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ABSTRACT 
Challenging Behaviors: Perceived Training Needs of Special Education Paraprofessionals 

by Zhanna B. Preston 

 

Purpose:  The purpose of the study was to identify the most challenging and frequently 

occurring types of student behavioral problems that paraprofessionals in the K-12 public school 

setting encounter.  In addition, the purpose of the study included identifying the most effective 

ways to prepare special education paraprofessionals to manage the most challenging and 

frequently occurring student behaviors through effective professional development practices. 

Methodology:  The mixed methods study primarily involved collecting and analyzing 

qualitative and quantitative data through on-line surveys of paraprofessionals, special education 

teachers, and school principals. Phenomenology and grounded theory elements served as the 

descriptive study’s theoretical foundations.  A policy Delphi method used an expert panel that 

represented a diverse group of public school districts in Riverside County, California. 

Findings: Analysis of data revealed the 12 most challenging student behavior types, including 

eight most frequently occurring student behaviors in the k-12 school setting. Key topics and 

effective professional development delivery methods for special education paraprofessionals in 

the area of managing challenging behaviors were identified.  

Conclusions:  As a result of the study and review of prior research, an outline of suggested 

professional development activities was developed.  Effective training delivery methods 

involving the principles of andragogy were also identified. 

Recommendations:  Schools and districts must (1) include paraprofessionals’, teachers’, and 

principals’ input when developing professional development activities for special education 

paraprofessionals; (2) focus the behavioral training for paraprofessionals on the most challenging 
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and frequently occurring student behaviors in the k-12 school setting; (3) apply principles of 

andragogy when providing professional development to paraprofessionals; (4) make a shift from 

one-day training events to on-going, systematic, research-based, consistent, relevant training that 

involves practice time, meaningful feedback, modeling, and activities aiming at the higher level 

thinking skills identified in Bloom’s taxonomy. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE PROBLEM 

“If a man will begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts; but if he will be content to begin 

with doubts he shall end in certainties.” Francis Bacon 

Introduction 

Public education today faces a number of challenges, each requiring a great degree of 

expertise and research-based practices to guide its initiatives to keep advancing forward. Closing 

the achievement gap and providing access to all students despite their individual differences or 

limited opportunities has long been a national goal. Providing quality education to pupils with 

disabilities, constituting 13% of all U.S. students (Levenson, 2012), typifies one challenge 

American public schools face (Levenson, 2012; Osborne & Russo, 2007). Special education has 

become one of the most complex and highly litigated areas of public education. 

Special education, an integral part of general education, is the process of providing 

eligible students with disabilities between the ages of three through twenty two years with 

specialized instruction and services tailored to their exceptional needs (Hallahan, Kauffman & 

Pullen, 2009). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), a federal law governing 

special education, defines special education as  

specially designed instruction, at no cost to parents, to meet the unique needs of a child 

with a disability, including- (i) instruction conducted in the classroom, in the home, in 

hospitals and institutions, and in other settings; and  (ii) instruction in physical education.  

(34 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] 300.39 (a) (1)). 
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The IDEA defined eligible students as children having one of the thirteen qualifying 

handicapping conditions: (1) autism; (2) deaf-blindness; (3) deafness; (4) emotional disturbance; 

(5) hearing impairment; (6) mental retardation; (7) multiple disabilities; (8) orthopedic 

impairment,  (9) other health impairment, (10) specific learning disability; (11) speech or 

language impairment; (l2) traumatic brain injury, (13) visual impairment (34 CFR, 300.8 (c)).   

Hallahan, Kauffman, and Pullen (2009) referenced Huefner (2006) and described 

specialized instruction as “specially designed instruction that meets the unusual needs of an 

exceptional student” (p. 13), and which may require “special materials, teaching techniques, or 

equipment and/or facilities” (p. 13). Specialized instruction may include providing regular 

education curriculum with accommodations and modifications using instructional delivery 

methods tailored to the individual needs of students with disabilities. Special education related 

services comprise a  non-exhaustive list of “related services which means transportation and such 

developmental, corrective, and other supportive services as required to assist a child with a 

disability to benefit special education” (34, CFR, 300.34 (a)). Local Education Agencies (LEAs) 

may provide special education students with other related services including “speech-language 

pathology and audiology services, interpreting services, psychological services, physical and 

occupational therapy, recreation, including rehabilitation counseling, orientation and mobility 

services, and medical services for diagnostic or evaluation purposes” (34 CFR, 300.34 (a)). 

Either as a related special education service or a support provided per the student’s 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) LEAs may assign a personal paraprofessional or a “one-

to-one aide” (OAH Case No. 2013120111, 2014, p. 2; OAH Case No. 2011110416., 2012, p. 5; ) 

to an eligible child with a disability.  
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Driven to meet a number of compliance standards mandated by federal/state laws and 

required to utilize highly qualified and trained personnel to provide “special materials, teaching 

techniques, or equipment and/or facilities” (Hallahan, Kauffman & Pullen, 2009, p. 12), special 

education has become the “most expensive way to help struggling students” (Levenson, 2012, p. 

119). 

Background 

While being one of the “major challenges facing educators today” (Osborne & Russo, 

2007, p. 1), special education has not been always incorporated into the American education 

system.  In the United States, specialized instruction and services began emerging in the second 

half of the 19
th

 century by serving children with visual and hearing impairments (Osborne & 

Russo, 2007). After a century-long battle lead by “advocates of the disabled to gain equal rights” 

(Osborne & Russo, 2007, p. 7) and as a “direct result of the civil rights movement” (Osborne & 

Russo, 2007, p. 7), the federal government enacted a legal mandate to provide students with 

disabilities the right to education (Yell, 2012) by passing the Education for All Handicapped 

Children Act in 1975. In 1990, the statute was renamed the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA) and was later reauthorized in 1997 and 2004. Legislative actions and 

subsequent case law turned special education into the most highly litigated area of education 

governed by an “elaborate and extensive body of statues, regulations, and court decisions” (Yell, 

2012, p. 12), caused its expansion, and complicated the duties its providers performed. Sparked 

by the Highly Qualified Teacher (HQT) requirement of the 1991 federal No Child Left Behind 

(NCLB) act and mandated increased accountability imposed by IDEA 2004, special education 

case law further emphasized the obligation for Local Education Agencies (LEAs) to supply 

adequately trained personnel to provide special education services. Adequate training of staff 
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providing special education services has been brought as an issue for due process hearings (OAH 

Case No. N 2007020786, 2007; OAH Case No. N 2005120400, 2006; OAH Case No. 

2010020281, 2010). 

 The NCLB pressure to increase all subgroups’ student achievement (U.S. Department of 

Education, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2002) and the IDEA mandate to 

furnish a free appropriate public education (FAPE) to students with a wide variety of medical, 

behavioral, social-emotional, and learning disorders (U.S. Department of Education, 2014) 

require a cadre of well trained teachers, paraprofessionals, nurses, therapists, administrators and 

other staff. Special education in the United States today demands that LEAs provide education 

access to students with special needs through a continuum of placement options, including (a) 

general education classes at the child’s home school, (b) specialized schools, (c) residential 

treatment facilities, (d) hospitals, and (e) the home setting (Hallahan, Kauffman, & Pullen, 

2009). Although the specialization of the placement varies depending on where the student 

receives the special education services, the requirement that all children receive a free 

appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment (LRE) applies to all 

individualized education programs (IEPs). Figure 1 below, adapted from Hallahan and 

Kauffman’s (2006, p. 17) visual representation of special education placements, illustrates the 

variety of placements children with special needs may experience while receiving specialized 

instruction and/or services. 
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Figure 1. Special education program options. 

 

 The figure provides a visual representation of the seven special education placement options 

available for students with disabilities. 

Paraprofessionals in Special Education 

 A variety of credentialed and non-credentialed staff consisting of teachers, 

paraprofessionals, and speech, occupational, physical, mental health, behavioral and other 

therapists afford specialized instruction and services to special education students. The number 

of special education staff has escalated to serve the increasing population of special education 

students, but paraprofessionals specifically experienced remarkable growth from 525,000 

employees in 2003 (Likins, 2003) to over 700,000 in 2006, (Levenson, 2012) and 830,000 in 

2014 (Finkel, 2014).  

Many special education placement options on the continuum of services are being staffed 

by special education paraprofessionals assisting teachers in meeting the needs of students with 

disabilities. Some paraprofessionals are assigned to groups of students who attend general 

Resource room/Pull-out services 

Regular classroom with consultation/push-in 
services 

Regular Classroom 

Special day class 

Homebound instruction 

Hospital setting 

Residential school 
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education classes, resource specialist programs (RSPs), and/or special day classes (SDCs), and 

some provide one-to-one services to individual students. Special education paraprofessionals are 

not restricted to specific placements and may be assigned to students in the regular education 

environment, resource rooms, and specialized classes. They may work in specialized schools and 

provide services to pupils in hospitals, residential treatment centers, and students’ homes. The 

Code of Federal Regulations (Code of Federal Regulations § 300.156 (iii), 2014) allows 

paraprofessionals to deliver special education related services in accordance with the 

requirements set out in state laws:  

 (iii) Allow paraprofessionals and assistants who are appropriately trained and supervised, 

in accordance with State law, regulation, or written policy, in meeting the requirements of this 

part to be used to assist in the provision of special education and related services under this part 

to children with disabilities. (Code of Federal Regulations § 300.156 (iii)), 

The Term Paraprofessional 

 The term “paraprofessional,” coined by Anna Lou Picket (Ashbacker & Morgan, 2001), 

is not used consistently and is often substituted with “teacher’s aide”, “teacher’s assistant”, 

“interventionist”, “paraeducator”, “behavioral aide”, “health aide”, “intensive behavior 

intervention (IBI) aide”, “applied behavior analysis (ABA) aide”, “designated instruction service 

(DIS) aide,”  “related service (RS) aide,” “instructional aide,”  “aide,” or “para.” Giles (2010) 

posited that the term “paraprofessional,” more commonly used in the past ten years, reflected    

“a position with increased professional expectations” (p. 9) and has supplanted the popular title 

of “paraeducator”. The National Education Association (NEA) defined the term paraeducator as 

“a school employee who works alongside and under the supervision of a licensed or certificated 

educator to support and assist in providing instructional and other services to children, youth, and 
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their families” (National Association of Education/NEA, 2014). The term “paraprofessional” is 

referenced in NCLB (2001) and has prevalently surfaced in more recent literature (Giangreco et 

al., 2004; Causton-Theoharis et al., 2007; Cobb, 2007; Lane, Carter, & Sisco, 2012; Wenger et 

al., 2004). The inconsistency of the paraprofessional’s title is ubiquitous across districts, states, 

and even foreign countries. The current study primarily employed the terms “paraprofessional” 

and “paraeducator.” However, other terms describing paraprofessionals appeared in the study 

and are used interchangeably due the inconsistent use of various titles applied to this group of 

school district employees throughout literature.  

The Growing Number of Paraprofessionals 

While the number of paraprofessionals has grown significantly in the past five to fifteen 

years (Giangreco et al., 2004; Hawkins, 2004; Levenson, 2012; Ashbacker & Morgan, 2001), the 

prevailing gender of this employee group (90%) remains to be female (Ashbacker & Morgan, 

2001). School districts continue adding paraprofessionals to their staffs to accommodate the 

increase of students who exhibit severe behaviors, to maintain safety, and to reduce disruptions 

in their classrooms, playgrounds, buses, and bus loops (Crone & Horner, 2003; Levenson, 2012). 

Levenson (2012) found the process of hiring “an ever-expanding army of paraprofessionals”    

(p. 89), an attempt to include students with behavioral needs in their least restrictive 

environments, to be a Band-Aid fix achieved through a low cost employee. Notwithstanding the 

employees’ low cost, the sheer numbers of this employee group greatly affects local education 

agencies’ (LEAs) budgets.  
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Cost of Utilizing Paraprofessionals for Behavior Support 

Staffing costs are one of the highest public school districts’ expenditures that can be 

spiraled by an increase of paraprofessionals. The growth is explained by the legal mandate of 

instructing the growing number of students with disabilities in the general education classrooms, 

or the least restrictive environment (LRE), which often requires additional supports and services, 

some of which include the adding of paraprofessionals as classroom support (Salisbury & 

Chambers, 1994; Giangreco, Broer & Edelman, 1999; Pickett & Gerlach, 1997). Harris (2012) 

referenced the 2011 National Education Association, highlighting the  

…continual increase in enrollment of students in special education programs throughout 

the United States with three out of every four students with an identified educational 

disability spending part or all of their school day in a general education classroom outside 

of the special education setting, allowing students with disabilities to access their least 

restrictive learning environment. (Harris, p. 2) 

Levenson (2012), after analyzing paraprofessionals’ roles in posing challenges for school 

budgets, recommended strategies to cut expenditures through focusing special educators on cost 

effective practices, strengthening general education interventions as preventative measures, 

defining clear criteria for special education eligibility, and creating cross departmental teams to 

increase collaboration and accountability within organizations. He estimated the number of 

paraprofessionals assigned to address behavioral needs to compose “one third to one-half of all 

aides” (p. 90), costing a midsize district 1.5 million dollars and causing an urban district to spend 

“10 million on aides for behavioral support” (p. 90) annually. Giangreco et al. (2004) suggested 

alternative strategies to using paraprofessionals and recommended a “three component 

administrative model for effective utilization of paraprofessionals” (p. 83) that includes 
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