participants their background information, section two asked 

questions regarding feelings and attitude, section three asked questions about role, training, and 

supervision, section four asked participants what helps and hinders retention, section five asked 

about future training and suggestions, and section six provided participants with an opportunity 

to respond to open-ended questions. Section two used a Likert scale (0-5) to rate each statement 

about attitudes and feelings. The survey was online and allowed participants to respond to the 

survey anonymously. Frequency count was used by Zobell and Hwang (2020) for most of the 

survey, while both researchers independently evaluated open-ended questions.   

 Twenty-one statements of attitudes and feelings were in survey, participants' scores 

ranged from 3.70 to 4.72, indicating the participants had mostly positive attitudes on job 

satisfaction. 72% of participants responded they had a great understanding of their role and 

responsibilities, and 28% of participants felt they had a moderate to fair understanding of their 

role and responsibilities. Most of the information on roles (74%) was given verbally, whereas 

11% of participants received written forms, and 4% of participants received both verbal and 

written. 13% of participants reported they were never provided with information on classroom 

expectations.  

 Participants felt that PD was important to increase retention. A mean score of 4.28 from 

participants stated that PD and training were a critical factor for them to remain in their current 

position. 8.6% of participants did not feel confident in being prepared for their position, and 34% 
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of participants felt they lacked opportunities for PD. Thirty eight of the 47 participants reported 

receiving behavior didactic training, Thirty four of the 47 participants reported receiving crisis 

training, and seven of the 47 participants reported being provided with ABA training. Other 

training reported was implicit bias, suicide prevention, MOVE international mobility training, 

and other forms of autism training. Two participants reported being provided with no training.  

 For PD, 68% of participants preferred lecture and discussion sessions, 62% of 

participants preferred on-the-job training, 60% preferred a hybrid of both lecture and on-the-job 

training, and 60% preferred a hybrid model of lecture and on-the-job training. 40% of 

participants preferred online training. Zobell and Hwang asked participants what part of the day 

is best to receive training. Weekdays after school were most preferred times by 32 participants, 

followed by training times during the school day by 27 participants, and lastly, training times 

provided on the weekend by 24 participants. 62% of participants said they felt they had time to 

collaborate with their supervising teacher. Zobell and Hwang (2020) went more in-depth by 

breaking down collaboration in elementary schools compared to secondary schools. 66% of 

secondary paras felt they had opportunities to collaborate compared to 56% of elementary paras. 

No significant difference was noted between one-to-one paras and classroom paras on 

collaboration. 

 The last section of Zobell and Hwang's (2020) survey provided participants with an 

opportunity to add suggestions or comments to increase para retention. Fifteen participants 

pointed out the need to be given a variety of training options to fit their individual needs. Eight 

of the participants felt they lacked proper collaboration with their supervising teacher and wished 

to have more collaboration opportunities. Seven of the participants reported that schools and 

classrooms need clarification on defining the paras' role working in special education. 
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Current research on paras' barriers is limited. Moreover, research on barriers through the 

lens of paras is minimal. Lichte and Scheef (2022) investigated barriers paras face using 

qualitative research. Lichte and Scheef (2022) sought to understand the extent to which paras felt 

their training was related to their daily tasks, whether the training addressed their specific job 

requirements, and if paras utilized the opportunities provided by their school and district for PD. 

The study used 32 participants who worked in special education from preschool to high school in 

the Northwest Region of the U.S. The participants had varying levels of education and 

experience working in special education. All participants consented to participate, understanding 

that their data would be shared with other interested parties, including supervisors. Lichte and 

Scheef (2022) provided supervisors a Google Form with the intent of distribution to paras. The 

first portion of the survey focused on para demographics. The second portion of the survey 

focused on statements pertaining to knowledge and PD using a four-point Likert-type scale 

ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The third section, with eight items, provided 

opportunities to identify areas of previous training and areas of interest for future training.  

Embedded option was included to give participants the opportunity to include qualitative 

information not covered in the first seven questions. 

A cross-sectional survey design using convenience sampling provided an analysis of data 

using percentages of responses per statement. Results of the survey indicated that 41% of 

respondents disagreed and 16% disagreed that they received one-on-one training with their 

supervisor. 44% of respondents disagreed, and 6% of respondents strongly disagreed that they 

had knowledge of working with students with disabilities prior to being hired. 16% of 

respondents disagreed, and 6% of respondents strongly disagreed that they received PD in the 

last two years. 16% of respondents disagreed, and 6% of respondents strongly disagreed that they 

learned new information from the training provided in the last two years. 50% of respondents 
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disagreed and 6% strongly disagreed that they were offered electronic-based formal training 

through a computer during the workday. 53% of respondents disagreed, and 16% of respondents 

strongly disagreed that they were offered face-to-face formal training during the workday. 41% 

of respondents disagreed, and 6% of respondents strongly disagreed that they would attend a 

workshop unpaid. Sixty percent of respondents strongly agreed and 34% agreed that they would 

attend a training session if it were scheduled during their workday. 

Based on the results of the survey, Lichte & Scheef (2022) analyzed what training areas 

the paras received training on and what training areas they wanted to learn more about. 44% of 

respondents received training on typical development, 50% of respondents wanted to receive 

training, while 6% of respondents received training but wished to have more training. 28% of 

respondents received training on EBPs, 59% respondents wanted to receive training, while 13% 

of respondents received training but wished to have more. 47% of respondents received training 

on behavior, 37% of respondents wanted training, while 16% of respondents had training but 

wished to have more. 19% of respondents had training on culturally responsive pedagogy, 78% 

of respondents wanted training, while 3% of respondents had training but wished to have more. 

38% of respondents had training on inclusive practices, 56% of respondents wanted to receive 

training, while 6% of respondents had training but wished to have more. 47% of respondents 

received training on specific disabilities, 44% of respondents wanted training, while 9% of 

respondents had training but wished to have more. 56% of respondents had training on 

collaboration, 38% of respondents wanted to have training, while 6% had training but wished to 

have more. 44% of respondents had other training, 44% of respondents wanted training, while 

12% of respondents had training. The other areas of training included classroom safety, de-

escalation training, and behavior/autism training. Regarding areas of interest, respondents 
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expressed a desire for training on creative ways to work with students with disabilities, assisting 

students with communication delays, and de-escalation and restraint techniques. 

 Regarding collaboration, Cipriano, Barnes, Bertoli, Flynn, and Rivers (2016) believed 

that teachers and paras working in self-contained classrooms have minimal opportunities to 

collaborate. Using current research from resource and inclusive classrooms, the Cipriano et al. 

(2016) measured the efficacy of the Recognizing Excellence in Learning and Teaching 

(RELATE) Tool in observations of teachers and paras working with students in a self-contained 

classroom setting. For gaining a better understanding of classroom tools being used in the 

classroom, a systematic review was conducted by Cipriano et al. (2016). The original sample of 

104 tools was narrowed to nine tools. Embedded in the identified nine tools were 184 items 

pertaining to specific actions, behaviors, or interactions.  

This study used qualitative research through a Q-sort methodological practice to identify 

similarities and differences between the 184 items. Cipriano et al. (2016) created a descriptive 

name for each group, removing any identifiable information from the tools in their analysis. Five 

groups were identified by the Cipriano et al. (2016), consisting of a range of nine to 57 items. 

The behavioral interactions were summarized using principal component factor analyses. 

Constructs were then applied to classroom observation video footage of the SET and para. 

To recruit participants, Cipriano et al. (2016) visited interested schools and spoke to 

school leadership, SETs, and parents to obtain formal permission to video record identified 

classrooms. Prior to using formal observation, Cipriano et al. (2016) conducted 15-to-30-minute 

informal observations to introduce themselves, work out logistical concerns, and to ensure a 

range of classrooms were identified and included in the study. The study consisted of 14 

classrooms in seven schools from three districts in the Northeastern U.S. Participants included in 

study were 85.1% male students, 93% female teachers, and 68% female paras.  
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Over a five-month period, each classroom was recorded on two separate occasions, 

averaging eight weeks apart per recorded observation. In addition to the recorded sessions, 17 

semi-structured interviews were held for administration, teachers, and paras. Interviews lasted 

approximately 90 minutes, and the interviewees were asked to reflect on what they considered a 

high-quality and low-quality classroom. Broad questions were asked about classroom 

interactions and followed with questions regarding professional relationships between the teacher 

and the para. Follow-up prompts and flash cards using specific constructs were presented to 

participants. The participants were then asked to sort and place the flash cards into meaningful 

groups. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed by Cipriano et al. (2016). Cipriano et al. 

(2016) reviewed data gathered from content analysis and interviews to identify common themes 

representing indicators or items connected to teacher-para interactions.   

Cipriano et al. (2016) assessed a preliminary framework established from their literature 

review using seven emergent indicators of teacher-para interactions, including positive climate, 

negative climate, sensitivity, solidarity, classroom procedures, behavior management, and time 

management.  Fifteen recorded observations were scored on a seven-point scale using SPSS 

software. Solidarity was the first element identified in the study. Cipriano et al. (2016) said paras 

and SET must share a unity of purpose, meaning they promote a positive emotional climate with 

clear classroom management and instructional strategies. Cipriano et al. (2016) argued that 

having more adults in the room does not necessarily promote quality instruction, going further by 

stating that the lead classroom teacher can either enable or hinder quality instruction when not 

delegating administrative, clerical, or instructional tasks appropriately to the para. Respect was 

the third element of the framework, acknowledging others' work in the classroom. Mutual 

respect must be given to each other in the classroom. Cipriano et al. (2016) suggested 

collaboration is easier when respect is given to others. Disrespect between teachers and paras 
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was the fourth element of the framework. Belittling interactions were observed by the paras in 

videos when the participants believed that the video recording had ended. This included the para 

shaking their heads, frowning, and giving a thumbs down. 

Figure 1 

Framework for Understanding Teacher-Paraeducator Interactions in self-contained Special 

Education Classrooms 

 

Discussion 

 Regarding question two, it is important to examine the current challenges special 

education paras face inside and outside of the classroom. Ledwa and Reddy (2020) conducted a 

comprehensive literature review of current para-assessments used for PD by school districts in 

the U.S. Of the 13,859 public school systems in the U.S. (US Census, 2022), Ledwa and Reddy 

(2020) located three research studies and 11 district para-assessments using formal assessments 

for paras working in self-contained settings. This indicates that school districts have significant 

gaps in providing training to para and assessing paras for accountability purposes. Ledwa and 

Reddy (2020) went further by indicating that more resources must be given to paras. Like 
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students receiving special education services, paras need a clear scope and sequence with 

expected outcomes provided to them at the onset of PD. When schools fail to provide their paras 

with measurable outcomes, paras do not have a clear understanding of expectations. 

 Understanding the needs of paras is important when addressing best practices. It is 

important to understand the role of the para and how dealing with problematic behavior can 

impact a para's schedule when assigned to multiple students. Administrators and teachers must 

designate time at the beginning of the school year, during the day of duty, or give paras the 

opportunity to receive training that is paid for in the evenings or on weekends. 84% of the 

participants indicated they would participate in PD if they were compensated. While this is not 

feasible due to funding, administrators and teachers should maximize time for paras to complete 

training partially when there might be breaks in schedules, students being absent, or during 

teacher workdays. While web-based training using modules isn't ideal, it provides schools with 

flexibility, especially during downtime. 

 Lack of training impedes the' performance of paras while working with students 

exhibiting problematic behavior. Being able to define a behavior appropriately is a struggle for 

individuals who aren't trained. Paras are often the primary data collectors; it is essential that what 

they observe can be defined and articulated with minimal bias. Bronstein et al.'s (2021) study 

compared paras' notes on behavior-based objectives. The paras who received training provided 

measurable, objective, and observable descriptions of behaviors they were observing compared 

to the paras who had not received training. Knowing when to react and when not to react helps 

paras balance their role and ultimately assists the teacher in managing student behavior 

effectively. 

 Funding, time, inappropriate roles, and relevant training are major barriers impeding 

paras working with students that require intensive intervention from successfully performing 
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their duties. Due to lack of appropriate training, paras are often pulled from their duties in a self-

contained classroom to other settings to supervise challenging behaviors. Paras who are given 

training, state training did not address specific needs. Most training initiatives designed for paras 

are a collaboration effort with researchers or consultants. Limited down times affect 

communication between paras and SETs. Most communication is reactive after a serious event. 

Research Question 3: How do districts and schools provide professional development to 

paraeducators? 

States, districts, and schools provide PD to their staff based on identified needs and goals. 

PD varies due to many factors, Additionally, PD is focused more on teachers than paras. Ledwa 

and Reddy (2020) conducted a systematic review of research and a reviewed materials school 

systems made public regarding assessment of para practices. The purpose of the study was to 

analyze assessment approaches of para and school-based practices to inform progress in the 

development of assessments. Ledwa and Reddy (2020) conducted two separate reviews, one of 

research literature, and an internet search of para-assessments available to the public. Included in 

the search were instruments and assessment procedures for paras. The literature review had to 

include information about instruments or procedure design or information about psychometric 

characteristics of data produced using reliability or validity. Out of 27 identified instruments, 

only three of the instruments met criteria for review. The internet search yielded 11 documents or 

articles that had not been published.  

A coding procedure was used with the 14 identified instruments. The three dimensions 

used to code include (a) instrument design and format; (b) presence and forms of validity 

evidence; and (c) constructs measured. For instrument design and format, response format, items 

or procedures, and scoring procedures were recorded. Theoretical foundations or reliability or 
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validity indices were used for instruments identified in the first dimension. The constructs 

measured were then defined in two broad categories based on prior research combined with the 

credential and supervision standards for paras provided by the CEC. The two broad categories 

used in the study were “paraprofessional interactions with the student” and “assessment”. 

The first round of review indicated that many of the assessments did not represent 

interactions with the students nor assessment-related tasks. Due to insufficient data, A third and 

fourth category were added to the review. “Paraprofessional characteristics” using knowledge 

and physical characteristics was compared to “professional”, items pertaining to paras adherence 

to behavioral norms in the workplace, and relationships with other adults. Inter-rater agreement 

was achieved through a separate review by an advanced doctoral student using a full coding 

scheme, resulting in an agreement rate of 92.45%.  Disagreements were resolved through 

discussion. Results of the 11 assessments used by schools and districts indicated that only two of 

the 11 assessments contained psychometric information. The initial review, secondary review, 

and inter-rater agreement check targeted 18 individual constructs based on results of the 14 

instruments with varying results. The most prevalent constructs identified most often were 

behavior management and instructional delivery. Eleven of the 14 instruments included 

components of teacher interactions and student relationships. District-developed assessments 

focused on items targeting paras’ workplace behavior including confidentiality and 

professionalism whereas these items were not published in the three literature reviews.    

Ledwa and Reddy (2020) recommended a framework (Figure 2) using measurement 

development and validation efforts of paras. Ledwa and Reddy (2020) suggested using 

assessments that (a) align with school and student needs and (b) are supported by established 

theory and empirical evidence. Furthermore, suggested key constructs needed to focus on (a) 

promote engagement and positive behavior, (b) support instruction, (c) provide effective 
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feedback for students, and (d) enhance relationships with students. Additionally, a psychometric 

foundation focusing on (a) reliability over time and raters and (b) construct validity was needed 

to provide means of measurement. Lastly, consequential validity, using (a) usability and (b) para 

outcomes were recommended to improve individual needs of the para following PD and assist 

SETs in assessing the para while performing duties in the classroom.  

Figure 2 

Framework for Development and Validation of Paraprofessional Assessments 

 

Training must have clear and attainable goals resulting in positive outcomes for 

participants in any PD. Sometimes training can be continuous and last multiple school years 

through state initiatives. More students are now eligible to receive special education services 

under the eligibility criteria of ASD. The California Department of Education provided trainers 

to work directly with SETs, related service providers, and paras. The trainers, referred in the text 

as “Cadre”, provided districts with meaningful training regarding attitudes toward, knowledge, 

and fidelity using EBPs focusing on ASD.  
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Suhrheinrich, Nahmisa, Yu, Melgarejo, Schetter, Holt, and Stahmer (2022) studied the 

impact of California Autism Professional Training and Information Network (CAPTAIN) trained 

staff compared to non-CAPTAIN staff working regarding students with Autism. CAPTAIN was 

created in 2008 by the California Inter-Autism Planning Group (IAPG). CAPTAIN was a cross-

agency effort with 17 regional teams across California that developed regional plans using the 

latest research on autism and EBPs. Within the 17 regional teams, 400 members, named “cadre”, 

were tasked to provide EBP-specific training and implementation and training to at least three 

providers three times yearly. One cadre was provided for every 500 students. One hundred and 

thirty-two agencies in California were designated cadre based on the student to cadre ratio.  

A qualitative study over two phases aimed to collect data based on surveys given to 

participants in California who worked with students from age three to age 22 with autism. Two 

groups, CAPTAIN-trained and non-CAPTAIN groups, were asked a series of questions. 

Respondents from phase one included administrators, SETs, related service providers, and paras. 

Suhrheinrich et al. (2022) only used teachers as respondents in phase two of their study. Phase 

one used surveys from direct service providers (n=1543). 16% (n=252) of the respondents in the 

phase one survey were paras. 54% of respondents reported having extensive hands-on experience 

working with students with autism. One thousand two hundred and seventeen of the 1543 

respondents had not received CAPTAIN training or coaching.  

Using a five-point Likert scale (0-4), respondents were asked about attitudes towards 

autism and EBP. Respondents responded moderate scores to openness of EBPs. CAPTAIN 

trained providers responded with significantly higher levels of openness (M=3.24, SD=.68) than 

non-CAPTAIN providers (M=3.09, SD=.77). Respondents were asked to about their usage of 

EBPs. CAPTAIN providers reported average use of 9.29 (SD=5.02) compared to 9.02 (SD=5.05) 

EBPs for non-CAPTAIN providers. CAPTAIN trained providers reported use of visual supports 
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(22%), reinforcement (20%), and prompting (10%) as most frequently used EBPs. Non-

CAPTAIN providers reported reinforcement (20%), prompting (16%), and visual supports (14%) 

as the most frequently used EBPs. 

The survey reported that a larger proportion of CAPTAIN providers collected fidelity 

data, student data, and usage of EBPs with most students when compared to non-CAPTAIN 

providers. Implementation outcomes with providers EBPs were moderate across all survey items. 

Suhrheinrich et al. (2022) identified significant group differences for several implementation 

outcomes. To begin, CAPTAIN-trained providers reported using all components of primary EBP 

(M=2.76, SD=.88) compared to non-CAPTAIN providers (M=2.59, SD=.98). Next, CAPTIAN-

trained providers reported higher levels of feeling competent implementing EBPs (M=2.88, 

SD=.92) than non-CAPTAIN providers (M=2.65, SD=.98) Last, CAPTAIN-trained providers 

additionally reported feeling more competent on explaining their knowledge of EBP (M=2.63, 

SD=1.01) compared to non-CAPTAIN providers (M=2.40, SD=1.08). Suhrheinrich et al. (2022) 

identified no significant difference between groups on adaptation of EBP items. 

 Brock and Carter (2015) investigated the efficacy of a training package with individual 

components for special education paras. Their intent with this study was to gain a better 

understanding of how training for paras should be facilitated. Brock and Carter (2015) believed 

that implementation of targeted interventions should occur daily ensuring para accountability. 

Modeling, accountability, and performance feedback were identified as the three critical features. 

They believed that trainers needed to clearly articulate how to implement interventions by the 

trainer modeling intervention to participants. Also, they wanted participants to embed the 

interventions in everyday practices for accountability purposes, Last, the study wanted to 

reinforce what paras were doing well but also providing feedback to correct mistakes for future 

implementation. Four questions were used in the study. Brock compared stand-alone training to a 
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combination of training and VMPAC with use of constant time delay, effects of only coaching 

component, effect of coaching component on implementation fidelity, and effect of coaching 

component compared to coaching with video modeling.  

Video Modeling Plus Abbreviated Coaching (VMPAC) was a flexible and replicable 

training package which involved initial training followed by video modeling and abbreviated on-

site job coaching. Participants in the study were 25 special education paras working in one 

school district in the Southeastern U.S. The study used a randomized control trial to measure 

efficacy of a VMPAC training package to teach paras implementation of constant time delay. 

Participants in study were randomized into two groups. The experimental group received 

VMPAC training package while the control group received training not associated with constant 

time delay. The pre-randomization training workshop consisted of a two-hour workshop where 

the researcher conducted role-play activities while a SET and school-based trainer roamed 

around the training. The purpose of training was to teach participants the implementation steps of 

constant time delay and least-to most prompting. The experimental group received follow-up 

training using VMPAC. The package consisted of (a) three weeks of access to video modeling 

and (b) abbreviated in-person coaching. The video package had three videos pertaining to 

constant time delay with an overview, implementation steps addressed in PD, and an exemplar of 

researcher implementing constant time delay with a student. Each video used different video 

exemplars pairing constant time delay with discrete academic skill, chained vocational task, and 

self-help skill. Brock and Carter (2015) provided a worksheet for paras to complete how they 

would carry out each implementation step for their specific students. The completed worksheet 

would be used later during in-person coaching sessions. 

Three to four weeks after the initial PD, Brock and Carter (2015) conducted one-hour in-

person coaching sessions with each participant in the experimental group. The coaching sessions 
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occurred in school where the paras worked. The coaching session began with the para 

demonstrating constant time delay with their assigned students. The researcher provided 

appropriate instructional materials for the para to use with the student including math flash cards, 

sight words, and a moveable clock face. Fidelity data was collected by the school trainer using an 

adapted version of a time delay implementation checklist. Trials with paras were divided into 

simultaneous prompting trials and time delay trials. Using the checklist, Brock and Carter (2015) 

measured whether each para correctly or incorrectly implemented constant time delay. The 

control group also received follow-up training. Access to three videos on natural supports not 

related to constant time delay and follow-up by abbreviated in-person coaching. The abbreviated 

coaching to the control group was the same as provided to the experimental group with the 

exemption of no worksheet and the coach reviewing implementation with natural support, rather 

than paras providing implementation steps. Para performance for time delay using a fidelity 

checklist was the dependent variable for both experimental and control groups.  

Brock and Carter (2015) used one-way ANOVA for pre- and post-coaching fidelity 

scores of the experimental group with the pre-coaching fidelity scores of the comparison group. 

Video modeling alone scores using a fidelity checklist for the experimental group were 78.2% 

and 71.6% for the comparison group. There was no significant difference in scores between the 

two groups. Brock and Carter (2015) used a t-test between pre- and post-coaching for the 

experimental group. There was a statistically significant impact, with the post-coaching score 

average being 96.5% using fidelity checklist. Brock and Carter (2015) lastly compared VMPAC 

with coaching to coaching alone. The experimental group averaged 96.5% and comparison group 

averaged 96.4%, indicating that there was no statistically significant difference between effect of 

video modeling and coaching when compared to coaching alone. 
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 Brock, Barczak, Anderson, and Border-Williams (2021) investigated tiered training for 

paras using a concurrent multiple probe design across classrooms. The challenges were 

investigated in Brock’s study. The first challenge addressed was PD for all paras, but only 

providing one-one-one coaching to paras who did not meet mastery criterion for implementation 

fidelity. Brock’s intent was to mirror response-to-intervention that teachers use with students. 

Second, Brock et al. (2021) measured para implementation through teaching the instructional 

target for which he observed and provided feedback and additionally teaching a different target 

where the para did not receive feedback. Finally, Brock et al. (2021) included teachers in the 

coaching process to measure how feasible and effective for teachers to deliver coaching based on 

individual students. Brock et al. (2021) presented four questions in their study. Effects of tiered 

training with para implementation on systematic prompting, effectiveness of individual tiers on 

group training and individual coaching, use of strategies in new scenarios, and student progress 

after para training were analyzed in the research.  

 Thirteen paras from five school districts were recruited to participate in this study. The 

paras worked in self-contained settings with students with severe disabilities. Brock defined 

severe disabilities as the students were eligible to take the state’s alternate assessment. The 

observations of paras were conducted in the self-contained setting. However, the instruction’s 

intent was to be transferable to the general education setting. A single subject research design 

using multiple-probe-across participants design was used to stagger the intervention across the 

five schools. To strengthen the experimental design, randomization of tiers using a computer 

random-number generator was applied. The participants consisted of 11 women and two men 

with varying education and experience in the classroom. 

 Prior to the study, a pre-baseline training session focused on differentiation between 

discrete and chained skills and conducting a task analysis of chained skills. The baseline 
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condition consisted of written directions, where the para had to demonstrate a stable pattern of 

responding with at least five data points implementing both simultaneous prompting and least-to-

most prompting using checklists. Group training consisted of three 50-minute didactic training 

sessions over a three-week period. Brock et al. (2021) understood that pulling the paras at the 

same time was not possible, so he turned the 50-minute session into two 25-minute sessions. The 

first week focused on simultaneous prompting with Brock et al. (2021) providing (a) rationale 

for simultaneous prompting, (b) explanation of steps of simultaneous prompting with examples, 

(c) modeling implementation steps, (d) practice with other para using role-play, and (e) 

providing feedback back to paras during role-play for implementation fidelity and constructive 

suggestions for para mistakes. After training, the paras were to record themselves with a student 

implementing simultaneous prompting with a student. They would bring their video to the 

following training in week two. 

 The second week focused on the video recording of the paras implementing simultaneous 

prompting. After each para presented their video, Brock et al. (2021) invited the group of paras 

to provide feedback after each video. Brock et al. (2021) introduced a video to the group of the 

least-to-most prompting. Brock provided the same didactic training materials for least-to-most 

prompting that he used for simultaneous prompting. Brock et al. (2021) provided data sheets 

used by the SET and modeled how to complete data collection. The final week of group training 

focused on feedback on both procedures. The paras were provided with individual feedback at 

the conclusion of each video from Brock et al. (2021). No additional training was provided to 

paras during the maintenance phase. The longest time between training and maintenance phase 

was 46 school days.  

 Paras who failed to demonstrate at least 85% fidelity over two sessions for either 

procedure, were given two 15-minute coaching sessions by the SET. Prior to the SET coaching 
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the para, Brock provided each SET with a 45-minute training session focusing on (a) 

implementation steps of simultaneous prompting and least-to-most prompting and (b) how to 

provide positive and constructive feedback. Training and coaching differed as coaching focused 

on feedback related to both targeted and generalization situations. Each session consisted of a 

review of videos where the SET provided positive feedback for implementation fidelity and 

constructive suggestions for mistakes. The SET giving feedback to the paras was observed by 

Brock during the coaching sessions.  

 The dependent measure used in this research was implementation fidelity of both 

prompting procedures using a fidelity checklist and video recording of the para working with 

student in a natural environment focusing on student goals that were pre-determined. Brock 

measured adherence to steps of implementation for both prompting strategies. Student progress 

was measured through probes of 10 discrete or 10 chained responses associated with the target 

and generalization goals. A social validity questionnaire of para and teacher feedback for training 

and coaching was given to the participants using a Likert scale from one (not at all) to 

five(extremely). The mean responses provided by paras ranged from 3.93 to 4.50. The SETs’ 

mean score regarding difficulty of video-based feedback was 1.33. Teachers’ mean scores of 

providing individual feedback to paras was 3.50 and willingness to provide video feedback to the 

paras in the future was 4.00. 

 Results indicated a functional relation between tiered training and adherence to steps for 

simultaneous prompting and least-to-most prompting. All 13 paras acquired mastery criterion by 

the conclusion of the study. Nine out 13 paras demonstrated mastery with the group training 

alone. One para needed coaching for both prompting strategies in the generalization situation, the 

second para needed coaching for least-to-most prompting in generalization situation, the third 
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para needed coaching for both prompting strategies in the targeted situation, and the fourth para 

needed coaching in simultaneous prompting in the generalization situation.  

Having clear and achievable outcomes on para training is critical for sustainment of a 

self-contained classroom. Sam, Steinbrenner, Odom, Nowell, Waters, Perkins, White, 

Swaminathan, and Rogers (2023) selected a study that they believed would increase fidelity of 

evidence-based practices (EBPs) for paras working with students with autism. Additionally, Sam 

et al. (2023) focused their research on a core set of EBP rather than focusing on individual 

practices. To address the gap in research, Sam et al. (2023) created AFIRM for Paraeducators 

Program (AFM). Embedded in AFM (Table 2) was an overview on implementation and 

sequence of training. Using this training, Sam et al. (2023) investigated functional relations 

between AFM and para EBP fidelity, progress of student learning goals, and overall rating of the 

AFM program, as well as determining the social validity of AFM.  

Figure 3 

Operational Framework for Autism Focused Intervention Resources and Modules for 

Paraeducators 
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Using a multiple-probe design across classrooms with dyads consisting of a para working 

with at least two students receiving special education services for autism under Part B of IDEA, 

Sam et al. (2023) used self-contained and inclusive elementary classrooms in the Southeastern 

U.S. The first four programs incorporated in the study were self-contained classrooms where 

students spent at least 80% of their day in one setting. The second four programs were inclusive 

settings where students spent most of their day in a regular classroom. Instruction for students 

was planned and supervised by the teacher while paras provided the instruction. 

The AFM program was the independent variable in the study. In the introduction 

activities of the AFM program, SETs and paras worked both together and individually. A total of 

four EBPs and one supporting peer interaction was embedded in the learning cycles of AFM. 

Paras had to have at least two weeks of practice of each EBP, with a minimum of four sessions, 

scoring 80% fidelity for at least three consecutive sessions before moving on to the next cycle. 

The EBPs and topics used during Sam’s study were reinforcement, prompting, time delay, visual 

cues, visual supports, and supporting peer interaction (SPI).  

Baseline data consisted of a teacher completing an e-learning module while the para 

implemented instruction specific to the goal (Table 3) of the student. Sam et al. (2023) recorded 

10-minute videos two times weekly of the para working with the student. The SET had to 

demonstrate 80% fidelity through modeling of the EBP to move forward in the study. During the 

intervention, the para completed the EBP e-learning module and collaborated with their SET 

using the provided planning guide to address student needs and goals. The SET observed the 

para weekly to provide feedback on implementation fidelity of the EBP. During SET observation 

of para, Sam continued to record sessions twice weekly. Generalization phase of study was 

defined as the para implementing the EBP effectively with different students during different 

activities. No support was provided by Sam during this phase. Dependent variables in the study 
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were paras’ implementation fidelity of EBP and student progress. Research was abruptly halted 

after 25 weeks due to the Covid-19 pandemic, resulting in Sam et al. (2023) not finishing their 

study.  Because of study being stopped, Data of paras working in inclusive learning 

environments was inconclusive. 

Dyads in the self-contained settings scored well below the 80% criterion level in 

implementation fidelity level before training. After the introduction of each EBP, an immediate 

change was noted, demonstrating a stable or accelerated trend. With the premature termination of 

the study, Sam’s study included four demonstrations for reinforcement and prompting, three 

demonstrations for time delay, and two demonstrations of visual cues regarding functional 

relation. Sam’s study provided a Mini-Goal Attainment Scale (GAS) to score mean and range 

scores (0-4) of both teachers and paras of each EBP from AFM modules. Mean final scores for 

prompting were 3.2 for teachers and 3.2 for paras using reinforcement, 2.3 for teachers and 2.8 

for paras using prompting, 3.3 for teachers and 3.0 for paras using time delay, and 3.0 for 

teachers and 3.0 for paras using visual cues. 

Discussion 

Regarding efficacy of para training using PD, current research suggests that districts need 

better measures to assess special education paras (Borosh et al., 2023). Two intensive searches 

through public and online resources yielded only 14 assessments given to paras after group 

training. Nine of the 14 identified assessments from PD for paras lacked a theoretical framework 

and performance feedback needed for paras to effectively perform their duties in a self-contained 

classroom. With no theoretical framework or performance feedback, it is difficult for paras to 

connect PD with their practice working with students who require intensive intervention.  
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PD, also referenced as group training in text, given to special education paras, that were 

provided by schools or districts, was a collaborative effort between schools or districts and 

researchers conducting studies (Brock & Carter, 2015; Brock et al, 2021; Sam et al., 2023, 

Suhrheinrich et al., 2022).  It could be argued that schools and districts rely heavily on 

universities to facilitate training for special education paras working in classrooms with students 

requiring intensive intervention. PD in the literature review focused on EBPs often used by paras 

with students in self-contained settings.  

The identified EBPs used during PD from the literature review included time delay 

(Brock & Carter, 2015; Sam et al., 2023), prompting (Brock & Carter, 2015; Brock et al., 2021; 

Sam et al., 2023; Suhrheinrich et al., 2022), reinforcement (Sam et al., 2022; Suhrheinrich et al., 

2022), visual supports (Sam et al., 2023; Suhrheinrich et al, 2022), and supporting peer 

interactions (Sam et. al, 2023). Facilitators of PD for paras were researchers (Brock & Carter, 

2015; Brock et al., 2021), trainers provided by California Department of Education (Suhrheinrich 

et. al, 2022) and SETs trained by researchers (Sam et al., 2023). PD used varying amounts of 

time to present material in various formats. All training used written and verbal directions of 

implementation of EBPs. The facilitators modeled EBP and followed up with activities where 

paras could demonstrate skills through role-play. Group training concluded with assessment of 

paras implementing EBPs using a fidelity checklist. Each study used different mastery criteria 

for para understanding of EBP.  

 Paras working with students requiring intensive intervention require tailored instruction 

to successfully perform their role. With minimum access to researchers, SETs must take on the 

responsibility of providing a foundation of what “works” to paras. Group training for paras must 

be engaging and interactive. SETs must model anything they expect others to do and provide 

opportunities for paras to practice with the SET and other paras. PD/group training needs more 
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accountability and follow-through. If skills learned are not practiced continuously and on a 

consistent basis, it is highly likely the skills will not be retained.  

Research Question 4: How do paraeducators receive follow-up training and ongoing 

support that is individualized to address needs of their students? 

 Teachers are the first resource regarding clarification when paras face specific challenges. 

To gain a better perspective on current practices regarding teacher-delivered training for paras 

working in special education, Borosh, Newson, Mason, Richards, and Crosley, (2023) completed 

a systematic and quality review of teacher-delivered training to special education paras. Effective 

training was defined as training procedures using a description and rationale of the skill, with 

experimental training of modeling the skill, and practice of the skill in a simulated or real-world 

environment with performance with simulated feedback. Borosh et al. (2023) went further by 

implementing coaching as a collaborative process between the para and teacher with goal setting, 

intentional observation, and recurring specific feedback. With the current number of paras, 

Borosh et al. (2023) argued that effective training to paras needed to be evidence-based with a 

high level of fidelity when providing services to students on IEPs. Borosh et al. (2023) went 

further by stating lack of follow-up support such as coaching by SETs after didactic training to 

paras are ineffective in producing long term changes in implementation.  

In the review experimental training methods require at least one expert and one novice 

staff who will learn the skill. Borosh et al. (2023) suggested rather than using a district expert, a 

more effective approach would be using the SET in the role of the coach to increase the 

frequency and efficacy of training paraeducators. Borosh et al. (2023) said that SETs were more 

cost effective, however, they lacked the training to coach due to their respected teacher 
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preparation programs. The purpose of the review was to determine the quality of research 

methodology using current research of SETs as coaches for paras.  

Borosh et al. (2023) intent of study was to grasp a better understanding of effectiveness of SET-

delivered training, understand the methods SETs used in delivery of para training and coaching, 

the strategies taught to paras, and characteristics of the participants. Four electronic databases 

were searched in the literature review. Inclusion criteria included (a) experimental single-case or 

group design; (b) inclusion of independent variable (IV) of coaching; (c) participants were 

paraeducators; (d) IV implemented by SET who works with paraeducator; (e) the dependent 

variable was paraeducator implementation fidelity for students with disabilities; and (f) studies 

conducted in K-12 school settings. Studies using self-reporting were excluded in the literature 

review.  

 Eleven studies were used in the literature review. 45% of behavioral skills training, 9% of 

practice-based coaching, and the remainder of the studies used individual strategies. The average 

duration of each coaching session was 56 minutes. 41 paraeducators received coaching from 

SETs. Thirty-nine of the participants were women and two were men. Para experience ranged 

from four months to 31 years. 36% of studies had students ranging from kindergarten to 4th 

grade. Students with autism, intellectual disability, and multiple disabilities among other 

disabilities were identified in studies. Seven of the studies (64%) took place in a self-contained 

setting. Coaching included an array of instructional, behavioral, and procedural skills. Training 

paraeducators included opportunities to initiate, prompting procedures, discrete trial teaching 

(DTT), and functional communication training (FCT). Skills students learned included 

communication initiation, functional communication to replace challenging behaviors, and 

discrete and chained skills.   
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 The most common method utilized by SETs to paras was behavioral skills training. This 

strategy was described as evidence-based, given on-the-job, with little or no cost to the school. 

Limited research on practice-based coaching of SETs measuring efficacy of paras. Borosh et al. 

(2023) suggested that teacher preparation programs and PD for SETs should include coaching 

strategies for paras. Another finding identified in the review was that SETs explicitly teaching 

paras could assist in removing barriers in collaboration as well as power barriers between the 

SET and paras.    

Cost of training can be a contributing factor on why schools and districts fail to have 

specific training designed for paras. Da Fonte and Capizzi (2015) investigated the effects of an 

efficient and cost-effective training program for paras working in self-contained classrooms with 

students with significant disabilities and complex health-care needs. Da Fonte and Capizzi’s 

(2015) intent were to provide a guide to paras in key instructional practices to support students 

using student outcomes. Praise, pause, and prompts were the three instructional strategies 

examined in this study. Da Fonte and Capizzi (2015) examined if training provided through 

modules would increase paras’ use of EBPs.  Da Fonte and Capizzi (2015) went further to 

determine if paras used in study thought the training provided was meaningful. 

The study was conducted at one school in the Southeastern U.S. The school provided 

specialized instruction for students three to 22 years old who had multiple disabilities. Of the 28 

paras working in the school, six paras expressed interest in the research team, and three of the six 

paras were randomly selected to participate in the study. No paras used in the study had explicit 

training on praise, pause, and prompts instructional practices. Da Fonte and Capizzi’s study 

aimed to increase paras’ use of effective and appropriate praise, pause, and prompt EBPs. Da 

Fonte and Capizzi defined praise as a positive comment made the student describing their 

behavior paired with praise statement and/or gesture. Pause was defined as wait time for a 
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student to respond to a question or direction before providing a prompt. Prompt was defined as 

any adult behavior that was given to the student prior to or during the student responding to a 

question or following a direction. Da Fonte and Capizzi (2015) provided participants with 

examples for use of each instructional strategy. Da Fonte and Capizzi (2015) used three online 

modules for paras to gain understanding on praise, pause, and prompt. PowerPoint slides 

followed explicit instruction of each strategy embedded in the training modules. A tip sheet was 

provided to the paras with the following information (a) definition of the strategy (b) 

characteristics of how to implement the strategy (c) when the strategy should be used and (d) 

examples of accurate use of the strategy. After the modules, Da Fonte and Capizzi (2015) 

observed paras implementing strategies with their students and provided written feedback. A 

single-subject research design using multiple baselines across behaviors was used to evaluate 

each training module on paras’ increased use of targeted practices in the classroom setting.  

Baseline data was collected on all three behaviors across all three paras until each module 

was presented. Each module was presented at the beginning of each full week. Da Fonte and 

Capizzi (2015) evaluated the relationship between intervention implementation and behavior 

change for each targeted behavior. During the intervention phase of study, the modules were 

given to paras in the same order. The procedures were the same for all modules. All three paras 

completed a module on the same day to control diffusion of treatment. Module training was 

completed individually where paras could navigate slides independently at their own pace. After 

completion of each module, paras had the opportunity to ask questions about the research study. 

At the end, paras were given a tip sheet. The following day, Da Fonte and Capizzi (2015) 

observed the para implement the previous day’s module. Da Fonte and Capizzi (2015) completed 

written performance feedback after a single session using (1) discussion and reflection of 

implementation of the targeted strategy, (2) sharing of para’s performance data on use of the 
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targeted strategy, (3) behavior-specific praise for correct use of targeted strategy, and (4) 

corrective feedback for incorrect or inconsistent use of target strategy. Regarding corrective 

feedback, the feedback delivery protocol included (a) review of the tip sheet, (b) reflection on 

how the strategy should be implemented, and (c) specific examples from that day’s observation 

when the strategy should have been implemented. 

Observation of paras occurred for 30 minutes using event recording. The three paras in 

the study worked with the same students on various targeted skills to include using a switch, 

grasping, choice making, requesting, and rejecting. The skills were initially taught by the SET 

with supplemental opportunities provided to the paras during the classroom lesson. Da Fonte and 

Capizzi (2015) observed five sessions with paras during baseline before intervention. During 

baseline, para one, Amy, was observed using praise 0 times per minute, using pause .30 times 

per minute, and observed using prompting 1 time per minute. After post-module, Amy was 

observed using praise 2.72 times per minute, using pause 2.31 times per minute, and using 

prompting 1.83 times per minute. During baseline, para two, Bev, was observed using praise .75 

times per minute, using pause 1.38 times per minute, and observed using prompting 3.92 times 

per minute. After post-module, Bev was observed using praise 4.41 times per minute, using 

pause 3.08 times per minute, and using prompting 3.75 times per minute. During baseline, para 

three, Cecilia, was observed using praise 1.00 times per minute, using pause 2.11 times per 

minute, and observed using prompting 1.86 times per minute. After post-module, Cecilia was 

observed using praise 1.94 times per minute, using pause 4.00 times per minute, and using 

prompting 3.11 times per minute. 

Students requiring intensive intervention often lack the repertoire to express their basic 

wants and needs resulting in an increase of challenging behaviors. Students exhibiting 

challenging behaviors lack the tools to effectively gain access to preferred items or to protest 
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activities in a self-contained classroom, which can result in the student harming themself or 

others. Functional communication training (FCT), an EBP, when implemented with fidelity, 

increases use of language as a replacement behavior while decreasing challenging behaviors such 

as self-harm or aggression. Walker, Carpenter, Clausen, Ealer, and Lyon (2021) conducted a 

study where classroom teachers provided initial training and follow up training to their paras 

using FCT. The purpose of the study was to expand current research and understanding of FCT 

using a cascading model of support for SETs, paras, and students with autism spectrum disorder 

(ASD). Furthermore, Walker et al. (2021) investigated whether para training on FCT provided by 

the SET was effective, feasible, and replicable.  

Walker et al. (2021) used three triads consisting of a SET, a para, and a student with ASD 

receiving special education services in a self-contained classroom. The paras used in the study 

were assigned to the SET but were not individually assigned to one student. Paras in Walker’s 

study provided support to multiple students in a one-on-one, small group, and whole group 

settings throughout the school day. Students selected in the study had to have a diagnosis for 

ASD defined by IDEA, engage on persistent challenging behavior such as harm to self-and/or 

others, or participate in property destruction, and have parental consent for students to participate 

in FCT training. Triad one was a SET, a para with 15 years’ experience, and a student with ASD 

with emergent language who had a history of climbing on playground equipment and then 

jumping off during recess. Triad two was a SET, a para with 14 years’ experience, and a student 

with ASD with emergent language who had a history of elopement, aggression, and 

nonparticipation during one-on-one and small group math instruction. Triad three was a SET, 

para with three years’ experience, and a student with ASD with multiword communication who 

exhibited aggression, disruptive vocal behavior, and nonparticipation during math instruction.  
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Walker et al. (2021) utilized a single-subject research design using a multiple baseline 

across participants design to determine the effects on SET training on para FCT implementation. 

SETs provided training and coaching to paras at the school either in a quiet location or in the 

classroom. The dependent variable in the study varied for each para. Para, one implemented the 

system of least prompts, whereas paras two and three implemented constant time delay (CTD). 

Implementation of fidelity was collected specific to elements. Prior to training Walker et al. 

(2021) met with the SET to review FBA and confirm function of challenging behavior. Walker et 

al. (2021) and SETs determined the function and collaborated in designing a plan using FCT to 

replace challenging behavior. A lesson plan was created to finalize the FCT plan. Embedded in 

the plan were procedures implementation specific to each triad for precursor behaviors, and 

schedule of reinforcement for correct and unprompted responses of replacement behavior. The 

replacement behavior for student one was the student using a visual attached to the paras’ 

lanyard with “watch me”. Students’ two and three used the replacement behavior “I need a 

break” with a constant time delay procedure. Student two required full physical prompting using 

a Big Mac while student three required a gesture pointing to the construct of sentence on an 

Accent 1000.  

Baseline sessions consisted of the para using the provided lesson plan and using the FCT 

during target routines with students. No directions nor support were provided to the paras from 

the SETs during baseline. Each SET met with Walker for a single training session that averaged 

36 minutes. Walker wanted to ensure SETs were equipped to supervise and coach paras and had 

the skillset to answer questions about FCT. Additionally, Walker et al. (2021) wanted SETs to be 

prepared to implement para training programs. Using role-play, SETs had to perform the lesson 

plan with 100% accuracy for two consecutive trials. Finally, SETs received a PowerPoint 

presentation about the coaching process and facilitated para training mirrored to what occurred 
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during SET training. The initial training consisted of instruction, modeling, rehearsal, and 

feedback as outlined as four components in Behavior Skills Training (BST) (Reed et al., 2018). 

After initial training, SETs provided a follow-up coaching session with paras averaging 10 

minutes. If paras scored 90% or above during implementation during coaching session, coaching 

was stopped. Paras who failed to meet 90% mastery criteria, received further coaching until they 

reached 90%. Treatment fidelity by SETs during coaching sessions were 100% using a checklist 

of the training elements. The third phase of the study consisted of Walker recording para and 

student interactions during target routines one to three times per week averaging 11 minutes. 

Triad one displayed low levels of implementation of FCT during baseline. After initial 

training, the para mean implementation fidelity was 94.5%. Para one needed two coaching 

sessions to meet performance requirements. One month after coaching Walker et al. (2021) 

observed para one maintaining implementation fidelity. Para two from Triad two demonstrated 

low levels of implementation with a decreasing trend and minimal variability during baseline. 

After initial training session para two demonstrated an immediate change and increasing trend 

with limited variability during follow-up coaching sessions. Para two received four follow-up 

coaching sessions to meet mastery criteria. During baseline, para three in Triad three displayed 

low-to-moderate levels with an overall increasing trend. After initial training session, para three 

displayed 94.6% implementation fidelity. Para three met mastery of 0-s response after three 

coaching sessions and mastery of 3-s response after three more coaching sessions. Paras agreed 

or strongly agreed with the items related to effectiveness, delivery, and value of the teacher-

delivered training procedures from social validity survey (M=3.94; SD=.24). SETs also agreed 

with the same items as paras from social validity survey (M=3.36; SD=.81). 

Discussion 



61 
 

 
 

 Coaching was a follow-up component following group training in Brock & Carter (2015), 

Brock et al., (2021) and Sam et al., (2023) research studies. Two additional studies used 

coaching through dyads and triads. Coaching was relevant to paras’ application of EBP while 

working in a school setting with their students. Students who have intensive needs often require 

BIPs.  

Students who require intensive intervention need consistency. To increase para, buy-in of any 

strategy, it is critical that the para observe the strategy being implemented successfully by the 

individual promoting the strategy. Demonstration of strategies must occur during multiple 

sessions between coaches/SETs with their students. This could be attained by the coach or SET 

recording themself (Brock & Carter, 2015) with students using strategy in different scenarios 

where identified problematic behavior is likely to occur.   

 Coaching with a dyad (Da Fonte & Capizzi, 2015) used both a para and student whereas 

a triad (Walker et al., 2021) used a SET, para, and student. Observation and performance 

feedback are necessary for paras’ to successfully implement an EBP. Coaching sessions from the 

literature review are generally brief and based on the needs of the para based on prior 

assessments or observations. Successful coaching (Borosh et al., 2023) requires consistency and 

planning from the coach to modify coaching for both mastery and regression of para 

performance using fidelity checklists.   

Discussion 

 Coaching should be individualized based on para’ performance. Coaching must be 

provided on a consistent basis using measurable outcomes with a “finish line”. Coaching should 

be concise but provide opportunities to troubleshoot challenges. Paras working with students 

requiring intensive intervention need opportunities to ask questions to the SET. The SET 
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providing coaching should be able to answer questions modeling strategies to the para with the 

student.  

Conclusion 

Paras working with challenging students lack support in training, supervision, and 

support from their supervising teachers and school administrators. This could be blamed on lack 

of supervision training in teacher preparation programs, large caseloads, administrative actions, 

and funding. For special education paras receiving PD, para training lacks a theoretical 

framework and/or follow-up training in their respected settings. Wiggs et al.’s (2021) survey 

argued school administrators and teachers aren’t appropriately supervising paras. It is suggested 

that future trainings intended for paras focus more on needs of the para rather than needs of 

teacher.  

 Surveys are quick and effective in giving teachers and administrators a “snapshot” of the 

para’s daily duties. Zobell and Hwang (2020) reported that 80% of paras felt satisfied with their 

position. Low satisfaction levels reported from the survey included in the paras’ role were 

encouragement and PD. This indicates that the teacher is either not providing effective feedback 

to the paras or supervision of paras is inadequate. If a para is being appropriately supervised, the 

teacher is making corrections on the spot and modeling appropriate strategies when they work 

with the student, and the para is observing. Only 23% of paras reported being given written 

expectations of their role. Wiggs et al. (2021) reported that many paras stated that they were only 

provided with verbal instructions on how to perform their duties.  

While it is nearly impossible for a SET to write out all duties, basics such a schedule, 

behavior/crisis plans, an overview of the classroom, and other logistical information must be 

provided in both written and verbal form for a para to successfully execute their duties in a self-



63 
 

 
 

contained classroom. Regarding retention, Wiggs et al. (2021) reported that 53% of paras said 

PD was a critical factor in retention. While funding is always a factor, it is important that 

teachers and administrators examine what resources they have available and provide 

opportunities for paras to learn new strategies with follow-up training.  
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Section 3: A Plan 

This comprehensive plan uses three improvement initiatives specifically designed to 

support paras working in self-contained classrooms using group training, coaching, and module 

training. Paras working with students who have intensive needs require training that is specific to 

their role. Using Ledwa and Reddy’s (2020) framework (Figure 2) regarding para-assessment, 

paras would gain a basic understanding of EBPs through theory provided in group training using 

a didactic approach. Didactic approach is defined by directions being given in both verbal and 

written form and additionally providing an explanation (APA 7th edition, n.d.). Group training 

often lacks follow-up coaching related to content for accountability purposes. Coaching with 

observation confirms paras understand and can use EBPs with their students presented during 

group training. Also, follow-up coaching for paras should be relevant to daily challenges paras 

face when working with students requiring intensive intervention in self-contained settings. In 

addition to para-accountability in performance, follow-up coaching provides schools and the 

SET a supervision component ensuring EBP implementation fidelity and complying with Part B 

of IDEA. Coaching by the SET should be consistent and help paras with specific challenges, 

paras encounter daily working with students.  Special education services for students requiring 

intensive intervention begin at the para-level, knowing what works for the population they work 

for, knowing the inherent risks, and having a collaborative plan with the SET on how to reduce 

the occurrences of those risks. States and districts need a universal framework promoting para 

training programs that assesses para knowledge and follow up with specific training based on 

para feedback and needs.   

 There are no federal laws or mandates on what methods on how and when special 

education paras working with students requiring intensive intervention receive training. States, 

districts, schools, and the SET are not given specific guidance from the federal level on what 
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training should take place. While some states and districts attempt to provide training to special 

education paras, many PD opportunities provided to paras are specifically designed for teachers, 

based on school improvement goals, and answer questions paras have and be meaningful for the 

students they serve. Additionally, when training is given to paras, the training are often either 

verbal or written and fails to identify para challenges that occur in a self-contained classroom 

when supporting the SET or providing direct services to students. A common challenge for SETs 

is to designate time with their paras to address specific challenges.  Paras need opportunities 

throughout the school year to have designated time with their SET. During designated time with 

SETs, paras can ask questions, receive remedial training, and provide the SET feedback on 

student IEP goal progress. While the SET is the author and subject matter expert on each 

student’s IEP, it is difficult for the SET to provide paras specific training partly due to lack of 

coursework on para supervision during teacher preparation programs, their individual PD 

requirements, and administrative actions such as IEP meetings, planning, data input, and 

collaboration with other related service providers. 

 Like children, adults learn at different levels and rates. Effective para training must 

provide different modalities tailored towards adult learners. Paras and SET’s do not have large 

amounts of time during the school day to stop instruction to collaborate and troubleshoot 

problems due to classroom demands. This plan is realistic because it takes a minimum amount of 

time and provides both the para and SET flexibility in scheduling coaching sessions using a 

calendar. Para trainings need to align better with para requirements identified in Part B of IDEA. 

Training can begin with a simple yet important assessment using presented material during group 

training. Supervision and training of para by the SET would occur routinely using observation 

and implementation checklists of para demonstrating EBP with the students they serve. Para 

training, whether in a group or individual format, should reflect what real world events that 
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happen in self-contained classrooms. Training should be relevant to behaviors that could occur in 

a self-contained classroom by students requiring intensive intervention. Paras provide most 

support to maintain a safe classroom while providing direct services to students when the 

supervising SET is unavailable. Being facilitators of IEPs, paras need a larger role in the IEP 

development phase with their supervising SET. Paras and SETs need allocated time without 

students asking questions, address challenges, and collectively solve problems. Students 

requiring intensive intervention often can create unsafe environments and need competent staff 

working with them. Having competent staff reduces the likelihood of injuries. Paras need 

opportunities to voice their concerns, allow the SET to produce a plan, have the SET model and 

role-play plan with para, supervise the para implementing plan with student, and provide 

feedback to the para through observation.  

 U.S. public schools provide varying levels of support through training for paras working 

with students who require intensive intervention. Supervision and training of paras often falls on 

the shoulders of the SET. During teacher preparation programs, SETs receive little or no training 

in their coursework on appropriate supervision and training of paras.  A group training and 

coaching component given by an experienced SET provides paras opportunities to learn about 

what practices work best in a self-contained classroom. EBPs need to be relevant for students 

who receive services in a self-contained setting. Students who are eligible for services under 

ASD, ID, MD receive many services in a self-contained setting due to the need for intensive 

interventions. Follow-up coaching and observation by the supervising SET would assess paras’ 

understanding through para application of EBP with students. Observation of para working with 

students by SET would identify needs when para implements EBP with students. Follow-up 

coaching designates a specific time where paras could receive coaching by the SET using short 

intervals. Abbreviated coaching would be individualized based on paras’ competence in 
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demonstrating EBPs while working with their students. A module component would provide 

paras flexibility to access specific training, when necessary, due to time constraints working in 

self-contained settings. SETs and paras need allocated time together to celebrate successes but 

also acknowledging gaps and creating solutions resulting in positive outcomes working with 

students requiring intensive intervention. 

A Train-the-Trainer model designed by Doug Staneart (2016) would be used to design a 

program for paras. The trainer, sometimes referred as a consultant, would be responsible for 

creating content and materials, organizing the content into simple steps easy to follow, test and 

measure the process, and incorporate “learn by doing” activities throughout the program. The 

consultant is an experienced SET who worked effectively in training and supervision of paras of 

students requiring intensive intervention. The consultant would facilitate one-day training with 

SETs in becoming experts in training and supervision of their paras. The train-the-trainer training 

would be conducted in one day at a location central to the SETs. The consultant understands time 

limitations and demands placed on SETs. Train-the-Trainers would include SETs becoming 

experts in explaining and modeling EBPs to paras. Using Train-the-Trainer methods, schools and 

districts would become self-reliant and the need for external trainers would be reduced. The 

Train-the-Trainer model would teach SETs delivery methods for adult learners using didactic 

learning. The American Psychological Association (n.d.) defines didactic as “a technique in 

which behavioral and therapeutic concept and techniques are explained to the clients, and 

instructions are given in both verbal and written form”. After being trained by the consultant, the 

SETs will demonstrate proficiency in facilitating group training on paras to include para’s role in 

a self-contained classroom, explanation of EBPs through various strategies, and coaching paras 

as paras implement EBPs with their students. The consultant would be available to provide 
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consultation with SETs throughout the school year to assist if problems were to occur with group 

training, coaching, and online modules. 

 The targeted group for this training plan is paras working in self-contained settings 

providing special education services to elementary students who require intensive intervention. 

The plan will use six paras working in three different self-contained classrooms. Paras in this 

plan can have varying levels of education and experience working in a self-contained classroom. 

Paras in plan supports a SET in delivery of special education services to students under 

categories ASD, ID, and MD under IDEA. The facilitator/coach will be a SET who was trained 

by consultant using the Train-the-Trainer method. The SETs would have varying experiences 

working in an elementary self-contained classroom with working knowledge in demonstration 

and explanation of EBPs. The SET should also have experience providing effective supervision 

to paras. The SET will facilitate group training, provide technical assistance when paras work 

independently on module training, and provide ongoing support to parts with coaching sessions. 

Group Training 

The facilitator of any group training needs to know their intended audience, a working 

knowledge of the topic, a history of success and failures with the topic, capability to explain and 

model topic, and have multiple ways of presenting and clarifying possible questions so participants 

leave no questions. The most qualified person to facilitate this training is the current SET who 

receives Train-the-Trainer training, experience of working with students who require intensive 

intervention, effective communication skills, and positive experiences while supervising paras. It 

is suggested that SETs new to teaching are not selected to lead this program. Facilitators selected 

need a minimum of  three years teaching a self-contained classroom. The facilitator needs to know 

paras’ background including education and prior experience. This will assist the SET in coaching 
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sessions and future group training. Surveys would be given to participants prior to group training. 

The survey will be a simplified version of Morin et al. (2022) (Appendix B) using a two-part 

survey with response choices and open-ended questions. Paras lack to time to read through 

enormous amounts of slideshows. Sam et al. (2023) suggested training designed for paras should 

use fewer slides and provide paras more opportunities to engage with the presenter.  

 Group training (Figure 4) will be an abbreviated version of AFM for Paras module training 

focusing on use and monitoring of EBPs using Google Slides (Appendix D). The AFM for paras’ 

modules website suggests 11 hours for completion of online training on five identified EBPs. The 

group training would be held on one day for six and a half hours. In addition to EBP training, the 

group training will include an overview of role and characteristics of ASD, ID and MD.  The group 

training will use a didactic approach for presentation of EBPs to paras. Didactic approach refers 

to a manner of instruction in which information is presented from the SET to paras, in which the 

SET selected the topic, controls the stimuli, obligates responses from paras, examines para 

responses, and provides reinforcement (APA 7th edition, n.d.). In addition to verbal presentation 

by facilitator, participants of group training will have access to group training Google Slides and 

a written tip sheet on EBPs (Appendix C). Paras working with students requiring intensive 

intervention mainly support their students in small group or one-on-one setting. Training and 

coaching would mirror what paras are likely to encounter when working in a self-contained 

classroom. The SET will provide scenarios that paras would typically observe working in a self-

contained classroom, including challenging behavior. 
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Figure 4 

Para Improvement Initiative 1 

Improvement 
Initiative 1 

Objective Key Actions Benchmarks Anticipated 
Outcomes 

Group Training Gain a better 
understanding of 

paras’ background 
and strengths 

 
Provide paras with 
specialized training 

in role, 5 most 
common EBPs with 
students with ASD  

ID, and MD. 
 
 

Needs 
Survey 

 
One-day in 
person 
training 
 
Small group 

 
Opportunities 
for 
observation 
and feedback 

 
Post-

assessment 
 
 
 

80% accuracy using 
multiple-choice, 

true/false and 
matching on 

content presented 
during group 

training 

Role overview 
 

Understanding 
theory of EBPs, 

fidelity checklists 

The plan will be implemented over one school year. The group training will occur at the 

beginning of the school year prior to students’ start date. The training will be held on one day 

from 8:00 a.m. to 3:30 p.m. Group training will consist of one SET (facilitator) and six paras 

(participants) who work in three self-contained elementary classrooms. The setting for group 

training would occur in a self-contained classroom. The classroom would need the following 

materials: an interactive flat panel (IFP), seven desks with chairs, seven laptops, network access, 

Google Chrome browser, writing instruments, and paper. The SET will ensure that IFP, laptops, 

and network access are functioning prior to the start of the group training. Laptops will be fully 

charged with charging ports available in the event of a loss of power. The IFP and laptops will be 

open with needs survey displayed on home screen prior to the start of group training. In addition 

to having computers, desks will have two pencils, paper, and an agenda for the training. Printed 

notes will be provided by the SET to paras prior to each section. 
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Group training (Appendix D) will begin at 8:00 a.m. with paras beginning with 

completion of a needs survey using Likert-Scale and open-ended responses to questions modified 

from Morin et al. (2022) using Google Forms (Appendix B). Paras will have 20 minutes to 

complete survey and submit it. From 8:20 a.m. to 8:35 a.m., the SET will provide an overview of 

the paras’ role working in a self-contained classroom to include mission statements, norms, 

characteristics of ID, ASD, and MD, rationale for training, and questions/feedback from paras. 

An overview of EBPs will be discussed from 8:35 a.m. to 8:50 am. During this period the SET 

will provide an overview of EBPs including definition and environments for application of 

EBPs. The SET will briefly go over the contents of fidelity checklists (Figure 10) is and give 

paras an opportunity for questions/feedback. A ten-minute restroom break will be from 8:50 a.m. 

to 9:00 a.m.  

Thirty minutes will be allotted to discuss prompting. The SET will explain what 

prompting is, explain types of prompting, examples and environments of when to use prompting, 

and provide paras a fidelity checklist for prompting. The SET will model use of prompting when 

having a student write their name with each type of prompt. From 9:20 a.m. to 9:30 a.m. the 

paras will be divided into two groups of three and practice each type of prompt using role-play. 

Each para will have opportunity to be student, teacher, and observer. At the conclusion of the 

prompting section paras will be given an opportunity to ask questions or provide feedback. 

Reinforcement will be discussed from 9:30 a.m. to 10:00 a.m. The SET will describe 

reinforcement, schedules of reinforcement, examples of when to use reinforcement, monitoring 

reinforcement, and implementation fidelity. The teacher will model the importance of 

reinforcement by playing a student who has difficulty transitioning from the small group setting 

to their desk. The para(teacher) will give student (SET) preferred activity/reward for appropriate 

transition with preferred reward versus non-preferred reward after the student (SET) 
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demonstrates transitions from a small group setting to their work area. From 9:50 a.m. to 10:00 

a.m. the paras will be divided into two groups of three and role-play the same activity as a 

teacher, student, and observer. At the conclusion of reinforcement section paras can ask 

questions or provide feedback to the SET. Paras will be given a ten-minute break from 10:00 

a.m. to 10:10 a.m.  

From 10:10 to 10:30 a.m. the SET will introduce peer interactions with paras. The 

training will consist of an overview of peer interactions, examples of where peer interactions can 

take place, and ways to implement peer interactions. The SET will act as teacher and model turn-

taking two paras are throwing a ball. The last five minutes will be paras rotating as teacher, 

student, and peer with the same activity. Prompting and reinforcement will be embedded in the 

modeling and role-play. 

Time Delay will be discussed from 10:30 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. The SET will provide paras 

with an overview of time delay, examples of time delay, use and monitoring of time delay. The 

teacher will model constant time delay using five seconds for a student identifying a blue 

flashcard using receptive identification with independence or with prompting. The paras will be 

divided into two groups and role play the same activity as a teacher, student, and observer from 

10:50 to 11:00. Paras will have opportunity to ask SET questions or provide feedback.  

From 11:00 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. the SET will discuss visual support. An explanation, types 

of visual schedules, visual cues, and importance of visual supports will be discussed during 

training. The SET will show examples of classroom and individual visual schedules to paras. The 

SET will model how to create a visual schedule for a classroom and individual students. Paras 

will be divided into two groups and work together to build a daily classroom visual schedule. At 

the end of visual supports section paras will have an opportunity to ask questions or give 

feedback to the SET. Lunch will be from 11:30 to 12:30 p.m.  
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The afternoon after lunch will begin with a short review using a “Jeopardy” format. Paras 

will be placed in teams of two to respond with questions to answers on each EBP. The intent of 

the game is to provide paras with an interactive way for paras to collaborate in responding to 

content presented to them during the morning. Five categories with each EBP discussed will 

have three answers referring to the learned content. The jeopardy game would last from 12:30 

p.m. to 12:45 p.m. 

The morning session focused on overviews of each EBP ranging from 20 to 30 minutes 

each. The afternoon sessions would solely focus on role playing scenarios with each EBP. Each 

session in the afternoon will range between 10 to 15 minutes. Like the morning sessions, paras 

will have opportunities to play the role of the teacher, student, and observer. Each session will 

have a vignette of a scenario where the para will practice use of EBP. Prompting role-play would 

occur from 12:45 p.m. to 1:00 p.m., reinforcement role-play would occur from 1:00 p.m. to 1:15 

p.m., peer interactions role-play from 1:15 p.m. to 1:25 p.m. Participants would be given a break 

from 1:25 p.m. to 1:35 p.m. From 1:35 p.m. to 1:50 p.m. participants would work on visual 

supports role-play. 

From 1:50 p.m. to 2:20 p.m. the SET will conduct a review of EBPs with participants. 

From 2:20 p.m. to 2:50 p.m. participants will take a written test on EBPs. The test consists of 25 

questions. The questions on post-assessment will have (Appendix true/false, matching, and 

multiple-choice questions. Participants can use their notes and materials presented in training. 

Mastery criterion is 80% accuracy (20/25 questions). From 2:50 p.m. to 3:20 p.m. the SET will 

go over test questions and answers, receive feedback, next steps regarding coaching, and walk 

participants through scheduling their first coaching session and ways to contact SET. The SET 

will give a brief overview of suggested modules on EBPs, and the participants will conduct a 



74 
 

 
 

social validity survey. The SET will be available from 3:20 p.m. to 3:30 p.m. to answer 

individual questions. 

Coaching  

Group training will be condensed to maximize time using an abbreviated presentation of 

EBPs. Follow-up coaching would occur immediately after group training upon the return of 

students. At the conclusion of the group training, the SET will walk paras through on how to 

access coaching calendar and ensure paras have access to calendar and schedule their first 

session. This calendar is important because it allows paras observations to not overlap while 

providing a platform for availability of the SET. Paras would meet with the SET (Figure 5) on a 

bi-weekly basis to observe SET implement each EBP with student, then watch the para 

implement EBP student while SET observes to collect fidelity data and finally collaborate with 

the SET on the observation using feedback. Each coaching session will be brief, ranging from 15 

to 30 minutes depending on the needs of the para. The para must meet mastery criteria three 

consecutive sessions systematically implementing each EBP. It is anticipated that each para will 

need a minimum of 15 opportunities during the school year to meet mastery criteria on all five 

EBPs.  
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Figure 5 

Para Improvement Initiative 2 

Improvement 
Initiative 2 

Objective Key Actions Benchmarks Anticipated 
Outcomes 

Coaching Application of 
EBPs while 

working with 
students 

Follow-up with 
person training 

 
Use and 

monitoring with 
each EBP 

 
One-on-one 

 
On-the-job 

training 
 
 

 

80% accuracy 
using 

implementation 
fidelity 

checklist 
through SET 
observation 

Demonstration of 
EBPs 

Module Training 

 AFIRM for Paraeducators (AFM) uses an online platform with module training provided 

by the Graham Center at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. AFM uses online 

learning (Figure 9) through modules to go in-depth on prompting, reinforcement, supporting peer 

interactions, time delay, and visual supports for students with autism. The total amount of time 

suggested for the AFM training is 11 hours. AFM is available for paras with underlining 

questions that were not addressed or answered in group training or coaching. This is an optional 

tool for paras and can be accessed with just a few clicks. Paras can access AFM (Figure 6) 

during downtimes in the instructional day, PD days where the SET is unavailable for their own 

specific training, PD training days that are not relevant to the para, on instructional days where 

students have a late reporting time, or during the rare occurrence of student absences. AFM for 

paras website advised paras who do access AFM for Paras modules to note where they end each 

session due to modules not saving progress.  
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Figure 6 

Para Improvement Initiative 3 

Improvement 
Initiative 3 

Objective Key Actions Benchmarks Anticipated 
Outcomes 

Module Training Reinforce 5 EBPs 
taught in group 

training using self-
paced online 

modules 
 
 
 

Online 
platform for 

paras to access 
EBPs during 

downtime 
 

Access to 
alternative EBP 
training when 

SET not 
available 

 
Opportunities 
for paras to 

watch videos 
of EBP 

implementation  
 
 
 

 
 
 

80% 
accuracy 
Post-
module 
assessment 

Maintain 
knowledge of 

EBPs 
 

     

Benchmarks 

Before group training, a needs survey will be completed by paras prior to group training 

to assist the SET with demographic information, past training, abilities, and para The needs 

survey will assist SET in coaching sessions and when facilitating future groups. A post-

assessment will be given to paras at the end of group training to measure knowledge of 

prompting, time delay, reinforcements supporting peer interactions, and visual cues EBPs. 

Mastery criterion for the post-assessment will be 80% accuracy. The post-assessment will assess 

the efficacy of the group training using a combination of 25 true/false, matching, and multiple-

choice questions. Questions from post-assessment are weighed equally at four points per 
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response. To meet mastery criteria of 80%, paras must correctly answer 20 out of 25 questions 

correctly. 

During bi-weekly coaching sessions, the SET will observe paras work in the school 

setting applying each EBP. The SET will use a fidelity checklist to measure para-accuracy of 

following steps. The mastery criterion for application EBP is 80% accuracy of each EBP over 

three consecutive coaching sessions. The formula for accuracy is correctly performed steps of 

EBP divided by total number of steps.  

Paras, who score an 80% or above on post-assessment during group training, will begin 

observations with SET on implementation of EBPs with their students using a fidelity checklist 

during coaching sessions. Mastery criteria for each EBP are observation of para with student 

using EBP with 80% accuracy over consecutive sessions. For paras who score less than 80% 

accuracy on post-assessment, the SET will provide two abbreviated coaching sessions and then 

administer the post-assessment for a second time. If 80% mastery on post-assessment is achieved 

after the two coaching sessions, the para will begin observations of implementation of EBPs by 

para to their student with 80% accuracy over three sessions. Observations of para by SET will be 

systematic measuring fidelity implementation EBP. Paras must implement each EBP with 80% 

accuracy over three consecutive sessions to move to the next EBP. The sequence for EBPs 

during coaching is reinforcement, prompting, time delay, supporting peer interactions, and visual 

cues. Paras who do not meet mastery criteria of post-assessment will repeat two abbreviated 

coaching sessions with post-assessment until they score 80% accuracy. All benchmark data will 

be completed by the SET including post-assessment scores and EBP implementation checklists. 

Measurement 

 The independent variables (IVs) in the plan will be group training presented by a SET, 

and coaching sessions of paras performing each EBP with their students by the SET. The 
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dependent variable (DVs) of the group training will be a post-assessment on EBPs completed at 

the conclusion of the training. The DV used during coaching session will be paras’ adherence of 

steps of implementing each EBP using an implementation/fidelity checklist through observation 

by the SET (Brock et. al., 2021; Brock & Carter, 2015; Da Fonte & Capizzi, 2015; and Walker et 

al., 2021) 

Group training given to teachers and paras should look different. Para training should 

focus more on application and use of perceived skill whereas teacher training should have a 

larger focus on planning, use, and monitoring of skills. Like students, adults come from different 

educational backgrounds and learn at different rates and levels. Training for paras needs to be 

less formal and provide more opportunities for the paras to ask questions and provide feedback 

with the SET. Repetition is important for paras to generalize and maintain learned skills. With 

group training paras would have a basic understanding of prompting, reinforcement, peer 

interaction, time delay, and visual schedules. A further explanation of each EBP would be given 

by the SET to the para during coaching sessions. Coaching sessions can target specific times of 

the day, settings, or activities where a para or student might struggle. Throughout the school year 

the paras will improve implementation of EBPs with their students through application in various 

settings with multiple students they provide service to. Using data collected during group 

training and during coaching sessions, the SET can analyze collected data to determine future 

training that would benefit both paras and students. 

Anticipated Outcomes 

 SETs will demonstrate competence and proficiency in providing quality training, 

collaboration, supervision, and assessment of paras working in their classroom through group 

training and coaching. Quality training includes providing written and verbal instructions, 
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demonstration of skill through modeling, role play, participant feedback, assessment, and follow-

up training. SETs will include paras more in the collaboration process by having dedicating 

times during the workday. During observation and coaching, the SET is meeting individually 

with each para. The collaboration process will likely improve positive student outcomes. SET 

coaching sessions with paras will ensure paras maintains skills learned during EBP group 

training. Coaching on a bi-weekly basis provides supervision through observation on a consistent 

basis. During coaching when the para fails to implement EBP effectively, the SET can step-in 

and model EBP with student to their para. Coaching allows the SET to provide feedback to the 

para implementing the EBP. Using a fidelity checklist and mastery criteria, the SET will assess 

para on their implementation fidelity of each EBP with students. 

 With quality training and coaching, paras will have tiered learning based on individual 

needs, demonstrate competence in EBP implementation, and provide quality instruction to their 

students. Group training will provide paras with written and verbal guidance on school policies, 

answer specific questions pertaining to their role, and adult focused training on how to perform 

their duties working with students requiring intensive intervention. Customized learning paths 

with collaboration, observation, and coaching are specific to the progression of the para. 

Coaching will be based on the needs of the para using mastery criteria with fidelity checklists. 

Some paras will have mastery criteria within three sessions while other paras may require 

additional training. This approach ensures no para is left behind and all questions are answered. 

Paras will have a working knowledge of what to do in the absence of the SET.  

 Students who work with trained paras will receive a quality education, demonstrate a 

greater level of independence, transferability of skills to other settings and people, and 

demonstrate positive outcomes. Paras who are trained will see a decrease of challenging behavior 

while simultaneously seeing an increase of expressive language. Students of trained paras will 
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demonstrate higher levels of independence because paras have and demonstrate an understanding 

of the prompting hierarchy and fading procedures. Students who require intensive intervention 

will generalize skills while working with the SET and trained para and transfer these skills to 

other settings and individuals at school, community, and at home. Students of trained paras have 

a better chance of mastering IEP goals because paras understand and apply EBPs with fidelity. 

Students who have positive experiences in school are more likely to use safe behavior.  

Data Collection 

 Data collection is important to measure the effectiveness and validity of training 

programs. Data collection would be collected using a variety of methods throughout the plan. A 

para needs assessment would gather information on needs, prior experiences or training. A post-

assessment (Appendix E) at the conclusion of the group training would measure paras’ 

understanding of five EBPs and assist the facilitator in determining effectiveness of content and 

presentation. The coaching component of plan would measure paras’ application of each EBP 

with their students over multiple sessions. Fidelity checklists (Figure 10) would be completed by 

SET when observing para work with students during coaching sessions. 

Anticipated Impact 

Federal law requires that paras are supervised and given training to help them perform 

their duties while providing special education services for students with disabilities. Group 

training will give paras working with students who require intensive intervention on overview of 

EBPs commonly used in a self-contained classroom. A post-assessment of EBPs given at the 

conclusion of the group training could assist the facilitator in efficacy of training. Administrators 

in other schools or districts could use this plan for their programs when faced with budgetary 
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constraints. Follow-up coaching by the SET meets IDEA’s requirement for appropriate 

supervision ensuring fidelity while paras utilize EBPs with their students. Furthermore, 

abbreviated coaching is feasible for the SET because of the time needed to observe and give 

feedback to the para is minimum. Module training for paras by AFIRM provides flexibility for 

paras in access and reinforces group training and coaching.   

Scope and Sequence 

 The scope of the program is for paras working in self-contained settings with students 

requiring intensive intervention to have a basic understanding of common EBPs in both theory and 

application. A supervising SET would receive training from a consultant prior to group training 

for paras. The plan would take place over a one-year period with group training occurring at the 

beginning of the school year and coaching sessions between SET and para occurring on a bi-

weekly basis. Group training would take one day while coaching sessions would range between 

15 and 30 minutes based on needs of para.  This plan would use a single-subject research design 

(SSRD) with multiple baseline across participants. Multiple baseline across participants was 

chosen due to the small sample size of participants, independent and dependent variables, duration 

of plan, mastery criterion, and the flexibility of data collection by SET using implementation 

checklists during observation of paras during coaching sessions. 

Limitations of Plan 

The expected outcome for paras in this plan is to use and monitor use of EBPs while 

working with students requiring intensive intervention. This plan does not include paras working 

with SET in planning instruction for their students. Group training would be abbreviated and not 

address specific goals and skills specific to students. Furthermore, baseline data would not be 
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collected on application of EBPs during group training. During coaching sessions, paras may select 

activities, students, or settings that might present fewer challenges. The focus of the plan is paras 

use of five EBPs with their students. This plan targets paras working in self-contained setting in 

classrooms with low-incidence disabilities. The five EBPs used in plan may not be specific enough 

to address all needs of students. In this plan paras have full control of scheduling observation and 

coaching sessions with SET. With arranged sessions by the para, paras have opportunities to 

rehearse, select a student who may have already generalized EBP. While collaboration will be 

incorporated into coaching, no time in plan is designated for collaboration with related service 

providers, families, or general education teachers that paras might work with.  
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Section 4: Summary 

Problem of Practice 

Paras providing direct support to students requiring intensive intervention lack effective 

training to assist them while performing their duties in a self-contained classroom. No guidance 

at the federal and state levels regarding para training negatively impacts student outcomes while 

also creating a dangerous work environment. While some states and districts have attempted to 

provide training to paras, the training provided to paras are specifically designed for teachers, 

uses assessments as tools that lack validity, and use topics not meaningful in addressing the 

needs of the students that paras work with. 

Objectives 

 The objective of this Capstone was to conduct a comprehensive literature review to 

identify roles of a para, barriers limiting their abilities to work safely, and identify para training 

using EBPs that are effective in working with students who require intensive intervention. Group 

training with an overview of EBPs with a post-assessment given to paras will measure efficacy 

of group training. Follow-up coaching with the SET and para allows the SET to observe paras 

over multiple sessions perform different EBPs with their students while allowing the para to ask 

specific questions related to their role on a continuous basis. Follow-up group training could be 

designed based on performance and feedback from SETs and paras from this plan. 

Methodology 

A multiple baseline across participants design was selected for this training plan to 

measure the efficacy of the group training and coaching of paras by the SET using EBP 
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implementation fidelity. A multiple baseline across participants, if effective, would provide a 

powerful demonstration of experimental control with the independent variables, group training 

and coaching for paras working with students requiring intensive intervention. The dependent 

variable, implementation fidelity, would provide accuracy of EBP implementation using 

percentage of correctly completed steps (Gast, 2010). 

Key Findings 

Special education paras are generally satisfied with their job. While teacher turnover is 

and ASD diagnoses increase, paras are not replacing SETs.  To perform duties effectively, paras 

working in a self-contained classroom require both verbal and written expectations of their job 

duties. Paras who receive ongoing support with group training and coaching, are more likely to 

use EBPs with fidelity and on a continuous basis. Paras should be more in the planning process 

on IEP development. District and school PD are designed for classroom teachers (Brock et al., 

2021). SETs are not prepared to train and supervise paras.  

SETs must be competent both theory and application in EBPs before providing training 

to their paras. Training designed for paras need didactic approach, modeling of EBP by SET, 

role-playing of EBP with SET and other paras, and opportunities for feedback by both SET and 

paras. Paras need measurable, objective, and observable outcomes provided to them by the SET 

prior to any training. Most research identified in the literature review on group training and 

coaching used single subject research design. Training for paras must be tiered to allow paras to 

successfully implement EBPs with fidelity at their rate of learning. Some paras need more time 

to be successful and will require additional sessions to successfully implement EBPs with their 

students. Coaching should be abbreviated to effectively manage both the SETs and paras’ time.  
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Section 5: Product for Practitioners 

Rationale for Selection 

 The plan for this Capstone focuses on three initiatives for elementary special education 

paras in self-contained settings working with students who require intensive interventions. 

Among them were abbreviated group training facilitated by a SET, module-based learning, and 

coaching and observation of the Para implementing EBPs with students. The facilitator of these 

initiatives would be a SET trained with a Train-the-Trainer model who has a vast knowledge of 

the dynamics and demands of a self-contained classroom. The intent of these initiatives is to 

provide elementary special education paras a foundation in understanding their role working in a 

self-contained classroom while empowering SETs to train and supervise paras efficiently and 

effectively. It is suggested new SETs not be selected to facilitate program due to minimum 

coursework in para training and supervision as well as demands of being a new teacher. 

 Abbreviated group training using five most common EBPs applied with students who 

generally receive special education services in a self-contained setting would provide 

participants with a foundation of knowledge to build momentum later with module-based 

learning and through coaching and observation of the para working directly with their students. 

With a small participant size group training would allow more opportunities for participants to 

engage in a relevant dialogue with facilitators and other participants through collaborative and 

interactive activities a para might experience working with students requiring intensive 

intervention. A one-to-six facilitator-to-participant ratio provides the facilitator more 

opportunities to give and receive feedback from paras and allows the facilitator to better observe 

paras during scenario-based or role play activities. Module-based learning is a flexible plan 

where paras can access training on an online platform where the SET does not have to be 
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present. Module-based learning is always available for access and provides an alternative 

training method when paras need more thorough explanations.  

Paras can access module-based training and could be used “as needed” during down-time 

periods in the instructional day. Finally, questions that were not answered during group training 

or paras who fail to meet mastery criteria on post-assessment may be solved with module 

training. Observation and coaching of paras by the SET would be a tool for the SET to measure 

effectiveness of training, identifying challenges of implementation of EBP, and providing paras 

an opportunity to collaborate with SET to increase positive para and student outcomes. 

Description 

 The product for this Capstone is a website, titled “Para One Stop Shop (OSS) (Appendix 

A), was created to support paras and their supervising SETs. OSS will provide paras and SETs 

online access to group training slides (Appendix D) on five EBPs and post-assessment 

(Appendix E) to be used during group training, links to AFM Module Training on EBPs, and a 

calendar to schedule bi-weekly coaching sessions. A “para resources” section provides paras 

with free online resources using a variety of EBPs that can be used for students requiring 

intensive intervention that may address specific student needs. 
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Appendices 

       Appendix A 

 

 

 

Appendix A: OSS Web Site Homepage 
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Appendix B 

 

Appendix B: Para Needs Survey 
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Appendix C 

 

Appendix C: Para EBP Tip Sheet 
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Appendix D 

 

Appendix D: Group Training Slides 1-4 
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Appendix E

 

Appendix E: 

 EBP Group Training Post-Assessment  
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Table 1 

Literature Review Matrix 

Citation Method
ology 

Connect
ion to 
PoP 

Purpose IV DV Sample 
Size 

Key Findings Strengths Limitati
ons 

 
Borosh, A. 
M., 
Newson, 
A., Mason, 
R. A., 
Richards, 
C. D., & 
Crosley, H. 
C. (2023). 
Special 
education 
teacher 
training for 
paraeducato
rs: A 
systematic 
and quality 
review 

 
Literatur

e 
Review 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 

 
Identify 
current 

teacher led 
para training 

with 
assessments 

 
NA 

 
NA 

 
14 articles 

using 
SSRD and 

group 
design  

 
Researchers 

prepared 
teachers to 
lead group 
training for 

paraeducators 
 

Types of 
group training 
included BST, 

prompting, 
peer-mediated 
interventions, 
DTT, delivery 
of praise, FCT 

 
45% of 
teacher 

training was 
BST 

 
Didactic 

training by 
SET was 18% 

 
Online 

training was 
9% 

 
Performance 
feedback was 

36% 
 

Average time 
teacher 

trained, or 
coached para 

was 56 
minutes 

 
Small 
teacher to 
para ratio 
27 
teachers to 
41 paras 
 
73% of 
studies 
report 
what paras 
teach to 
students 

 
Limited 
access to 
highly 
trained 
teachers 
 
2 studies 
focused 
on para 
use on 
behaviora
l 
strategies 
 
Limited 
data on 
teacher 
as trainer 
for paras 
impleme
nting 
FBA/BIP 

 
Brock, M. 
E., Barczak, 
M. A., 
Anderson, 
E. J., & 
Border-
Williams, 
N. M. 
(2021). 
Efficacy of 
tiered 
training on 
paraeducato
r 
implementa
tion of 
systematic 
instructiona

 
SSRD 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 
 

Coachin
g 

 
Provide one-

on-one 
tutoring 
through 

coaching 

 
3 50 

minute 
group 

training 
sessions 

on 
prompting 

and 
teaching 
chained 

and 
discrete 

skills 

 
Adherenc
e to steps 

 
Quality of 
implemen

tation 
 

Student 
progress 

 
13 paras 

working in 
self-

contained 
settings 
from 5 

schools in 
3 school 
districts 

 
Focused on 
least to most 

prompting and 
simultaneous 

prompting 
 

Used fidelity 
checklists for 
implementatio

n (85%) 
 

Group 
training, 

maintenance, 
and coaching 

condition 
 

 
Tiered for 
individual 
paras 
 
Maintenan
ce phase of 
study 
allowed 9 
paras to 
demonstrat
e strategies 
and 
provided 
remaining 
4 paras to 
work on 
mastery 

 
Limited 
to 2 
strategies 
 
Small 
sample 
size 
 
Student 
and para-
absences 
had 
impact 
on 
maintena
nce and 
coaching 
condition 
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l practices 
for students 
with severe 
disabilities 

9/13 scored 
mastery 

(85%) during 
PD 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Brock, 
M.E. & 
Carter, E. 
W. (2013). 
A 
systematic 
review of 
paraprofessi
onal-
delivered 
educational 
practices to 
improve 
outcomes 
for students 
with 
intellectual 
and 
developmen
tal 
disabilities 

 
Literatur

e 
Review 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 
 

Coachin
g 

 
Review of 

para training 
and 

effectiveness 

 
NA 

 
NA 

 
13 articles 
identified 

 
All SSRD 

 
PD packages 
ranged from 

20 minutes to 
8 hours 

 
Initial training 

included 
verbal or 
written 

description 
 

10/13 studies 
included 

modeling and 
performance 

feedback 
 
 

 
Paras with 
varying 
experience 
were 
effective 
in delivery 
of EBP  
 
Most 
articles 
focused 
with 
improving 
para 
fidelity 
 
 

 
No group 
designs 
Research
ers 
provided 
training 
to paras 

 
Brock, 
M.E. & 
Carter, E. 
W. (2015). 
Effects of a 
professional 
developmen
t package to 
prepare 
special 
education 
paraprofessi
onals to 
implement 
evidence-
based 
practice 

 
Quantitat

ive 
 

RCT 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 
 

Coachin
g 

 

Effects of 
flexible 
training 
package 

for 
paraprofes

sionals 
Video 

Modeling 
Plus 

Abbreviat
ed 

Coaching 
(VMPAC) 

 

 
2-hour 
training 

workshop 
using role-

play 
 

3 weeks 
of follow-

up 
coaching 

using 
VMPAC 

 
and 

coaching 
alone 

 

 
Para 

performan
ce with 
students 

with time 
delay 
using 

implemen
tation 

checklist 

 
25 paras 

working in 
one school 
district in 
Southeast 

U.S. 

 
Training in 

constant time 
delay 

 
Two groups 

 
Group one 
receives 

coaching and 
additionally 

receives 
VMPAC 

 
Group two 

receives only 
coaching 

 
High fidelity 

of 
intervention 

fidelity 
 

No significant 
effect between 

two groups 
 

 
Brief 
coaching 
sessions 
with 
feedback 
improves 
para 
behavior 
 
Administra
tors and 
teachers 
could use 
in 
supervisio
n of paras 

 
No data 
on prior 
training 
 

 
Bronstein, 
B., 
Breeden, 
N., Glover, 
T. A., & 
Reddy, L. 
A. (2021). 
Paraprofess
ionals’ 
perceptions 
of behavior 
problems in 

 
Mixed 

methods 
 

Data 
analytic 
approach 

 
Barriers 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 
 

Coachin
g 

 
Understand 

paras’ 
perceptions 

about 
behavior 

 

 
Job-

embedded 
caching 
model 

 
Behavior 

logs 
 

Modified 
BOSS 
using 

engageme
nt and 
student 

disruptive 
behaviors 

 
86 paras 

working in 
36 

elementary 
schools in 
Northeaste

rn U.S. 

 
“Inappropriate

” physical 
behavior most 

frequent 
behavior of 

concern 
 

Paras with 
behavior 
training 

documented 
student 

 
Shows 
connection 
of 
PD/coachi
ng in 
appropriat
e 
documenta
tion of 
behaviors 

 
Focuses 
only on 
behavior 
 
Study 
was in 
regular 
classroo
m setting 
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elementary 
school 
classrooms 

behavior 
correctly 

 
Cipriano, 
C., Barnes, 
T. N., 
Bertoli, M. 
C., Flynn, 
L. M., & 
Rivers, S. 
E. (2016). 
There’s no 
“I” in team: 
Building a 
framework 
for teacher-
paraeducato
r 
interactions 
in self-
contained 
special 
education 
classrooms 

 
Mixed 

methods 
 

Content 
analysis 

 
Qualitati
ve using 
intervie
ws with 
admin, 

teachers, 
and 

paras 

 
Roles 

 
Barriers 

 
Measure 

effectiveness 
of 

(RELATE) 
Tool 

 
Teacher-

para 
interaction

s 

 
Observati

ons 
 

Interview
s 

 
9 tools 

identified 
to address 
actions, 

behaviors, 
or 

interaction
s 
 

3 districts 
 

17 semi-
structured 
interviews 

 
One group 
interview 

 
12.5% of tools 

identified 
focused on 

SPED 
classrooms 

 
Framework 
was created 

using 
solidarity, 

delegation of 
staff, respect, 
and disrespect 
as observation 

form 
 
 

 
Framewor
k focuses 
on 4 
elements 
with clear 
descriptors 
 
Framewor
k 
maximized 
teacher/par
a 
interaction
s to 
improve 
student 
outcomes 
 
Supports 
academic, 
behavior, 
and social 
support in 
improving 
student 
outcomes 

 
Novel 
framewor
k not 
replicated  
 
Limited 
informati
on on 
numbers 
of para 
included 
in 
interview
s  

 
Da Fonte, 
M. A. & 
Capizzi, A. 
A. (2015). 
A module-
based 
approach: 
Training 
paraeducato
rs on 
evidence-
based 
practices. 

 
SSRD 

 
Multiple 
baseline 
across 

behavior
s 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 
 

Coachin
g 

 
Examine 

efficacy of 
instructional 

strategies 
(EBPs) 
using 

module 
training 

 
(Praise, 

pause, and 
prompts) 

 

 
3 Training 
modules 

using 
PowerPoi

nt 

 
Paras use 

of 
instructio

nal 
strategies 

with 
students 

 
3 paras 

working in 
a self-

contained 
setting 
with 

different 
students 

with severe 
disabilities 

 
Didactic 
training 

relevant to 
adult learning 

 
Use of 

effective/appr
opriate use of 
praise, pause, 
and prompt 

EBP 
 

Module 
training 

increased use 
of strategies 

 
Some 

inconsistencie
s with 

implementatio
n fidelity 

 
 

 
Functional 
relationshi
p with 
group 
training/m
odules and 
use of EBP 
 
Clear 
definitions 
of EBPs  

 
Para buy-
in 
 
Small 
sample 
size 
 
Teacher 
preparati
on 
programs 
lack 
training 
for paras 
 
  

 
Fisher, T. 
L., 
Sindelar, P. 
T., Kramer, 
D., & 
Bettini, E. 
(2022). Are 
paraprofessi
onals being 
hired to 
replace 
special 
educators? 
A study of 

 
Quantitat

ive 
 

Panel 
data set 

 
Two-
way-
fixed 

effects 
model 

 
Roles 

 
Explore 
possible 

explanations 
for increases 

in para 
employment 

 
State data 
provided 
to OSEP 

 
Number 
of paras 

 
45 States 
reporting 

teacher/par
a/sped data 
to OSEP 

 
Paras 

replacing 
SETs was not 

evident at 
state level 

 
State 

population 
and pupil 

expenditures 
 

Unrelated to 
increased 

placement of 

 
Data was 
collected 
from 45/50 
states; 
special 
education 
eligibility 
criteria 
from 
IDEA was 
included 

 
Possible 
masking 
district or 
school 
differenc
es 
 
Little 
info on 
how 
schools 
utilize 
SETs 
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paraprofessi
onal 
employmen
t 

students in 
gen ed, 

decrease of 
students with 

SLD, an 
increase of 

students with 
OHI 

Impact 
on 
student 
outcomes 

 
Ledwa, A. 
J., & 
Reddy, L. 
A. (2020). 
Current 
status and 
future 
directions 
in 
assessment 
of 
paraprofessi
onal 
practices 

 
Literatur

e 
Review 
(Meta-

Analysis
) 

 
Roles 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 

 
Identify 

assessment 
approaches 
designed to 

measure 
practices of 
paras and 
current 

school-based 
practices 

 
Para 

assessmen
ts 

 
Coding 

procedure 
 

 
Review 
existing 

data of PD 
assessment 
practices of 

Paras 

 
14 para-

assessments 
identified 

 
3 assessments 

identified 
from research 

 
11 

assessments 
used by 
school 

districts 
 

9/14 had no 
theoretical 
framework 

 
Assessments 

need 
performance 

feedback 

 
Identified 
significant 
gap in 
available 
resources 
to assess 
paras after 
PD 
 
Assessmen
ts weren’t 
based on 
para needs 

 
Limited 
search 
online 

 
Lichte. A., 
& Scheef, 
A. R. 
(2022). 
Exploration 
of training 
needs of 
paraprofessi
onals to 
support 
students 
with 
disabilities 

 
Mixed 

Methods 
 

Cross-
sectional 
survey 

 
Barriers 

 
Better 

understand 
the 

perspectives 
of paras 

regarding 
knowledge, 

training 
level, and 

willingness 
to complete 

future 
training 

 
Survey 

 
Participan

t 
responses 

 
32 paras 
from 6 
school 

districts 
 

20/32 paras 
worked in 
elementary 

setting 

 
Survey asked 

paras 
questions 

about 
knowledge 

 
Identified 

formal 
training 

provided by 
school/district 

 
Knowledge of 
best practices 

 
Paras stated 

they were not 
given time for 
online or in-

person 
training 

 

 
Identified 
areas paras 
wished to 
receive 
training 
 
Identified 
training 
areas that 
paras were 
trained 

 
Convenie
nce 
sampling  
 
Small 
sample 
size 
 
Low 
response 
rates 
 
 

 
Mason, R. 
A., 
Gunersel, 
A. B., Irvin, 
D. W., 
Wills, H. 
P., Gregori, 
E., An, Z. 
G., & 
Ingram, P. 
B. (2020). 
From the 
frontlines: 
Perceptions 
of 

 
Qualitati

ve 
 

Grounde
d Theory 

 
Focus 
groups 

 
Roles 

 
Barriers 

 
Identify 

needs and 
training-
related 

issues for 
SETs, paras, 
and teachers 

 
Self-efficacy 

and 
perceived 

confidence 
related to 

job 
performance 

 
Focus 
groups 

 
Response

s from 
focus 
group 

questions 

 
16 teachers 

14 paras 
 

Elementary 
school 

 
Working in 
Resource 

and 
Moderate 
to severe 

disabilities 
setting 

 
Need for 

clarification 
of roles, team 
building, and 
teacher-para 
collaboration 

 
Paras stated 

feeling 
disrespected, 

lacking 
training, lack 

of 
differentiation

 
Developed 
major 
themes 
and 
subthemes 
regarding 
para role 
and 
responsibil
ity 
 
Created 
outline for 
schools to 
better 

 
No 
school 
admin or 
classroo
m 
teachers 
 
Schools 
had 
similar 
demogra
phics 
 
More 
informati
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paraprofessi
onals’ roles 
and 
responsibili
ties 

and training 
needs 

, lack of 
purpose 

 
FGs believed 
lack of para-

accountability
, knowledge 
on training 

topics, 
observation/fe

edback, 
behavior 

management, 
instructional 

strategies, and 
tech 

support 
paras 
 
Impacts all 
levels 
negatively 
 
 

on 
needed to 
identify 
reasonabl
e 
approach
es to train 
paras 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Morin, K. 
L, Nowell, 
S., 
Steinbrenne
r, J., Sam, 
A., Waters, 
V., & 
Odom, S. L. 
(2022). A 
survey of 
the 
experiences 
of 
paraprofessi
onals with 
roles, 
training, 
and 
communica
tion when 
working 
with 
students 
with autism 

 
Qualitati

ve 
 

Survey 

 
Roles 

 
Barriers 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 

 
Gather 

information 
that could 
serve as 

foundation 
for PD 

development 
aligned with 

adult 
learning 

principals 
for paras 
working 

with 
students 

with autism 

 
Survey 

 
Response

s to 24 
questions 
organized 

into 4 
sections 

 
325 paras 
who were 
registered 

with 
AFIRM 
modules 

working in 
U.S. 

 
Most support 
to students 

was behavior, 
support in 

instructional 
strategies, and 
unstructured 

settings 
 

Paras engaged 
most in 

courses/works
hops, 

educational 
conferences, 

or degree 
programs 

 
Best times to 
collaborate 

with teachers 
were 

before/after 
school, 

planning, or 
during breaks 

 
 

 
Identified 
barriers 
that 
prevents 
paras from 
engaging 
in PD 
 
 
Gives 
administrat
ors and 
teachers 
strategies 
to present 
PD to 
paras 
 
Argued 
that PD 
focus 
should be 
based on 
student 
grade 
levels 
 
 

 
Limited 
to paras 
working 
with 
students 
with 
ASD 
 
Responde
nts had 
exposure 
to EBP 
modules 

 
Sam, A. M., 
Steinbrenne
r, J. R., 
Odom, S. 
L., Nowell, 
S. W., 
Waters, V., 
Perkins, Y., 
White, M., 
Swaminath
an, H., & 
Rogers, H. 
J. (2023). 
Promoting 
paraeducato
rs’ use of 
evidence-
based 
practices 
for students 
with autism 

 
SSRD 

 
Multiple 

probe 
across 

classroo
ms 

 
 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 
 

Coachin
g 

 
Examine 
effects of 

PD program 
for 

promoting 
paras’ use of 

EBPs 

 
Module 
training 

 
Didactic 

workshop 
 

Observati
on and 
practice 

 
On the job 

training 

 
Para 

implemen
tation 

fidelity of 
EBPs 

 
8 paras 

working in 
an 

elementary 
school with 

students 
who have 
medical 

diagnosis 
of ASD 

 
4 paras in 

self-
contained 

 
4 paras in 
inclusive 
setting 

 
AFM training 

with a 
coaching 

component 
 

Knowledge of 
EBPs 

increased after 
training 

 
Implementatio

n fidelity of 
EBP increased 

 
Paired EBP 

with targeted 
student goals 

 
Used 
modified 
modules 
(AFM) 
given to 
teachers  
 
Used 
student 
progress as 
DV (GAS) 
 
AFM 
modules 
were more 
interactive 
than 
teacher 
training 
 
 
 
 

 
Initial 
para buy-
in 
 
Scheduli
ng 
sessions 
using the 
school 
calendar  
 
Study 
was 
stopped 
due to 
Covid-
19, only 
data from 
paras in 
self-
contained 
setting 
was used 
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Suhrheinric
h, J., 
Nahmisa, 
A. S., Yu, 
Y., 
Melgarejo, 
M., 
Schetter, P., 
Holt, T. C., 
& Stahmer, 
A. C. 
(2022). 
Practice-
driven 
research for 
stateside 
scale up: 
Implementa
tion 
outcomes of 
the 
California 
autism 
professional 
training and 
information 
network 

Quantitat
ive 

 
Statistica

l 
analysis 

Professi
onal 

Develop
ment 

 
Coachin

g 

Evaluate 
differences 
in attitudes 
toward EBP 
and use of 

EBP 
between 

direct 
service 

providers 
who hod, or 
had not been 

trained by 
CAPTAIN 
members 

Survey Para 
responses 

1543 
Providers 

working in 
California 

with 
students 

with 
Autism 

 
252 of 

providers 
were paras 

(16%) 

CAPTAIN 
training was 

use of 
common 

curriculum in 
PD and 

coaching for 
providers 
regarding 

Autism and 
EBP 

 
CAPTAIN-

trained 
providers had 
significantly 
higher levels 

of openness to 
learning EBPs 

 
No 

significance 
noted in 

application of 
EBP 

Large-
scale study 
using 
existing 
data  
 
Coaches 
provided 
PD and 
coaching 
 
Increase 
understand
ing and 
comfort of 
implement
ation of 
EBPs 

Phase 
two of 
study did 
not use 
paras 
 
Small 
subset of 
paras  
 
No 
specific 
informati
on on 
students 
 

 
Walker, V. 
L., 
Carpenter, 
M. E., 
Clausen, 
A., Ealer, 
K., & Lyon, 
K. L. 
(2021). 
Special 
educators as 
coaches to 
support 
paraprofessi
onal 
implementa
tion of 
functional 
communica
tion training 

 
SSRD 

 
 

 
Professi

onal 
Develop

ment 
 

Coachin
g 

 
Extend 
field’s 

understandin
g of 

effectiveness 
of cascading 

model of 
support 

(train the 
trainer) of 

SETs 
supervising 

paras in 
addressing 
challenging 

behavior 

 
Researche
r/SET led 

para 
training of 
FCT using  
introducti

on, 
modeling, 
rehearsal, 

and 
feedback 

 
Para-

implemen
ted FCT 

using 
implemen

tation 
fidelity 

 
3 

classrooms 
using triad 

 
Triad 

included 
teacher, 

para, and 
student 

 
Student 

had history 
of high-

risk acts in 
non-

structured 
activities 

 
Initial training 
using roleplay 
and coaching 
for teacher 
and para 

 
Identification 
of problem 

behavior and 
creating 
targeted 

replacement 
response 

using 
communicatio

n 
 

Paras met 
implementatio

n criteria 
using short 
coaching 
sessions 

 

 
Proactive 
approach 
to address 
challengin
g behavior 
 
Video 
recording 
provided 
performan
ce 
feedback 
 
Used 
settings 
where a 
teacher 
may not be 
present 
 
Used 
FBAs 
appropriat
ely  

 
Transfera
bility to 
other 
staff 
members 
 
Lack of 
time for 
teachers 
and paras 
to 
collabora
te 
 
 

Wiggs, N. 
B., Reddy, 
L. A., 
Bronstein, 
B., Glover, 
T. A., 
Dudek, C. 
M., & 
Alperin, A. 
(2021). A 
mixed-
method 
study of 
paraprofessi
onal roles, 
professional 
developmen
t, and needs 

Mixed 
Methods 

 
Grounde
d Theory 
Method 
(Qual) 

& 
Frequenc

y 

Roles 
 

Barriers 

Examine the 
student 

populations 
served, 

paraprofessi
onals/ work 

setting, 
available 

professional 
development

, and 
training 
needs 

PD needs 
survey 

Participan
t 

satisfactio
n 

215 paras 
working in 
62 schools 

in 
Northeast 

US. 

97.3% of 
paras reported 
working with 

multiple 
disruptive 
behavior 

 
43.7% of 

paras reported 
no PD 

 
82% of paras 
reported need 

for more 
training 

Large 
sample 
size,  
 
Identifies 
what paras 
are doing 
in schools 
 
Identifies 
types of 
training 
 
Identifies 
needs of 
paras 
 
 

No 
observati
on of 
paras in 
duties 
 
No 
informati
on 
provided 
by 
SET/Ad
min 
 
Survey 
was only 
tool used 
in study 
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for training 
in 
elementary 
schools 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Zobell, E. 
& Hwang, 
J. (2020). 
An 
examinatio
n of the 
current 
status of 
paraprofessi
onals 
through 
their lens: 
Role, 
training, 
and 
supervision 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Qualitati
ve 
 

Action 
research 
of key 
aspects 
using a 
survey 

 
Conveni

ence 
sampling 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Roles 
 

Barriers 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Diagnose  
current 

situation of 
paras in 
special 

education 
within tfour 
key aspects 

of 
appropriate 

role, 
inappropriat

e role, 
training, and 
supervision 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Online 
survey 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Para 
feedback 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

47 paras in 
rural 

school 
district in 
California 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

80% of paras 
were satisfied 

with job 
 

Lowest 
satisfaction 

was 
opportunities 

for PD 
 

Training 
included 

crisis, 
behavior 

didactic, and 
ABA 

 
23% of paras 
were given 

written 
expectations 

including 
summary of 
goals, BIP, 
and master 
schedule 

 
Barriers in PD 

included 
behavior 

management, 
academic 
support, 

collaborative 
training 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Provided 
admin and 
SETs ways 
to increase 
para 
retention 
 
Identified 
current PD 
was not 
relevant 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Authors 
said 
study 
lacked 
reliability 
and 
validity 
 
Sample 
size 
represent
s one 
district 
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Figure 7  

Morin’s Survey Questions and Response Choices 

 

Survey Eligibility 

1. Are you currently working as a paraprofessional, teacher’s assistant/aide, or an 

instructional assistant? 

 Yes 

 No (If No is selected, route to end of survey) 

2. As a paraprofessional, teacher’s assistant/aide, or an instructional assistant, are you 

currently working with learners with autism? 

 Yes 

 Unknown 

 No (If No is selected, route to end of survey)  

3. What is the age range of the learners with autism you are currently working with? 

 Early Intervention (birth–2) 

 Preschool (3–5) 

 Elementary (6–11) 

 Middle (12–14) 

 High (15–22) 

 Other 

4. What is the setting of the learners with autism you are currently working with? 

 General Education (Inclusive) 

 Special Education (Self-contained/Separate) 
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 Resource/Cross-Categorical 

 Clinical-based (If selected, route to end of survey) 

 Community-based (If selected, route to end of survey) 

 Other (please specify): 

 

Roles and Responsibilities 

We are interested in learning more about your roles and responsibilities as a paraprofessional, 

teacher’s assistant/aide, or an instructional assistant in the classroom. 

 

5. In a typical work week, how often do you participate in the following tasks in your role 

as a paraprofessional, teacher’s assistant/aide, or an instructional assistant, spend on the 

following tasks? (adapted from TALIS [2013], Question 19) 

 
Tasks Never Once a 

week 
Twice 
a week 

3 
times 

a week 

4 
times 

a 
week 

Every 
day 

Planning or preparation of 
lessons  

      

Grading work of learners with 
autism 

      

Providing academic instruction 
for students with autism 

      

Providing self-help instruction 
(handwashing, toileting, lunch) 

      

Providing support in instructional 
settings (music, PE, general 
education classroom) 

      

Providing support or supervision 
related to behavior 
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Administrative (including school 
duties, paperwork, and/or other 
clerical duties) 

      

Providing supervision for non-
instruction times (waiting for 
transportation home, transition 
between classes/activities) 

      

Data collection       

Communications with students’ 
family members 

      

Communications with 
supervising teacher 

      

Other (please specify):       

6. On a typical workday, how often do you instruct students in the following settings? 

 

Teaching learners with autism Never <1 hour 1-2 
hours 

3-4 
hours 

5 or more 
hours 

Individual student      

Small group (2-5 students)      

Large group (6 or more students)      

Special education      

General education      

Resource/Cross categorical      

Other (please specify):      

 

7. How and when are your supervising teacher and you able to communicate? 

 

 No Yes 

Teacher workdays   
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Before/After School   

During school: Planning   

During school: Break   

During school: Lunch   

During school: Downtime in the classroom   

Text   

Email   

Phone   

Notes   

Other (please specify):   

 

Background Information 

These questions are about you, your education, and the time you spend as a paraprofessional, 

teacher’s assistant/aide, or an instructional assistant.  

 

8. Do you apply information from the following types of training in your work as a 

paraprofessional, teacher’s assistant/aide, or an instructional assistant with learners with 

ASD? (adapted from TALIS [2013], Question 23) 

 

Training No Yes 

Courses/workshops    

Education conferences and/or seminars (including webinars)    

Degree program    

Observation visits to other schools   

Participation in a network    
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Individual and/or collaborative research on a topic of interest   

Being mentored/coached and/or observed by peers   

Online learning modules   

Independently reading professional literature   

 

9. Which of the following reasons, if any, have prevented you from participating in more 

training? (adapted from TALIS [2013] Question 29) 

 Lack of pre-requisites (e.g., qualifications, experience, seniority) 

 Lack of money 

 Lack of employer support 

 Lack of time/Scheduling conflicts 

 Lack of resources 

 Lack of appropriate training offered 

 Lack of interest 

 Other (please specify): 

 

10. How long have you been working as a paraprofessional, teacher’s assistant/aide, or an 

instructional assistant? 

 0-1 year 

 1-2 years 

 3-5 years 

 6-10 years 

 11-15 years 

 20 or more years 
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11. What is the location of the school where you currently work? 

 Urban  

 Suburban 

 Rural 

 

 

12. What type of school do you currently work for? 

 Public 

 Private 

 Charter 

 Magnet 

 Child care 

 Other (please specify): 

 

13. What is your gender? 

 Female 

 Male 

 Other 

 Prefer not to disclose 

 

14. How do you identify yourself? 

 American Indian/Alaskan Native 

 Asian 
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 African American 

 Caucasian 

 Hispanic/Latin American 

 Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 

 Other (please specify): 

 Prefer not to disclose 

 

15. What is the highest level of formal education that you have completed? 

 High School Graduate or GED 

 Associate degree or Technical Training or Partial College (please specify): 

 Bachelor’s degree (please specify): 

 Master’s or Doctorate or other professional degree (please specify): 

 

16. Please select the U.S. state you currently work in. 

 List 50 states  

 Do not work in the U.S. (please specify country): 
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Figure 8 

Morin’s Responses to Open-Ended Questions 

In a typical work week, how often do you participate in the following tasks in your role as a 

paraprofessional, teacher’s assistant/aide, or an instructional assistant, spend on the following 

tasks? Other (please specify) 

Other duties assigned  

Toileting 

Play games with students (board games, building blocks, sports, etc.),  

Collaboration with team members 

Communication with subcontracting company 

Observation/administer test 

Collaboration with other teachers (GE) on strategies to help my students in their GE 

classrooms 

Lots of support with behavior issues 

Preparing teaching materials 

Lunch 

Based on IEP – if student behavior needs to be observed I don’t collect data based on evidence 

and prompts  

ABA work with tasks 

1 on 1 assignment  

Social skills 

Staff meeting Mondays 

Tutoring 

Work base learning 

Supported work experience 

Support District BCBA with plan 

ISS – I have the students to do the work sent by their teachers for the days they are in ISS. 

Return all work back to their teachers every day at the end of the day 

How and when are your supervising teacher and you able to communicate? Other (please 

specify) 
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Person to person 

Weekly team meetings 

My supervising teacher has a communication log for our team to stay up to date on things 

We share a room so communication is made easy. 

Written lesson plans 

Data and scatterplots 

Verbally 

Which of the following reasons, if any, have prevented you from participating in more 

training? Other (please specify) 

Mostly trainings I have attended are more related to working as Inclusive ASD. Instead I am 

working with a majority of students—like a class of 10 or more ASD students—and each 

of them have different highly intensive behaviors (like kicking, running, nail scratching, 

etc.), which is challenging everyday. 

Financial 

Our district has a shortage of substitutes and all trainings are during school hours. I won't leave 

my students. 

Not told of what trainings 

I have a BS in interdisciplinary education 

Times we get to do it 

This is only my third year of working in Special Education. The Director at this school district 

has been very supportive of training. All I did was ask him and I've been able to attend 

and or access training modules online…All my training had been in working with 

English learners…I have only a small amount of training working with students with 

disabilities. AFIRM online modules are very good. They're easy to understand, well 

organized and informative. I have used some of the EBPs with students. I do suggest not 

watering down any trainings just because we are paraprofessionals. The classes and 

workshops that I have been to thus far, that are geared to assistants, have not been very 

helpful. I won't attend another workshop/class that has paraprofessional in the title. 

Not all aides are able to leave at the same time for off-site training 

I go to what is offered 

We are an adult 20–22-year-old program.  Most modules do not pertain to our population 
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None of these, I participate often 

Hard to take a day off for training....lack of substitutes 

Didn’t know there were any 

Note. With the exception of correcting spelling and grammatical errors and deleting any 

personally identifiable information, all responses are recorded verbatim; GE = general education; 

ISS = in-school suspension; BCBA = board certified behavior analyst.  
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Table 2 

AFM for Paraprofessional Program 

Component Description Para 
Time 

Teacher 
Time 

Initial Introduction (total time 3-3.5 hours) 
Introduction to 
autism (online) 

• Self-paced interactive module  
• Describes core characteristics of autism 

 

2 hr. 2 hr. 

In-person 
separate 
workshops 
(facilitator led) 

• Describe teaming (role specification, 
collaboration) 

• Specific information for teachers (e.g., supervision 
skills) and paras (e.g., receiving feedback) 

• Reflection questions used to create report related 
to collaboration styles and preference 

 

30-45 
min.  

30-45 
min.  

Joint in-person 
workshop 
(facilitator led) 

• Establish collaboration norms and expectations 
• Plan implementation of AFP 
 

30-45 
min. 

30-45 
min. 

Implementation Learning Cycles for Each EBP  
Teacher EBP 
module 
 

• Teacher completes designated EBP module  30-45 
min. 

Planning guide 
and teacher 
fidelity 

• Teacher completes planning guide for designated 
EBP (assistance from facilitator) 

• Teacher records video model of EBP 
• Teacher receives booster training from facilitator 

if 80% fidelity not reached 
 

 30-60 
min. 

Para EBP 
module 
 

• Para completes designated EBP module 30-45 
min. 

 

Review of 
planning guide 

• Para and teacher review video model, complete 
implementation checklists 

• Para and teacher review planning guide 
• Para and teacher discuss questions about EBP or 

planning guide 
 

15-30 
min. 

15-30 
min. 
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Practice and 
feedback 

• Para uses EBP based on planning guide 
• Teacher and para watch video samples, complete 

EBP implementation checklist (independently) 
• Meet to discuss implementation, student progress 

and adapting planning guide 

15-30 
min. 
weekly*  

15-30 
min. 
weekly  

*Practice is not accounted for in time as that is part of regular classroom instruction 
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Table 3 
AFM for Paraprofessional Example Student Goals 

EBP Example Goals 

Reinforcement • During 10 minutes of math instruction, after completing a problem or 
task [student] will independently move on to the next problem/task for 
75% of the completed items. 

• During 10 minutes of ELA instruction, [student] will use and point to text 
evidence to answer at least 3 text-based reading comprehension questions 
posed by the teacher. 
 

Prompting • With one writing model and one partial physical prompt, [student] will 
start on the green dot and trace the line to a red dot on 6 out of 8 writing 
tasks. 

• During 10 minutes at lunch, [student] will ask a peer(s) at least 3 
questions with no more than one verbal prompt. 
 

Time Delay • When given 20 kindergarten level sight words, [student] will correctly 
identify 80% of the words with no more than 1 verbal cue. 

• When given 10 multiplication flashcards (0-10), [student] will correctly 
answer at least 80% with no more than 2 verbal cues. 
 

Visual Cues • When given a visual cue and a gestural prompt, [student] will write his 
first name and nine letters of his last name. 

• When given 2 multi-step math word problems and a visual checklist, 
[student] will follow 4 of the 5 students on the checklist with no more 
than one gestural prompt to complete each problem. 
 

Supporting Peer 
Interaction 

• With 1 verbal and 1 gestural prompt, [student] will use a visual checklist 
to complete 3 of 3 activities with peers at recess. 
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Figure 9 

AFM for Paraprofessionals Website Home Page 
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Figure 10 

AFM for Paras EBP Fidelity Checklists 

 

REINFORCEMENT FIDELITY CHECKLIST 
  = 1 

 = 0 
PLAN 
1.3 – Know what data to collect  
USE 
2.1 – Have needed materials ready (reinforcers)  
2.2 – Give direction to student to use target skill/behavior (if 

needed)  

2.3 – Help student use target skill/behavior (if needed)  
2.4 – Give student the reinforcer soon after doing the target 

skill/behavior 
 

2.5 – Pair reinforcer with a description of the behavior (may 
not always be appropriate)  

2.6 – Follow the reinforcement schedule  
2.7 – Vary the reinforcers used the student  
MONITOR 
3.1 – Take data on target skill/behavior  

TOTAL COUNT OF STEPS 
__ __ 
/ 9 

FIDELITY PERCENTAGE __ __ __ 
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PROMPTING FIDELITY CHECKLIST 
  = 1 

 = 0 
PLAN 
1.6 – Know what data to collect  
USE 
2.1 – Have needed materials ready  
2.2 – Get the student’s attention   
2.3 – Give the student the cue or task direction  
Repeat USE steps 2.4 AND 2.5 until the student responds correctly: 
2.4 – Wait for the student to respond  
2.5 – Prompt the student with the next prompt level (only if 

the student does not respond OR responds incorrectly) 
 

2.6 – Provide reinforcement when the student responds 
correctly 

 

MONITOR 
3.1 – Take data on target skill/behavior  
3.2 – Take data on the prompt level used  

TOTAL COUNT OF STEPS 
__ __ 
/ 9 

FIDELITY PERCENTAGE __ __ __ 
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TIME DELAY FIDELITY CHECKLIST 
 

 = 1 
 = 0 

NA = NA 
PLAN 
1.6 – Know what data to collect  
USE 
2.1 – Have needed materials ready (lesson materials & reinforcers)  
2.2 – Get student’s attention  
2.3 – Give student the cue or task direction/stimulus  
Follow the steps below until the student responds with 100% prompted accuracy for 2 consecutive trials: 
2.4 – Deliver the controlling prompt with 0-second delay (no delay, immediately)  
2.5 – Provide reinforcement  
Follow the steps below until the student responds with 100% prompted accuracy for 2 consecutive trials (Based 
on USE steps 2.4 and 2.5): 
2.6 – Wait for a pre-determined amount of time (__-second delay) for the student to 

respond 
 

If the student responds correctly: 
2.7 – Provide reinforcement  
If the student responds incorrectly OR does not respond: 
2.8 – Give student the cue or task direction/stimulus again  
2.9 – Wait for a pre-determined amount of time for the student to respond  
2.10 – If the student responds correctly, provide reinforcement  
2.11 – If the student responds incorrectly OR does not respond, provide the controlling 

prompt, followed by reinforcement 
 

MONITOR 
3.1 – Take data on target skill/behavior  

TOTAL COUNT OF STEPS 
__ __ 

/ __ __ 

FIDELITY PERCENTAGE __ __ __ 
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VISUAL CUES FIDELITY CHECKLIST 
  = 1 

 = 0 
PLAN 
1.4 – Have materials accessible/ready to use  
1.5 – Know what data to collect  
USE 
2.1 – Show the student the visual cue  
2.2 – Make sure the student’s attention is on the visual cue 

and not you (e.g. stand behind or beside learner) 
 

2.3 – Use short phrases and key words to direct the student  
Assist the student in participating in the target skill/behavior with the visual 
cue 
2.4 – Prompt the student (as needed)  
2.5 – Use appropriate wait time throughout the target 

skill/behavior 
 

2.6 – Provide reinforcement (as needed)  
MONITOR 
3.1 – Take data on target skill/behavior  

TOTAL COUNT OF STEPS 
__ __ 
/ 9 

FIDELITY PERCENTAGE __ __ __ 
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SUPPORTING PEER INTERACTIONS 
FIDELITY CHECKLIST 

  = 1 
 = 0 

PLAN 
1.4 – Have needed materials ready  
1.5 – Know what data to collect  
USE 
2.1 – Review with the student the activity involving social 

interactions (if appropriate for the student) 
 

2.2 – Allow the student to interact with peers with the least 
amount of support necessary 

 

Assist the student in interacting with peers: 
2.3 – Support the student’s use of the visual cue(s) (as 

needed) 
 

2.4 – Prompt the student and/or peers (as needed)  
2.5 – Use appropriate wait time throughout the target 

skill/behavior 
 

2.6 – Provide reinforcement (as appropriate)  
MONITOR 
3.1 – Take data on target skill/behavior  

TOTAL COUNT OF STEPS 
__ __ 
/ 9 

FIDELITY PERCENTAGE __ __ __ 
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