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“Paraeducator,” “paraprofessional,” and “instructional assistant” are a
few of the names used today to refer to a school staff person hired
specifically to support students, teachers, and programs. In today’s
schools, paraeducators assist with the instructional, behavioral, and even
personal needs of students while under the supervision of certified
teachers, administrators, and therapists. Paraeducators extend the
expertise of teachers and therapists to provide a wide variety of support
in all types of educational settings.

Paraeducators work in general classrooms, special education classrooms,
and special needs programs. Kindergarten assistants are one type of
paraeducator providing support in a general education classroom.

Some special programs that utilize paraeducators include special
education, Title I, English as a Second Language (ESL), and Head Start.
Although many programs use assistants or paraeducators, no program
employs more paraeducators than special education (Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2008).

According to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004,
the term special education is defined as “specially designed
instruction” that is provided at no cost to parents and is designed to
meet the unique needs of children with disabilities, including
instruction conducted in a classroom and other settings. Specially
trained teachers and therapists develop an individualized program
called an IEP (Individualized Education Program) for each child who
qualifies for special education.

Paraeducators are asked to support students with special needs in
general education as well as special program classrooms. These
students may need assistance in one or more areas associated with
instruction, classrooms, and schools—that is, assistance with academic
activities, daily living skills, behavior regulation, emotional response,
or social interaction.
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Special education’s charge to provide students with disabilities access to
the general curriculum has changed how and where students get
specialized instruction and support. Inclusion describes the efforts to
keep students with diverse learning and behavior needs in the classrooms
and schools they would attend with their age-level peers if they were not
identified with a specific disability. Historically, students with different
learning and behavior needs were sent somewhere else —away from their
friends, classrooms, or schools—and separated from the general
curriculum. But now, specialized instruction, supplemental aids and
services, and instructional and support staff such as paraeducators are
being brought into instructional settings and general education
classrooms to provide direct support to such students and their teachers.

While paraeducators are used to support and assist a wide range of
student needs and programs, this guide specifically targets those who
support students with special needs —implementing accommodations and
modifications within the general classroom and through the general
education curriculum. Paraeducators are often directed to support and
instruct students in various settings, but may not be given clear directions
for how to do it. This guide provides basic information about two forms
of modifications —instructional and curricular. The differences between
the two are very important. Understanding those differences will help
you—the paraeducator —better define your role and the tasks you are to
perform, as well as recognize the roles of the other adults— general
classroom teachers and special program personnel —in meeting
classroom and student modification needs. This guide also provides an
understanding of your role in promoting and supporting the use of
research-based strategies and interventions.

We will begin with the basics, such as why modifications are used, the
differences between instructional and curricular modifications, and
strategies for providing instructional support in the general classroom.
These concepts will lay the foundation for the more specific, research-
based strategies and interventions described later. The assistance you
provide to students often includes accommodating for specific teaching
methods, monitoring student progress, reading materials and tests aloud,
providing note-taking assistance, making and modifying study guides,
and more. This guide also addresses ways you can be more proactive
and better prepared to meet individual student needs by using planning
tools and by taking useful materials with you as you move from one
setting to another.
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