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INTRODUCTION

Paraeducators! have been employed in increasingly large
numbers to fill critical gaps in the educational process
and deliver an array of services for over 50 years. In
the last decade, the employment of paraeducators
increased at a national average of 49% (U.S. Department
of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National
Center for Educational Statistics, 2009).

The dramatic surge of employment for paraeducators
to provide individualized support to students with
disabilities began with the passage of the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1975 (Pickett,
2008; French, 2002a, 2003; French & Pickett, 1997;
Giangreco, Yuan, McKenzie, Cameron, & Fialka, 2005).

1 Other titles used for this position in the U.S.
and other countries include paraprofessional, instruc-
tional assistant, educational assistant, teacher assistant,
teacher aide, aide, and educational support profession-
als

In the 1990s, a growing trend towards inclusive education
of children with disabilities was observed that led to
further expansion of the use of paraeducators (Ashbaker
& Morgan, 2010; Chopra, 2009; Doyle, 2008; French &
Pickett, 1997; Pickett, 2008). Inclusive education means
that children with and without disabilities participate
and learn together in the same classes with teachers
making adjustments for the varying needs of students
(Deppeler, Harvey, & Loreman, 2005). Paraeducators
are now prominently recognized as an integral part of the
instructional process and critical supports for the success
of the students in inclusive educational settings (Chopra,
2009; Chopra & French, 2004; Downing, Ryndak, &
Clark, 2000; French & Chopra, 1999; Marks, Schrader,
& Levine 1999; Wadsworth & Knight, 1996).

As a result of the above identified needs as well as
national and state mandates for individualized services,
the role of the paraeducator has changed dramatically,
becoming more complex and challenging (Chopra,
2009; Chopra & French, 2004; French and Pickett, 1997,
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Haselkorn & Fideler, 1996; Marks et al.. 1999 Minoado.
Meyer, & Yin, 2001). Literature. though limitad. shows
that paraeducators now play several importani nes
when they support students in schools. These roles are:
instructor, connector, behavior support facilitator. team
member, personal care provider. and cultural broker
(Ashbaker & Morgan, 2000; Carter. O Rourke. Sisco &
Pelsue, 2009; Chopra, 2009; Chopra & French. 2004:
French & Chopra, 1999; Rueda & Genzuk. 2007).

Paraeducators are also excellent candidates for teaching
positions (Nunez & Fernandez, 2006: Villegas &
Davis, 2007). Their experience in schools means that
paraeducators are highly likely to enter and to be retained
in teaching positions, reducing teacher attrition rates that
contribute toteachershortages (Darling-Hammond, 2000;
Villegas & Davis, 2007). Importantly, they work mostly
in fields such as bilingual and special education that have
persistent teacher shortages (Haselkorn & Fideler, 1996;
Rueda, Monzo, & Higareda, 2004). Further contributing
to a reduction in teacher attrition, paraeducators are more
willing to take hard to fill positions in rural and urban
schools, and more likely to remain in the profession
for more than three years (Clewell & Villegas, 2001;
Haselkorn & Fideler, 1996). Moreover, paraeducators
live in the communities where they work, and are
culturally, as well as, linguistically more similar to their
students; thus they enhance diversity and community
connections for the schools (Ashbaker & Morgan, 2000;
Rueda & Genzuk, 2007; Villegas & Davis, 2007).

The literature over the past 25 years is unequivocal in
insistingthatparaeducatorsrequiretraining(Blalock, 1984;
DeFur & Taymans, 1995; Downing, et.al., 2000; Frank,
Keith & Steil, 1988; French & Cabell, 1993; Hansen,
1996; Jones & Bender, 1993; Killoran, Templeton, Peters
& Udell, 2001; Long, Emery & Reeham, 1994; Mueller,
1997; Parsons & Reid, 1999; Passaro, Pickett, Latham &
HongBo, 1991; Pearman, Suhr & Gibson, 1993; Pickett,
Likens, & Wallace, 2003; Picket, 2008; Pickett, Gerlach,
Morgan, Likins, & Wallace, 2007; Riggs, 2001). A
career development continuum that includes increased
training and development of paraeducators to be able 1o
effectively serve in their current roles is clearly demanded
in the literature (French & Chopra, 1999; Giangreco,
Edelman, Broer & Doyle, 2001; Pickett, Likens, &
Wallace, 2003; Riggs & Mueller, 2001; Rueda & Genzuk,
2007). In addition, training and educational programs
that focus on the unique learning needs of paraeducators
is necessary to promote their transition into teaching
positions in high-need fields (Nunez & Fernandez, 2006;
Sandoval-Lucero, 2004, 2006, 2009; Valenciana, Morin,
& Morales, 2005; Villegas & Clewell, 1998; Villegas &
Davis, 2007).

In the United States, federal laws require that
paraeducators work under the direction and supervision
of a cenified professional (IDEA Amendments
of 1997. Individuals With Disabilities Education
Improvement Act of 2004; No Child Left Behind Act
of 2001 However, the laws provide vague and limited
descriptions of what paraeducator supervision entails
+ Ashbaker & Morgan, 2006). Teachers remain reluctant
10 supervise paraeducators, and are unprepared to work
effectively with them (Pickett et.al, 2008; French, 2003;
French. 1998; Wallace, Shin, Bartholomay, & Stahl,
2001). Many teachers do not view themselves as the
paraeducator’s supervisors, instead they “prefer... to
consider paraeducators as peers rather than supervisees”
(French, 1998 p. 357).

The Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) has
established that supervision of paraeducators is an
important role of the special education teacher (Council
for Exceptional Children, 2009). The CEC recommends
that the special educator demonstrate : a) skills in
structuring, directing and supporting the activates of
paraeducators, b) knowledge of roles and responsibilities
of the paraeducators related to instruction, intervention
and direct services, and c) skills in observing, evaluating,
providing feedback to paraeducators (p. 211) The
literature on supervision substantiates each of these
responsibilities. Experts in the field have identified
the following as the teacher’s ethical responsibilities
related to paraeducator supervision: assigning specific
tasks, providing on-the-job training, holding planning
meetings, designing instructional plans, directing and
monitoring day-to-day activities, and providing coaching
to paraeducators. (Ashbaker & Morgan, 2006, 2010;
French & Chopra, 2006; French, 1998, 1999, 2002a,
2002b; 2003; Pickett, 2008; French & Pickett, 1997).

Teachers’ lack of competence in supervision is due to a
lack of preparation (Ashbaker & Morgan, 2000; Lewis
& McKenzie, 2009; Morgan, 1997; Wallace et al. 2001).
The topic is neither adequately addressed in pre-service
programs nor in professional development occurring
after employment (Wallace, et al. 2001), in spite of the
CEC standards for special education teacher preparation
(Council for Exceptional Children, 2009).

For some paraeducators teacher supervision and
mentoring play a powerful role in their decision to
pursue teacher preparation programs and become
teachers (Sandoval-Lucero, 2004). For paraeducators
who are enrolled in teacher preparation programs strong
leadership from their supervising teachers boosts their
ambition to become teachers and provides an important
opportunity to apply newly learned skills from their
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college coursework. The lack of on-the-job feedback
and coaching from supervising teachers inhibits their
ability to apply newly learned skills from their college
coursework (French, 1998; Rueda & Monzo, 2000;
Sandoval-Lucero, 2004, 2006, 2009).

This article reports key findings from two studies that
established the connection between teachers’ effective
supervision of paraeducators and paraeducators’
performance in the classroom as well as their continuing
professional and career development. While each study
sought to examine different aspects of paraeducator
employment and utilization, there was one major finding
in common ~ the importance of the supervising teacher.
We report on both studies together because they shared a
common and important finding.

OVERVIEW OF THE TWO STUDIES

Study A:
Parent Paraeducator Relationships in Inclusion

Background and purpose of study A.

The Study A was a qualitative study that
examined the relationship between parents
of students with significant disabilities and
the paraeducators who supported them in
inclusive settings (Chopra & French, 2004,
Chopra, 2002). It was a follow-up to a previous
study that revealed that parents believed that
paraeducators were the single most important
factor to successful inclusion and that their
relationship with paraeducators was stronger
than their relationship with their child’s teacher
(French & Chopra 1999). The purpose of this
study was to examine parent-paraeducator
relationships and their impact on the education
of the students with significant special needs.

Participant selection, data collection and
analysis.

The study included the perspectives of 5 parents,
6 paraeducators, 5 special education teachers,
4 general educators and one administrator
from the same school district. The sampling
method for the study was purposive. The intent
of purposive sampling is to find groups of
participants in settings where the phenomenon
under study is most likely to occur (Denzin
& Lincoln, 2000). The district was selected
because it had a reputation of being effective in

terms of its implementation of inclusion policies,
paracducator training. and parent involvement
(School District’s Website: District Personnel,
Personal Communication, January 19, 2002).
The study sites included the special education
programs at three elementary schools. The
district special education coordinator helped in
the identification of the sites and participants
on the basis of the following pre-determined
criteria:

a) the special education program included
students with significant or severe needs who
were included 70% or more of the time in
regular classrooms;

b) the program had paraeducators who had
worked one-on-one with the same student
(with significant or severe needs) for at least six
months or more; and

c) the special education teacher was willing
to participate in the study and help in securing
consent from other participants, i.e. the parents,
the paraeducators and the classroom teachers of
the students

In-depth interviews were conducted with all

ascertain that the focus for each interview
remained the same, the interview guide
included questions on identical themes for each
category of participants. The themes included:
general questions about the roles of the
parent/paraeducator/professional in inclusion,
relationships among team members with a
special emphasis on parent-paraeducator,
and implications of these relationships on
education of the students. Interviews averaged
1 hour in length and were tape recorded. The
investigator also took field notes and posed
probing questions to seek further elaboration
of each participant’s response as needed during
each interview.

Interview tapes were transcribed verbatim.
To decipher salient themes from the data, the
investigator listened to each tape and read the
transcripts several times, recorded reflective
notes as well as referred to the field notes taken
during the interviews. All the written data were
transported to QSR*NVivo, a computerized
qualitative data analysis program. Next, each

21 participants using an interview guide. To . '
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data document was coded based on the research
questions and initially-identified themes. Thes
was followed by re-visitation of datza amd
reorganization of themes ultimately leading w
a rich interpretation of data.

Summary of Study A findings.

Major findings of this study were first. that
collaboration among paraeducators. parents.
teachers, and related service providers as a
fundamentalcontributingfactortoinclusion. The
study confirmed that students are successfully
included when general education teachers.
special education teachers, paraeducators.
and related service providers communicate
and consult regularly in an organized manner
in weekly scheduled meetings. This sense of
working together generally helped accomplish
much more than anyone can individually
accomplish. The role of the teacher as the team
leader in coordinating collaborative efforts was
found to be vital to the student and program
success. While paraeducators were recognized
as vital members of the team, it was found
that they were effective only when the teacher
clearly defined their role and provided direction
and guidance to them.

Next, it was found that it was important for
parents and paracducators to communicate
on a regular basis but the paraeducator-parent
relationships were beneficial in the students’
education only when they remained within the
limits and boundaries established by the team
leader or person in charge of the program,
i.e. the teacher. The findings highlighted the
importance of the supervising teacher being “in
theloop”inthecommunications andinteractions
between parents and paraeducators.

Study B:
Paraeducator Career Development Study

Background and purpose of study.

The second study was a mixed methods study
that examined the career development of
paraeducators who became teachers and of
those who chose to remain in paraeducator
roles. The study examined paraeducator
career opportunities from the perspective of
the influence of their work and educational

expernemces on their career aspirations, and
Jesere & pursue  educational  opportunities.
Toe purpose of the study was to explore the
possabihiny that work and school experiences
Py 2 rode in paraeducators’ career decisions.

Participant selection, data collection and
amalvsis.

The sample came from two groups of
paraeducators. One was a group who had
recentls completed teacher licensure and entered
the professional teaching ranks. All worked as
paraeducators while earning their degrees, and
were in their first semester of their first year of
teaching. A methodological decision was made
to limit this group to teachers very early in their
career so that their paraeducator work experience
was as recent as those paraeducators who chose
to remain in the paraeducator role. These
participants represented the paraeducators who
became teachers. The other participants came
from a pool of paraeducators who had completed
in-service training designed specifically for
paraeducators, and who were still working as
paraeducators. These participants represented
the paraeducators who planned to remain in the
paraprofessional role.

The sampling method this study was also
purposive. Participants were identified through
a network of higher education and school
professionals whose work focused specifically
on paracducator employment, training, and
career development. For each stage of the study
there was a selection process. Paraeducators
who were selected to participate in the initial
survey phase, were eligible to participate in the
interview phase. Before any data was analyzed,
the demographic data were reviewed to ensure
the respondents met the inclusion criteria.

Criteria for paraeducators who became
teachers.

1) Worked as a paraeducator before entering a
teacher education program.

2) Worked as a paraeducator while completing
the teacher education program.

3) Had two years or less teaching experience
at the time of the study.
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Criteria for paraeducators who will remain in
the paraeducator role.

1) Currently working as a paraeducator.

2) Planned to remain in the paraeducator
role.

3) Not currently enrolled in and have no plans
to enter a teacher licensure program.

There were three data sources: a survey, career
goals statements written by participants, and
structured interviews. Twenty-two participants
were included in the survey and career goals
statements phases of the study, which occurred
simultaneously. Fourteen of those original
twenty-two participants agreed to participate in
interview phase. Interview tapes were transcribed
verbatim. To identify consistent themes from
the data, the investigator listened to each tape
and read the transcripts several times, recorded
reflective notes as well as referred to the field
notes taken during the interviews. All the written
data were loaded into QSR*NVivo. Next, each
data document was coded based on the research
questions and initially-identified themes. This
was followed by re-visitation of data and
reorganization of themes ultimately leading to a
rich interpretation of data. From these analyses
a picture of the personal experiences of these
paraeducators and teachers was created.

Summary of study B findings.

Major findings of this study were first that
paraeducators in this study who became teachers
described work environments that provided
them the opportunity to learn and practice
some aspects of the teacher role (e.g. planning,
instructional delivery, Individual Education Plan
{IEP] development, assessment, communicating
with parents), and this influenced their desire
to become teachers. They identified teachers
who were role models and school professionals
who encouraged them to advance their careers.
They had supervising teachers who worked
collaboratively with them to plan and deliver
instruction to students in their classrooms, and
who included them in other activities such as
IEP work and parent teacher conferences. These
paraeducators identified teachers as role models
because they provided good supervision for
the paraeducator role, gave them opportunities
grow and develop new skills, and encouraged
them to become teachers.

Second. paracducators whe planned 10 remain
in the paraeducator role spent more of their
work day performing general clerical duties.
They worked less collaborativelyv with teachers
to deliver instruction. and did not have any input
into IEPs. or parent updates in student progress.
These paracducators also noted that they
received little encouragement from supervisors
or other school personnel to become teachers.

Two Studies and One Major Conclusion

Theintegral role thataneffective supervisingteacherplays
in paraeducators’ success across the career development
continuum was a major finding of both studies, in spite of
the fact that they had clearly different foci. Although the
two studies were designed to study parent-paraeducator
relationships in inclusion and paraeducator career
development respectively, the importance of an effective
supervising teacher in all aspects of a paraeducator’s
work and career was identified numerous times by
multiple participants in each study. The following is a
summary of the key themes from the two studies that
highlight the teachers’ role in supervising and supporting
paraeducators, as well as, promoting their professional
growth and development.

The Teacher Leads the Team

Results from both studies pointed to teacher leadership
as the most important factor in the effectiveness of
paraeducators in inclusion and their ambition to become
teachers. One paraeducator described the teacher with
whom she worked, “She is wonderful, always available,
always there to answer questions ... if you have an
effective teacher, then a teacher- para? team can do a lot
more.”

The paraeducator reflected on her previous years’
experience when she worked with a different special
education teacher who did not provide any support.
In the absence of any guidance or supervision, the
paraeducator assumed responsibilities that ethically
according to the CEC standards for paraeducators
(Council for Exceptional Children, 2009) should have
been performed by a teacher. After working with Joan,
the teacher she identified as supportive, she wondered
how much more effective she could have been if she

2 Many of the participants refer to paraeducators
in their direct quotes as paras. Although we prefer the
term paraeducator, we did not change it in their exact
quotes in order to maintain the integrity of their words.
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previously had an effective supervising teacher to guide
her. She elaborated:

She gives paraeducators direction.. .it’s working
this year and it didn’t work last year and I think
it has a lot to do with her communication and
leadership.

Another paraeducator in the program also spoke of the
teacher’s competence and leadership skills.

“It is a tremendous fortune and benefit 1o have an
experienced teacher. She is very knowledgeable,
she has incredible training, and...she provides
great leadership.”

A paraeducator in Study B also admired her supervisor
for her organizational and coaching skills:

Our teacher is phenomenal. I couldn’t ask for
anyone better. I don’t know how she keeps
everything organized. It’s amazing what she
does. She teaches us. She teaches us how 10
teach the kids.

The Teacher Treats the Paraeducator as an Important
Team Member

In Study A, the most effective special education teacher
was highly focused on a team approach. She said,
“We think as a team. We make decisions as a team
and we all implement as a team.” She explained that
she stressed this to paraeducators, teachers, and other
service providers in the school. She insisted, “Inclusion
would not be possible without teamwork. It is not one
person’s job even if the person is doing their best.”
Valuing paraeducators’ contributions as team members,
the teacher stated, “Paras are such a huge piece of what
we do, and they so need to be included on the team.” In
this study, both paraeducators said that they believed that
theirs was a “unique situation” and that they knew that
paraeducators in other schools were not treated as team
members.

Similar findings were noted in Study B. Paraeducators
described supervising teachers who used the team
approach to deliver an effective program for students.
One paraeducator, who became a teacher, recalled
being considered an important member of the team. The
teacher sought her insights when preparing for parent-
teacher conferences because she recognized the close
relationships between students and paraeducators.

Tie paraeducator stated.:

[ have been available for the parent teacher
conferences so that 1 may communicate
with the parents and the student to see what
all they may do to help their child in their
classes.

A paraeducator in Study B also tatked about teachers she
admitted who followed the team approach: “They thought
of me as part of their classroom. As their paraeducator,
they thought of me as not just their copier, but as part of
the students’ success.”

The Teacher Sets Boundaries for Paraeducators’ Role
and Relationships with Students and Parents

One of the major findings of Study A was that the teacher
provided guidance for paraeducators regarding how to
interact both with students and parents. The teacher
spoke of an incident that occurred with the previous
special education teacher in the program. The former
teacher rarely communicated with parents; therefore,
parents depended on paraeducators for information
and advice. One of the paraeducators who had grown
very close to the parents overstepped her boundaries
by writing a long letter about the child’s behaviors;
she added her interpretations on why he was exhibiting
certain behaviors and what she thought might be wrong
with him psychologically. The letter infuriated the family
because they believed that it was the teacher’s, not the
paraeducator’s responsibility to analyze their child’s
behavior. The family reported the incident to the district
administration which led to a reprimand. When the new
teacher took over, she established boundaries around
the interactions between the paraeducators and parents
in the program and became the primary contact person.
The teacher’s beliefs and philosophy that brought about
these changes are discussed below.

Realizing the importance of the daily contact between
parent and paraeducators, the teacher encouraged
paraeducators to exchange information with the parent in
terms the child’s morning at home and the day at school.
In her ongoing formal and informal conversations with
the paraeducators, she cautioned them against “analyzing
the situations concerning children to their parents.” She
clarified to them that when the situation was more severe
than a minor behavior infraction or sickness, she would
communicate directly with the parents and keep the rest
of the team informed. She communicated regularly in
a scheduled weekly meeting with the parents of all the
children on her caseload.

20 Spring 2011

National Teacher Education Journal ® Volume 4, Number 2




{nder her supervision, one paraeducator did not see it
s her job to give details of any of the child’s sensitive
performance or behavior issues to the parents. As she
explained:

1 do not pass judgment. I am not a psychologist
or a psychiatrist. I will not diagnose the
situation. ... I will not go deep searching why it
happened, because I do not have the background
knowledge. ... I do not know why it happened.

Another paraeducator, reported that she did not
get “into the ‘nitty gritty’” or say “judgmental”
things to the parents. She specified that she
refrained from giving her opinions in terms
of “what should be done” and “how it should
be done.” Like the first paraeducator, she also
viewed herself as someone who “tells the parents
about the day, but when it gets down 1o the finer
details that need to come from the teacher.”

Both paraeducators and parents in the program from Study
A expressed that through ongoing conversations with
their supervising teacher, they had a clear understanding
of what information to share with each other and how
to keep the teacher in the loop. One mother summed
up what the others had to say, and conveyed a sense of
satisfaction with the situation:

The teacher definitely sets the tone and they
[paraeducators] know where the boundaries
are. ... I like that because I feel like she’s the
boss and they [the paraeducators] know that.
And so if there’s a problem, they seem to go
through her.

The Teacher Plans with Paraeducators

In both studies, effective supervising teachers
took time out of their hectic schedules to plan with
their teams. One who was especially noteworthy
was the teacher in Study A. She recognized that
time was a rare commodity but everyone in the
team realized the importance and usefulness of
the meetings. As that teacher explained.:

[ think the key is that it [planning] has to be
a priority. This is something we have to do.
We have to meet. We have to talk. We have to
communicate. Once you prioritize it as a team,
people will make time to do it. ... You have to get
flexible with your scheduling.

In addition to the weekly scheduled meeting

before school, the teacher and the paraeducators
touched base with each other during the day and
at the end of each day to address any problems
or issues that needed immediate atiention.
According to the paraeducators and classroom
teacher. the teacher was always “accessible”
and “available” and “willing to talk.”

Study B also had results that indicated planning was a
key to effective supervision. Not only did it contribute
to an efficiently functioning team, but it gave the
paraeducators the opportunity to participate in the
planning of the delivery of services. Essentially, they
had the opportunity to begin learning aspects of the
teacher’s role, and this influenced their eventual decision
to become teachers. One paraeducator, for example, who
subsequently became a teacher, recalled the opportunities
she had to plan and deliver lessons with the teacher:

On many occasions, the teacher and 1 would get
together and plan the weeks’ activity. Several
times a month, I was given the opportunity to
provide instruction to half of the class.

This paraeducator worked in this position for five years,
and during that time had many similar opportunities
to plan, learn, and teach under the supervision of
the teacher. This was essentially an early practicum
experience for her that contributed significantly to her
career development.

The Teacher Coaches and Guides the Paraeducator

Parents’ comments in Study A also identified key
aspects of the effective supervising teachers’ roles
and responsibilities. Two parents in Study A saw
the teacher’s role as the person “on top” who was
overseeing their children’s IEP and providing guidance
to the paraeducators who worked one-on-one with their
children. Both mothers shared a clear distinction between
the paraeducators” role and the eacher’s role with their
children. They view ed paracducators as the persons who
worked under the supenision of the teacher but spent
more time with their children than anyone else in the
school. The follow ing statement from one of the mothers
sums up W hat both of them shared:

I count on her 1o set the wae and also o kook
at the material becasse she had s0 mrch more
experience and learmag 1 know bow 0 guade
them and how 1o work with mn chiki And then
they have o carmy thae ont. hecassse ey “re there
for longer periods of tme SWOE s has 30 20 W
several children.
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The Teacher Encourages Paraeducators’ Professional
Development

Effective supervising teachers in Study B aise
provided opportunities for paraeducators’ professicni.
development regardless of their career path. notifying
them of training opportunities available to paraeducators.
One teacher, who was very much admired by her
paraeducator, encouraged that paraeducator throughout
her career. When she was a parent volunteer, the teacher
encouraged her to become a paraeducator. The teacher
then encouraged her to begin taking paraeducator training
classes. The paraeducator recounted her story:

Last summer they were starting |paraeducator
training] courses. The teacher called me, and it
was in the summer, and I could have said no.
but she asked me to take these courses and see
what it was all about, and it was interesting.

That paraeducator is now a teacher, thanks in part to the
supervising teacher’s encouragement and commitment
to her continuing professional development.

Another paraeducator in Study B, who also became
a teacher, was encouraged to do so by teachers in her
building, claiming, “I have gained the respect and
friendship of most of the [teachers] 1 work with. They
have encouraged and repeatedly advised that I go back to
school to get the teaching degree.” A third paraeducator
in Study B was also encouraged by supervising teachers
to continue her education:

1 can say that they actually empowered me to
see that I could do it, because for me as a second
language learner...1 wasn’t sure that I was able
to do it. But they always encouraged me.

The Teacher is a Role Model for Paraeducators

The powerful influence of teachers as effective role
models was evidenced in Study B. Paraeducators who
participated in Study B often identified teachers who
served as important role models, thus increasing their
desire to enter the teaching profession, and their belief
that they could do it. It is important to note that the
majority of references were to teachers they had worked
with in classrooms. Moreover, teachers who served as
role models were those teachers who had supervised
paraeducators effectively. A fourth paraeducator in
Study B who became a teacher, thought highly two
middle school teachers with whom she worked. They
encouraged the paraeducator to continue her education.
If she had a final exam or had to leave early for class,

. .. Tmodated those needs. The paraeducator
——:=zel. "Seeing teachers like that just encourages

-~ Y. wzri 1o work with teachers like that. It's just

g

A S:udy B paraeducator was inspired to become a teacher
. e eacher she worked with at the time of the study.
She referred to her several times during her interview,
stating. “She is an awesome teacher. I really like her
sirategies. her philosophies. I hope I am at least half as
good a teacher as she is.”

DISCUSSION

Both of the studies add to the body of knowledge about
the supervision of paraeducators. The two studies’ key
findings on the importance of effective paraeducator
supervision highlight the roles of the supervising teacher
that have been recommended in previous research. As
previously stated, these teacher supervisory functions
include: task assignment, planning meetings, creating
instructional plans, delegating and monitoring the day-
to-day activities, and on-the-job training and coaching
(French & Chopra, 2006; French, 1998, 1999, 2003a,
2003b; French &Pickeit, 1997). The duties outlined in
previous research, correspond closely to the categories
of key findings culled from these two studies.

Essentially, these studies have reinforced previous
research on the importance of the teacher assuming a
leadership role in supervising the instructional team
(French & Chopra, 2006). As these studies indicate,
teachers who led effectively:

Valued paraeducators as important
members of their team;

Established clear boundaries for ihe
paraeducator role;

Took responsibility for, and time to
plan the delivery of services with the team;

Provided on- the-job coaching to
paraeducators;

Encouraged paraeducator professional
development to help them carry out their
responsibilities effectively, and to promote their
movement up the career ladder.

Moreover, teachers who supervised paraeducators well
became powerful role models. The power of mentorship
through appropriate supervision suggests that preparing
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current teachers to supervise and mentor paraeducators
might not only increase their job satisfaction, but it could
positively affect the numbers of paraeducators who enter
teacher preparation programs.

Implications for Practice

Teachers receive little training on how to supervise
paraeducators. Research has found that teachers tend
to assign responsibilities to paraeducators based on
how they perceive the paraeducator role, clerical versus
instructional, regardless of the individual interests,
career goals, skills, or abilities of paraeducators (Rueda
& Monzo, 2000). While this practice may be convenient
for the teachers, we have learned from these studies
that different types of work environments may impact
the career aspirations of paraeducators, as well as,
their effectiveness in the classroom. A more effective
method of supervising paraeducators would be to design
individualized job descriptions for paraeducators based
on input from both supervising teacher and paraeducator,
that builds on their interests, strengths, and abilities
(French, 2002; Ghere & York-Barr, 2007; Rueda &
Monzo, 2000). This one practice could contribute t0
increases in job satisfaction for the paraeducators. Job
satisfaction contributes to retention of paraeducators
strengthening special education teams, contributing to
opportunities for paraeducator professional development,
and providing program continuity for students (Ghere
& York-Barr, 2007). Long term employment as a
paraeducator would give them time and opportunities
to develop competencies that contribute to their career
development, regardless of whether they choose 1o
remain in the paraeducator role, or move into teaching
positions.

Teachers also need to be aware of the importance of
mentoring paraeducators. Paraeducators have identified
mentoring support from teachers as important in their
development as teachers (Rueda & Monzo, 2000;
Sandoval-Lucero, 2004, 2006, 2009). From Study
B we have learned that the teachers who mentor
paraeducators also have the potential to become role
models that help them build career aspirations. Both
studies present implications in the area of preparation
and in-service programs for teachers. Teachers need
to recognize paraeducators are valuable members of
the instructional team. The studies also revealed the
benefits of the teacher’s ability to lead and supervise
paraeducators. Pre-service as well as in-service teacher
preparation programs need to prepare future teachers with
competencies in supervision, teaming and collaborating
as well as leadership skills for them to effectively work
with paraeducators and other team members.

School districts that are experiencing teacher shortages
or staff retention problems have the potential to develop
in-service training programs for paraeducators, as
well as, “grow your own” programs that recruit and
train paraeducators to become teachers. By providing
pathways to career advancement for their paraeducators,
they have the opportunity to train paraeducators to be
effective in their jobs, and to recruit teachers who are
members of the community, experienced in classrooms,
diverse in terms of ethnicity and language, committed to
the district, and who will potentially remain in teaching
for a long term career. The first step in this professional
development process would be to review how teachers
supervise paraeducators, and then train teachers to work
more effectively with paraeducators in ways that allow
them to collaborate in instruction, and build upon their
skills, abilities, and strengths.
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