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Abstract 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine supervisory skills 

special education teachers need to learn based on previous literature. Special education 

teachers, institute of higher education instructors, and paraprofessionals took part in the 

study. The participants completed online questionnaires that included items about 

supervisory skills learned by special education teachers in their teacher licensure 

programs, as well as how they supervised paraprofessionals. 

 Stakeholder responses revealed several themes. Few special educators received 

supervisory training, especially in management, role clarification, meeting, orientation, 

and evaluation of paraprofessionals. Paraprofessionals reported little orientation and 

evaluation by special education teachers. All stakeholder groups noted the need for 

special educator training and establishment of communication and working relationship 

between special educators and paraprofessionals. Responses also reflected disagreement 

between special education teachers and paraprofessionals about how special educators 

supervise.  
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Chapter 1- Purpose and Necessity of the Study 

My Story  

My experience as a new special education teacher who supervised 

paraprofessionals immediately after completing a teacher licensure program serves as an 

apt example of some of the challenges currently facing special educators who direct the 

work of paraprofessionals. I taught students with Autism in a self-contained middle 

school classroom. When I met with my special education supervisor, she told me that I 

would supervise the work of three paraprofessionals, adding that I “would have to 

establish who’s in charge and what the paraprofessionals’ responsibilities will be,” which 

made a new experience sound even more daunting. Shortly after starting the school year, 

my principal asked me to vet twenty applications for the last paraprofessional opening in 

our program, as the district needed to hire that person. I also participated in interviewing 

the top three candidates. 

The three paraprofessionals with whom I worked possessed considerable 

experience. Connie started her fifteenth year as a paraprofessional that fall and had served 

students with a variety of needs and levels of functionality. Morgan held an early 

childhood teaching license, but had to take a paraprofessional job, as there were no 

teacher openings in her area of licensure. Finally, Cliff just started working with the 

district after being employed for a number of years in a group home for adults with 

developmental disabilities. All of them had more experience serving children than I did 

and Connie was ten years older. Yet, as their supervisor, I took on the responsibility of 

orienting these paras, delegating tasks to them, ensuring that their work followed my 
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programming for the students, training them in best practice interventions, scheduling 

team meetings, and giving input to their evaluations.  

My teacher licensure instructors prepared me extensively. They covered academic 

interventions, behavior management, post-secondary transition, working with diverse 

populations, assistive technology, and collaboration with parents and professionals. 

However, they scarcely treated special educator supervision of paraprofessionals beyond 

stating that, according to IDEA 2004 and No Child Left Behind, I would be responsible 

for directing the work of paraprofessionals. By the end of the first day of school, I knew 

that my teacher licensure program left me unprepared for the complex responsibility of 

supervising paraprofessionals.       

Purpose and Necessity of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to examine what skills special 

education teachers need to learn in their teacher licensure programs to supervise 

paraprofessionals. The National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD) 

(1999) defines paraprofessionals as “employees who, following appropriate academic 

education/instruction and/or on-the-job training, perform tasks as prescribed, directed, 

and supervised by fully qualified professionals. Job titles for paraprofessionals may 

include terms such as ‘aide,’ ‘assistant,’ ‘associate,’ ‘para-educator,’ ‘instructional 

assistant,’ and ‘classroom aide,’ among others. The intent of using paraprofessionals is to 

supplement not supplant the work of the teacher/service provider” (p. 24).   

The demand for special education teachers continues to increase in school 

districts across the country. Commensurate with this demand is the need for quality 

teacher licensure programs, which adequately prepare license candidates for the 
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profession’s myriad requirements. Determining what courses to offer as part of these 

programs is a daunting task for higher education program administrators, as the range of 

responsibilities for new special education teachers continues to expand significantly. In 

looking at these responsibilities, one of the most common is supervision and direction of 

a paraprofessional’s work. Unfortunately too many special education teachers enter the 

field unprepared to do this. 

Teacher supervision of paraprofessionals can vitally affect a student’s learning 

outcomes. The paraprofessional is a critical conduit of instruction to a student, extending 

the guiding programming and pedagogy of the teacher (NJCLD, 1999; Blalock, 1991) 

within the parameters mandated by IDEA 2004 and No Child Left Behind. If special 

education teachers are ill equipped to supervise a paraprofessional, it stunts students’ 

attainment of their IEP goals and objectives, an unacceptable educational, ethical, and 

legal failure. Thus, what skills do special education teachers need to learn in their teacher 

licensure programs to successfully supervise and direct paraprofessionals? 

 Since their advent in a 1952 Ford Foundation study of their work in general 

education classes, paraprofessionals have carried out responsibilities under the direction 

of teachers (Blalock, 1991; Haren, Saring, Lovett, & Shelton, 1992). In that time, their 

roles have changed dramatically, from performing simple clerical duties that involve 

minimal student interaction to direct re-teaching of lessons and skills to students, 

gathering progress data on student goals and objectives, helping with personal care needs, 

carrying out positive behavior support plans, and working on social skills (Chisom, 2002; 

Giangreco, 2005; Wallace, Shin, Bartholomay, & Stahl, 2001). Elaborating on the 

expanded paraprofessional role, French (1999) observed, “Teachers, families, and 
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paraeducators all reported that paraeducators are really ‘teachers,’ because what they do 

is, in fact, instruction” (p. 69). 

 Though the paraprofessional’s role and importance have increased significantly, 

federal law continues to assign the responsibility of paraprofessional supervision to 

special and general education teachers.  The No Child Left Behind Act most recently 

affirmed special educators’ role as supervisor of paraprofessionals (Hsu, 2007). Hence, 

special education teacher supervision of paraprofessionals is critical. Despite the 

importance of their supervisory role, special education teachers receive remarkably 

minimal training in their teacher licensure programs regarding paraprofessional 

supervision (Ashbaker & Morgan, 1999; Blalock 1991; Dover, 2002; Drecktrah, 2000; 

French, 2000; Vasa & Steckelberg, 1987; Wallace et al., 2001; Wiese, 2004).  

 There are three groups of stakeholders in this issue of special educator preparation 

for teacher supervision of paraprofessionals. Special education teachers comprise the first 

group. Drecktrah (2000) surveyed special educators about their level of supervision of 

paraprofessionals, the skills required for such supervision, as well as the extent to which 

their teacher licensure programs and school districts prepared them for these 

responsibilities. Results from her survey indicated that special education teachers are 

expected to teach and train the paraprofessional in their schools about behavior 

management, tutoring, communication, types of disabilities, observing and recording 

behavior, computer skills, and record collection. Given the number of special education 

teachers in her survey that received training in paraprofessional direction in their teacher 

licensure programs, 10 percent, it is disturbing that they are somehow expected to 
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effectively and comprehensively equip paraprofessionals to work with students.  Special 

educators desperately need greater preparation to supervise paraprofessionals. 

Institutes of higher education instructors (hereafter known as “IHE instructors”) 

make up the second group of stakeholders. While State Education Agencies (SEAs) 

mandate content in teacher licensure programs, IHE instructors still possess the freedom 

to address paraprofessional supervision in licensure classes. Given this opportunity, it is 

troubling that many IHE instructors inadequately do so. Furthermore, differing 

perceptions between IHE instructors and special education licensure candidates can 

compound the question of whether or not treatment of paraprofessional supervision in 

licensure classes suffices. Undoubtedly, IHE instructors want to see their students 

succeed as teachers, but in spite of this desire and their acknowledgment of this glaring 

need, training in paraprofessional supervision fails to correspond to the current level of 

urgency (Pickett, 1997). Teacher instruction in paraprofessional supervision critically 

impacts how effectively new special educators direct paraprofessionals. 

Paraprofessionals form the final stakeholder group. In a 1982 survey, Frith and 

Lindsey found that the greatest concern of state directors of special education was that 

supervising teachers improperly utilized paraprofessionals. Paraprofessionals themselves 

are aware of how their work suffers in the absence of proper supervisory training of 

teachers, which has been shown to frustrate them and decrease their motivation to work 

with students (Riggs & Mueller, 2001). Indeed, the resolution of paraprofessionals’ needs 

is linked to better handling of role clarification, training, and teacher supervision issues 

(Giangreco, Edelman, Broer, & Doyle, 2001). 
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Contrasting the broad responsibility of paraprofessional supervision by teachers 

with the scant training offered by teacher licensure programs, it is imperative that these 

programs include a paraprofessional supervisory component in their curriculum. Such a 

component must address the most important paraprofessional supervisory skills and 

competencies. Quoting Wallace et al. (2001):  

Far too often we move forward in new initiatives seeking educational 

improvements for children without reflecting on the impact that such changes 

will have on the people and systems that must implement and support the 

changes. We must identify the skills needed by the individuals who will 

implement the new initiatives, how and where they might get the knowledge, 

skills, and strategies they need, and how the system will support them (p. 531).  

Given the responsibility special educators have to supervise paraprofessionals, what skills 

must they acquire to effectively direct paraprofessional work? 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to examine skills special education 

teachers need to learn in their teacher licensure programs to supervise paraprofessionals.  

Specific skills addressed in this study are drawn from previous literature on 

paraprofessional supervision (French, 1997; Mavropoulos, 2005; Pickett, 1999). This 

study proves critical, as the literature on teacher licensure training in paraprofessional 

supervision is sparse (Chisom, 2002; Floyd, 2004; French, 1997; Salzberg & Morgan, 

1995; Wiese, 2004; Wallace et al., 2001).  In addition to addressing this gap in the 

literature, the study will inform the discussion of how teacher licensure programs prepare 

new teachers to supervise paraprofessionals. This study distinguishes itself from others in 

that it simultaneously examines the views of special education teachers, IHE instructors, 
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and paraprofessionals about paraprofessional supervisory skills that special educators 

need to learn. Previous studies gleaned responses from one or two of these stakeholder 

groups at the same time (e.g., Chisom, 2002; Floyd, 2004; French, 1998; Lindeman & 

Beegle, 1988; McClain, 1993; Mavropoulos, 2005; Wallace et al., 2001; Wiese, 2004), 

but not from all three. 

The following research questions will guide the study: 

1) What supervisory skills do special education teachers need to learn about 

paraprofessional supervision in their teacher licensure program?    

2) How do IHE instructors attempt to address paraprofessional supervisory skills in 

teacher licensure program? 

3) In paraprofessionals’ experience working under teacher supervision, what skills are 

necessary for effective teacher direction of their work? 

 The literature review will provide context for the issue of training in special 

educators paraprofessional supervision. First, a brief history of paraprofessionals and 

their duties will be summarized. Some background information on special educator 

responsibility for paraprofessional supervision will follow, along with a short discussion 

of how supervision is defined. The review concludes by covering specific supervisory 

skills identified and described in previous literature. This final piece proves especially 

vital, as the learning of these skills and their demonstration by special educators will be 

examined in this study.   
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
 
 In focusing on necessary teacher skills for paraprofessional supervision, the 

literature review addresses three important elements. First, a brief history on the use of 

paraprofessionals and their responsibilities will be recapitulated. Next, to provide 

additional context for this review of supervisory skills, special educator responsibility for 

paraprofessional supervision will be addressed and defined. The review then concludes 

by delineating paraprofessional skills and stakeholder observations about how special 

educators’ licensure programs address these skills and how special educators apply them 

in their practice.   

The use of paraprofessionals in education began in the 1950s. Due to shortages of 

teachers resulting from World War II, school boards needed to find alternate personnel to 

meet this need. The Ford Foundation in Bay City, Michigan tried using college graduates 

without teaching licenses to discharge administrative responsibilities in order to give 

teachers more time for direct instruction to students. During the same period, 

Cruickshank and Herring attempted a similar program at Syracuse University. Results 

from both experiments indicated that paraprofessionals proved helpful to teachers 

(Pickett, 1997).  

The Elementary Secondary Education Act of 1965 provided a vital next step for 

paraprofessionals, as federal funds were allocated to employ them. At that time, requisite 

qualifications for paraprofessionals mainly included being parents or individuals who 

lived in the community. The most vital legislation for the recruitment, employment, and 

training of paraprofessionals was the Education Professions Development Act (EPDA) 
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followed, which earmarked $240 million dollars specifically for a human services 

training program for paraprofessionals (Haring, Saren, Lovett, & Shelton, 1992).  

In the 1970s the passage of PL 94-142, Title I, Head Start, and Model Cities 

entitlement programs advanced paraprofessionals’ role further. These programs allowed 

schools to expand their use of the paraprofessional. At that time, the paraprofessional’s 

role evolved from a mere clerical & administrative aide to a community and multicultural 

liaison who also provided small group direct instruction and indirect services to students.  

Furthermore, the paraprofessional’s career aim also came into new relief: the Career 

Opportunities Program, a spinoff program of the EPDA, was established by the U.S. 

Office of Education to use the paraprofessional’s time served in the classroom as the first 

rung of a “career ladder” towards training and employment of paraprofessionals as 

teachers. This also led to higher education institutions assisting in training 

paraprofessionals. As part of the COP, to serve students from Head Start through third 

grade, parents and neighborhood residents continued to be employed as paraprofessionals 

(Haring, Saren, Lovett, & Shelton, 1992; Pickett, 1997). 

Between 1965 and the mid 1980s, the number of paraprofessionals employed 

swelled from 10,000 to 150,000 (Salzberg & Morgan, 1995). By 2001, this number 

burgeoned to 535,000 (Wiese, 2004). The duties paraprofessionals are permitted to 

perform also increased significantly and include the following: one-to-one tutoring of 

eligible students; classroom management assistance; assistance in a computer lab, library, 

or media center; service as a translator; facilitation of parent involvement activities; 

assistance with personal care; help with transition services and activities (Wiese, 2004). 
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Effective employment of paraprofessionals benefits the services available to students and 

what teachers can accomplish. 

In spite of all these swift and sweeping advancements in the use of 

paraprofessionals, the concept and definition of the teacher as paraprofessional supervisor 

was still novel from the late 1970s into the 1980s. While the discussion of supervisory 

training for special educators increased in subsequent years, the issues of special educator 

preparation in supervision and necessary supervisory skills were minimally researched 

(Chisom, 2002; French, 1997; Salzberg & Morgan, 1995; Wallace et al., 2001; Wiese, 

2004). A brief review of definitions of supervision serves as a good starting point for both 

issues. 

Glickman, Gordon, and Ross-Gordon (2007) defined supervision as “leadership 

for the improvement of instruction” (p. 10). Boomer (1980) echoed this description, 

dubbing the teacher a “program manager,” a role that entailed the development of student 

program goals and subsequent management of the resources to reach those goals. Along 

the same lines, in discussing early childhood intervention and education teachers, 

Gallacher (1997) described support staff supervision as “the process of directing or 

guiding people to accomplish the goals of the organization in which [supervisors] work, 

the ultimate objective of supervision is offering the agency’s service to the consumer in 

the most efficient and effective manner possible” (p. 192). There are two common 

threads in these definitions. First, the end of any supervision is improved service to 

students. Second, to successfully accomplish this, supervision must go well beyond 

merely telling someone what to do; it is a manifold and complex process that requires 

considerable foresight and planning.  
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Most recently, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002 requires that 

paraprofessionals must work under the direct supervision of a highly qualified teacher if 

they are providing instruction to a student. The non-regulatory guidance for Title I of 

NCLB further details that the teacher evaluate the progress of students working with the 

paraprofessional, and that the paraprofessional must work in close and frequent proximity 

to the teacher. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA) of 

2004 stipulates that paraprofessionals must be appropriately trained and supervised if 

they provide special education services to a student.  

However, all of these definitions and stipulations fail to spell out what constitutes 

direct supervision, as well as what skills supervision entails. Indeed, in a review of case 

law related to teacher supervision of paraprofessionals, Hsu (2007) observed that there 

were few legal opinions regarding the definition of supervision, which people bore 

responsibility for supervision, and how those people should supervise. Given the broad 

and ambiguous guidance of federal definition, State Education Agencies (SEAs), Local 

Education Agencies (LEAs), and other scholarly authors have been left to more precisely 

explicate what skills the supervisor requires. 

Supervisory Skills 

Using existing literature delineating necessary supervisory skills, the remainder of 

this review concentrates on the following skills: management, orientation, role 

clarification, planning, meeting, delegation, training, and evaluation. Each skill will be 

discussed, along with the extent to which the various stakeholders feel that teachers have 

been prepared to employ these skills and how effectively they demonstrate them in 

practice.  
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Management. 

While discussing the problem of teacher training in supervision, some authors 

have included management itself as a skill to be learned (e.g., Wallace et al., 2001). 

Definitions of management differ, but it is closely associated with supervision and, as 

such, this section will address management and supervision together.   

Pickett (1999) explicated two parts that comprise paraprofessional management: 

the roles of the administrator (employment, preparation, formal evaluation, and dismissal 

of paraprofessionals) and the teacher (planning tasks for paraprofessionals, scheduling, 

delegating responsibilities, monitoring daily performance, providing feedback and 

training on the job, sharing information with their administrator about paraprofessional 

strengths, and informal evaluation). French (1997), in discussing the executive functions 

of paraprofessional supervision, said that “managing the work environment” entailed 

communication with paraprofessionals, conflict management, and problem solving (p. 

92). Wallace et al. (2001) described management in their survey as facilitating positive 

and helpful relationships with paraprofessionals, as well assuming some responsibility for 

paraprofessional evaluation and offering support for paraprofessionals to improve their 

skills. While these definitions refer to concrete parts of management, they are connected 

to the intangible elements of environment and relationship. Success in effective 

management and service to students is predicated on teachers creating an environment 

where they possess a healthy, equal, and collaborative relationship with the 

paraprofessional, allowing the paraprofessional to share their ideas and skills 

(Miramontes, 1990). New teachers can often be required to learn relationship building on 

the job, which proves difficult to do with such a complex skill. For the new teacher, 
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learning to set up an environment that facilitates good management of paraprofessionals 

begins with IHE instructors covering it in their licensure courses. 

According to Lindeman & Beegle (1988), only 28% of IHE instructors noted any 

course offerings in paraprofessional management even though 92% of them felt that such 

training was necessary.  Mavropoulos (2005) found that 79% of special education 

teachers surveyed felt their inexperience as supervisors was a barrier to effective 

supervision of paraprofessionals. Seventy-one percent of respondents indicated that they 

had never taken courses on paraprofessional supervision; yet more disquieting is that 

79% of these respondents did not even have class sessions devoted to supervision in any 

of their licensure classes.  Level of education did not affect the lacking depth and breadth 

in supervisory training, as 65% of these teachers held master’s degrees.  

Special educators and IHE instructors’ opinions diverge regarding the extent to 

which paraprofessional management is treated in teacher licensure programs.  Wiese 

(2004) surveyed IHE instructors and special educator graduates from the same institution 

on the training offered in supervision of paraprofessionals. She then compared her results 

with those she obtained in a previous study. In the more recent survey, 94% of the IHE 

instructors felt that they adequately addressed the teacher’s supervisory role, as opposed 

to 77.8% from the previous survey.  However, only 41.6% of the special educator 

respondents felt that the supervisory role was adequately addressed in the newer survey, 

which increased from 35.8% in the previous survey.  Thus, both surveys indicated 

significant disagreement between teachers and IHE instructors.   

Lack of training can preclude teacher supervision altogether. Giangreco, Edelman, 

Broer, and Doyle (2001) noted that teachers often abdicate their decision-making 
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responsibility to the paraprofessional, which is illegal and unethical. This has been 

attributed by some teachers to their perception of themselves as inadequate supervisors 

who saw good paraprofessionals as those requiring no supervision (French, 1998). 

However, there are exceptions to minimal training leading to poor teacher supervision. 

McClain (1993) found that all three teachers in her qualitative study saw themselves as 

supervisors even though none of them had supervisory training in their teacher licensure 

programs. 

Nevertheless, training in paraprofessional management is sparse overall (Jones & 

Bender, 1993; Wallace et al., 2001; Wiese, 2004). Minimal supervisory experience on the 

part of special education teachers compounds the problem, both for themselves and the 

paraprofessionals they oversee. Therefore, instruction in paraprofessional management 

for special educators is imperative.  

Orientation. 

Orientation is critical to beginning supervision of any paraprofessional, as it 

establishes relationship between the teacher and paraprofessional, as well as the 

paraprofessional and the school. No paraprofessional comes programmed with the details 

of their new job. Thus, orientation is an important skill for special educators to possess.  

Unfortunately, administrators and supervising teachers may assume that, upon arriving, 

paraprofessionals are somehow automatically acclimated to the school. As one 

paraprofessional noted, “in our district the paraprofessionals have been told that anyone 

off the street can do the job. No one has ever taken the time to actually tell or explain 

what is expected or do any type of orientation” (Wallace et al., 2001, p. 528). Blalock 

(1991) opined that orientation –in different school programs, disability types, various 
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roles, and building layout– should take place for paraprofessional applicants prior to their 

being hired.  This proactive approach increases the likelihood that a potential 

paraprofessional would make a well-informed choice when applying for a position.      

Orientation covers a number of different issues. The first of these is a practical 

introduction by the teacher to the school building and community. Boomer (1980) 

suggested that the supervising teacher and paraprofessional should meet prior to the 

beginning of the school year to address several topics: a tour of the school, introductions 

to colleagues, discussion of student confidentiality, and other duties as assigned. Vasa & 

Steckelberg (1997) maintained that orientation must include an explanation of district and 

building policies. Examples of this explanation consisted of what to do if the 

paraprofessional knew they would be late to work; professional and ethical issues; what 

to do in case of emergencies; general delineation of students’ special needs. French 

(1997) added that review of written information, interviews with the paraprofessional to 

help orient them, and analyzing the paraprofessional’s work style and preferences are 

also vital to the paraprofessional’s orientation. All of these steps focus on the fit of the 

paraprofessional with the position. Going beyond the mere hiring, arrival, and job basics, 

supervisors can use information from these meetings and reviews to consider how to best 

direct the paraprofessional’s work based on their skill set, strengths, and weaknesses.  

It is important that paraprofessionals are familiar with their workplace, are made 

aware of formal parameters that guide their work, and have an idea of how their skill set 

matches their new position. Unfortunately, even for experienced teachers it proves 

difficult to adequately address these issues, which makes sufficient attention to them in 

teacher licensure classes all the more important. When IHE instructors do not cover 
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orientation in teacher licensure classes, these new special educators will miss the 

practical value of getting good information and the ethical import of introducing 

paraprofessionals to their environment and responsibilities by not knowing to orient 

them. Orientation is a critical supervisory skill for special educators to learn in their 

teacher licensure classes. 

Role clarification.  

In her model of standards for teacher supervisory competencies, Pickett (1999) 

defines role clarification as the “ability to share information with paraprofessionals about 

their roles as members of program planning teams if required by district/agency policies 

as well as the roles of other team members including families in the development of 

learner goals” (p. 18). Following through on all the responsibilities given to them is an 

onerous task for any special education teacher. However, adding paraprofessional 

management to this makes it even more daunting for the teacher. In clarifying roles, the 

special educator must consider a number of issues: what responsibilities the 

paraprofessional may legally handle; the paraprofessional’s previous experience; how the 

paraprofessional’s skills and strengths determine what duties they perform; and how 

much responsibility the administrator takes for assigning roles to teachers and 

paraprofessionals. Effective training in role clarification addresses these issues. 

While it is unrealistic to expect any teacher licensure program to fully equip 

students in all aspects of role clarification, some modicum of preparation is necessary. 

However, responsibility for this preparation does not solely belong to higher education. 

Hilton & Gerlach (1997) maintained that role clarification must flow from LEA and 

individual schools’ standards and guidelines, as well as student and teacher needs as they 
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are spelled out in formal job descriptions and union contracts. Vasa & Steckelberg (1997) 

delineated several responsibilities that SEA administrators need to assume in facilitating 

teacher supervision of paraprofessionals, one of which duties entailed making sure both 

the special education teacher and the paraprofessional understand their respective roles. 

Nonetheless French & Pickett (1997) observed that few states and professional 

organizations offered guidance on the paraprofessional’s role and responsibilities. The 

way teachers perceive the description of their responsibilities versus those of the 

paraprofessional clearly reflects the absence of training in role clarification. Only 1 

teacher out of 18 surveyed by French (1998) clearly differentiated between their role and 

the paraprofessional’s; another teacher respondent actually downplayed pre-service 

training in describing the paraprofessional’s ability to teach. Forty-seven percent of 

paraprofessionals surveyed by Riggs & Mueller (2001) responded that they received no 

written job description; the respondents who were provided with job descriptions 

reported that they were incomplete in listing their responsibilities. 

These findings suggest that lack of SEA and LEA standards and guidelines for 

supervisory practice leaves role clarification to be shaped by “intuitive belief systems of 

professionals” (French & Pickett, 1997, p. 66), a process that ill serves teachers and 

paraprofessionals alike. Indeed, both groups indicate that they benefit from role 

clarification training:  53% of special educators and 80% of paraprofessionals surveyed 

by Mavropoulos (2005) indicated that guidance was a factor that facilitated effective 

supervision. In a study aimed to reduce role confusion and determine required skills for 

teachers and paraprofessionals, Escudero & Sears (1982) concluded that the teacher’s 

responsibility extended beyond mere direct instruction into a role of managing and 
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coordinating instructional activities. Interestingly, the special educators and 

paraprofessionals surveyed by the authors disagreed about whether certain spheres of 

responsibility –interdisciplinary professional relationships, training, student assessment, 

curriculum development, teaching methods, and child development– solely belonged to 

the teacher. Without the oversight of an administrator, teachers and paraprofessionals are 

sometimes left to figure out their roles on their own and neither of them necessarily 

proves qualified or trained to do.   

Indeed, Vasa & Steckelberg (1997) discussed the role of the school principal in 

facilitating effective teacher supervision of paraprofessionals. They enumerated several 

responsibilities that the principal holds to support teacher supervisors and 

paraprofessionals, two of which related to role clarification.  First, the principal should 

make sure that teachers and paraprofessionals understood the distinctions in their roles 

and are aware of district policies about their roles. The school principal also supports the 

teacher and paraprofessional in resolving any interpersonal conflict or other problems 

that may crop up in a classroom or program.   

Teachers and paraprofessionals can also avoid role clarification issues by 

employing collaborative and proactive approaches. Blalock (1991) suggested that role 

clarification begins with the teacher deciding what jobs they want the paraprofessional to 

assume. The teacher and paraprofessional then work together to list these duties, as well 

as potential conflicts that could arise, and the solutions to them.  Blalock added that the 

teacher and paraprofessional could also develop daily and weekly schedules to assist in 

role clarification; they would list the activities and transition times for the particular day 

and week and then define what each person needed to do. Blalock believed that the 
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paraprofessional should also assume some responsibility for communication with parents, 

behavior and classroom management, as well as self-esteem building.  It would be the 

teacher’s job to train the paraprofessional and then work with them to carry out these 

duties. 

Succeeding in such a collaborative approach still requires considerable instruction 

for teachers in their licensure courses. Otherwise, attempting to clarify roles “on the job,” 

or foregoing it altogether leads to legal and ethical pitfalls for both teachers and 

paraprofessionals. It creates uncertainty for paraprofessionals regarding decisions that 

they make about teaching methods, modifying and adapting curriculum, and whether they 

are qualified to make such decisions at all (Downing, Ryndak, & Clark, 2000; Chisom, 

2002). Giangreco, Edelman, Broer, and Doyle (2001) shared this apprehension, asking 

how ethical, appropriate, and sound it was to have so much of the instructional decision 

making and responsibility borne by the paraprofessional. Clearly, special educators who 

are not trained in clarifying roles direct paraprofessionals ineffectively, which leads them 

to fail in serving students.    

Planning.   

 Being able to plan for paraprofessionals is important for special educator 

supervisors. French (1997) posited that planning entails setting goals, describing 

activities and methods, and setting expectations for student outcomes. Special educators 

should know how to do these things and be responsible for all planning. If they do not 

plan at all or do so poorly, it burdens the paraprofessional with a duty they were never 

taught or expected to perform.    
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Sadly, leaving the paraprofessional to plan for students is not unheard of in 

classrooms. All 16 paraprofessional respondents in Downing, Ryndak, & Clark’s (2000) 

study, regardless of training or years of experience, stated that they adapted and modified 

curricula for students whom they served. Moreover, a number of them reported concerns 

about whether or not they were qualified to fulfill this task. Seventy percent of 

paraprofessionals surveyed by Riggs & Mueller (2001) indicated that they provided 

direct instruction at least three-quarters of the time despite the fact that they felt they 

needed training in curricular modification. French & Chopra (2006) compared the 

supervisory practices of two teachers. One paraprofessional directed by the less 

competent of these teachers reported that she ended up planning because the teacher gave 

her no specific directions. Special educators serve their students and paraprofessionals 

best by taking on this responsibility for planning. 

In guiding development of a plan for the paraprofessional for addressing a 

student’s activity or objective, French (1997) suggested two criteria. First, the 

paraprofessional’s skills, the needs of the program, student, or professional, and the 

preferences of teacher and paraprofessional should all be reflected in the plan. Second, 

the plan should be rendered in a form that is user friendly, succinct, and accessible to all 

team members. French also discussed the importance of scheduling and that it often takes 

place simultaneously with the creation of lesson and work plans. Trautman (2004) 

suggested that weekly plans with activities and descriptions of how to teach them should 

be employed when subject topics and activities change frequently. For instruction, 

programming, and modifications that do not vary as often, Trautman proposed that 
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monthly plans could be useful in helping the paraprofessional to plan and acclimate 

themselves to these activities, which allows them to better serve the students.  

Clearly, then, planning for paraprofessionals is a manifold and complex skill and 

not one adequately addressed in teacher licensure programs. In Lindeman & Beegle’s 

(1988) survey of IHE instructors on teacher training topics, only 4.3% of those surveyed 

said that training courses addressed organization and just 1.7% of respondents reported 

that they treated time management in these classes. Both organization and time 

management are critical to successful teacher planning for paraprofessionals. More 

recently, Wiese (2004) found that IHE instructors in Iowa felt that they had improved 

their treatment of teacher and paraprofessional planning between 1997 and 2003. 

However, during the same time period, special education teachers in the study disagreed 

significantly, with only 29.5% opining that planning was adequately covered in 2003.   

This lagging attention by teacher licensure programs to train special educators in 

planning for paraprofessionals may be reflected in how well or poorly teachers make 

plans for paraprofessionals to implement. Wallace et al.’s 2001 survey of teachers, 

paraprofessionals, and administrators on the importance and demonstration of 

supervisory competencies revealed that, while all three groups considered planning to be 

important, paraprofessional respondents thought that the supervising teacher’s planning 

was insufficient. Similarly, in her qualitative study of special and general educator 

supervision of paraprofessionals, Chisom (2002) found that planning often did not take 

place for a number of reasons, including lack of role clarity, lack of time, and teacher and 

paraprofessional control issues. In a study that examined how special education teachers 

view and practice paraprofessional supervision, Floyd (2004) found that planning 
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between special educators and paraprofessionals did not occur as often or as extensively 

as possible. Moreover, lack of planning existed without regard to level of supervisory 

preparation or years of experience in supervising paraprofessionals. 

In a survey of teachers and paraprofessionals regarding teacher demonstration of 

supervisory skills, Mavropoulos’s (2005) findings were more positive. Thirty-two percent 

of teacher respondents indicated that they planned weekly; 7% reported that they planned 

daily. Paraprofessionals largely concurred with this assessment: 24% noted that planning 

took place on a weekly basis and 13% said that planning occurred daily. When 

combining weekly and daily totals from the stakeholder groups, the affirmative teacher 

and paraprofessional responses are nearly identical. However, at least half of the teachers 

viewed planning and lack of time as barriers to effective paraprofessional supervision.  

For special education teachers, the task of planning for student activities and 

lessons is complex by itself, but it becomes even more complicated when doing so for a 

paraprofessional. Without some level of training that addresses basic organizational and 

scheduling skills and legal responsibilities in planning for paraprofessionals, teachers are 

left to learn these skills “on the job.” It can be argued that such experiential learning is 

necessary and unavoidable, but basic exposure to planning skills and issues in teacher 

licensure programs can facilitate and enhance what teachers learn when they supervise 

paraprofessionals.  

Meeting.  

Meetings are integral for every special educator and paraprofessional. However, 

knowing the purpose of meeting, how much time meeting entails, and how to find that 

time are not things that special educators intuitively know when they begin teaching. 



Supervising Paraprofessionals 
 

27 

Therefore preparation for meeting with paraprofessionals is a skill that must be addressed 

(French, 2001).  

Conducting meetings with the paraprofessionals is critical for a special educator 

for a few reasons. French (1997) said that meetings between supervising teachers and 

paraprofessionals are “fundamental to ethical supervisory behavior” (p. 129) because 

most supervisory competencies involve face-to-face contact, which only meetings can 

afford. Meetings additionally allow for problem identifying and solving, rapport building 

and communication (Carroll, 2001; Trautman, 2004). Given such vital needs, Morgan 

and Ashbaker (2001) recommended that teachers set up regular time for meetings so that 

the teacher and paraprofessional can plan together. 

 Depending on the activities and needs of students during any given day or week, 

meetings may require addressing lots of issues. Unfortunately, teachers must contend 

with the practical problem of having limited time to meet (French, 2001; Vasa & 

Steckelberg, 1987). However, Ashbaker & Morgan (1999) observed that teachers make 

time for what they believe is most important to accomplish and suggested that, with 

administrative support and small allowances of time given to the paraprofessional and 

teacher, meetings could be accomplished. Thus, supervising teachers need to be adept at 

time management and prioritizing what needs to be addressed when meeting (French, 

2001).   

Frequency and duration of meetings impact effective teacher supervision of 

paraprofessionals. Paraprofessionals surveyed by Downing, Ryndak, and Clark (2000) 

reported that they met with one or more members of the instructional team regularly and 

that these meetings occurred either before or after school, as well during unscheduled 
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times throughout the school day. One paraprofessional felt that their morning meetings, 

helped maintain regular contact between team members, offered support and encouraged 

collaboration.  Paraprofessionals and teachers trained by Boomer (1980) complained 

about what the other person was and was not doing. Subsequently, all of them reported 

that meetings never occurred. Connecting the disagreements between these special 

educators and paraprofessionals, Boomer went on to recommend that meetings should 

take place at least weekly. In a later study, 25% of special educator respondents indicated 

that meetings did not take place at all during the year (French, 2001). This finding 

concerned the author, as she noted that face-to-face contact is the initial step of 

supervision and allows the accomplishment of other necessary supervisory tasks. By 

contrast, 60% of special education teachers in Floyd’s (2004) study of supervisory 

functions indicated that they held face-to-face meetings on a daily basis. This is 

especially remarkable in light of the fact that 75% of respondents indicated on-the-job 

experience, not teacher licensure classes, was what taught them to supervise 

paraprofessionals.  

French & Chopra (2006) observed and compared the performance of two teachers 

who supervised paraprofessionals. The less effective teacher only engaged in 

unscheduled, brief meetings with his paraprofessionals when he had a chance during the 

day, which resulted in paraprofessionals feeling dissatisfied and being left to plan for 

students themselves. One paraprofessional described this as a reactive approach, which 

she wanted to change. The other teacher set aside blocks of time each week solely to 

meet with the paraprofessionals and get their input about the effectiveness of their 

interventions with students, which allowed the teacher to make well-informed 
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programming decisions. Additionally, the second teacher briefly conferred during and at 

the end of each day regarding matters that they needed to address immediately. 

Consequently, the paraprofessionals always felt they knew their boundaries under this 

teacher’s direction. 

Special educators best direct paraprofessionals and serve students when they meet 

with paraprofessionals on a regular basis. Meetings are the primary means for facilitating 

communication between teachers and paraprofessionals, which allows the special 

educator to employ other necessary supervisory skills. Therefore, it is imperative that 

IHE instructors equip special educators in the skill of meeting.  

Delegation.  

French (2000) defined delegation as “getting things done through others who have 

been trained to handle them” (p. 79). Delegation allows the teacher to take on the most 

important and urgent responsibilities, including the ones for which only they are qualified 

to handle, while still discharging the remaining tasks through the paraprofessionals they 

supervise (Chisom, 2002). Delegation also affords paraprofessionals the opportunity to 

learn and practice new skills (French, 1997). 

There are several potential obstacles to delegation. In some classrooms, teachers 

assume that the paraprofessional already knows what is expected of them (Chisom, 

2002). A teacher may also think that they would do a better job at the given task and that 

doing it themselves proves easier than training a paraprofessional to do it (French, 1997). 

Fear of giving up control to others or being viewed as incompetent for doing so also 

precludes effective teacher delegation (French, 1997). Teachers may delegate 

instructional tasks to paraprofessionals that they feel inadequate performing themselves 
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(Giangreco, 2003). Paraprofessionals may feel that teachers do not know how to properly 

direct them (Chisom, 2002; Riggs & Mueller, 2001; Wallace et al., 2001). The necessity 

for training in delegation and its prerequisite skills goes without saying, but teachers may 

benefit from having these misconceptions addressed in their preservice programs also.  

The effectiveness of special educator delegation has not been examined frequently 

(Chisom, 2002; Floyd, 2004). In Mavropoulos’s (2005) study of special educators’ 

supervisory methods and paraprofessional perceptions of supervision, 31% of teacher 

respondents and 21% of paraprofessional respondents reported that delegation occurs on 

a weekly basis. Even more impressively, 21% of teachers and 31% paraprofessionals 

reported delegation taking place on a daily basis. Taken together, over 50% of teacher 

and paraprofessional respondents felt that delegation happened on at least a weekly basis.   

Chisom (2002) derived a number of themes from teacher and paraprofessional 

responses in her study of paraprofessional supervision in middle schools. Both teacher 

and paraprofessional respondents reported no delegation taking place at all due to the 

teacher feeling that the paraprofessional “just knew” what to do (p. 89). In some cases, 

however, the respondents said that when a teacher and paraprofessional set their 

relationship and routine in place, delegation became less necessary. A number of teacher 

and paraprofessional participants added that delegation was done verbally, usually 

spontaneously and casually throughout the day, but the author questioned the 

professionalism of this method, as the paraprofessional might feel slighted or underused. 

Ultimately, Chisom concluded that such verbal delegation indicated the need for better 

teacher training. 
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 Special education teachers can and should be fully aware of their students’ needs. 

However, having this basic awareness and the academic skills to address those needs 

does not necessarily mean that the teacher knows how to delegate. Unless teachers learn 

how to delegate, the enormous number of tasks for which they are responsible will 

overwhelm them. It will also hinder the paraprofessional’s performance, for if no 

delegation, or ineffective delegation, takes place, the paraprofessional serves no purpose 

in the classroom beyond what they observe or intuitively feel that the student needs, and 

neither suffices to direct the paraprofessional.  

Training. 

All professionals need training to improve their service to students. It is easy for 

administrators to be satisfied with filling a paraprofessional position and then leave the 

new hire to fend for themselves. The reality is that paraprofessionals require training. 

Indeed, the urgency is greater for new paraprofessionals serving students with special 

needs since they possess minimal knowledge of academic and behavioral interventions, 

are unsure how much assistance to give students, and lack awareness of legal and ethical 

issues. Regrettably, all of these training needs often fall entirely on supervising teachers 

who are unprepared to equip the paraprofessionals so comprehensively (Blalock 1991).  

In explicating the definition of training, French (1997) identified five 

components: theory, demonstration, practice, feedback, and coaching for application. 

Vasa and Steckelberg (1987) added that explicitly identified goals, planned activities, and 

systematic feedback and evaluation were required parts of any on-the-job training. 

However, paraprofessionals themselves report minimal address of any of these 

components even though their need for such training is well documented (Downing, 
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Ryndak, & Clark, 2000; French, 1998; French & Pickett, 1997; Riggs & Mueller, 2001). 

In their survey of teachers, paraprofessionals, and administrators, Wallace et al. (2001) 

observed that paraprofessional respondents rated the need for training higher than 

teachers and administrators.  

Indeed, special education teachers also reported their infrequent training of 

paraprofessionals. Special educators surveyed by Floyd (2004) scored within the 

“seldom” range when asked about tasks related to on-the-job training and mentoring. In a 

survey of special education teachers and paraprofessionals, Mavropoulos (2005) 

documented that 27% of special educators indicated that they engaged in no training of 

paraprofessionals at all; 20% of respondents reported that they did training with 

paraprofessionals only once a year.  

Special education teachers and IHE instructors disagree about the extent of 

paraprofessional training teachers receive in their teacher licensure programs (Wiese, 

2004). Interestingly, when Frith & Lindsey (1982) surveyed special education 

administrators in 44 states about who was responsible for paraprofessional training, 

special educators and IHE instructors tied for third place. This suggests that LEAs and 

IHEs could jointly take responsibility to train paraprofessionals, even if they differ on the 

adequacy of how teacher licensure programs prepare special educators to supervise 

paraprofessionals. 

Downing, Ryndak, & Clark (2000) interviewed 16 paraprofessionals in a 

qualitative study in which training appeared as a significant theme.  All interviewees 

affirmed that they needed training, but most of them reported receiving no opportunities 

for it. Two respondents recalled that they were simply sent to the first class upon being 
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hired. Most interviewees indicated that they trained themselves by reading, observing 

others, and by relying on experiences from college courses. The participants also 

enumerated several areas of training critical to performing their job: behavior strategies, 

academic interventions, curricular adaptation, personal care, and use of assistive 

technology with students. The paraprofessionals attended in-service sessions that 

addressed some of these training areas, but disagreed on how helpful and relevant the 

training was. Even with training in curricular adaptation and student modifications, one 

paraprofessional questioned her qualification to help instruct students.  

Using interviews and surveys of paraprofessionals and teachers, Riggs & Mueller 

(2001) gleaned information about the paraprofessionals’ education, experience in 

schools, their views of the way districts hired and used paraprofessional staff, satisfaction 

with employment, their relationship with the community, and training.  Echoing the view 

of Downing, Ryndak, & Clark’s (2000) participants, all the interviewees in this study felt 

that more training was necessary for paraprofessionals, and that the training afforded by 

their school districts proved insufficient. Given that 14% of those responding in the 

surveys and 30% of the interview participants in the study were teachers, this finding 

takes on even greater significance. As with Downing, Ryndak, & Clark (2000), 40% of 

the paraprofessionals surveyed by Riggs & Mueller (2001) reported on the job 

experiences as their primary source of training, though they added that paraprofessional 

and teacher “advice and assistance” was part of this. While they appreciated these 

experiences, the paraprofessionals felt that more structured and systematic training 

needed to be offered to them (Riggs & Mueller, 2001). Moreover, even though 70% of 
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the survey participants said that they could participate in teacher in-services, those 

participants who went through the in-services concluded that the content was irrelevant.  

In their four-year “Super-Vision Project,” Ashbaker and Morgan (2002) set out to 

train teachers in supervision of paraprofessionals.  They did this by training a few 

teacher-paraprofessional teams, as well as conducting individual trainings for teachers or 

paraprofessionals to attend. The teams then trained other teacher-paraprofessional teams. 

This training of trainers echoes a possible hypothesis suggested by Riggs & Mueller 

(2001); a program involving senior paraprofessionals mentoring newer peers serves as a 

potential boon for both special educators and paraprofessionals.   

Jensen, Parsons, & Reid (1998) documented classroom training of teachers in on-

the-job monitoring and evaluation of paraprofessionals they surveyed in their data 

collection and instruction of students. The training was provided by the school principal 

and an experimenter from the study and employed videotaped instruction and role play. 

Using the protocol taught to them, the teachers observed and provided feedback to 

paraprofessionals they supervised. The teachers then received follow-up feedback on 

their performance from the instructor. If a paraprofessional’s performance did not 

improve, the teacher and principal would jointly provide additional training. The authors 

found that the majority of paraprofessionals’ data collection and instruction improved 

after receiving the teachers’ observations and feedback. Additionally, the involvement 

and expertise of the school principal clearly benefited the teachers and their training of 

the paraprofessionals.  

However, given the low frequency of administrative assistance, training clearly 

remains an important skill for supervising special educators to learn. Also, special 
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educators must be able to assist paraprofessionals in identifying professional 

development opportunities that fill in what the special educator may not know. It is 

necessary, then, for IHE instructors to provide at least rudimentary instruction to special 

educators in their teacher licensure courses. 

Evaluation. 

Evaluation of paraprofessionals is a critical supervisory skill. In order to increase 

their service to students, paraprofessionals need to know what they do well and what they 

can improve. When evaluation does not occur, it leaves the paraprofessional to learn 

through trial and error. Or, worse still, they merely maintain the skills they possessed 

when they entered the profession and are never challenged to grow. Comprehensive 

evaluation of paraprofessionals entails several elements. 

Pickett’s (1999) standards for supervisory competencies spelled evaluation out as 

monitoring the paraprofessional daily and then providing the school or agency 

administrators with information about the paraprofessional’s strengths and professional 

development needs. French (1997) posited that fair evaluation includes frequency 

observation, specific feedback, honest critiques, and consistent information between team 

members. Furthermore, Vasa & Steckelberg (1997) opined that with effective special 

educator supervision, informal evaluation and feedback could occur with the 

paraprofessional on a daily basis, which concurs with Pickett’s (1999) evaluation 

competency description. Vasa and Steckelberg (1997) also stress the importance of the 

principal in evaluating paraprofessionals. One responsibility they noted that school 

principals hold involves jointly working with teachers to develop criteria and measures to 
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evaluate paraprofessionals, as well as guidelines for involving teachers in annual 

evaluations of paraprofessionals.  

In his study of methods used by special educators in supervising paraprofessionals 

in inclusive settings, Mavropoulos (2005) surveyed both special education teachers and 

paraprofessionals. Forty-seven percent of the special educator respondents indicated that 

they evaluated the paraprofessionals they supervised annually, while 17% of respondents 

reported that they did not evaluate the paraprofessional at all. However, paraprofessionals 

disagreed; only 37% said that evaluation took place annually, with 28% responding that 

they did not receive an evaluation. Interestingly, only 47% of the teachers surveyed by 

the author saw themselves as proficient supervisors. It proves difficult to expect a teacher 

who diffidently regards their ability to supervise to fulfill the significant duty of 

evaluating a paraprofessional.  

Riggs & Mueller (2001) interviewed and surveyed paraprofessionals about their 

experiences in inclusive classrooms; one of the subjects the authors addressed was 

evaluation. Seventy-four percent of the paraprofessionals surveyed noted that they 

received formal evaluations, which were completed jointly by the teacher and principal. 

However, the rest of the paraprofessional respondents were not evaluated formally at all. 

One respondent noted that, despite working in their school district for nine years, she was 

only given two evaluations. Some respondents were unsure about the evaluation, as well 

as who was responsible for conducting it. Twenty-five percent of the paraprofessionals 

surveyed indicated that teacher supervisors failed to monitor them at all throughout the 

day.  
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Morgan, Ashbaker, & Young (2001) looked at the positive and negative aspects 

of teacher and paraprofessional teams with three focus groups composed of teachers and 

paraprofessionals from different school districts. Part of their study included discussion 

of supervision and evaluation. In responding, the teachers and paraprofessionals stated 

that no formal evaluation took place. Two of the paraprofessional groups indicated that, 

while they should have been given an annual evaluation, very little time was devoted to it 

and it sometimes merely consisted of an informal meeting between the paraprofessional 

and special educator. Some paraprofessionals also reported that they received feedback if 

they said it was necessary, but that it centered on objectives for students as opposed to 

instructional strategies employed by the paraprofessional. These results are disappointing, 

but again if evaluation is to be expected mainly from untrained special education 

teachers, it is not surprising that, if it occurs, the effectiveness and helpfulness of the 

evaluation to the paraprofessional will be minimal. 

French (2001) found that 56.6% of the teachers she surveyed held the 

responsibility of evaluating paraprofessionals on their own, though half of them said that 

they needed the principal to sign the evaluation form after they completed it. Seventy-

three percent of French’s teacher respondents also noted that they evaluated 

paraprofessionals on the basis of their job performance. While some of these teachers 

worked with their administrators in the process of evaluation, it was not to the extent of 

the successful Jensen, Parsons, & Reid (1998) study. Instead, the administrators 

referenced in French’s study approved whatever the supervising teacher concluded about 

the paraprofessional. While supervisory teacher input is necessary, as they see the 

paraprofessional more frequently, it can also prove deleterious to the paraprofessional if 
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they have a poor relationship with the supervising teacher or if the teacher misses critical 

points about the paraprofessional’s instruction. 

Floyd (2004) studied special education teachers’ practices and perceptions of 

paraprofessional supervision. Her findings indicated that special educators who received 

preparation to evaluate paraprofessionals scored lower on evaluation tasks than special 

education teachers without previous training. Considering this, Floyd recommended that 

school principals should think about working more with special educators to clarify 

which team member takes responsibility for paraprofessional evaluation.   

Wiese (2004) studied the views of IHE instructors and special education teachers 

regarding how different supervisory competencies were addressed in teacher licensure 

programs. Comparing a study that she completed in 2003 with results from her previous 

study in 1997, Wiese found that more IHE instructors felt that they sufficiently addressed 

paraprofessional evaluation methods (52.9% as opposed to 22.2% in the previous study). 

However, special educator responses to this question differed significantly with IHE 

instructors in both studies (11.9% of teachers in the 2003 study feeling that 

paraprofessional evaluation was sufficiently addressed, increased from 10.2% in the 

study from 1997).  

A definite connection can be drawn between how minimally the special education 

teachers in Wiese’s study (2004) felt that evaluation was addressed by their instructors 

and the hesitancy to evaluate or lack of evaluation found by Mavropoulos (2005), 

Morgan, Ashbaker, & Young (2001), and French (2001). Furthermore, given French 

(1997) and Pickett’s (1999) definitions of evaluation, minimal address of evaluation in 

teacher licensure programs ensures that supervising teachers will do a disservice to the 
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paraprofessionals they evaluate. In turn, the paraprofessionals will lack an opportunity to 

receive feedback from a supervising teacher formally trained in giving it.  

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study is to examine what skills special 

education teachers need to learn in their teacher licensure programs to supervise 

paraprofessionals. The three main stakeholder groups contributing to this study are 

special educators, IHE instructors, and paraprofessionals, as they all experience and 

contribute to the phenomenon of supervision. The duties and roles paraprofessionals have 

evolved since their inception in the field of education in the 1950s.  At the same time 

responsibility for supervision of paraprofessionals has fallen largely on special educators 

without guidance and training in what supervision entails and how to do it. However, a 

number of researchers and stakeholder groups purport that attention needs to be given to 

requisite skills in paraprofessional supervision.  

 Indeed, further study in how special educators are prepared to supervise 

paraprofessionals continues to be necessary for two reasons. First, teacher licensure 

programs insufficiently ready special educators to supervise paraprofessionals 

(Drecktrah, 2000; Floyd, 2004; Lindeman & Beegle, 1988; Salzberg & Morgan, 1995). 

Second, a gap exists regarding the specific supervisory skills that teacher licensure 

programs need to address (Chisom, 2002; Wiese, 2004).  

In this study, the views of these stakeholder groups are vital to examining existing 

skills that special educators must learn to supervise paraprofessionals to inform 

discussion on how IHE instructors teach special educators to supervise paraprofessionals. 

Enhancing the coverage of supervisory skills in teacher licensure courses ultimately 
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increases the effectiveness of special educators’ direction of paraprofessionals. In turn, 

this helps the paraprofessionals to successfully perform their duties in serving students 

with special needs.  

Thus, the following research questions guide this study: 

1) What supervisory skills do special education teachers need to learn about 

paraprofessional supervision in their teacher licensure program?    

2) What paraprofessional supervisory skills do IHE instructors attempt to address in 

teacher licensure programs? 

3) In paraprofessionals’ experience working under teacher supervision, what skills are 

necessary for effective teacher direction of their work? 

The subsequent chapter describes how the researcher recruited special educators, IHE 

instructors, and special education paraprofessionals to participate in the study. Next, the 

chapter details demographic information about participants. The chapter concludes by 

explaining how the researcher wrote the stakeholder questionnaires and what response 

rates he obtained. 
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Chapter 3: Methods   
 
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine what skills special 

education teachers need to learn in their teacher licensure programs to supervise 

paraprofessionals. This study is timely and necessary for two reasons. First, it 

investigates the lack of preparation that special education teachers receive in their teacher 

licensure classes to supervise paraprofessionals (Drecktrah, 2000; Floyd, 2004). Second, 

it addresses an existing gap in the literature regarding what skills teachers must learn to 

direct the work of paraprofessionals (Chisom, 2002; Wiese, 2004). This study also differs 

from others in the literature regarding special educator pre-service training in 

paraprofessional supervision. Previous literature includes surveys of IHE instructors 

regarding the need for training in paraprofessional supervision (Lindeman & Beegle, 

1988); surveys of special education teachers and paraprofessionals on how special 

educators supervise paraprofessionals and how paraprofessionals perceive this 

supervision (Mavropoulos, 2005); and surveys of IHE instructors and special educators 

about how special education teachers are taught to supervise in their teacher licensure 

classes (Wiese, 2004). This study is distinct in that it simultaneously investigates the 

views of the three stakeholders –special education teacher, paraprofessional, and higher 

education instructor– regarding their experience of paraprofessional supervision in terms 

of how special educators practice supervision, how paraprofessionals experience this 

supervision, and how IHE instructors teach special educators to supervise 

paraprofessionals. 

This chapter starts by describing the participants responding in the study for 

soliciting participation in the study, as well as how the researcher conducted the study. 
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Next follows a brief outline of how the researcher solicited participation from the three 

stakeholder groups. The chapter continues by briefly describing demographics for each 

stakeholder group. An explanation of how the researcher constructed stakeholder 

questionnaires concludes the chapter.   

Participants  

The study was conducted by surveying three stakeholder groups- special 

educators, paraprofessionals, and IHE instructors. These three stakeholder groups prove 

critical: IHE instructors’ treatment of paraprofessional supervision in teacher licensure 

classes influences how special educators learn to supervise paraprofessionals. Special 

educators’ supervision of paraprofessionals shapes the way paraprofessionals serve 

students. Paraprofessionals’ experience of supervision can inform the other two 

stakeholder groups. Special educator respondents and paraprofessional respondents from 

a large urban school district in northern Minnesota participated in the study. The 

researcher generated two questionnaires for the special educator and paraprofessional 

groups based on the supervisory skills outlined in the literature review (French, 1997; 

Pickett, 1999). Each questionnaire’s content varied based on the stakeholder and their 

role, but all three questionnaires referenced the supervisory skills described in previous 

literature. Next, the researcher obtained IRB permission to conduct the study (see 

Appendix A). The researcher then requested and received permission from the district’s 

director of special services to contact special education teachers and paraprofessionals in 

the district about participating in the study. Following this, online district lists of 

employee names were used to generate prospective respondents. The researcher loaded 

the questionnaires onto a university survey website and linked it to an email which he 
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sent to the prospective participants. The email explained the study and invited the special 

educators and paraprofessionals to participate by following the link to their respective 

questionnaire. This email explained that a participant would give their consent to 

participate by completing the questionnaire and that their privacy would be protected 

because the questionnaire contained no questions eliciting personal information. Finally, 

the email explained that each questionnaire would be available for six weeks for 

participants to complete. Emails were sent to 98 special educators and 89 

paraprofessionals in the district of interest. After waiting four weeks, the researcher sent a 

reminder email to all participants and then closed the questionnaire two weeks later. 

 IHE instructors from institutions across Minnesota with teacher licensure 

programs comprised the final stakeholder group included in the study. The researcher 

designed a questionnaire with open and close-ended items pertaining to teacher training 

in the supervisory skills delineated in the literature (French, 1997; Mavropoulos, 2005; 

Pickett, 1999). After getting IRB permission, the researcher selected colleges with 

teacher licensure programs and used each program’s online list of faculty to find names 

of prospective participants, and then emailed an explanation of the study and link to the 

study to 36 prospective participants. The email detailed that a participant would give their 

consent to participate by completing the questionnaire and that their privacy would be 

protected because the questionnaire did not include questions that required personal 

information.  In the email, the researcher noted that the questionnaire would be available 

to complete for six weeks. After the questionnaire had been available for four weeks, a 

reminder email was sent to 36 prospective participants. The researcher sent a reminder 

email after four weeks and then closed the survey two weeks afterward.    
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The special educator respondents reported background information on their 

previous and current teaching experience. They held licenses in different areas of 

disability: Emotional Behavior Disorder, Specific Learning Disability, and 

Developmental Disability. Overall, average teaching experience was 18.28 years with a 

range of 2 to 36 years. Level of education ranged from teachers having Bachelors 

degrees, to those who obtained Master’s degrees, with the majority of respondents 

holding Masters degrees. They supervised from one to four paraprofessionals throughout 

the day, both directly in the special education classroom and indirectly when the 

paraprofessionals attend general education classes with students. The average length of 

paraprofessional supervision was 13 years and ranged from 1 to 36 years. In reported 

number of paraprofessionals they supervised during the school day, 16 special educators 

(34.78%) supervised one paraprofessional; 17 special education teachers (36.96%) 

reported supervising two paraprofessionals; six special educators supervised three 

paraprofessionals; and nine special education teachers (19.57%) reported supervising four 

or more paraprofessionals. 

Paraprofessional respondents also reported background information related to 

their experience and current employment. The average number of years participants 

served as paraprofessionals was 13.98, with a range of 4 to 33 years. Participants served 

in a variety of capacities: working with different groups of students, accompanying one 

student throughout the day, or working with several students in a self-contained special 

education classroom. In describing the number of supervising teachers paraprofessionals 

had throughout the school day, 13 out of 30 paraprofessionals (44.83%) received the 

supervision of one special education teacher. Ten out of 30 paraprofessionals (34.48%) 
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reported being supervised by two special educators. Only five paraprofessionals (17.24%) 

received supervision from three special educators. Just two paraprofessionals (6.9%) 

reported being supervised of four or more special educators. 

IHE instructor respondents had taught for an average of 14.7 years. The most 

experienced instructor taught 40 years, while the instructor with least experience was still 

in their first year.  

Data Collection 

This phenomenological study employed both open and close-ended questions in a 

questionnaire. The researcher constructed three questionnaires addressing each of the 

stakeholder groups (See Appendix B). Each questionnaire’s content varied based on the 

stakeholder and their role, but all three referenced the supervisory skills detailed in 

surveys and frameworks from the literature review (Floyd, 2004; French, 1997; 

Mavropoulos, 2005; Pickett, 1999). The special educator questionnaire contained sixteen 

close-ended questions that covered the following areas: respondent’s years of teaching; 

years of experience supervising paraprofessionals; use of competencies listed in the 

literature review; and how extensively the competencies listed in the literature review 

were addressed in the participant’s teacher licensure program. Two open-ended questions 

concluded the questionnaire: the first asked the respondent to describe supervisory skills 

that they believe need to be addressed in teacher licensure programs; and the second 

question required respondents to consider how their practice would be different if they 

received paraprofessional supervisory training in their teacher licensure programs. The 

researcher drew demographic questions and supervisory experience questions from Floyd 

(2004) and Mavropoulos’s (2005) surveys.  
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The paraprofessional questionnaire opened with a background question about 

years of experience working as a paraprofessional. Eleven open-ended questions 

followed. These questions covered the following areas: years working under direction of 

special educator; type of paraprofessional position (student-specific, program-specific, 

building wide), and experience of supervising teacher use of competencies from the 

literature review. A final open-ended question asked the paraprofessional respondent to 

describe what skills they believed special education teachers needed to learn to supervise. 

The questionnaire sent to IHE instructors addressed the following: years of 

instruction in teacher licensure programs; number of classes about paraprofessional 

supervision currently in the program in which they teach; amount of class time devoted to 

paraprofessional supervision in the classes they teach. After completing these three close-

ended questions, the respondent was then asked to answer an open-ended question about 

which paraprofessional classes and competencies they think their teacher license program 

should cover. 

Overall, ninety-eight special educators were invited to participate in the study, 51 

respondents provided answers to the questionnaire for a response rate of 52%. Eighty-

nine paraprofessionals received emails inviting them to complete a questionnaire for the 

study; 31 paraprofessionals completed questionnaires for a response rate of 34%. Thirty-

six IHE instructors were invited to participate in the study; 18 of them submitted finished 

questionnaires for a response rate of 50%. After closing the online questionnaires, the 

researcher coded answers to the open and close-ended questions to generate themes 

regarding stakeholder views of what paraprofessional supervisory skills special educators 

needed to learn. In analyzing the data, the researcher derived several themes.  
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Chapter 4 - Data Analysis 

This chapter covers themes derived from the open and close-ended questions from 

the stakeholder questionnaires. In reporting how special educators are prepared to 

supervise, several themes emerged from special educators, IHE instructors, and 

paraprofessionals. These themes included time devoted to paraprofessional supervision 

and supervisory skills by teacher licensure programs, issues regarding training and 

employment of paraprofessional management skills, communication, role clarification, 

working relationship, lack of special educator planning for paraprofessionals, 

disagreement between special educators and paraprofessionals about orientation and 

training, special educator delegation to paraprofessionals, and minimal paraprofessional 

evaluation.  

IHE Training in Paraprofessional Supervision 

The amount of training special education teachers receive in paraprofessional 

supervisory skills is critical to examining what skills special educators need to learn. 

Components of supervisory training addressed by this study include the occurrence of 

training, level of teacher educator experience, and the extent to which IHE instructors 

address specific skills in paraprofessional supervision. Close-ended questions on the 

special education teacher and IHE questionnaires addressed these issues of training, 

experience, and specific paraprofessional skill training.   

Table 1 illustrates special educator responses about instruction in paraprofessional 

supervision reflected lack of training in paraprofessional supervision. 

Table 1:   
 
What training did you have for directing the work of paraprofessionals in your college 
classes? 
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Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
None	  	   40/46	   86.96%	  	  	  

One	  or	  more	  class	  
periods	  from	  a	  college	  

course	  on	  
paraprofessional	  
supervision	  	  

6/46	   13.04%	  	  	  

 
Thirty-nine of 46 teachers (84.78%) earned their masters degree, so this lack of 

teacher preparation existed regardless of level of training. Table 2 reflects IHE 

instructors’ responses to the question of how their institution’s teacher licensure program 

handles paraprofessional supervision as part of its curriculum. Responses about which 

supervisory skills are covered in teacher licensure courses are reported in Table 3. 

Overall, role clarification and planning received the most attention in licensure courses. 

Table 2:   
 
How much time do you currently devote to addressing paraprofessional supervision in 
classes you teach? 

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Part	  of	  a	  class	  period	  	   6	   33.33%	  	  	  
An	  entire	  class	  period	  	   2	   11.11%	  	  	  

Embedding	  
paraprofessional	  

supervision	  material	  into	  
two	  or	  more	  special	  
education	  classes	  	  

9	   50.00%	  	  	  

Other	  	   5	   27.78%	  	  	  
 
Table	  3:	  	  
	  
Which	  of	  the	  following	  paraprofessional	  supervisory	  skills	  were	  addressed	  in	  your	  
college	  classes?	   

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Orientation	   3/46	   6.52%	  	  	  

Role	  clarification	   9/46	   19.57%	  	  	  
Planning	   7/46	   15.22%	  	  	  
Meeting	  	   4/46	   8.70%	  	  	  

Job	  delegation	   4/46	   8.70%	  	  	  
Training	  	   1/46	   2.17%	  	  	  
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Evaluation	  	   2/46	   4.35%	  	  	  
 

Special education teachers and IHE instructor opinions about how much time 

should be devoted to paraprofessional supervision in teacher licensure programs is 

illustrated in Table 4. The two stakeholder groups chose from three possible responses: 

covering paraprofessional supervision in an entire course, a class period in each special 

education course, or a class period in one special education course.  

Table 4: 	  
	  
Which	  of	  the	  following	  options	  for	  addressing	  these	  supervisory	  skills	  do	  you	  believe	  
college	  programs	  should	  use?	    

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
A	  class	  devoted	  
exclusively	  to	  

paraprofessional	  
supervision	  

19/46	   41.30%	  	  	  

A	  class	  period	  in	  each	  
special	  education	  course	  

exclusively	  to	  
paraprofessional	  
supervision	  	  

29/46	   63.04%	  	  	  

A	  class	  period	  in	  only	  
one	  special	  education	  
course	  in	  the	  program	  

exclusively	  to	  
paraprofessional	  
supervision	  

4/46	   8.70%	  	  	  

 

Special Education Teacher Training in Management and Leadership   

In an open-ended question in each stakeholder questionnaire, all three groups 

addressed the question of what paraprofessional supervisory skills special educators 

needed to learn in their teacher licensure courses. Management and leadership, 

specifically directing the work of paraprofessionals and leading them in what would 

occur in the classroom, came up repeatedly in all stakeholder questionnaires. When 



Supervising Paraprofessionals 
 

50 

describing the need for instruction specifically in the skill of management and leadership, 

one special education teacher stated that teachers “need to learn leadership as a 

supervising teacher.” However, another special educator commented that no training 

readies teachers to be “in charge,” an observation echoed by an IHE instructor who noted 

that special education teacher candidates have difficulty “being at the helm” during their 

student teaching practicum. Two paraprofessionals alluded to a lack of special educator 

supervision, with one describing paraprofessionals who “seem to be ‘running’ 

[classroom] programs” and another propounding that a teacher “needs to be a manager” 

but that it is “hard for them to be a boss and teacher.” Paraprofessionals indicated that 

they want the special educator to lead what goes on in the classroom and that they would 

follow the teacher’s direction. Overall, when discussing special educators’ 

recommendations for instruction in teacher licensure courses, one IHE instructor wrote 

that the job of supervision is “complex.” 

Role Clarification 

IHE instructors answered a close-ended question about supervisory skills they 

cover in teacher licensure programs, as well as an open-ended question about 

recommendations special education teachers made after completing teacher licensure 

programs. In their questionnaire, in addition to answering a close-ended question about 

specific skills covered in their teacher licensure programs, special education teachers 

could address any supervisory skill that they thought needed more attention. Both 

stakeholder groups viewed training role clarification as a concern. Thirteen out of 18 IHE 

instructors (72.22%) reported role clarification as a component in their teacher licensure 

classes. Overall, when asked what changes special educators recommended regarding 
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instruction in supervisory skills, most IHE instructors reported that role clarification 

needs more attention. One special educator observed the importance of role clarification 

in planning for what the paraprofessional does with a student, as well as how much 

support to give the student. In discussing input given to them by special educators about 

changes to supervisory instruction in teacher licensure courses, an IHE instructor 

remarked that role clarification proved vital for sign language interpreters, as various 

school districts define roles differently. The respondent questioned whether the 

paraprofessional serves merely to assist with instruction or if they take on supervisory 

jobs, such as preparing for classes. Special educators alluded to how their principals 

clarified the roles of evaluator and planner for the special educator when the teacher 

begins working with paraprofessionals. When an issue comes up between the special 

education teacher and paraprofessional, a teacher opined that he needed to know who had 

real authority to change the situation if it further deteriorated. A special educator noted 

that his practice of supervision would be different if guidelines existed about what 

teachers and paraprofessionals should expect of each other. These comments suggest that 

issues of role clarification may require the assistance of the school administrator, as they 

have authority that supersedes the special education teacher and paraprofessional.  

Tables 5 and 6 display how the two stakeholder groups reported role clarification 

tasks being completed by special education teachers. Almost all special educators 

reported discussing the paraprofessional’s job duties with them. Many special education 

teachers also reported that they provided written descriptions of the paraprofessional 

tasks. Paraprofessional responses reflected a discrepancy between the two stakeholder 

groups. This discrepancy was most noticeable when looking at the percentage of 
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respondents’ answers to the options of written description and special education teacher 

discussion with the paraprofessional. 

Table 5:  
 
At the beginning of the school year, how do you clarify the paraprofessional’s job 
tasks?   

      

Table 6:  
 
How	  did	  the	  special	  education	  teacher	  clarify	  your	  job	  duties?	   

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Written	  description	  of	  
duties	  (e.g.,	  list,	  daily	  

schedule,	  schedule	  posted	  
in	  classroom	  throughout	  

day)	  	  

11	   37.93%	  	  	  

Special	  education	  teacher	  
discussed	  job	  duties	  with	  

you	  

18	   62.07%	  	  	  

Principal	  discussed	  job	  
duties	  with	  you	  

2	   6.90%	  	  	  

No	  one	  discussed	  your	  job	  
duties	  with	  you	  	  

5	   17.24%	  	  	  

 

Communication 

None of the questionnaires included communication as a specific supervisory skill 

in the close-ended items. Nevertheless, the way that special education teachers and 

paraprofessionals communicated arose as another theme. Several special educators said 

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Written	  description	  (e.g.,	  
list,	  daily	  schedule,	  
schedule	  posted	  in	  

classroom	  throughout	  day)	  	  

27/46	   58.70%	  	  	  

Discussion	  with	  
paraprofessional	  	  

45/46	   97.83%	  	  	  

Principal	  clarifies	  job	  tasks	  
with	  paraprofessional	  	  

5/46	   10.87%	  	  	  



Supervising Paraprofessionals 
 

53 

that new teachers require more specific training in communication between professionals. 

Two other paraprofessionals reported that special education teachers needed to make time 

to talk with paraprofessionals on a regular basis, a point echoed by a special education 

teacher who said teachers needed to learn how to “set up communication.” An IHE 

instructor connected problem solving with good communication, a point elaborated on 

further by a paraprofessional who related how poor communication made the teacher’s 

instructions ambiguous. The word “clear” repeatedly came up in paraprofessional 

comments on communication, which suggests that, while communication may occur with 

the special educator, the quality of it is lacking. Two paraprofessional respondents 

punctuated the value of communication; one commented that it was “key” and the other 

opined that it was the most important skill for special education teachers as supervisors. 

One special educator connected teacher communication to expressing 

appreciation for paraprofessionals, saying that special education teachers should take 

time each day to show their appreciation for the paraprofessional’s work. This respondent 

added that even though paraprofessionals may know that they do good work, they are not 

always certain that the special educator understands this. A paraprofessional echoed the 

importance of communicating appreciation of what paraprofessionals do when she shared 

that communication “makes the para feel like an integral part of the team.” The 

paraprofessional also said that the special educator should communicate his appreciation 

of paraprofessionals’ work to paraprofessionals.   

Tables 7 and 8 display special educator and paraprofessional observations of 

different meeting tasks. Special educators and paraprofessionals’ use of meetings to 

communicate obtained agreement between the two stakeholder groups, but the level of 
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agreement differed. It is interesting to note that almost a third of the paraprofessional 

respondents indicated that the special educator did not meet with them at all, an 

observation which was reported by only one special education teacher. 

Table 7:  
 
How often do you meet with the paraprofessional to discuss students? 

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Daily	  (can	  be	  "on	  the	  go"	  
or	  before	  or	  after	  school)	  

36/46	   78.26%	  	  	  

Weekly	   7/46	   15.22%	  	  	  
Monthly	   3/46	   6.52%	  	  	  
Quarterly	   0/46	   0.00%	  	  	  

I	  do	  not	  meet	  with	  the	  
paraprofessional	  at	  all	  	  

1/46	   2.17%	  	  	  

  

Table 8:  
 
How often does the special educator meet with you to discuss students? 

Answer	   Count	   Percentage	  
Daily	   16	   55.17%	  	  	  
Weekly	   4	   13.79%	  	  	  
Monthly	   2	   6.90%	  	  	  
Quarterly	   0	   0.00%	  	  	  

The	  special	  education	  
teacher	  does	  not	  meet	  with	  

you	  

9	   31.03%	  	  	  

 

Special Educator Planning for Paraprofessionals 

Special education teachers and paraprofessionals answered close-ended questions 

about special educator demonstration of supervisory skills, one of which was planning for 

paraprofessionals. Three methods of planning for paraprofessional work were included in 

the planning question: a general written plan describing the student’s activity; a written 

plan with the student’s activity as well as IEP modifications to be implemented during the 

activity; verbal explanation of the activity and student modifications; and data sheets to 
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record the student’s performance on the activity. Table 9 and 10 detail the two 

stakeholder groups’ responses.  

Table 9:  
 
How do you plan for a paraprofessional to work with students? 

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Written	  plan	  generally	  
describing	  student	  

activity	  

9/46	   19.57%	  	  	  

Written	  plan	  describing	  
student	  activity,	  as	  well	  

as	  necessary	  
modifications	  to	  be	  made	  

for	  student	  

20/46	   43.48%	  	  	  

Verbal	  explanation	  of	  
activity	  and	  necessary	  

modifications	  

43/46	   93.48%	  	  	  

Data	  sheets	  for	  
paraprofessional	  to	  
complete	  related	  to	  

student	  performance	  of	  
activity	  

26/46	   56.52%	  	  	  

I	  do	  not	  plan	  for	  the	  
paraprofessional	  

0	   0.00%	  	  	  

 
Table 10:   
 
What	  kind	  of	  plan	  does	  the	  special	  education	  teacher	  give	  to	  you	  for	  working	  with	  
students?	   

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Written	  plan	  describing	  

student	  activity	  
5	   17.24%	  	  	  

Written	  plan	  describing	  
student	  activity,	  as	  well	  as	  
necessary	  modifications	  to	  

be	  made	  for	  student	  

3	   10.34%	  	  	  

Verbal	  explanation	  of	  
activity	  and	  necessary	  

modifications	  	  

21	   72.41%	  	  	  

Data	  sheets	  for	  
paraprofessional	  to	  

complete	  related	  to	  student	  
performance	  of	  activity	  	  

4	   13.79%	  	  	  
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No	  plan	  is	  given	  to	  you	  	   6	   20.69%	  	  	  
 

The two stakeholder groups’ responses obtained disagreement on special 

educators giving paraprofessionals plans that included students’ modifications, as well as 

having paraprofessionals complete data sheets based on a student’s IEP goals. While all 

special education teachers indicated that they planned for the paraprofessional, a few 

paraprofessionals reported that they did not receive a plan at all.   

Professional Working Relationship 

Similar to communication, the questionnaires did not solicit information about a 

supervisory skill of cultivating a working relationship, as neither French (1997) nor 

Pickett (1999) listed it among their respective list of executive and supervisory 

competencies. In spite of this, in open-ended questions about supervisory skills that 

special educators need to demonstrate, the working relationship between the special 

educator and paraprofessional emerged as the final recurring theme. Respondents used 

keywords such as “team,” “collaboration,” and “respect” to characterize the working 

relationship. Both special educator and paraprofessional respondents felt that the special 

educator’s facilitation of teamwork was critical to successful supervision. One special 

education teacher believed that, even as a supervisor, it was key for her to not see paras 

“as working under [the special educator], but with them”. Paraprofessional respondents 

alluded to the special education teacher’s view of the paraprofessional “working under” 

them as a negative conception of supervision.  

Several paraprofessionals reflected that they felt disrespected by special 

educators. One urged special education teachers to not see themselves as a “higher power 

on the pole.” Other paraprofessional respondents recalled that special educators did not 
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make them feel that they were part of the team. Another paraprofessional stated that even 

when acknowledged as part of the team, the special educator minimized his importance. 

Paraprofessionals added that they could offer a variety of ideas and solutions if the 

special education teacher asks for their input as part of the team. One paraprofessional 

commented that the special educator should treat them equally even if they did not feel 

that the paraprofessional was their equal. Other paraprofessionals maintained that special 

education teachers should never insult them and should support decisions they make 

regarding student misbehavior. When discussing students, the word “consequence” 

recurred in paraprofessional comments, which suggests that students treated the 

paraprofessional poorly and received no consequence from the special educator. By 

contrast, none of the special educators reported issues with needing to support 

paraprofessionals in the face of students disrespecting them. 

Special educators shared this feeling of tension in learning to navigate the 

relationship between legal mandate to direct a paraprofessional’s work and the way that 

the special education teacher did so. Two special educators said that they needed to be 

taught how to direct the paraprofessional without sounding like they were telling another 

adult what to do. Even in directing the paraprofessional’s work, one respondent 

concluded, the special educator held responsibility for collaborating with the 

paraprofessional. Several special educators noted how their practice would be different if 

their teacher licensure courses addressed the issue of relationship with the 

paraprofessional, both as supervisor and team member. One special educator felt that 

more supervisory training on their authority over the paraprofessional, along with 

paraprofessional awareness of the special education teacher’s role as supervisor would 
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help with paraprofessionals who “believe they know better” than the special educator. A 

special educator commented that the training they had as a staff member while working at 

their college library benefited their supervision while another noted that the teacher 

licensure program at the same college did not offer “practical training to real life” when 

covering communication and collaboration. IHE instructors added that special educators 

required more instruction about “relationship building,” as it would assist them in dealing 

with difficult situations and help them distinguish between personal and professional 

relationship.  

Orientation and Training  

Special education teachers and paraprofessionals answered a question about 

orientation. Respondents reported whether or not the special education teacher engaged in 

five orientation tasks with the paraprofessional: introducing the paraprofessional to 

school staff, touring the school, discussing confidentiality of student information, 

discussing school policies and procedures, and interviewing the paraprofessional about 

their strengths, weaknesses, and preferences. Table 11 illustrates orientation tasks that 

special education teachers reported completing while paraprofessionals’ experience of 

these tasks is displayed in Table 12.  

Table	  11:	  	  
	  
Which	  orientation	  tasks	  do	  you	  engage	  in	  with	  new	  paraprofessionals	  at	  the	  
beginning	  of	  the	  school	  year? 

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Introduce	  paraprofessional	  

to	  school	  staff	  	  
35/46	   76.09%	  	  	  

Tour	  school	  with	  
paraprofessional	  

30/46	   65.22%	  	  	  

Discuss	  the	  need	  to	  protect	  
confidentiality	  of	  student	  

40/46	   86.96%	  	  	  

Discuss	  school	  policies	  and	   38/46	   82.61%	  	  	  
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procedures	  
Interview	  paraprofessional	  

about	  strengths,	  
weaknesses,	  and	  job	  

preferences	  

20/46	   43.48%	  	  	  

 
Table 12:  
 
In	  your	  current	  position,	  which	  of	  the	  following	  orientation	  tasks	  did	  the	  special	  
education	  teacher	  perform	  with	  you	  when	  you	  began	  working	  at	  the	  school?	    

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Introduced	  you	  to	  other	  
staff	  in	  the	  building	  	  

11	   37.93%	  	  	  

Toured	  the	  building	  with	  
you	  

7	   24.14%	  	  	  

Discussed	  the	  need	  to	  
protect	  student	  
confidentiality	  	  

12	   41.38%	  	  	  

Discussed	  school	  policy	  and	  
procedures	  	  

10	   34.48%	  	  	  

Discussed	  your	  strengths,	  
weaknesses,	  and	  job	  

preferences	  	  

10	   34.48%	  	  	  

The	  special	  education	  
teacher	  did	  not	  perform	  
any	  of	  these	  tasks	  with	  me	  	  

9	   31.03%	  	  	  

Other	  	   7	   24.14%	  	  	  
 

Significant disagreement between special educator and paraprofessional respondents was 

obtained about special education teachers’ demonstration of five orientation tasks.  

Especially notable was that 31% of paraprofessionals reporting that they received no 

orientation, while all special education teachers indicated they engaged in at least one of 

the orientation tasks.   

With the exception of giving strategies for behavior management, special 

educators and paraprofessionals’ opinions differed significantly on the type of training 

provided by special educators. Twice as many paraprofessionals as special educators 
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reported no training being offered to paraprofessionals. Tables 13 and 14 display 

stakeholder responses.  

Table 13:  
 
What training do you provide to paraprofessionals? 

Answer	   Count	   Percentage	  
Strategies	  for	  managing	  

behavior	  
27/46	   58.70%	  	  	  

Learning	  strategies	   26/46	   56.52%	  	  	  
Working	  with	  other	  

teachers	  
13/46	   28.26%	  	  	  

Adapting	  curricula	  	   25/46	   54.35%	  	  	  
No	  training	  provided	   11/46	   23.91%	  	  	  

 
Table 14: 
 
What training does the special education teacher provide to you? 

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Strategies	  for	  managing	  

behavior	  	  
15	   51.72%	  	  	  

Learning	  strategies	   10	   34.48%	  	  	  
Working	  with	  other	  

teachers	  	  
3	   10.34%	  	  	  

Adapting	  curricula	  	   11	   37.93%	  	  	  
Other	  	   2	   6.90%	  	  	  

No	  training	  provided	   13	   44.83%	  	  	  
 
 
Delegating Responsibilities 

Two questions on the special education teacher and paraprofessional 

questionnaires addressed delegation: the types of tasks delegated by the special education 

teacher and the frequency with which the special educator delegated tasks to the 

paraprofessional. Special education teachers and paraprofessionals’ answers to these 

questions indicated nearly complete agreement, as reflected in Tables 15 and 16.  
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Table 15: 
 
Which of the following tasks do you delegate to paraprofessionals? 

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Assisting	  students	  in	  
general	  education	  

classes	  

43/46	   93.48%	  	  	  

Assisting	  students	  in	  
special	  education	  

classroom	  

41/46	   89.13%	  	  	  

Clerical	  tasks	  (copying	  
assignments,	  gathering	  

materials)	  

28/46	   60.87%	  	  	  

Parent	  communication	  
(phone	  call,	  writing	  in	  

notebook)	  

1/46	   2.17%	  	  	  

Do	  not	  delegate	  to	  
paraprofessional	  at	  all	  

0	   0.00%	  	  	  

 

Table 16: 
 
What tasks does the special education teacher delegate to you? 

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Assisting	  students	  in	  

general	  education	  classes	  
25	   86.21%	  	  	  

Assisting	  students	  in	  
special	  education	  

classroom	  	  

26	   89.66%	  	  	  

Clerical	  tasks	  (copying	  
assignments,	  gathering	  

materials)	  

22	   75.86%	  	  	  

Parent	  communication	  
(phone	  call,	  writing	  in	  

notebook)	  

7	   24.14%	  	  	  

The	  special	  education	  
teacher	  does	  not	  delegate	  

any	  tasks	  to	  you	  	  

1	   3.45%	  	  	  

 
Both special educators and paraprofessionals agreed that delegation took place on 

at least a daily basis. However, two comments from the open-ended questions on 

delegation from paraprofessionals added important details.  One paraprofessional 
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described the need for special educators to delegate in proportion to a paraprofessional’s 

development and comfort with their job, while another paraprofessional recommended 

that special educators check with the paraprofessional to see how they are doing and be 

aware of the paraprofessional “nearing burnout.” While special education teachers may 

comfortably and confidently delegate to willing paraprofessionals, their effective work 

together requires communication to elicit points that would otherwise be missed, such as 

paraprofessional preparedness to take on additional tasks or the paraprofessional’s 

satisfaction and vigor in performing the tasks delegated to them. 

Paraprofessional Evaluation 

Close-ended questions on both the special education teacher and paraprofessional 

questionnaires addressed special educators’ demonstration of evaluation with 

paraprofessionals. Almost 70% of paraprofessionals reported being evaluated annually, 

while just over 20% said they received no evaluation at all. As seen in Tables 17 and 18, 

the stakeholder groups’ responses differed significantly. 

Table 17:  
 
How do you evaluate paraprofessionals?  

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Informal	  monitoring	  of	  
paraprofessional	  working	  
with	  student,	  along	  with	  
providing	  any	  necessary	  

feedback	  to	  
paraprofessional	  

30/46	   65.22%	  	  	  

Periodic	  meetings	  with	  
paraprofessional	  

13/46	   28.26%	  	  	  

Principal	  evaluates	  
paraprofessional,	  with	  
special	  educator	  input	  	  

21/46	   45.65%	  	  	  
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Table 18: 
 
If you are evaluated, how are you evaluated? 

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Informal	  monitoring	  and	  
feedback	  of	  your	  work	  with	  
students	  by	  the	  special	  
education	  teacher	  during	  

the	  school	  day	  	  

6	   20.69%	  	  	  

One	  or	  more	  meetings	  with	  
special	  education	  teacher	  
outside	  of	  the	  school	  day	  (if	  
more	  than	  one	  meeting,	  

please	  list)	  	  

1	   3.45%	  	  	  

The	  principal	  evaluates	  me	  	   8	   27.59%	  	  	  
Other	  	   10	   34.48%	  	  	  

 

The most popular means of evaluation for special educators entailed monitoring 

the paraprofessional’s performance and providing feedback as necessary. However, by 

contrast to the special education teachers who said they employed this type of evaluation, 

only a third of the paraprofessional respondents reported receiving this monitoring and 

feedback. The other evaluation alternatives, meetings between the special educator and 

paraprofessional and evaluation by the school principal, also elicited disagreement 

between the stakeholder groups. Paraprofessionals also reported other types of evaluation 

taking place. One paraprofessional noted having periodic meetings with the special 

educator to evaluate their performance. Other methods included evaluation by a regular 

education teacher, the paraprofessional completing a form used by the school district, and 

end of the year evaluations written by the special education teacher and given to the 

paraprofessional to review and indicate their agreement or disagreement. Problems 

reported in use of these methods included evaluations being conducted past their due 

date, paraprofessionals’ uncertainty as to whether or not the evaluation occurred at all, 



Supervising Paraprofessionals 
 

64 

paraprofessionals not seeing the actual evaluation form, special educator forgery of the 

paraprofessional’s signature on an evaluation, and evaluation forms with closed-ended 

questions, but lacking space for personalized anecdotal comments on the evaluation form. 

Conclusion  

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine what skills special 

education teachers need to learn in their teacher licensure programs to supervise 

paraprofessionals. Special educators, IHE instructors, and paraprofessionals participated 

in the study, as they all experience and contribute to the phenomenon of supervision. 

Data from the participant questionnaires echoed the problems documented by previous 

authors. Both special educators and IHE instructors affirmed the need for additional 

attention to paraprofessional supervision, a finding previously reached by Wiese (2004). 

Overall, few special educators received training in paraprofessional supervisory skills, 

regardless of level of education and years of experience, a conclusion at which 

Mavropoulos (2005) also arrived. Specifically, special educators need more instruction in 

the areas of management, role clarification, meeting, orientation, and evaluation of 

paraprofessionals. Data also reflected disagreement between special educators and 

paraprofessionals on the demonstration of orientation and evaluation. IHE instructors 

currently embed paraprofessional supervision in several of their classes, a method which 

the majority of special educators preferred.  

All stakeholders voiced the importance of management and leadership; 

communication; and relationship between special educators and paraprofessionals. 

Awareness of supervisory authority, knowing how to tell another adult what to do, and 

the special educator’s competence in building a healthy relationship with the 
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paraprofessional all impacted the effectiveness of paraprofessional supervision. This 

supports how Wallace et al. (2001) described management as “maintaining regular 

positive and supportive interaction with paraprofessionals” (p. 525).  

Special education teachers and IHE instructors discussed the need for special 

educators to receive further instruction in role clarification even though the majority of 

both groups indicated that role clarification received the most coverage of any 

supervisory skill in teacher licensure programs. Orientation, training, and evaluation all 

came up as supervisory skills which special education teachers address infrequently and 

prove necessary to paraprofessional job performance. Special educators and 

paraprofessionals agreed that delegation of different tasks occurs on a regular basis, a 

skill that proves critical to smooth execution of service to students. 

The next chapter discusses the findings and implications of this study and what 

recommendations the stakeholder groups can make for implementation and future 

research. 
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Chapter 5- Discussion 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine what skills special education teachers 

need to learn in their teacher licensure programs to supervise paraprofessionals. 

Paraprofessionals provide vital support in implementing instruction of students with 

special needs and take on important jobs: working with students in general and special 

education classes, re-teaching lessons and skills to students, taking data on students’ IEP 

goals, carrying out personal care assistance, and supporting students’ social skills 

(Chisom, 2002; Giangreco, 2005; Wallace et al. 2001). Therefore, supervising 

paraprofessionals proves key to ensuring that they discharge these duties in accordance 

with school policy and student IEP goals. Federal law delegates this supervisory 

responsibility to special educators (Hsu, 2007), expecting that they possess the skills 

necessary to supervise paraprofessionals. While teacher licensure programs address a 

number of topics in preparing special education teachers to work in the classroom, these 

programs devote insufficient attention to paraprofessional supervision (Drecktrah, 2000; 

French & Pickett, 1997; Lindeman & Beegle, 1988), a finding affirmed by special 

educators and IHE instructors alike (Wiese, 2004). As a result, special education teachers 

enter the field being responsible for supervising paraprofessionals, while lacking the 

skills to competently do so. Paraprofessionals recognize that ineffective special educator 

supervision leads to confusion, frustration, and assuming more responsibility in their 

work (French & Chopra, 2006; Riggs & Mueller, 2001). As a result, service to students 

suffers, leading to a breakdown in their meeting IEP goals and making progress in 

classes. 
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The need for research and discussion of paraprofessional supervisory training –

skills special educators need to learn, skills IHE instructors attempt to address in teacher 

licensure programs, and skills that paraprofessionals believe special educators must 

possess– drives this study. Without addressing paraprofessional supervisory training, 

special education teachers will struggle to perform an important duty for which they 

possess inadequate preparation; IHE instructors will continue to lack guidance in how 

they cover paraprofessional supervision, and insufficient supervision will hamper 

paraprofessional implementation of services to students. The occurrence of all these 

things ultimately hinders the effectiveness of service to students with special needs, 

which, in turn, deters their progress on IEP goals.  

The remainder of this chapter discusses and synthesizes the data in terms of how 

they answer the research questions posed at the beginning of the study. This chapter also 

presents implications for current practice and concludes with recommendations for 

additional research. 

Instruction in Paraprofessional Supervision 

 Special educators in this study affirmed that overall training in paraprofessional 

supervision lacks in teacher licensure courses. Almost 87% of the special education 

teachers noted that they received no paraprofessional supervisory training. This is a 

significant statistic when compared to previous research. Mavropoulos (2005) found that 

79% of special education teachers he surveyed reported taking no courses in 

paraprofessional supervision. Floyd (2004) reported that 71% of the teachers in her study 

had no preparation for paraprofessional supervision in their teacher licensure courses. 

Only one special education teacher out of eight teachers interviewed by Chisom (2002) 
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indicated that their teacher licensure program covered paraprofessional supervision, and 

this was limited to her receiving a packet of information on paraprofessional supervision. 

Given that the majority of special education teachers in the current study obtained 

master’s degrees, this lack of supervision occurred regardless of the teacher’s level of 

training, a conclusion also reached by Mavropoulos (2005). Even though so few special 

educators noted that they received training, they reported supervising as many as four 

paraprofessionals during the day. This has an important implication for service to 

students: special education teachers, most of whom received no teacher training in 

paraprofessional supervision, are expected to effectively direct the work of several 

paraprofessionals who have varying degrees of training in working with students with 

special needs. This situation may impede a student’s potential academic progress, which 

makes the issue of effective paraprofessional supervisory training even more urgent. 

 Lindeman & Beegle’s 1988 survey of IHE instructors about course offerings in 

paraprofessional supervision topics found that only 28% of instructors noted course 

offerings in paraprofessional supervision for teacher license candidates. Interestingly, 

special education teachers in this study reported teaching for an average of just over 18 

years. It could be surmised that several of these teachers completed their licensure 

courses during a time when previous research already found minimal paraprofessional 

supervisory training in those courses. Further studies could examine to what extent 

special education teachers who completed licensure programs more recently, perhaps 

within the last five to ten years, received paraprofessional supervisory training in their 

program. 
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 Special education teachers, IHE instructors, and paraprofessionals all agreed that 

special educators require more training in their teacher licensure courses in management 

and leadership of paraprofessionals. IHE instructors noted that student teachers in their 

licensure programs relayed the difficulty of being in charge of paraprofessionals during 

their practicum experiences. A paraprofessional observed that special educators 

sometimes made the paraprofessional responsible for managing the classroom. Another 

special educator felt that no training could prepare special education teachers to supervise 

paraprofessionals. All these observations suggest that the special education teacher, being 

insecure in their ability to supervise, may find it easier to abandon responsibility for 

classroom management to the paraprofessional, an observation made by French (1998) in 

her study of resource teachers and paraprofessionals. In offering their opinions on the 

need for training in management and leadership, respondents from the three stakeholder 

groups agreed that management of paraprofessionals proves both complex and difficult 

for special education teachers. 

 IHE instructors and special education teachers discussed how frequently teacher 

licensure programs address paraprofessional supervision. Half of the IHE instructors said 

that they embedded paraprofessional supervision into two or more licensure courses, the 

method most preferred by special educator respondents when asked how much time they 

want devoted to paraprofessional supervision in teacher licensure courses. Only 5 of the 

18 IHE instructors stated that they received feedback about program changes from special 

educator graduates. These two findings hold important implications for future 

consideration of paraprofessional supervision in teacher licensure courses. First, special 

education teachers and IHE instructors agree about the current frequency of supervisory 
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instruction in teacher licensure programs, which is a good step forward. However, neither 

this nor other ideas about program change necessarily become apparent to IHE instructors 

because so few special educator graduates advocate for change to teacher licensure 

programs. IHE instructors cannot improve their instruction unless they know what needs 

to be addressed, and special education teacher graduates are most aware of what 

improvements teacher licensure programs should make. The source of special educator 

graduates’ lack of advocacy for greater IHE instruction in paraprofessional supervision 

could go beyond laziness or unwillingness to a more troubling source: special education 

teachers may lack awareness of the necessity of paraprofessional supervisory instruction 

in teacher licensure programs. Given that the average special educator respondent in this 

study taught for 18 years and that paraprofessional supervision occupied a negligible part 

of their teacher licensure program, the importance of training in paraprofessional 

supervision may not be apparent or relevant to them. Such low awareness would take 

away any impetus for special education teacher graduates to recommend changes to 

teacher licensure programs. IHE instructors cannot compensate for the instruction in 

paraprofessional supervision that special educators missed, but special educators can and 

should make IHE instructors aware of addressing paraprofessional supervision in greater 

depth with future license students.  

 Two participants made comments about sources for training in paraprofessional 

supervision that go beyond teacher licensure programs. First, a special education teacher 

reported that she attended a training session offered by a local cooperative. An IHE 

instructor shared his opinion that special education teachers need to know where they can 

find additional resources to further develop paraprofessional supervisory skills. These 
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comments hold another important implication for the issue of training in paraprofessional 

supervision: there must be more training offered for special educators in the field. As 

stated above, IHE instructors cannot address the needs of special educator licensure 

graduates, though special education teachers can find resources for additional training 

either on their own or with the assistance of the school district. Special education teachers 

can also advocate for collaboration between their district administrators and IHE 

instructors to provide in-service training in paraprofessional supervision to current 

teachers.  

Mavropoulos (2005) accurately described the need for development and 

improvement of paraprofessional supervisory instruction in teacher licensure programs: 

“There is a need for a national movement towards creating an environment that fosters 

better and improved teacher preparation. This preparation should include an array of 

courses and practicum that address… specifically paraprofessional supervision” (p. 71). 

Vasa & Steckelberg (1997) added that state education agencies and school districts 

should join together with IHE teacher licensure programs to develop standards for 

training special educators in effective paraprofessional supervision. It is critical that 

special education teachers advocate for instructional changes in their teacher licensure 

programs, as well as their own in-service training after they begin teaching. Accordingly, 

IHE instructors must respond to these recommendations by improving instruction in 

paraprofessional supervision.  

IHE Skill Instruction and Special Educator Use of Skills 

Special education teachers and IHE instructors noted that role clarification and 

planning are the paraprofessional supervisory skills that receive the most attention when 
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teacher license courses cover paraprofessional supervision. However, stakeholders from 

both of these groups indicated that special education teachers continue to require more 

training in role clarification to better delineate what authority and responsibility the 

special education teacher has compared to the paraprofessional. Special educators and 

IHE instructors also agreed that training, evaluation, and orientation of paraprofessionals 

are the skills needing to be addressed more in teacher license courses. The extent to 

which the stakeholder groups agreed differed vastly. However, definitive conclusions in 

this study about which supervisory skills special educators perceived as being addressed 

by teacher license programs were limited by the small number of special educators who 

reported being trained in any of the paraprofessional supervisory skills. Future research 

needs to be conducted using participants who have received more training in supervisory 

skills, so that more information can be obtained about the quality of instruction in 

paraprofessional supervision received by special educators in their teacher license 

programs. 

Directly connected to the lacking IHE instruction in these supervisory skills are 

paraprofessional observations on the training, evaluation, and orientation they received. 

Less than half of the paraprofessionals reported that the special educator introduced them 

to other school staff, toured the school with them, discussed the need for confidentiality 

about student information, covered school policy and procedures, and discussed the 

paraprofessional’s strengths, weaknesses, and job preferences. This figure closely 

matches the findings of Riggs & Mueller’s (2001) study, where less than 40% of 

paraprofessionals reported engaging in orientation activities. Previous authors noted that 
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doing these specific orientation tasks with paraprofessionals is a best practice and helps 

acclimate them to their role (Boomer, 1980; French, 1997).   

With the exception of training in behavior management, less than 50% of 

paraprofessionals reported receiving training from special educators in learning 

strategies, working with other teachers, and adapting curricula. Indeed, almost 45% of 

paraprofessionals said that the special education teacher offered them no training at all. 

Without on the job training by experienced special education teachers, paraprofessionals 

must learn their own strategies for working with students and their class work, which 

may not be as effective or helpful to the student. However, special educators cannot 

solely be responsible for such training- school district administrators need to avail in-

service training opportunities and resources to paraprofessionals. If all paraprofessional 

training falls on the special education teacher, it may not occur very frequently based on 

what paraprofessionals in this study reported. 

Only 20% of paraprofessionals reported that the special education teacher 

evaluated their work by informally monitoring what they did with students during the 

school day and giving feedback on their work with the student. This finding is consistent 

with paraprofessional accounts given to Morgan, Ashbaker, & Young (2001) and Riggs 

& Mueller (2001). This most basic level of evaluation proves vital to paraprofessionals as 

it allows them to correct and improve their practice immediately. There are teachable 

moments that special educators can take advantage of when monitoring a 

paraprofessional’s work daily that can be missed if evaluation is only done once a year or 

not at all. Informal evaluation of paraprofessionals is a best practice, which French 

(1997) opined should occur frequently, specifically, and consistently. Vasa & Steckelberg 
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(1997) maintained that effective special educators could give informal feedback on a 

daily basis.  

Based on paraprofessionals’ accounts in this study, both the special educator’s 

effectiveness in evaluating them is questionable. However, IHE teachers and special 

education teachers clearly recognize the need for further IHE instruction in evaluation.   

Administrative Involvement 

When the issue of role clarification arose, both special education teachers and 

IHE instructors suggested more active involvement on the part of school district 

administrators. An IHE instructor alluded to this need when discussing the varying 

district expectations of sign language interpreters, questioning whether or not the 

interpreter only assisted the student or if the assumed additional responsibilities (e.g., 

planning for the student’s instruction). A few special education teachers wondered about 

what to do if a paraprofessional attempted to “undermine” the teacher and “who has real 

authority over the paraprofessional” to handle conflict between the paraprofessional and 

special education teacher. Though French (1997) maintains that conflict resolution 

accompanies the special education teacher’s role of managing paraprofessionals, neither 

the special education teacher nor the paraprofessional necessarily possesses the authority 

or training to resolve an ongoing conflict. No Child Left Behind and the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act state that the paraprofessional works under the direct 

supervision of a highly qualified teacher, with definitions of “direct supervision” varying 

from state to state (Hsu, 2007) and not addressing the issue of authority.  

 Vasa and Steckelberg (1997) opined that the principal is responsible for clarifying 

roles between special education teachers and paraprofessionals, as well as for supporting 
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special educators and paraprofessionals in resolving any conflict. The principal’s 

involvement in these situations is far more appropriate than leaving it to the special 

education teacher and paraprofessional. However, special education teachers should take 

responsibility for establishing and facilitating positive and helpful relationships (Wallace 

et al. 2001) and advocating for administrator intervention if necessary. This should often 

prevent conflict if done well by the special education teacher and paraprofessional.  

As described above, paraprofessionals in this study detailed receiving minimal 

orientation and evaluation on the part of special education teachers who supervise their 

work. A number of special education teachers also expressed concerns about how they 

evaluated paraprofessionals. One special educator questioned how extensively the 

principal should be involved in the evaluation of paraprofessionals. Another special 

education teacher wanted guidance in how to tell paraprofessionals difficult or negative 

things about their performance, something that inevitably accompanies any evaluation. 

District administrators may need to reconsider how much of this responsibility belongs to 

the special education teacher, a recommendation previously suggested by Floyd (2004).  

Both Vasa & Steckelberg (1997) and Pickett (1999) recommend that the principal should 

be involved in evaluation. Vasa & Steckelberg (1997) further detailed that the principal 

should collaborate with teachers to develop criteria and measures to evaluate 

paraprofessionals, as well as guidelines for teacher involvement in annual 

paraprofessional evaluations. The principal’s reflection on their involvement would not 

take place just because evaluation proves inconvenient for the special education teacher, 

but also due to possible bias on the part of the special educator, as it can compromise fair 

evaluation of the paraprofessional. A paraprofessional in the study reported that the 
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special education teacher forged the paraprofessional’s signature and sent the evaluation 

to human resources without informing the paraprofessional. Clearly, the school 

principal’s involvement in evaluation presents opportunities to increase the quality and 

maintain the integrity of special education teachers’ evaluation of paraprofessionals.   

In determining how to become more involved with the process of evaluation, 

there are possible ideas that district administrators or school principals could consider. 

First, they could directly mandate that the special educator orient and evaluate the 

paraprofessional and follow up with the teacher to make sure these tasks take place. 

French (2001) documented that more than half of the teachers she surveyed evaluated the 

paraprofessional, but needed the principal to sign the evaluation form after completing it. 

However, given the example above, principals would have to be much more directly 

involved in the evaluation process. Indeed, the principal could work with the special 

education teacher and paraprofessional to complete these activities. Jensen, Parsons, & 

Reid (1998) noted that principals observed special educators giving feedback to 

paraprofessionals and then commented and made suggestions about how the special 

education teachers could do this better. If necessary, they assisted the special education 

teacher in providing feedback to the paraprofessional, which ultimately benefited the 

paraprofessional’s performance. A second idea for evaluation would be for the principal 

to facilitate the involvement of general educators who work with a paraprofessional. In 

some cases, this might be more appropriate as the general educators may see a 

paraprofessional more frequently than the special education teacher. Additionally, this 

approach lends itself to a well-rounded evaluation of the paraprofessional’s work, skills, 

and areas for improvement in a variety of settings. Regardless of how principals involve 
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themselves in evaluation of paraprofessionals, the paraprofessionals in this study indicate 

that a more active role by the principal will benefit special educators’ evaluation of 

paraprofessionals. 

The overall question of the principal’s involvement in a special education 

teacher’s supervision of paraprofessional’s holds an important implication for IHE 

instructors and special education teachers. First, IHE instructors cannot anticipate all of 

the issues involved in special educator supervision of paraprofessionals, nor can they 

guide special education teachers when they face difficult situations with 

paraprofessionals, so school district administrators must be involved. Second, as 

established by previous literature and affirmed by this study, special education teachers 

enter the field of education minimally prepared to supervise paraprofessionals. Therefore, 

school district administrators must be prepared to support special education teachers and 

paraprofessionals when issues of supervision arise.   

Special Educator Perception of Supervision 

 Overall, most special education teachers reported a positive view of their 

demonstration of the supervisory tasks covered in this study. In spite of this, special 

education teachers and paraprofessionals differed on how special educators engaged in 

supervisory tasks, in nearly all instances with more special educators noting that they 

performed these tasks. Some of these differences proved highly significant on important 

tasks, such as discussion of student confidentiality and special educator monitoring and 

feedback about how paraprofessional worked with students. Only in the area of 

delegation did special educators’ and paraprofessionals’ views match each other.   
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 While the data did not suggest an exact answer as to why special education 

teachers and paraprofessionals disagreed so frequently -and sometimes extremely- about 

how special educators performed supervisory tasks, a couple of explanations are possible. 

Special education teachers and paraprofessionals may perceive demonstration of 

supervisory tasks differently. For example, paraprofessionals may view receiving a 

student’s modifications page (which includes the modifications a student has in all of 

their classes) from the student’s IEP as part of the special education teacher’s planning 

for them. However, the special educator may think a handwritten note of the student’s 

modification’s specific to the activity they are completing with the paraprofessional’s 

support suffices as a planning measure. Wallace et al. (2001) found similar disagreement 

between special education teachers and paraprofessionals and also suggested that this 

resulted from the two stakeholder groups perceiving the demonstration of supervisory 

skills differently.  

A second explanation for the disagreement is that paraprofessionals’ opinions 

may be affected by the relationship they have with the special educator. Special education 

teachers and paraprofessionals in this study indicated that different special educators 

supervise many paraprofessionals throughout the day, so the effectiveness of one special 

educator may not be as prominent to a paraprofessional as the poor supervision they 

receive from another special education teacher. Regardless of the possibility, special 

education teachers and paraprofessionals clearly disagree about whether or not special 

educators perform supervisory tasks with paraprofessionals. Future research could 

examine specific teacher and paraprofessional teams and compare their attitudes and 
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perceptions of the special education teacher’s supervision to get a clearer idea as to what 

causes this disagreement about special educator demonstration of supervisory tasks. 

Professional Relationship  

Special education teachers have a complicated technical relationship to 

paraprofessionals: they supervise the paraprofessional’s work, but they are not the 

paraprofessional’s superiors. The difference in age and years of experience adds another 

layer of complexity to the special education teacher and paraprofessional relationship. 

Both special education teachers and paraprofessionals acknowledged the special 

educator’s difficulty in being both the paraprofessional’s supervisor and peer. Some 

special education teachers noted that they supervised paraprofessionals who are older 

than them and have more experience, which left some special educators wondering how 

they could supervise and critique the paraprofessionals. Teacher licensure courses might 

include role-plays between special educators and paraprofessionals from different age 

backgrounds and possible difficult scenarios in which the two professionals could find 

themselves. IHE instructors could then offer suggestions about how to handle the 

situations in a professionally and respectfully.  

Paraprofessionals added that the special education teacher excluded them when 

making decisions about students. Other paraprofessionals felt that special education 

teachers viewed themselves as being superior to the paraprofessional. One 

paraprofessional’s comment, which clearly reflected frustration, provided insight into the 

factors influencing the special education teacher and paraprofessional’s relationship: 

NEVER should they put down a para in front of students!!!!!! Make time weekly 

to talk what will happen throughout year/week-helps so all are on the same page--
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work as a team not as a higher power on the pole-Remember we are people too 

who need help, breaks, guide us not put downs--we do alot respect our opinion 

too not just other teachers we know things that teachers DONT-we buy alot too 

for the classroom give us some $$$$ back at time---thank you mostly WE ARE 

PEOPLE with feelings too!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

This comments alludes to issues of minimal special educator support of paraprofessionals 

with students, planning for a paraprofessional’s work with students, and respect for the 

paraprofessional, all of which were touched upon in comments by other 

paraprofessionals. 

 Special education teachers demonstrated their sensitivity to these concerns in 

discussing what specific supervisory instruction would help them supervise 

paraprofessionals. Special education teachers noted the importance of receiving training 

in respecting a paraprofessional’s work as well as maintaining a collaborative 

relationship with paraprofessionals while supervising the work of the paraprofessional. 

Three special educators commented that more instruction in establishing good 

relationships would have changed their practice when they began teaching. Special 

educators added that teacher license candidates would benefit from IHE instruction in 

setting up communication and feedback schedules with paraprofessionals.  

The type and frequency of meetings special education teachers conduct can 

address problems of relationship and communication with paraprofessionals. According 

to almost 80% of special educators and over 55% of paraprofessionals in this study, 

meetings occurred most frequently on a daily basis and took place before, during, and 

after the school day. However, this finding was offset by the report of 30% of 
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paraprofessionals who indicated that no meeting took place. Boomer (1980) 

recommended that special educators meet weekly to review previous activities and plan 

for newer activities; French & Chopra (2006) added that these meetings should occur 

face-to-face between teachers and paraprofessionals. Such meetings also facilitate 

problem solving and rapport building (Trautman, 2004). These best practices of meeting 

need to be taught by IHE instructors and implemented by special education teachers. 

With comprehensive IHE instruction in meeting and special educator implementation of 

meetings, successful collaboration, communication, and relationship of special education 

teachers and paraprofessionals will increase, leading to better service of students.  

Implications and Recommendations 
 
The following are implications from this study: 

• Special education teachers, most of whom received no teacher training in 

paraprofessional supervision, are expected to effectively direct the work of 

several paraprofessionals who have varying degrees of training in working with 

students with special needs. This situation may impede a student’s potential 

academic progress, which makes the issue of effective paraprofessional 

supervisory training even more urgent. 

• Few special educator graduates advocate for change to teacher licensure 

programs, which may make the need for more instruction in paraprofessional 

supervision apparent to IHE instructors.  

• More training in paraprofessional supervision must be offered for current special 

education teachers working in the field. 
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• Special education teachers receive insufficient instruction in orientation and 

training of paraprofessionals. Paraprofessionals receive insufficient orientation 

and training as a result.  

• Paraprofessionals report lack of evaluation and feedback from special education 

teachers. IHE instructors and special education teachers report minimal address of 

evaluation in teacher licensure courses. 

The following are recommendations from this study: 

• State education agencies, IHE instructors, special education teachers, and school 

district administrators must collaborate to increase and improve instruction in 

paraprofessional supervision in teacher licensure programs.   

• More research must be conducted about the type and quality of paraprofessional 

supervisory instruction received by special education teachers in their teacher 

license courses. Researchers should attempt to include participants who recently 

received IHE instruction in paraprofessional supervision. 

• School district administrators and building principals must be prepared to support 

teachers in developing and accessing resources for professional development 

training in paraprofessional supervision. 

• School district administrators must involve themselves more actively in orienting 

paraprofessionals, as well as facilitating and developing training opportunities for 

them. 

• School administrators should collaborate with special educators to develop 

criteria for paraprofessional evaluation and guidelines for the special education 

teacher and principal’s respective roles in the evaluation, as suggested by Vasa & 
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Steckelberg (1997). Special education teachers and school principals should then 

implement these criteria when they jointly evaluate paraprofessionals. 

• IHE instructors must devote more time to covering evaluation of 

paraprofessionals as part of the paraprofessional supervisory component of their 

program. This instructional time could include practice evaluations, different 

examples of feedback schedules, and role plays to practice giving and receiving 

feedback.  

Conclusion 

 The purpose of this phenomenological study was to examine what skills special 

education teachers need to learn in their teacher licensure programs to supervise 

paraprofessionals. Special education teachers and IHE instructors agreed that instruction 

in paraprofessional supervision received by special education teachers in their teacher 

licensure programs insufficiently prepares them to supervise paraprofessionals. Based on 

observations and reports from special education teachers, IHE instructors, and 

paraprofessionals, specific areas of paraprofessional supervision requiring more attention 

from IHE instructors include role clarification, orientation of paraprofessionals, meeting 

with paraprofessionals, training of paraprofessionals, and evaluation of paraprofessionals. 

Lagging instruction in these areas impacts the communication, collaboration, and 

effectiveness of special education teachers and paraprofessionals. Consequently, 

education of students with special needs suffers and they fail to make progress on their 

IEP goals. Increased instruction in paraprofessional supervision would change the way 

special educators supervise. One special educator summarized all of these issues aptly: 

“[Paraprofessional supervisory training] would provide a structure to a new teacher to be 
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proactive in prevention of staff problems and to be positively developing a good working 

environment. This would result in students getting the best education possible.” 

Students, special education teachers, and paraprofessionals all benefit from IHE 

instructors proficiently addressing paraprofessional supervision in teacher licensure 

courses. Therefore, research in how teacher licensure programs address paraprofessional 

supervision, as well as stakeholder implementation of future findings, must continue.  
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Appendix	  B:	  Additional	  participant	  response	  tables	  

Special	  Educator	  responses:	  	  
 
Table	  1:	  	  

	  
What	  level	  of	  education	  have	  you	  completed?	  

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Bachelor's	  degree	  	   7	   15.22%	  	  	  
Master's	  degree	  	   39	   84.78%	  	  	  
Doctorate	   0	   0.00%	  	  	  

 
Table	  2:	  	  

	  
How	  often	  do	  you	  delegate	  tasks	  to	  paraprofessionals?	  

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Hourly	   25/46	   54.35%	  	  	  
Daily	   20/46	   43.48%	  	  	  
Weekly	   10/46	   21.74%	  	  	  
Monthly	   1/46	   2.17%	  	  	  

 
IHE	  instructor	  responses:	  	  

	  
Table	  3:	  
	  
Does	  your	  program	  currently	  have	  a	  class	  devoted	  to	  supervising	  paraprofessionals?	  	  

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Yes	  	   3	   16.67%	  	  	  
No	  	   15	   83.33%	  	  	  

No	  answer	   0	   0.00%	  	  	  
 
Table	  4:	  	  

	  
Have	  any	  program	  changes	  regarding	  paraprofessional	  supervision	  been	  suggested	  
by	  special	  educator	  graduates?	  

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Yes	  	   5	   27.78%	  	  	  
No	   11	   61.11%	  	  	  

No	  answer	   2	   11.11%	  	  	  
 
 
 
 
 



Supervising Paraprofessionals 
 

93 

Paraprofessional respondents: 
 
Table	  5:	  

	  
Which	  of	  these	  descriptions	  best	  reflects	  your	  position	  as	  a	  paraprofessional?	  	  

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Student-‐specific	  (spend	  the	  
majority	  of	  your	  day	  with	  

one	  student)	  

8	   27.59%	  	  	  

Program-‐specific	  (spend	  
the	  majority	  of	  your	  day	  
with	  students	  from	  one	  

program)	  

16	   55.17%	  	  	  

Building	  wide	  (spend	  your	  
day	  with	  several	  different	  
students	  with	  special	  needs	  
from	  different	  programs)	  

11	   37.93%	  	  	  

 
Table	  6:	  
	  
How	  often	  does	  the	  special	  education	  teacher	  delegate	  tasks	  to	  you?	  	  

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Hourly	  	   4	   13.79%	  	  	  
Daily	  	   21	   72.41%	  	  	  
Weekly	   5	   17.24%	  	  	  

 
Table	  7:	  

	  
How	  often	  are	  you	  evaluated?	  	  

Answer	   Count	   Percent	  
Twice	  a	  year	  	   0	   0.00%	  	  	  
Annually	  	   20	   68.97%	  	  	  

Every	  two	  years	  	   1	   3.45%	  	  	  
Other	  (please	  explain)	  	   1	   3.45%	  	  	  
You	  are	  not	  evaluated	   6	   20.69%	  	  	  
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