
Adult-child discourse: A focus on paraprofessionals
in early childhood special education.

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Husby, Brian Archie Thomas

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 16/05/2023 14:49:10

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/185832

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/185832


INFOllMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI 

films the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some 

thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may 

be from any type of computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the 
copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality 

illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, 

and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete 

manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if 

unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate 

the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand corner and 

continuing from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each 

original is also photographed in one exposure and is included in 

reduced form at the back of the book. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6" x 9" black and white 

photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations 

appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly 

to order. 

U·M·I 
University Microfilms International 

A SeJi & HoweJllnformation Company 
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor. M148106·1346 USA 

313/761·4700 800/521·0600 





Order Number 9226192 

Adult-child discourse: A focus on paraprofessionals in early 
childhood special education 

Husby, Brian Archie Thomas, Ph.D. 

The University of Arizona, 1992 

Copyright ©1992 by Husby, Brian Archie Thomas. All rights reserved. 

V·M·I 
300 N. Zeeb Rd. 
Ann Arbor, MI 48106 





ADULT·CffiLD DISCOURSE: 

A FOCUS ON PARAPROFESSIONALS 
IN EARLY CHILDHOOD SPECIAL EDUCATION 

by 

Brian Archie Thomas Husby 

Copyright C Brian Archie Thomas Husby 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF SPECIAL EDUCATION AND REHABILITATION 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

for the Degree of 

DOcrOR OF PffiLOSOPHY 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

1992 



THE UNIVERSiTY OF ARIZONA 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

2 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have read 

t-_ 

the dissertation prepared by Brian Archie Thomas Husby 

enti tled ADUL T- CH I LD DIS COURS E: A FOCU~ (J..J PARAPROFESS I (J..J ALS IN EARLY 

CHILDHOOD SPECIAL EDUCATION 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement 

for the Degree of __ ~Do~c~t~Qur~Q~f~p~b~i~JQ.s~Q~p~b~)' ________________________________ _ 

/earll\~ McCa rthy 

\_~!UJ~ 
Date I I 

Candace Bos 
IQ/..5/c{/ 

Date ~ 

Date 

Date 

Date 

(vi /1-/1 I 
Id-/ /;).. I' ql 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the 
candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the Graduate 
College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 
direction and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 
requirement. 

Date I T i 



STATEMENT OF AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements 
for an advanced degree at The University of Arizona and is deposited in the 
University Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

3 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special 
permission, provided that accurate acknowledgment of source is made. Requests 
for permission for extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in 
whole or in part may be granted by the copyright holder. 



4 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

A dissertation is not just the work of one person. Rather, it is a product 
born out of a series of collaborations. I would like to thank those persons whose 
efforts have borne fruit. 

First, I would like to thank the members of my committee, Dr. Jeanne 
McCarthy, Dr. Shirin Antia, Dr. Candace Bos, Dr. Virginia Richardson and 
Dr. Yetta Goodman. Each of them have contributed significantly to both this 
research and to my growth as a life long learner. What a treasured gift. 

Second, to my research assistants, Phyllis Husby and Miriam Ciarciaglini, 
who counted and recounted data, I am especially grateful. Your commitment to 
an onerous task was greatly appreciated. 

Third, my warmest thanks is extended to my typist, Terri Deak. She was in 
the midst of beginning a new job, but sacrificed many evenings and weekends 
scrutinizing this manuscript for clarity and accuracy. Her unwaivering support 
and professional conduct were gratefully received. 

Fourth, to Jean Valgardson, the Dean of Natural and Social Sciences at 
Lethbridge Community College, and her compatriot in Human Services, Ian 
Thumlert, a deep debt is surely owed. These individuals advocated for me to 
not only pursue this doctoral program, but actively allocated time and monies for 
its completion. They have long been mentors for me and I look forward to our 
continued friendship. 

Fifth, I want to thank Dr. Inga Jesswein, a master of qualitative research, 
who continues to challenge me to shift my perspective, reflect on my motives 
and grow. 

Finally, I would like to thank the participants in this research. The teachers, 
parents, and administrators were cooperative and giving of their time. They 
allowed me into their homes and classrooms, and made every effort to assist me 
in the research process. But the most expansive gratitude must be extended to 
the three women, Maude, Lola and Sandy, who shared so much with me and the 
three children, Trevor, Joe and Mary. These six people moved from being 
participants in an academic investigation to now being individuals I am honored 
to call friends. 



5 

DEDICATION 

The completion of this dissertation has been due largely to the support from 

my family. Perhaps the most humbling of experiences in this education process 

has been the realization that the pursuit of knowledge is cyclical; it leads back to 

one's beginnings. The support and validation from this group of persons has 

been unmeasurable. My sisters, Margo, Patsy, and Aileen have been cheering 

me on throughout my education, even though the pursuit has lead me many 

miles from them. My in-laws, John and Olga and my own parents, Phyllis and 

Archie, have never waivered in their belief that this project would be completed. 

For the patience, babysitting, proofreading, listening, and most of all interest, I 

am grateful. 

But the most significant source of support for me has been my partner, 

Phyllis and our child, Mason. As I develop my scholary interests, these two 

people are constant reminders to me of what really matters in life. They both 

validate my interests and push me to new levels of awareness. I believe, that 

without their faith, interest, love and support, this dissertation would not exist. 



6 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

liST OF FIGURES .................................•....... 12 

LIST OF TABLES .......................................... 14 

ABSTR.ACf ..................•................•........... 15 

1. PURPOSE AND RATIONALE ......•.•..................... 17 

Introduction ............................................ 17 

Research Questions ...........................•........... 18 

Synopsis of Methodology ................................... 19 

Significance of the Study ................................... 21 

Conclusion ............................................. 25 

Limitations ............................................. 26 

Definition of Terms ...................................... 27 

2. REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ............................ 28 

A Paraprofessional Review ................•................ 28 

Personal and Interpersonal Characteristics ................. 29 

Organizational Factors ................................ 31 

Student Characteristics and Placement ................. 31 
Classroom Tasks ................................. 33 

Efficacy Issues ...................................... 36 

Issues in Paraprofessional Training ....................... 38 

Consistent Findings ................................... 41 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (continued) 7 

Contrasting Outcomes ................................. 43 

Methodological Issues in Paraprofessional Research .......... 43 

Population Demographics .......................... 43 
Investigative Tools ................................ 45 
Other Methodological Considerations ................. 46 

Pragmatics: What Do I Mean? .............................. 49 

The Social Basis of Language ........................... 49 

Pragmatics as a Social Creation ...................... 53 

The situational context ......................... 55 
The intentional context ........................ 57 
The listener context ........................... 59 
The linguistic context .......................... 60 

Pragmatic Analysis Systems ............................. 61 

Pragmatic Conclusions .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 67 

Summary ..................................... ,......... 68 

3. FOUNDATIONS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH ............... 69 

Introduction .......................................... ,. 69 

Research Method ........................................ 69 

Conclusion ............................................. 75 

4. PROCEDURE ........................................... 76 

Research Design ......................................... 76 

The Researcher Context ............................... 77 

Children and Language Learning ..................... 78 
Beliefs about Teachers and Teaching .................. 80 

Ethnographic Setting ................................. 82 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (continued) 8 

Participants .............................. .. ,........ 83 

Sample Selection 
Paraprofessionals 

................................. 84 
85 

Maude..................................... 85 
l..ola ......................... ,............ 86 
Sandy. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 86 

Special Needs Students . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 87 

Trevor ..................................... 88 
Mary ...................................... 88 
Joe ....................................... 89 

Additional Participants ............................ 91 

Administrators ............................... 91 
Teachers ................................... 91 
Parents .................................... 91 

Procedures ............................................. 92 

Ethics and Protection of Human Subjects .............. 92 

Field Entry ..................................... 93 

Phase One: Negotiation with Gatekeepers .......... 93 
Phase Two: Identifying Informants ................ 97 
Phase Three: Gaining Credibility ................. 98 

Measurement and Instrumentation ...................... 100 

Field Notes .................................... 100 

Memoing .................................. 101 
The field journal ............................ 101 

Interviews ..................................... 103 

Questionnaires ................................. 107 

Ecological Inventories ............................. 108 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (continued) 9 

Video Tapes and Audio Recordings ................... 109 

Personal Documentation ........................... 110 

Data Analysis ....................................... 111 

Classroom Structure .............................. 112 

Paraprofessional Roles ............................ 115 

Interviews, field notes, and personal 
documentation ........................... . 

Q . . uestlonnalres .............................. . 
115 
118 

Paraprofessional-Special Needs Child Discourse .......... 119 

Coding 
Reliability ............................ ..... . 

119 
121 

Additional Considerations During Data Analysis ............. 123 

5. RESULTS 124 

Introduction ............... I • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •• 124 

Classroom Structure in Early Childhood Education ............... 125 

Grade One/Special Education Context .................... 126 

Kindergarten Class Content ............................ 137 

Additional Aspects of Micro-contexts .................. 146 

Clean-up transitions ........................... 146 
Movement transitions .......................... 146 
Decision transitions ........................... 147 

Specialized Micro-contexts .......................... 148 

Look-at-me training ........................... 148 
Work table ................................. 149 
Physio-therpy activities ......................... 151 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (continued) 10 

Summaty ....................................... 151 

Paraprofessional Roles .................................... 152 

School District ...................................... 153 

Role of the Teacher .................................. 157 

Curriculum Conceptualization ........................... 159 

Paraprofessional Reference to Students .... "............... 162 

The Paraprofessional Roles 

Instructional Strategist 
Manager of Routine ............................. . 
Performer ..................................... . 
Manager of Behavior ............................. . 
Evaluation of Student Performance ............... ... . 
Clerk ........................................ . 
Child Advocate ...................... ........... . 
Parent-Teacher Mediator .......................... . 
Professional Liaison ............................. . 
Curriculum Developer ............................ . 

164 

165 
166 
168 
169 
171 
173 
174 
175 
178 
180 

Paraprofessional Roles in Relation to Micro-contexts ........ .. 185 

Summary ....................................... 188 

Paraprofessional-Special Needs Child Discourse Patterns ........... 188 

Maude and Trevor ................................... 190 

Lola and Mary 198 

Sandy and Joe 207 

Summary .............................................. 214 

6. SUMMARY DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS ................ 217 

Summary .............................................. 217 



TABLE OF CONTENTS (continued) 11 

Discussion .............................................. 221 

The Structure of Early Childhood Special Education 
Settings ........................................... 221 

Paraprofessional Roles ................................ 223 

Paraprofessional-Special Needs Child Discourse ............. 228 

Conclusions ............................................. 231 

Implications ........................................ 232 

Future Research Directions ............................ 234 

Personal Reflections .................................. 235 

APPENDIX A: DEFINmON OF EXCHANGE TYPES AND SAMP 
CODING SHEET ............................ 237 

APPENDIX B: LETTERS TO PARENTS ........................ 242 

APPENDIX C: PARTICIPATION RELEASE AGREEMENT ......... 245 

APPENDIX D: STRUCfURED INTERVIEW PROTOCALS ......... 248 

APPENDIX E: SITE ANALYSIS FORM, CONTACT SUMMARY FORM, 
DOCUMENT SUMMARY FORM ............... 251 

APPENDIX F: QUESTIONNAIRES ............................ 255 

REFERENCES ............................................ 264 



12 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 

1. Relationship Between Research Questions and Instrumentation ...... 20 

2. Halliday's Functions of Language ............................ 58 

3. Levels of Control and Types of Response in Conversation .......... 63 

4. Heirarchy of Gatekeepers .................................. 95 

5. Relationship Between Research Questions and Instrumentation ..... 102 

6. Matrix Summary of Interview Types for Participants ............. 104 

7. Components of Data Analysis: Interactive Model ................. 111 

8. Cyclical Model of Data Analysis ............................. 112 

9. Sample Field Notes Coded for Micro-context References ........... 114 

10. Domain Analysis: Example Using the Cover Term "Paraprofessional" .. 117 

11. Clac;ses of Functional Language Analysis ....................... 120 

12. Micro-contexts in Grade One Special Education Context ........... 127 

13. Micro-contexts Comprising the Kindergarten Class Context ......... 136 

14. "LOOKAT ME PROGRAM" ............................... 150 

15. Narrowing the Focus to Arrive at Paraprofessional Roles ........... 153 

16. A Schematic Outline of the Paraprofessionals' Structure for 
and Referents to the School District Organization ............. 154 

17. The Official Perspective of School District 
Organization ......................................... 155 

18. Covert Perspective of Paraprofessional Placement in 
Educating Young Children with Special Needs ............... 156 



13 

LIST OF FIGURES (continued) 

19. Taxonomic Summary of Lola's Curriculum Organization 160 

20. Taxonomic Summary of Paraprofessional Referents to Students 
with Special Needs .................................... 163 

21. Paraprofessionals as Managers of Behavior ..................... 170 

22. Summary of Paraprofessional Role as a Student Evaluator .......... 171 

23. Lola's Notes as Evidence of Evaluator Role 172 

24. Sandy's Curriculum Summary ............................... 181 

25. Componential Analysis of Paraprofessional Roles and 
Micro-contexts ....................................... 186 

26. Total Percentages of Exchange Types for Maude and Trevor 193 

27. Mean Percentage of Exchange Types in Three Categories of 
Micro-contexts for Maude and Trevor ...................... 197 

28. Total Percentages of Exchange Types for Lola and Mary ........... 201 

29. Mean Percentage of Exchange Types in Six Categories of 
Micro-contexts for Lola and Mary ......................... 206 

30. Total Percentage of Exchange Types for Sandy and Joe ............ 210 

31. Mean Percentage of Exchange Types in Four Categories of 
Micro-contexts for Sandy and Joe .......................... 215 

32. Husby's Model for Role Development ......................... 225 



14 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 

1. Exchange Types and Micro-contexts: Maude and Trevor 191 

2. Micro-context in which Highest Percentage of Exchange Types 
Occurred: Maude & Trevor .................. . . . . . . . . . . .. 194 

3. Measures of Central Tendency Across Exchange Types ............ 195 

4. Exchange Types and Micro-contexts: Lola and Mary .............. 199 

5. Micro-context in which Highest Percentage of Exchange Types 
Occurred: Lola and Mary ............................... 202 

6. Measures of Central Tendency for Exchange Types Across 
Micro-contexts: Lola and Mary ........................... 204 

7. Exchange Types and Micro-contexts: Sandy and Joe ............... 208 

8. Micro-context in which Highest Percentage of Exchange Types 
Occurred: Sandy and Joe ..........•.................... 211 



ABSTRACf 

Employing paraprofessionals in early childhood special education is a 

growing practice in education. Most of the previous research on 

paraprofessionals has relied on survey data. Specifically, this investigation 

focused on: (a) delineating the various roles which paraprofessionals play in 

early childhood special education services; (b) describing these early childhood 

settings in terms of micro-contexts; (c) identifying variations in paraprofessional 

roles across contexts; and (d) describing the discourse structure between 

paraprofessionals and special needs children across paraprofessional roles and 

micro-contexts. 

15 

A constant comparative design (Stainback & Stainback, 1988) characterized 

this qualitative investigation. Data were collected over 22 weeks (January -

June, 1991) for four mornings per week. Case studies were developed with three 

early childhood special education paraprofessionals working with special needs 

children in a rural Canadian school. 

The results show that, first, early childhood special education environments 

are made up of a series of micro-contexts which in turn are defined by the 

activity and the participants. Second, paraprofessionals playa variety of roles 

which clustered around four classroom functions: (a) direct instruction; (b) 

curriculum design; (c) classroom management; and (d) child advocacy. The 



16 

definition and behavioural correlates of the roles were impacted by: (a) parents; 

(b) teachers; (c) administration; and (d) paraprofessionals themselves. Third, 

paraprofessional-special needs child discourse changed across micro-contexts in 

the percentage of discourse exchange types used by both the adult and child. 

However, the general patterns of paraprofessional and special need child 

discourse were remarkably stable, suggesting both parties may be using a "school 

register" (Cazden, 1986). Such a register was characterized by the 

paraprofessionals controlling most of the discourse exchanges. However, the 

special needs child could recognize that different contexts within the school day 

required different language structures. 

The author concluded by suggesting that the roles of paraprofessionals be 

expanded to include community liaisons. Paraprofessionals are also seen as 

being an excellent source of child advocacy. However, such roles require 

additional education and openness from the professional constituents. 



CHAPTER 1 

PURPOSE AND RATIONALE 

Introduction 
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Language plays a significant personal role in children's development. As 

Vygotsky (1987) suggested, children only achieve a fully articulated knowledge of 

their world when they actively communicate with other human beings. Language 

serves the development both of self awareness and communicative interpersonal 

functions with the outside world. 

One avenue of language research has been the study of adult roles and their 

influence in children's development of linguistic patterns and communicative 

competence. Several scholars have taken the position that adults in a caregiving 

role are central to the initial contexts for language learning (e.g. Halliday, 1978; 

Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 1987). Rogoff (1990) maintained that caregivers arrange 

the occurrence of children's activities and facilitate learning by regulating the 

difficulty of the tasks and by modelling mature performance during joint 

participation in activities. She went on to argue that caregivers are often 

unaware of how they teach young children, since they routinely adjust their 

interactions and structure children's environments and activities in ways which 

support child learning. Therefore, the instructional implications of adult-child 

interactions are particularly relevant for educators. 

Researchers have spent considerable effort examining classroom discourse, 

with particular attention being paid to teacher-student interactions. Cazden 
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(1986) reviewed this extensive body of research to determine a pattern of 

findings. However, Cazden's literature review only included adult-child discourse 

that focused on teachers, although teachers are not the only adults involved in 

the schooling of children. Paraprofessionals are a growing group of adult 

caregivers involved in education, particularly special education. 

Paraprofessionals have been referred to by several labels ranging from teacher 

aides to teacher associates. The qualifications of these persons vary from no 

post-secondary education to associate degrees to baccalaureate degrees. 

Therefore, for the purpose of this research, a paraprofessional is defined as "an 

assistant in the school system who, under the supervision of a teacher or other 

professional, provides direct and indirect services to students or parents" 

(Pickett, 1986, p. 6). 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this research project was to: (a) delineate the various roles 

which paraprofessionals play in early childhood special education services; (b) 

describe these early childhood settings in terms of micro-contexts; (c) identify 

variations in paraprofessional roles across contexts; and (d) describe the 

discourse structure between paraprofessionals and special needs children across 

paraprofessional roles and micro-contexts. Specifically, this study was designed 

to answer the following research questions: 



1. What constitutes the structure of early childhood classroom providing 

services to children with special needs? 
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2. What roles do paraprofessionals fulfill in early childhood special education 

classrooms? 

3. How do the discourse patterns between paraprofessional and special needs 

children vary in relation to the structural framework of early childhood special 

education classrooms? 

Synopsis of Methodology 

Case studies were developed with three early childhood special education 

paraprofessionals working with special needs children aged five through seven in 

a rural Canadian school. Data collection with each of these participants 

included: (a) twelve hours of paraprofessional-special needs child conversational 

data; (b) four structured interviews; (c) thirty written journal entries; (d) two 

written questionnaires; and (e) fifteen hours of direct observation. (See Figure 1) 

Additional information was collected by conducting interviews with the 

paraprofessionals' supervisory staff (including teachers, the principal, and one 

coordinator of special education for the school division) and with the parents of 

the special needs children to whom they were assigned. The conversational data 

between the paraprofessionals and the special needs children were analyzed for 

themes based on the function of discourse exchanges occurring within 



Question 

1. What constitutes the structure of early 
childhood classrooms providing services to a 
child(ren) with special needs? 

2. What roles do paraprofessionals fulfill in early 
childhood special education settings? 

3. How do the discourse patterns of 
paraprofessionals-special needs children vary in 
relation to the structural framework of early 
childhood special education classrooms. 

a) 
b) 
c) 

d) 

a) 
b) 
c) 

d) 
e) 

a) 
b) 

Data Collection 

field notes 
interviews 
ecological 
inventories 
video tapes 

interviews 
field notes 
personal 
documentation 
video tapes 
questionnaires 

audio tapes 
video tapes 

Figure 1. Relationship between Research Questions and Instrumentation 
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conversations between paraprofessionals and young children with special needs. 

Roles were identified through direct observation due largely to the activities in 

which the paraprofessionals were engaged. These were then explored in the 

interviews and questionnaires with all of the aforementioned persons. Beliefs 

about the paraprofessional roles and the education of the children with whom 

they worked were examined through the direct observations, interviews, 

questionnaires and journal entries. 
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Significance of the Study 

While, by definition, paraprofessionals are not "teachers" (Pickett, 1987) they 

are actively involved in the education of special needs children. Their jobs range 

from language pathology aides to residential supervisors; from early intervention 

workers to case manager assistants (Pickett, 1987). Clearly, paraprofessionals in 

education fulfill many roles and impact the effectiveness of educational service 

(Case & Johnson, 1986; San Antonio College, 1984). 

Since the paraprofessional movement was initiated in the late fifties, 

paraprofessionals' importance to the field has grown measurably. Schalock 

(1983) claimed that 80% of the personnel who come into contact with persons 

with developmental delays are paraprofessionals. For American special 

education, the enactment of Public Law 94-142 was a major catalyst for the use 

of paraprofessional personnel (Pickett, 1986). States and school boards have 

been struggling with the dilemma of meeting the needs of diverse student 

populations that require more personnel while having to control expenditures. 

The use of paraprofessionals has been an operative and economical response to 

the times. Since 1975, an estimated 500% increase has occurred in the number 

of paraprofessionals in the schools nationwide (Pickett, 1984). Pickett (1987) 

suggested that their numbers exceed 500,000 people. She goes on to report that 

paraprofessionals are the fastest growing yet most under recognized, under 

prepared and under used class of personnel in education. Such a contention has 

been supported both in the administrative theory literature (Burlington College, 
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1979; Vasa, 1984) and more systematic research reports (Case & Johnson, 1986; 

District of Columbia Public Schools, 1983). 

The significance of paraprofessionals is not peculiar to education in the 

U.S.A. The Premier's Council for the Government of Alberta (1990) was 

mandated by the provincial government to investigate the status of persons with 

disabilities in Alberta. The Action Plan arising from this inquiry cited the need 

for trained paraprofessionals in early intervention, general education, vocational 

and residential services. Furthermore, the authors of the Action Plan have 

mandated the administrative arm of the education department to develop 

training and performance standards for personnel other than classroom teachers 

who are hired to support special needs children in an integrated classroom. In 

an initial response to this recommendation, Alberta Education (Alberta 

Education, 1990) conducted a survey of school districts throughout the province 

to determine the nature of the paraprofessional role. Their findings suggest that 

paraprofessionals are used extensively across several job roles including: (a) 

health care and personal aid; (b) speech and language support; (c) interpreter 

services for children with sensory impairments; and (d) psycho-social services 

(e.g. personal counselling, behaviour management services, family counselling, 

administration of medication). 

Research across handicapping conditions has focused primarily on a few of 

the adult caregivers (e.g. teachers, mothers). But the evidence from these 

investigations has illustrated the plethora of variables that are associated with 
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the conversational competence of special needs children and their adult 

partner(s). For example, the research on deafness has demonstrated that the 

following variables are significant in the quality of the deaf child - hearing adult 

conversations: (a) partners facility with the communication mode (Swisher, 

1984); (b) the linguistic competence of the child (Wendell-Monnig & Lumley, 

1980); (c) the sharing of hearing status (McAnally, Rose & Quigley, 1987); (d) 

the etiology and magnitude of the hearing loss; and (e) the degree to which 

adults share the conversational event with the child (Wood, Wood, Griffiths & 

Howarth, 1986; Wood & Wood, 1984). 

Additional examples are evident in the body of research on the 

conversational patterns between adults and mentally handicapped children. The 

discourse investigations with children who experience mental retardation have 

illustrated that cognitive levels are not necessarily a contingent factor in the 

engagement of meaningful discourse (Calculator, 1985). In fact, some 

researchers (e.g. Mahoney & Powell, 1988) have found that caregivers often 

inhibit mentally handicapped children's opportunities for speaking more so than 

the mental retardation impedes conversational ability. Mahoney, Finger and 

Powell (1985), and Mahoney and Powell (1988) Mahoney, Finger & Powell 

(1985) have found that mothers of mentally handicapped children dominate 

conversations and inhibit the turn taking, topic negotiation and ultimately the 

attending behaviour of young children with Down's Syndrome. However, these 

researchers have discovered (as did Wood, Wood, Griffiths & Howarth, 1986, 
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with deaf children) that when parents asked fewer questions, made more use of 

phatics, matched their length of utterance to that of their child and allowed for 

pauses to occur in the discourse, their children with Down's Syndrome would 

take more initiative in the conversations. 

In order to understand the context of classroom discourse, one needs to 

investigate the activities and participants within classroom environments (Ripich 

& Spinelli, 1985). A problem that exists with much of the discourse research, 

across handicapping conditions, has been a failure of the field to examine the 

structure of and contributors to social context. Consequently, how 

paraprofessionals interact with young special needs children has been largely 

ignored. 

A fundamental dimension of the paraprofessional practice is engaging 

actively with special needs children (Pickett, 1986). Clearly, they are major 

stakeholders in the classroom context. But to date, the published literature on 

paraprofessionals has failed to describe the interactions between 

paraprofessionals and young children with special needs. Therefore, the need 

for investigation of the paraprofessional role and paraprofessional-special needs 

child conversations is significant for three reasons. First, to understand the 

educational context of young children with special needs, the roles and practices 

of paraprofessionals must be understood. Second, teachers and teacher 

educators need to understand the role which paraprofessionals play in all phases 

of education so that truly appropriate educational programs are being designed 
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and implemented. Third, paraprofessionals must be prepared for the varied job 

demands of providing services to young special needs children. The 

communicative behaviours and transactional processes between children and 

curriculum, children and their peers as well as children and their various 

caregivers should be used as part of the data collection process which shapes an 

educational program. Paraprofessionals are a vital link in this information flow. 

Conclusion 

The writing of this document has drawn on three years of investigation by 

the researcher concerning the structural and sociological dimensions of adult

child discourse in early childhood special education. The aim of this research 

was to ground the theoretical notion of discourse pragmatics within a special 

education context, with particular emphasis on the paraprofessional-special needs 

child conversations. Specifically, three questions were addressed: 

1. What constitutes the structure of an early childhood classroom providing 

services to a child with special needs? 

2. What roles do paraprofessionals fulfill in early childhood special 

education classrooms? 

3. How do the discourse patterns between paraprofessional and special 

needs children vary in relation to the structural framework of early childhood 

special education classrooms? 



Limitations 

1. Reactive effects of the researcher's presence or activities on the 

performance of the paraprofessionals, teachers and/or students were 

undetermined. 
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2. Determination of what constituted relevant data as well as any distortions 

involved in the interpretation thereof was realized by the selective perception 

and interpretation of the researcher. While reflective analysis was an essential 

component of the fieldwork, defining "data" and arriving at an 

interpretation different than that of the participants was within the realm of 

possibilities. 

3. The quality of the observations was limited by the observer's ability to 

witness all relevant aspects of the situation. 

4. The quality of the rapport between the informants and the researcher 

varied depending on a complex interplay of a number of variables. 

Consequently, the extent to which the disclosures were accurate reflections of 

the individuals' world view must be viewed with this factor in mind. 

5. Analysis of the discourse focused on ten categories of conversational 

exchanges used to describe functional discourse patterns. Consequently, other 

measures using different units of analysis may have produced different results. 
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Definition of Terms 

Discourse: Discourse is the communication of ideas or information through 

conversation, talking and nonverbal communicative acts. The terms was used to 

indicate naturally occurring exchanges (McDonough, 1987). 

Discourse analysis: Discourse analysis is a kind of linguistic analysis of 

dialogue between and among speakers. 

Discourse exchange: A discourse exchange was defined as when one member 

of a dyad directs an interactive behaviour toward the other and the second 

member is given the opportunity to respond with a related interactive behaviour. 

Interactive behaviour: An interactive behaviour is realized by: (a) a spoken 

word(s); (b) vocalization; (c) sign; (d) body movement; (e) body contact; or (f) 

looking. 

Micro-context: A micro-context is realized within a classroom as a social 

situation defined by a place, participants and activities (Spradley, 1980). 

Paraprofessional: A paraprofessional is an assistant in the school system who, 

under the supervision of a teacher or other professional, provides direct and 

indirect services to students and/or parents (Pickett, 1986). 

Special needs child: A child who experiences a sensory, motor and/or 

cognitive difference as determined by medical and/or scholastic definitions such 

that specialized educational experiences are required. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This research investigated the roles of paraprofessionals and the 

functional aspects (pragmatics) of their discourse with young special needs 

children in early childhood education settings. Clearly, both the personnel 

(paraprofessionals) and the activity (discourse) were focused upon. Therefore, 

the purpose of this chapter is: (a) to review the literature on paraprofessionals in 

special education; and (b) to explore the construct of pragmatics in discourse 

analysis.· 

A Paraprofessional Review 

Paraprofessional practice, within a special education context, has been 

investigated for more than 30 years. Integrative reviews have been published 

(Birch, 1963; Blessing, 1967; Fafard, 1977) as researchers tried to determine the 

parameters and functions of the paraprofessional practice. However this body of 

literature has not been systematically scrutinized for over a decade. This section 

will synthesize the research on paraprofessionals that has been conducted 

between 1980 and 1991. Specifically, three questions will be investigated: (1) 

What methods have been used to investigate the role of the paraprofessional?; 

(2) What is the methodological quality of this research?; and (3) When viewed 

collectively, what patterns emerge about the role of the paraprofessional? 



29 

Katz and Kahn (1978) suggested that role development evolves from an 

interplay between several variables including: (a) personal characteristics of the 

participants; (b) interpersonal factors; and ( c) organizational factors. Drawing 

upon this framework the literature produced to date can be broken into three 

broad categories: (a) personal and interpersonal variables in the development of 

the paraprofessional role; (b) organizational factors regulating the use of 

paraprofessionals; and (c) efficacy issues regarding the use of paraprofessionals. 

These categories are not mutually exclusive and overlapping is to be expected. 

Personal and Interpersonal Characteristics 

Three studies investigated personality variables as a dimension of the 

paraprofessional practice (Hott, 1986; Steckelberg & Vasa, 1986; Tweto-Johnson, 

1984). Hott (1986) compared attitudes, knowledge and personality variables of 

students in paraprofessional and professional training programs. Two 

questionnaires were administered which produced minimal differences. Hott 

provided an excellent description of these measures, the 16 Personality Factor 

Questionnaire and Ruckers-Gable Educational Programming Scale. Three 

conclusions reached by Hott were: (a) personality and attitude did not 

statistically differ; (b) university students had more knowledge in the areas of 

moderate mental retardation and learning disabilities; and (c) social milieu and 

life circumstance may be definitive indicators of why a student chooses between 

a community college or university track program. 
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Steckelberg and Vasa (1986) through a forty item questionnaire 

administered to 35 teachers and 34 paraprofessionals attempted to scrutinize the 

teacher-paraprofessional relationship. The authors suggested that both groups 

felt they shared the responsibility for classroom success. The teacher 

paraprofessional relationship was most often perceived by both parties as flexible 

and adequate, however there was only moderate agreement as to mutual 

perception of competence. A most interesting outcome was that teachers most 

often saw the relationship as being more democratic than did the 

paraprofessional, reinforcing the notion of the paraprofessionals' subordinate 

role. 

Tweto-Johnson (1984), in her dissertation, attempt to provide evidence of 

the plasticity of paraprofessionals' knowledge about and attitudes towards 

children with special needs. Thirty paraprofessionals who worked with 

mainstreamed special needs children, (grades K-8) and thirty regular classroom 

teachers participated in this study. Following a pretest (knowledge and attitude 

questionnaires), the paraprofessionals participated in four, four hour sessions 

conducted over a two day period. Post test instruments were then administered 

to teachers and paraprofessionals. Based on the results of the pre- and post

measures, Tweto-Johnson concluded that inservice training can affect knowledge 

and attitude. Unfortunately, the longevity of such development or the extent to 

which the inservices changed actual classroom behavior was not determined. 
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Organizational Factors 

Most of the research concerned with social organizational factors has 

been in three areas: (a) the paraprofessional role as a function of student 

characteristics; (b) the paraprofessional role as a function of student placement; 

and (c) the paraprofessional role as defined by classroom task. Since much of 

the literature combined student characteristics and placement issues the studies 

will be presented in only two parts: (a) student characteristics and placement; 

and (b) classroom tasks. 

Student Characteristics and Placement 

The results of five studies have supported the notion that students are a 

major influence in shaping paraprofessional practice (Escudero & Sears, 1982; 

Frank, Keith &, Steil; 1988; May & Marozas, 1981; Mintzes, 1986; and Snart & 

Hillyard, 1985). 

Escudero and Sears (1982), May and Marozas (1981) and Snart and 

Hillyard (1985) explored the role of the paraprofessional in classrooms servicing 

students who experienced severe/profound handicaps. Escudero & Sears (1982) 

and May and Marozas (1981) each administered questionnaires to the 

participating teachers and paraprofessionals. Notably, Escudero and Sears 

administered the tool to teachers and paraprofessionals in both public and 

residential schools. Both studies concluded that paraprofessionals perform some 

instructional teaching duties to individuals and groups. The authors postulated 
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that a teacher's role in such settings was more of a coordinator of services and 

that the paraprofessional tended to be the primary provider of direct instruction. 

Frank, Keith and Steil (1988) investigated the tasks that were important 

to teachers and paraprofessionals across various handicapping conditions and 

placements. Multiple mailings of questionnaires (parallel forms for 

paraprofessional and teachers) netted 254 responses from teams of teachers and 

paraprofessionals. These researchers found that tasks tended to cluster as a 

function of student age and the amount of mainstreaming. 

In a 1986 ethnographic study, Mintzes investigated four dimensions of 

paraprofessional practice: (a) role expectations held for paraprofessionals; (b) 

factors affecting role expectations; (c) communication of expectations; and (d) 

role behavior. Sixteen paraprofessionals and ten teachers from two elementary 

schools participated in the study. Rather than the teachers assignment of tasks, 

the students' self sufficiency and academic ability were found to be primarily 

responsible for shaping the paraprofessional role. However, teacher allocation 

of tasks were contingent upon the teacher's assessment of paraprofessional 

competence. 

Snart and Hillyard (1985) demonstrated the importance of staff ratios in 

relation to the quality of instruction in classrooms serving students with 

severe/profound mental and physical handicaps. Using fixed intervals of thirty 

seconds, trained observers spent six hours in each of five different classrooms, 

collecting data at alternate intervals on a teacher and a number of 



paraprofessionals. More than 480 intervals of teacher and paraprofessional 

behavior were collected in situations where student to adult ratios varied from 

10:3 to 7:3. The authors concluded that: (a) teacher and paraprofessionals 

engaged in the same behaviors for most of the day; (b) ratios of instructional 

personnel to students impacted the percentage of instructional time; and (c) 

qualifications of personnel were not so much an issue as the functions and 

abilities of the specific individual. 

Classroom Tasks 
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Kelly (1980) investigated the Kansas State Department's statewide 

paraprofessional training program. Following a year's worth of paraprofessional 

training that included workshops, newsletters and other means of feedback and 

communication, a questionnaire was administered to all special education 

directors, paraprofessionals and teachers who supervised paraprofessionals. This 

instrument addressed three goals: (a) to compile data on program effectiveness; 

(b) to determine attitudes of and toward paraprofessionals; and (c) to provide a 

basis for the future development of the statewide training program. The 

principle findings were that the respondents: (a) looked favorably on the role of 

the paraprofessional; (b) recognized that paraprofessional duties were mostly 

educational in nature; and (c) were not entirely clear on the educational role 

parameters of the paraprofessional practice. 

The role of the paraprofessional in resource rooms serving students with 

mild mental handicaps and learning disabilities was investigated by McKenzie 
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and Houk (1986). Two forms of a questionnaire were administered (teacher and 

paraprofessional) to 23 resource room teachers and 23 paraprofessionals 

employed in Kentucky. The goal of the study was to discern the actual use of 

paraprofessionals from both the teacher and paraprofessional perspective and 

the desired changes in activity as reported by teachers. The most frequent 

categories of paraprofessionals actual performance were reinforcing concepts 

previously taught by the teacher, assisting the teacher in behavior management 

programming, and providing direct instruction to individuals or small groups of 

children. The four highest rated roles that teachers would like to see 

paraprofessionals develop competencies were: (a) administration of assessments; 

(b) documentation of behavioral incidence; (c) modification of written materials; 

and (d) preparation of daily plans. 

Mintzes (1986) stratified paraprofessional activity across four roles: (1) 

junior colleague - the paraprofessional engaged in an instructional capacity with 

minimal supervision; (2) assistant - instructional or therapeutic tasks carried out 

by the paraprofessional but were clearly planned by the teacher; (3) caregiver -

the physical needs attended to or physical therapy activities done by the 

paraprofessional; and (4) clerk - the paraprofessional prepared materials, graded 

assignments and recorded grades. Mintzes concluded that her most significant 

finding was that "paraprofessionals were in direct service to children for most of 

the school day" (p. vii). 



Ramseyer (1980) administered a Paraprofessional Inventory to 354 

respondents to determine the perceived roles of paraprofessionals in special 

education settings. Notably, only 170 of these subjects were paraprofessionals. 

Employees (special education directors, teachers and paraprofessionals) from 

three levels of special education settings were included in this sample including 

integrated public schools and segregated schools (day time and residential 

programs). Following a detailed reporting of the participants' demographics, 

several conclusions were reported. Ramseyer found that paraprofessionals and 

professionals disagreed on the paraprofessional role concerning instructional 

and non-instructional performance as well as levels of paraprofessional 

knowledge. As well, Ramseyer discovered that: (a) professionals and 

paraprofessionals agreed on which competencies were most frequently used in 

their setting; (b) professionals are reluctant to acknowledge the competencies 

and knowledge level of their support staff; and (c) instructional and non

instructional competencies are equally viable in the paraprofessional role. 
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The assessment of paraprofessional use in Nebraska was conducted by 

Vasa (1982) and entailed the interviewing of 25 special education administrators 

and the administration of questionnaires for each of the following: (a) 84 

principals; (b) 599 special education teachers; and (c) 421 paraprofessionals. 

Vasa reached conclusions concerning sites where paraprofessionals were most 

commonly employed, characteristics that lead to the hiring of an individual into 

a paraprofessional position, and activities that delineated the paraprofessional 
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role. One interesting statistic compiled by the author was that paraprofessionals 

spend 65% of their time on direct instruction tasks. If accurate, the 

paraprofessional role is certainly more than a clerical assistant. 

In a study conducted in Great Britain, Woolf and Bassett (1988) focused 

upon what paraprofessionals saw as necessary to improve their productivity and 

job quality. Twenty-seven paraprofessionals responded to an open ended, 

mailed questionnaire. The respondents' answers clustered around four issues: 

(a) paraprofessionals provide direct instruction and within such a capacity should 

have access to current information on children (e.g. records, assessments, family 

data); (b) paraprofessionals and teachers continuously update their perceptions 

regarding the boundaries between professional and subordinate roles; (c) 

paraprofessionals felt included in the school as a whole and support continued 

inclusion in team building; and (d) paraprofessionals require more training 

concerning behavior management strategies, instructional techniques and 

curriculum modification options. 

Efficacy Issues 

The merit of employing paraprofessionals has grown out of the belief 

that: (a) they are an economically viable alternate when meeting challenging 

needs of diverse student populations and (b) they enhance the quality of 

education a child receives. Case and Johnson (1986) Frith and Lindsey (1982), 

and Walters (1983), all considered the impact of paraprofessionals upon another 

educational variable (i.e. finance, teacher behavior, student outcomes). 
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Case and Johnson (1986) described the role of the paraprofessional in 

settings serving mildly handicapped children as related to the benefits to both 

the teacher and the students. Their conclusions were based on the responses 

received from 125 administrators, 127 teachers, and 74 paraprofessionals 

following a mail out of three separate forms of questionnaires. One group, the 

administrators, were interviewed either by telephone or in person. The authors 

concluded that paraprofessionals offer several benefits: (a) the students spent 

more time in group work; (b) students had more individual contact with an 

adult; (c) the students used more appropriate materials more readily; (d) the 

teacher had more student contact; (e) the special educator had more frequent 

opportunities for contact with regular education teachers; (f) the teacher was 

freed for more planning time; and (g) the teacher received relief and emotional 

support from the paraprofessional staff. 

Frith and Lindsey (1982) correlated state perceptions of the 

paraprofessional concept with actual monies committed to such staff. They 

tabulated results from a mail out questionnaire received from 44 state education 

agencies throughout the United States and correlated their results with state 

budgets and local school authorities reported expenses. Their conclusions were 

that paraprofessionals were attractive because of their low cost, the legislative 

mandates regarding staffing ratios and a dearth of trained teachers with 

specialized certification. 
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Walters (1983), in a comprehensive examination of special education 

services in Jamaica, New York, conducted an extensive review of rooms for 

learning disabled/mildly handicapped children. Although paraprofessionals were 

not the primary focus of this study, Walter compared classrooms which employed 

paraprofessionals with those that did not. The dependent measures in this study 

were student time on task, student rate of responses and 13 different teacher 

behaviors (e.g. interaction time with students, clarity of task objectives). In 53 

observations of a minimum of two hours each, data was compiled using time 

sampling techniques with 30 second intervals. The trained observers alternately 

observed and recorded teacher, paraprofessional, and student behaviors. The 

authors concluded that in rooms with paraprofessionals, the teacher spent less 

time with students, developed less clear behavioral objectives, and engaged in 

more traditional instruction. The students, on the other hand increased their 

rate of responses to adults and spent a greater proportion of their time in small 

group activities. 

Issues in Paraprofessional Training 

Recognition of the need for effective training of special educators has 

been entrenched in the legislation regarding education of exceptional children in 

the United States. The authors of Public Law 94-142 encouraged states, through 

legal actions, to hire special educators with training in the appropriate type of 

disability. The federal incentive for compliance has been the receipt of federal 

monies contingent upon meeting the tenants of this law. Regional disparities 
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regarding the education and certification of special educators however, have not 

been eliminated. These training concerns (including length and type of training) 

are magnified with regard to paraprofessionals (Pickett, 1984; Reid & Reid, 

1974). All too often the paraprofessional is untrained, and, although potentially 

effective, may not be providing services that enhance student learning. 

Untrained paraprofessionals often lack a theoretical framework, which may 

impinge upon their abilities to recognize and/or interpret significant learning 

outcomes (Burlington Community College, 1979). The training needs cited 

clustered into three broad categories: (a) skills in applied behavior analysis; (b) 

competencies in team building; and (c) skills in various teaching strategies 

(Evans, 1986; Gillis-Olion & Olion, 1984; Holland, 1986; Pickett, 1986; Vasa, 

1984). 

To date, training of the paraprofessional has been seen as the 

responsibility of individual teachers (Gillis-Olion & Olion, 1984; Reetz, 1987; 

Steckelberg & Vasa, 1986; Vasa, 1984). Such a position has two detrimental 

results. First, special education teachers are being held accountable for not only 

the education of their students but also the training of their support staff. Given 

curricular and time constraints which tighten as budgets shrink, training of 

paraprofessionals in addition to meeting diverse student needs may be an 

unreasonable expectation for special educators. Second, special educators would 

have to develop specific competencies appropriate for educating the adult 

learner. Ironically, teachers receive little, if any, education in the supervision 
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and management of paraprofessionals (Evans, 1984; Pickett, 1986; Pickett, 1987), 

and certainly not in strategies for the effective education of support personnel 

(Lindemann & Beegle, 1988). In response to the employment needs and the 

training constraints of the special educator, post secondary institutions, primarily 

community colleges, developed one and two year training programs for the 

paraprofessional. Pickett (1987) reported that between 1976 and 1986, 135 

institutions nationwide provided preservice training to paraprofessionals in 

special education. Pickett (1986) suggested that problems exist in: (a) attracting 

the trained personnel to the low salaried positions available in the education 

system and (b) training existing support personnel. 

The attractiveness of the paraprofessional seems to lie in their economy, 

flexibility and effectiveness. The economic benefits of hiring these persons have 

received considerable attention (Fafard, 1977; Pickett, 1986; Pickett, 1987) as has 

the diversity of their use (Pickett, 1987; Reetz, 1987; Schalock, 1983). Ironically, 

the opinion research has largely relied on social truisms rather than empirical 

evidence in their discussion of the third aspect of the paraprofessionals' appeal; 

paraprofessional contributions to the quality of education for differently abled 

children. Nonetheless, these published positions on paraprofessional practice 

should not be minimized. These authors have developed logical and articulate 

arguments for including well trained professional and paraprofessional personnel 

who can respond to the complicated and pervasive challenges of persons with 

handicapping conditions (Fafard, 1977; Pickett, 1986; Pickett, 1987). They have 
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even raised significant personnel issues such as paraprofessional training needs, 

job potential and role enhancement needs (Gartner, 1979; Heller & Pickett, 

1982; Kansas Institute, 1984; Pickett, 1987). However, one of their significant 

contributions has been to call upon the research community to fill a significant 

void; determining the parameters of the paraprofessional role (Burlington 

Community College, 1979; Frith & Mims, 1985; Heller & Pickett, 1982). 

Consistent Findings 

Generally speaking, the conclusions of the researchers tend to support 

three notions concerning paraprofessional practice. First para-professionals 

engage in direct instruction of students. However, the extent to which this 

instruction occurs autonomously is, as yet, undetermined. Second, applied 

behavior analysis skills either in program design, behavior manipulation (e.g. 

reinforcement, extinction, punishment) or behavioral recording/assessment are 

top priorities in paraprofessional practice. Third, clerical duties, once thought to 

constitute the majority of a paraprofessional role, are of a much lower priority to 

both the paraprofessional and the teacher. 

Clearly the boundaries between the professional and paraprofessional role 

vary in practice due to several variables. Such factors as the students' age, 

severity of handicap and degree of mainstreaming contribute to how the 

paraprofessional role is enacted. The findings from research conducted in 

classrooms with mildly handicapped students (McKenzie & Houk, 1986) and 

settings serving severely impaired children (Escudero & Sears, 1982) evidence 
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this fact. Settings serving more severely handicapped children see the 

paraprofessional engaging in or facilitating opportunities for more direct 

instruction. In contrast the paraprofessional helping learning disabled or mildly 

mentally handicapped children are involved with more reinforcement of 

previously teacher taught material. However, the severity of a child's 

handicapping condition and the extent of student mainstreaming appeared to be 

determiners of paraprofessional roles. 

On the affective side of paraprofessional practice, an interesting picture 

has emerged. Essentially, the paraprofessional and teacher differ in education, 

income, and social status. Their relationship appears to hinge upon: (a) the 

paraprofessional acquiescing to function in a subordinate role; (b) the teacher 

becoming comfortable with and developing self efficacy as a supervisor; (c) the 

teacher and paraprofessional achieving consensus about the functions of the 

subordinate; and (d) paraprofessionals receipt of training in instructional 

techniques from the teacher as well as feedback concerning their performance. 

Role disparity tends to arise most frequently in contexts where either party 

(paraprofessional or teacher) experienced low self efficacy regarding role 

competence (i.e teacher as supervisor; paraprofessional as a junior colleague). 

A major finding by Ramseyer (1980) was that professionals are largely reluctant 

to recognize paraprofessional competencies. Given the contention that self 

efficacy is largely a socially generated phenomena arising from members of a 



social context (Bandura, 1982), a lack of recognition from a supervisor could 

seriously impinge upon a paraprofessional's performance. 

Contrasting Outcomes 

The areas of primary disagreement between the reported studies are 

exemplified by the contrast of Walters (1983) conclusions to his cohorts. 
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Walters found that in classrooms with paraprofessionals, the teachers spent more 

time working with groups of students and more attention to discipline issues. 

Additionally, teachers were less specific in their planning objectives and less 

innovative in their teaching methods. Unfortunately, because Walters did not 

report demographic data and used a small group of subjects, the generalizability 

of his results are minimal. Regardless of the extent of its transfer, Walter's 

findings provides a cautious reminder of the validity of the current empirically 

constructed view of paraprofessional practice. An icon of the paraprofessional 

concept has been the support these persons offer to teachers, enabling the 

professional to teach better. Walters is certainly suggesting otherwise. 

Methodological Issues in Paraprofessional Research 

Two methodological shortcomings of paraprofessional research are clearly 

evidenced: (a) the inadequate reporting of the responding populations; and (b) 

the lack of quality and in appropriateness of the investigative tools. 

Population Demographics 

When a researcher investigates a specific social phenomenon from a 

positivist paradigm, certain conventions of method and procedure are typically 
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followed. One such tradition is the selection and reporting of a target 

population. Fairweather and Davidson (1986) noted "To select a sample which 

meets the demands of representativeness, it is necessary, after problem selection, 

to define the characteristics of the population by describing its attributes ... 

These attributes define the population" (p. 95). Specifically, information 

concerning subject age, education, employment history, membership in 

organizations, sex, race, personality variables and ability data provides the 

researcher with more discernment as to whom the results of the study could be 

generalized. Collectively, the studies of paraprofessionals were lax in their 

reporting of the demographic information. Failing to report any population data 

at all or providing limited data was the rule rather than the exception. Hott 

(1986), Kelly (1980), May and Marozas (1981), Ramseyer (1980) and Woolf and 

Bassett (1988) are notable exceptions to this practice. Ironically, only two from 

this cluster (Woolf & Bassett, 1988 and May & Marozas, 1983) were published 

articles. Deficiencies in a research popUlation seriously threatens the external 

validity of a study. Such oversights typically are a malady of single investigative 

pieces but not (as in this case) an entire body of research. The failure to report 

adequately on the participating subjects renders the findings relatively useless. 

Determining to whom the results apply is quite difficult when the population to 

whom they apply remains unknown. 
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Inyestigative Tools 

To date, the study of the paraprofessional role has relied almost 

exclusively upon questionnaires as the primary investigative tool. Borg (1987) 

implied that there are three general aspects to a questionnaire: the content 

(subject matter), the format (structure and appearance) and the process 

(distribution and administration). All of the authors of these paraprofessional 

studies appeared to structure their investigative designs in a fashion similar to 

those in previously published works. Traditionally, direct observation and input 

from members of the target group in addition to expert opinion need to be 

considered when constructing questionnaire content. Unfortunately, only a few 

of the authors specifically addressed their construction of the questionnaire 

content. 

A pertinent concern, when multiple forms of an instrument are employed, 

is determining whether the alternate forms are all measuring the same construct 

or phenomenon equally. A number of these studies (Case and Johnson, 1986; 

Frank et aI., 1988; McKenzie & Houk, 1986; Vasa, 1982) used separate 

questionnaire forms for different populations. Superficially this would seem to 

be a prudent procedure. However, none of the authors reported their efforts of 

ensuring that their alternate forms were equivalent. Consequently, their results 

must be viewed with some skepticism. 

The actual presentation format of the questionnaires was rarely discussed 

in the published research beyond the fact that a Likert Scale was the mode of 
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response across all the studies. The use of score cards or complicated directions 

could seriously bias results (Fairweather & Davidson, 1986). Consequently, 

samples or a brief description of the tool should have been provided. Such 

documentation was only provided by the dissertation studies (i.e. Ramseyer, 

1980; 1\veto-Johnson, 1984). 

Traditionally, a sample questionnaire is administered to a small group of 

subjects to ensure the measure was adequate and efficient (Sommer & Sommer, 

1986), followed by a general administration and follow up (in interview or 

questionnaire format). Only three studies, Frank et al. (1988), Ramseyer (1980) 

and Woolf and Bassett (1988) discuss multiple administrations of their 

questionnaire. 

Finally, the process of administering these tools varied significantly. 

Sommer and Sommer (1986) cite group meetings, mail surveys and individual 

administration (by phone or in person) as the primary means for the distribution 

of the forms (pp. 118-119). Four of the studies examined reported using mailed 

surveys (Frank et al., 1988; Ramseyer, 1980; Woolf and Bassett, 1988), three had 

directors of special education administer the instrument (Kelly, 1980; May & 

Marozas, 1981; Ramseyer, 1980) and the remaining ones failed to mention how 

the questionnaires were administered. 

Other Methodological Considerations 

Another variable for consideration when reviewing the results of 

questionnaire studies is the social context in which the questionnaires were 
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distributed and completed. Kelly (1980) and May and Marozas (1981), by 

utilizing the directors of special education, could have seriously skewed their 

results. In all likelihood, the paraprofessionals receiving the questionnaires from 

a superior in the employment hierarchy would see the completion of the 

instrument as important. Additionally, the paraprofessional could view the 

content of the instruments as potentially threatening to their employment. 

Consequently, the investigators could have facilitated an amplification of the 

phenomena where responses are more a function of the respondents perception 

of what the authors would like to hear rather than a reflection of actual 

experience. The remaining investigations failed to address the context of 

questionnaire completion even as a potential threat to their results. 

In contrast to the prevalence of questionnaires, direct observations 

employing either systematic behaviorist techniques (Snart & Hillyard, 1985; 

Walter, 1983) or the anthropologic technique of participant observation 

(Minztes, 1986) were refreshing methodologies. Unfortunately, both Snart and 

Hillyard (1985) and Walters (1983) had other agendas for their research. 

Consequently, their results concerning paraprofessional roles and practices were 

not as strong. Thus only one, unpublished piece of research (Mintzes, 1986) 

used methods that did not rely on questionnaires as their primary research 

instrument. 

Walters (1983) was one of the few investigators who addressed role issues 

using a direct observation methodology. The merit of such tools should certainly 



48 

be underscored. While questionnaires and self report data certainly provide 

insights into a phenomenon, they may not be an adequate method for discerning 

behavior patterns (Backstrom & Hursh-Cesar, 1981; Sommer & Sommer, 1986). 

Clearly, what people say they do and what is actually done are vastly different. 

Taken a step farther, what people do is not necessarily reflective of their 

attitudes. By using questionnaires, measures of behavior have been assumed to 

be either reflected adequately by or synonymous with the attitude measures. 

Such practices seem to arise from a paradigm proposing that attitude drives 

practice ergo the discernment of attitude will reliably reflect behavior. Clearly, 

such logic can be challenged. Perhaps as well, the research has fallen too 

cleanly in line with the positions taken as folktale truisms in education (e.g. 

paraprofessionals do not engage in direct instruction). Reliance upon self report 

questionnaires by an entire research community certainly suggests that only a 

limited understanding of the paraprofessional practice has been achieved. The 

research on paraprofessionals has suffered from the recursive nature often 

experienced by a research niche (Cooper, 1984). Each new piece of research 

has drawn upon past endeavors, making new contributions, in part based on past 

traditions. However, the original investigations held potential threats to their 

validity in design and instrumentation--suggesting that much of the current 

information has been equally tarnished. 



Pragmatics: What Do I Mean? 

The process of communication is not a linear one that people do to one 

another. Nor is it an interactive one in which people exchange messages in a 

kind of verbal and nonverbal tennis game. Rather, communication is a 

transactional process in which participants create a relationship by 

simultaneously sending and receiving messages. 
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To understand paraprofessionals' practice, one must investigate those 

relationships they create within the school context. Since paraprofessionals 

communicate so much with special needs children, an analysis of this process 

within the confines of that relationship is critical. However exploration of roles 

and interpersonal processes are formidable largely because they are rooted in 

the complexity of communication. So the purpose of this portion of the chapter 

is to: (a) explore the literature on the social basis of language; and (b) illustrate 

how other researchers have attempted to capture the elusive nature of the social 

roots of language. 

The Social Basis of Language 

Language, as one dimension of communication, is itself, a complex 

phenomenon. Researchers have attempted to define language by pulling apart 

some of the threads which comprise it. Specifically, language investigations have 

identified five components of language system: syntax, phonology, morphology, 

semantics and pragmatics (Bloom & Lahey, 1978). Syntax refers to knowledge 

of how words are ordered; however it also implies a deeper, more complex 
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facility for understanding the relationships between words. Phonology is 

knowledge of the sound systems that are involved in language production. 

Morphology is the knowledge of the way affixes can be used to structure words 

and alter meanings. For example, the addition of the affix "un-" to the word 

"happy" (forming unhappy) substantially alters its meaning. Semantics is the 

understanding of the relationship between words, groups of words and sentences. 

Finally, there is pragmatics. 

Pragmatics is a difficult phenomenon to define. In fact, many experts do 

not agree on a definition, (e.g. Arwood, 1983; Bates, 1976; Irwin, 1982). Much 

of the disagreement arises from the allegiance of researchers to certain points 

along a continuum with one end representing meaning as personally understood 

first followed by social understanding, and the opposite end suggesting that 

meaning begins in society and is then understood by the person. However, 

arriving at a consensual agreement has been clouded even further by other 

arguments. Some researchers and theorists within the linguistic community have 

seen pragmatics as merely another component of language along with syntax, 

semantics, phonology and morphology (Miller, 1978). Conversely, functionalist 

such as Bates and MacWhinney (1979) and Halliday (1978) regarded pragmatics 

as a determiner of linguistic structures (Lund and Duchan, 1983). 

These varying perspectives all have contributed to a plethora of 

definitions of pragmatics. Bates (1976) wrote: 

Pragmatics is the study of linguistic indices, and indices can be 
interpreted only when they are used. One cannot describe the 



meanings of indices---one can only describe rules forrelating them 
to a context in which meaning can be found. (p. 3) 

Green (1989) claimed that indexicality is an inherent property of natural 

language in that it involves implicit references to the speaker, the addressee, 
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time, place, demonstratives, tenses, pronominal referents, and temporal adverbs. 

So pragmatics could be defined as the study of the whole language context and 

the language forms which exist in each situation. In effect, it is the uses and 

effects of social signs within particularly define contexts. 

Arwood (1983) wrote that pragmatics was in fact a study of the broader 

concept of semiotics. He suggested that a study of pragmatism is governed by 

four principles: 

1. Signs do not exist independently of their use. 
2. Signs cannot be created---their origin must be derived 

from other signs. 
3. Conventionality refers to the state of awareness of sign 

relations. 
4. Signs come from objects affecting other objects. 

This notion of language as sign has been expanded upon by Goodman 

(1988). Goodman argued that meaning is both a dynamic personal and social 

phenomenon which exists as individual invention and social convention. Clearly, 

the manipulation of signs, within a social context leads ultimately to personal as 

well as (to varying degrees) shared meaning. What seems to be implied by these 

theorists (as well notable others e.g. Piaget, 1926; Vygotsky, 1962) is that 

cognition and socialization are synergistic. That is, that signs created out of 

social demands or need, shape and transform the social context. Vygotsky 
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maintained that language forms are rooted in social function. Therefore, it is 

social function that leads the quality and quantity of language that is generated' 

within any given context. Moll (in press) writes: 

Vygotskian theory posits a strong dialectic connection between 
external practical activity mediated by cultural tools such as speech 
and writing, and individuals' intellectual activity. Vygotsky defined 
external activity in terms of semiotically mediated social processes 
and argued that the properties of these processes provide the key 
to understanding the emergence of internal functioning. (p. 17) 

Halliday (1978) concurred with the postulate of social context and 

personal meaning being a dynamic enterprise. 

The situation is the environment in which the text comes to life. 
. . . [The context] is a constellation of meanings derived from the semiotic 
system that constitutes the culture .... The semiotic structure of a 
situation type can be represented as a complex of three dimensions: the 
ongoing social activity, the role relationships involved and the symbolic or 
rhetorical channel. (pp. 109-110) 

As a child moves to joint attention and then refines the shared attention 

from concrete objects to abstract topics, he/she is learning and manipulating the 

pragmatics of discourse. Pragmatics seems to be a cornerstone of the 

internalized representation of the world that is personally constructed. A 

personal view of the world grows out of basic categories or schema that helps 

the individual make sense of the world. The communicative enterprise is 

characterized by efforts to match the utterances heard to the situation that they 

apply and to work out how the former encodes the latter. All of this draws upon 

multiple cuing systems such as syntax, semantics, cultural norms, paralinguistics, 

and social situation. People must read what the social context is requiring and 



what purposes they have within the social context to determine what language 

requisites are necessary. 
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This reading process is in evidence even with infants. Parents treat 

babies as if they had intentions in their utterances and respond to them in light 

of these intentions. Noises and gestures that are perceived to have meaning are 

attended to by the parent and those that do not have meaning fail to be 

reinforced. Neurologically speaking, the human brain is poised to create, 

recognize and respond to pattern. Environmental cues are often highly 

repetitive as parents respond to a child's personal rhythms within the context of 

their own daily, weekly, monthly, yearly cycles. Consequently, a child is prepared 

for linguistic success. The child constructs meaning about what utterances in 

which circumstances will be attended to. In fact, the expectation is present by 

all of his/her social members that communicative need will be expressed 

meaningfully and successfully. 

Pragmatics as a Social Creation 

In order to understand the pragmatic phenomenon, language in action 

needs to be examined. For Bates (1976), active language is the speech act. She 

suggested that there are three different forms of speech acts: (a) locutions; (b) 

illocutions; and (c) perlocutions. Locutions are those acts necessary for the 

making of speech--the actual utterance of sound. Illocutionary speech acts are 

conventional acts described in an utterance that are recognized as being social 



conventions by both speaker and hearer. The effects of these speech acts is 

what Bates saw as perlocutionary acts . 

. . . A locution requires the uttering of sounds and comitruction of 
propositions. Hence, locution requires the onset of verbal speech. 
An illocution requires the intentional use of a conventional signal 
to carry out some socially recognized function, e.g. commanding or 
indicating the presence of objects or events so that illocutions 
might be carried out with conventional gestural signals. 
Perlocutions require simply that a signal issued by one person have 
some effect on the listener, intentional or unintentional. (pp. 14-
15) 
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However, speech acts alone are not sufficient in exploring the parameters 

of pragmatics. Lund and Duchan (1983) suggested that there were four broad 

contexts which must be considered in the analysis of pragmatic: (a) situational 

context; (b) intentional context; (c) listener context; and (d) linguistic context. 

Essentially, Lund and Duchan have developed a format for organizing the 

relationship between signs and their users. Therefore, the following discussion 

of pragmatics has been structured with Lund and Duchan's framework as a 

template. 

Since the scholars to be reviewed in each of these categories are rooted 

in different disciplines, a format for organizing the relationships between signs 

and their users was formidable. Placement of a scholar's work in one category 

over the other does not suggest that those same limits exist in the original. 

Rather, the use of Lund and Duchan's schema has been, primarily, for 

organizational purposes. 
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The situational context. There are varying ways to characterize a 

situation. Halliday (1978) in his discussion of language as a social semiotic, 

postulated that the situations are actually defined by field, tone and mode. For 

Halliday, the field is the "the social action in which the text is embedded" (p. 

110). It includes not only the topic at hand but the social dynamics of roles as 

they exist within the situation. "The tenor is the set of role relationships among 

the relevant participant." It is a matter of common experience that different 

physical settings, conversational partners, speech events, and even topics will 

shape sentence structure, vocabulary and style of presentation. Finally, mode is 

the form of language used as well as the function or intention which drives its 

production. Halliday wrote that mode is the "channel or wavelength selected, 

which is essentially the function that is assigned to language in the total structure 

of the situation" (p. 111). 

Halliday argued that his triumphant (field, tone and mode) is neither 

different kinds of language nor linear components of a social setting. Rather, he 

offered them as a collective framework for conceptualizing the social context as 

"the semiotic environments in which people exchange meaning." (p. 110) In the 

role of the speaker who is approaching a conversational act, the individual is 

embodying: (a) general social, cultural and cognitive knowledge; (b) specific 

contextual meaning (personal and social); (c) linguistic rules (e.g. syntax, 

semantics); and (d) language function. 
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As an active constructor of meaning, the speaker formulates a general 

frame of reference for the conversation or register even before actually engaging 

in the exchange. Halliday (1978) defined register as "the configuration of 

semantic resources that the member of a culture typically associates with a 

situation type. It is the meaning potential that is accessible in a given social 

context" (p. 111). This skeletal structure frames or provides reference for the 

speaker as to: (a) the nature of the social situation; (b) the message that needs 

to be relayed; (c) the function of the message for the speaker; and (d) the role 

and competence (social and linguistic) of the listener. These assumptions (or 

presuppositions) govern what and how is said as well as what and how it is 

potentially going to be constructed as meaning. Bates (1976) argued that 

assumptions actually occur on multiple levels. She proposed that conditions 

necessary for a sentence/utterance to be appropriate in a given context 

constituted pragmatic presupposition. Bates went on to contrast this type of 

assumption with psychological presupposition defined as "the act of using a 

sentence to make a comment about some information assumed to be shared or 

verifiable by speaker and listener" (p. 25). Clearly, presuppositions allow the 

speaker to (a) distinguish between old and new information; (b) determine 

pronominal referents; (c) create meaning by combining elements from the 

current discourse event with events of a similar nature; and (d) anticipate what 

the conversational event will look like in terms of such things as topics, discourse 

pattern, word choice, or social referents (Green, 1989). In a real sense, registers 
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allow for narrowing of options both for encoding a message or decoding and 

interpreting a response. Situational context is concerned with the interaction 

among the speaker, social/culture variables, group dynamics, listener, content, 

speaker and addressee presentation style and immediate environmental 

influences. 

The intentional context. The actual verb age of discourse are symbols of 

personal meaning thrust into a perceived social context for meeting the purpose 

of the sender. The additional systems of nonverbal language (e.g. body position, 

gestures) and paralinguistics (e.g. voice tone, pitch, rate of speaking, breathing 

patterns) amplify, reinforce and/or distort this verbal message. Utterances do 

not occur as meaning units separate from the speaker but are actually entities 

which the speaker uses (Lund & Duchan, 1983). But to use something implies a 

driving purpose or a function. And to "use" suggests that both joint reference 

and shared meaning needs to be established. Bates (1976) builds on the notion 

of shared meaning when she wrote: 

Meaning is defined here as the set of mental acts or operations that a 
speaker intends to create in his listener by using a sentence. Utterances 
communicate only insofar as they cause the listener to carry out mental 
acts similar to those used by the speaker in creating a given meaning; but 
whether or not it communicates efficiently, an utterance still 'means' what 
its speaker intended it to mean. (p. 10) 

While some purposes are explicitly clear (e.g. statements using performative 

verbs like ask, tell, promise), intentions can become clouded. However, 

regardless of their clarity, language serves both personal and social functions. 

For Vygotsky (1962), the primary personal use of language was self monitoring. 
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He stated that the ability to use private speech to regulate one's own behavior 

was a gradual process. Pellegrini and Yawkey (1984) commented on Vygotsky's 

position: 

At first children's private speech does not serve a self guiding 
function: they speak after they have completed an action. With 
development, speech serves a self guiding function: children speak 
while they are acting and then speak before acting ... Private 
speech with illocutionary force of directives (directing an action) 
and commissives (committing a speaker to a future action) are 
characteristic of semantically self guiding speech. (pp. 62-63) 

Halliday (1975) developed a classification system for describing the basic 

functions of child and adult language. He saw the options available to a speaker 

as sets of meaning potential which clustered around three broad categories of 

options: (a) ideational options (or those relating to the content of what is said); 

(b) interpersonal options (reflecting the speakers adaption and assigning of 

role(s) within the parameters of the speech event); and (c) textual options (the 

actual creation of what is said). Growing out of these strands, Halliday then 

developed a set of seven functions for "the interpretation of the language of the 

very young child" (p. 18) (as shown in Figure 2). 

Instrumental - I want 
Regulatory - Do as I tell you 
Interactional - Me and you 
Personal - Here I come 
Heuristic - Tell me why 
Imaginative - Let's pretend 
Informative - I've got something to tell you 

Figure 2. Halliday's Functions of Language 
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Simon (1984) reported an excellent summary of other functionalists' 

schema for organizing the intentional context. Regardless of which model is 

used, the basic premises of Halliday are applicable: the intentional context is the 

ability to employ linguistic knowledge for a variety of communicative purposes. 

And a speaker performs a communicative act to further plans for specific (and 

possibly covert) goals, most of which are directed towards either: (a) the meeting 

of an immediate need or (b) getting the addressee to have or reaffirm a certain 

belief/attitude in the real world. Thus intention serves personal and social 

functions guided by social and psychological presuppositions. 

The listener context. The listener context is the ability of the speaker to 

decenter or to assume the point of-view of the conversational partner and to 

grasp the "uniqueness of one's own temporal or spatial orientation" (Lund & 

Duchan, 1983). In order to shift or at least consider perspectives other than 

one's own, the speaker must take into account: (a) the spatial orientation of the 

listener relative to the speaker; (b) the social and psychological presuppositions 

required by the listener to interpret the message of the speaker; and (c) the role 

relationship between the speaker and listener. These considerations actually 

facilitate the coordination of shared meaning. That is to say that coordination 

specifically and discourse generally, are given structure as the participants 

establish interpretative and organizational schemes. The degree to which the 

participants construct similar interpretations displays their adherence to and 

consideration of each other's construction. Therefore, a speaker must affirm 



and/or revamp the view of the listener continuously based on the context and 

content of the discourse. This process underscores the notion that pragmatics 

also includes retrospective meaning making. 
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The linguistic context. This context is closely aligned with the listener 

context in that language use depends not only on the social function that it 

serves but on the orientation of the speaker to the listener as well. Oral 

language is not just a string of unrelated utterances. The coordination of 

reference is a significant aspect of pragmatic competence. Bates (1976) labelled 

this metapragmatics and suggested that "it also includes the mastery of elements 

that refer indirectly to preceding discourse, tying the present utterance to what 

has gone on before" (p. 122). Such functions are forwarded by a variety of 

syntactic devices which can be organized into six broad categories: (a) references 

to acts of speaking; (b) references to time; ( c) references to previous discourse; 

(d) connecting terms; (e) references to participants in an ongoing speech act; 

and (f) references to position (e.g. demonstrative and locative pronouns). A 

number of linguistic functions are mentioned throughout the pragmatic literature 

(e.g. Bloom & Lahey, 1978; Lund & Duchan, 1983) as being manifested by the 

syntactic devises. With notable consistency the following are discussed: 

1. anaphora: referring to something that has already been identified; 

2. ellipsis: referring to something that has been previously inferred; 

3. cataphora: foreshadowing of proceeding information; 



4. contrastive stress: emphasizing new information thereby contrasting it 

with previous data). 
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Clearly, there are other linguistic devices which tie discourse (Halliday & 

Hasan, 1976). Nonetheless, the linguistic context is particularly significant in 

that it evidences that syntactic strategies are employed in the other contextual 

processes. 

Pragmatic Analysis Systems 

Conversational data may be organized in a variety of ways depending 

upon the dimension of language which is targeted. McDonough (1987) 

suggested that looking at the intent (illocutionary) or the effect (perlocutionary) 

of a communication unit is not sufficient to describe a coherent view of language 

in use. Rather, inclusion of the four types of context which influence language 

(situational context, intentional context, listener context and linguistic context) is 

essential in the analysis of contextual influence on adult-child discourse. The 

challenge in pragmatics research is to determine what context the speaker ties 

his or her language to. 

Prutting, Bagshaw, Goldstein, Juskowitz, and Umen (1978) coded adult

child conversations from a qualitative dimension. They developed a pragmatics 

checklist in which children's requests, responses, statements and responses prior 

to requests were rated on the dimensions of frequency, effectiveness and 

relevance. 
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Wood and Wood (1984) examined both the ability of teachers to 

manipulate their conversational control as well as the effects of styles of teacher 

conversations on the child's responses. This notion of linguistic control is balled 

upon the premise that the more frequently an adult conversational turn limits 

the nature of the child's response, the greater their level of control. They 

hypothesized that as teachers increase their conversational control, children will 

decrease their conversation initiative and become passive rather than active 

participants in conversation. This passivity in turn limits the child's ability to 

participate in future conversations. To test this hypothesis they instructed their 

teachers to structure their conversational turns with a high frequency of one each 

of the strategies outlined in Figure 3. 

Wood and associates discovered that conversations where adults asked 

fewer questions, made more comments and used more phatics resulted in 

children speaking more frequently, elaborating answers more fully and asking 

more questions of the adults. They concluded that teacher's conversational 

control exerted a highly significant effect on how frequently children take the 

initiative in a conversation. 

Husby, Antia and Ring (1990), building on the Wood and Wood 

framework, also investigated the structure of teacher-child discourse. Their 

premise was that adults, as more advanced language users, may need to heighten 

their sensitivity as to how they control the nature and quality of adult-child 



Levels of maternal control 

Main levels 

1. Enforced Repetition 
2. Two-choice Questions 
3. Wh-type Questions 
4. Personal Contributions 
5. Phatics 

Mixture of levels 

5.1 Requests for Repetition 
5.2 Tagged Phatics 
4.2 Tagged Contributions 

Responsive moves 

"Say, 'I have one at home'''. 
"Did you have a good time?" 
"Where did you go over the weekend?" 
'That must have been awfull" 
"Oh lovely!" 

"Pardon?" "What?" 
"You like those, don't you?" 
"Strawberries are delicious, aren't 
they?" 

j Appropriate answer to a question 
j4 Appropriate answer plus elaborating contribution 
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X 
X4 

Clear misunderstanding of what is required by the question 
Clear misunderstanding plus further contribution 

nr 
? 
Other 

No response 
Unintelligible and not codable 
Any move not covered above 

Note. Following Wood et al., 1982. 

Eigure 3. Levels of Control and Types of Response in Conversation 

discourse. Drawing on the work of scholars investigating language issues and 

deafness (Wood, Wood, Griffiths, & Howarth, 1986; Wood, Wood, Griffiths, 

Howarth, & Howarth, 1982; Wood & Wood, 1984), Husby et al., investigated the 

features of teacher-student conversations that increase and/or restrict the 

frequency and quality of contributions made by students with various 



handicapping conditions. They concluded that child language production is 

largely determined by the nature of the adult conversational turn. 
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Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) used a conversational analysis system for 

classroom research which emphasized the sequence of conversational turns as 

being comprised of a series of concentric discourse classes. They argued that 

discourse, within a classroom context, was composed of lessons, which were, in 

turn, made up of transactions. Transactions were realized through exchanges 

which themselves were made up of moves. Finally, communicative acts were the 

building blocks of discourse moves. At each level, there were multiple classes 

resulting in an extremely finite analysis of the language functions at play within a 

discourse event. 

Stiles (1978) developed a taxonomy for analyzing linguistic forms and 

correlating intents. This taxonomy requires the researcher to determine the 

speaker's: (a) source of experience; (b) frame of reference; and (c) 

presupposition knowledge. Each utterance is numbered and then coded on form 

and intent. The forms of a conversational turn are defined as: 

Disclosure: Declarative, firs~ person singular ("1") or first person plural 

("we") where the other is not a referent (where "we refers to the speaker and 

some third party"), or a compound subject that includes the speaker but not the 

other. 



Question: Interrogative, with inverted subject-verb order and/or 

interrogative words such as "who," "what," ''when,'' "where," "why," or "how." A 

question mark is not sufficient to score a question FORM. 

Edification: With a third person pronoun ("he," "she," "it," "they," "this," 

"that," "which," "what") or a noun subject. 

Acknowledgement: Nonlexical utterances (Umm-hmm," "oh") context free 

lexical utterances( "yes," "no") terms of address and salutation ("Hi, Dr. Jones," 

"Hello"). 

Advisement: Imperative with "you" omitted by understood, or second 

person ("you") with verb of permission, prohibition or obligation (for example, 

''you may," " you should") all focus on other mode forms have subjects that 

includes the other as a referent. 

Interpretation: Second person (''you'') with a verb that describes an 

attribute or ability of the other. 

Confirmation: First person plural ("we") where both the speaker and the 

other are referents or a compound subject that includes both speaker and other 

(for example "you and I"). 
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Reflection: Second person (''you'') with a verb that describes an internal 

experience or an action of the other (things of which the other is presumed to be 

aware). Finishing the other's sentence is counted as reflection form. 
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The intent of each utterance is decided by answering the following three 

questions: (a) Whose experience is the topic of the utterance?; (b) Whose frame 

of reference is used? and (c) On whom is the utterance focused? 

Damico (1985) investigated communicative effectiveness by identifying 17 

discourse errors from language samples and stratifying them across four 

categories of communicative ability: (a) quantity; (b) quality; (c) relation; and 

(d) manner. 

Bereiter and Engelmann (1966) described ten cognitive uses of language 

required in school. Based on direct observation and classroom transcripts, 

language functions were determined from communicative units as being one of 

the following: 

1. To instruct 6. To explain 
2. To inquire 7. To analyze 
3. To test 8. To hypothesize 
4. To describe 9. To deduce 
5. To compare and contrast 10. To evaluate 

Lund and Duchan (1983) offer a guide to pragmatic analysis in their 

taxonomy of context influences upon language: 

For Situational Context: 
1. Physical setting analysis 
2. Speech event and frame analysis 
3. Topic analysis for discourse 

For Intentional Context: 
1. Analyzing for illocutionary force 
2. Agenda analysis 

For Listener Context: 
1. Evidence for listener perspective taking 
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For Linguistic Context: 
1. Discovering discourse cohesion devices. (p. 67) 

They go on to argue that effective pragmatic analysis should be gleaned from 

contexts which are naturally occurring in a child's social milieu. 

Pragmatic Conclusions 

Defining pragmatics is a difficult task even though we know of its 

existence (Wells, 1986). Nonetheless, this review has approached pragmatics in 

terms of four contextual influences: (a) situational context; (b) intentional 

context; (c) listener context; and (d) linguistic context. The complexity of 

pragmatics is that all parties involved in any given discourse event are all 

actively engaging in the construction of these multiple layers simultaneously. 

The participants juggle a plethora of information as meaning is constructed 

concerning: (a) the attributes of participants; (b) the topic under discussion; (c) 

the setting including the time, place, and social situation; (d) the linguistic forms 

and conventions used to communicate the message; and (e) the functions and 

goals served by the communicative process. Yet discourse provides humans with 

the opportunity to test and shape their linguistic, social and cognitive constructs. 

Linguistic form, inference, social role, social conventions as well as cognitive 

processes (e.g. inferencing, comparing, analyzing, synthesizing, integrating) are 

enmeshed in a discourse transaction. 
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Summary 

The focus of this chapter has been: (a) to determine the existing research 

on paraprofessionals in special education; (b) to identify those areas of 

paraprofessional research which are in need of further attention; (c) to explore 

the social basis of language; and (d) to illustrate how other researchers have 

investigated the social dimensions of language. 

The complexity of arriving at a definition of pragmatics as well as 

taxonomies for understanding social aspects of language were presented. The 

argument was developed that pragmatics has two major aspects: (1) the functions 

of language and (2) the influence of the linguistic and nonlinguistic context. 

Paraprofessionals, as active communicators with young children, have not been 

the focus of a study which investigated language functions. But since this class 

of personnel are major stakeholders in the special education context, there is a 

strong case for merging an investigation of language functions with 

paraprofessionals. 



CHAPTER 3 

FOUNDATIONS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

Introduction 

One of the main goals of this study was to generate theory in a 

substantive area which has, to date, received little attention. This is the 

unexamined area of discourse pragmatics between paraprofessionals and young 

special needs children. The dearth of literature in the area suggested that it 

would be premature to attempt to verify what theory actually exists. Rather, 

more data would have to be gathered to allow for the emergence of a clearer 

picture of the paraprofessional experience and how these circumstances impact 

on their discourse with young children with special needs. Consequently, the 

methodological focus has been on the collection of qualitative data from which 

could emerge a substantive theory of paraprofessional practice. 

Research Method 

Qualitative research in education has grown out of the social science and 

anthropologic tradition of participant observation. Researchers using this 

framework approach personal and social phenomenon as evolving and 

metastatic. As Spradley (1980) suggested, the ethnographer is concerned with 

the human experience, what people know, do, make or use as components of 

culture. For this research, the traditional measurement strategies typified in the 

paraprofessional literature were replaced or (at least) augmented in this 
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qualitative design. Ethnographic research challenges an investigator to engage 

subjects directly and actually become part of the measurement. Observations, 

interviews, questionnaires, artifacts and the like merge together as the researcher 

attempts to reconstruct the participants' world. Understanding the general case 

of a phenomenon arises from the researcher(s') prolonged relationship with 

participants over a wide variety of contexts. The researcher's use of inductive 

reasoning (a process where a phenomenon becomes understood as a result of 

observation of a range of instances) coincides with the spiral or cyclic nature of 

ethnographic investigation. Systemic narrowing of the research focus facilitates a 

greater understanding of both the complexity of the field settings and the 

exploration of social context construction. 

Perhaps a model of fieldwork would be a funnel. You begin wide open 
to whatever you can learn but within such a broad boundary, you are 
already bouncing between learning and checking what you have learned. 
. . . As you begin to focus your interest on certain topics, the funnel 
narrows. You may focus because of the priori of interest you brought to 
the field. . .. As the funnel narrows, your questions may get more and 
more specific but you never stop learning. (Agar, 1980, p. 136) 

Such a grounded method of inquiry consists of discovering theory from 

data, using a well-defined procedure, as opposed to rigorous testing of existing 

theory based on preconceived ideas of outcome (Jesswein, 1984). Specific 

hypotheses do not typically drive such research. Rather, perceptions are 

expanded and suppositions are generated in a series of epochs arising from a 

process of observation, participation, analysis, and hypothesizing. The process of 

inquiry instead of a product, becomes the key to understanding a phenomenon. 
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"Theory is discovered as a result of generating conceptual categories or their 

properties from evidence; then the evidence from which the category emerges is 

used to illustrate the concept" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967 p. 23). During the 

research process, the researcher strives to discover important categories and 

their properties, conditions or consequences; to develop "categories at different 

levels of conceptualization" (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 168); to formulate 

"hypotheses of varying scope and generality" (pp. 168-169) and to then weave a 

theoretical framework. According to Cambourne and Fleet (1989), coding 

responses should have two fundamental characteristics: (a) categories for dealing 

with a phenomenon in a way that is meaningfully related to the problems; and 

(b) clearly defined rules for assigning the phenomenon to these categories. 

Six phases of qualitative research typically guide qualitative investigations 

and comprise the basic research design. Specifically, these are: (a) initial 

engagement; (b) immersion into a topic; (c) incubation; (d) illumination; (e) 

explication; and (t) synthesis (Moustakas, 1990). 

The first component, initial engagement, challenges the researcher to 

"discover an intense interest, a passionate concern that calls out to the 

researcher, one that hold important social meanings and personal, compelling 

implications" (Moustakas, 1990, p. 27). This phase of inquiry invites self 

dialogue as the researcher struggles to discover the parameters of the topic and 

question as well as personal motivations for the investigation. 
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The second component, immersion into a topic, enables the researcher to 

become intimately acquainted with the topic. "Virtually anything connected with 

the question becomes raw material for immersion .. .'1 (Moustakas, 1990, p. 28). 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) suggested that, during this process, data is collected 

for generating theory and analyzed concurrently with the collection and coding 

processes. 

Incubation, the third component, allows for tacit knowledge and intuition 

to clarify and extend understandings on levels outside of immediate awareness. 

It is a process whereby the researcher withdraws from the intense concentrated 

focus to allow another level of knowledge to develop. 

The fourth component, illumination, is "one that occurs naturally when 

the researcher is receptive to tacit knowledge and intuition. The illumination is 

such a breakthrough into conscious awareness of qualities and a clustering of 

qualities into themes inherent in the question" (Moustakas, 1990, p. 29). The 

demands on the researcher intensify as themes and/or issues are reflected upon 

in order for the generation of further themes and more refined questions. 

Essentially, the illumination phase is the point in the qualitative research process 

where new awareness or refinement of old understandings become articulated. 

The fifth component, explication, is a process of examining fully the 

insights gained in order to understand the "various other layers of meaning" 

(Moustakas, 1990, p. 31). During this phase of inquiry, the researcher utilizes 

three forms of analysis: (a) theoretical coding; (b) theoretical memoing; and (c) 
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theoretical sorting. Theoretical coding is a process of analysis with the goal of 

discovering core variables and determining how the codes related to these core 

variables and to each other (Jesswein, 1984). Glaser (1978) stipulated 

theoretical memoing as the opportunity to "develop ideas (codes), with complete 

freedom into a memo fund, that is highly sortable" (p. 83). Finally, theoretical 

sorting allows the researcher to sort concepts rather than data in order to 

organize the emerging theory. 

The final component, synthesis, is the process of pulling together all of 

the information, insights and emerging theory into a cohesive document. 

Knowledge of the data, and the analysis process, are critical for the thorough 

compilation of information gleaned from the research experience. 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) rooted their research approach in the concept 

indicator model. This framework consists of a two step iterative process which 

begins with the examination of individual pieces of data. 

These data indicate various concepts. A comparison of indicators 
serves to enlarge and clarify the concepts by forcing the analyst to 
confront similarities, differences and degrees of consistency of 
meaning between them. As each conceptual code emerges, 
indicators are then compared to it. Data continue to be collected 
and comparisons made between indicators and between indicators 
and concept until the best fit of concept to data is achieved and 
the conceptual code is saturated. (Jesswein, 1984, p. 31) 

The design of this research is bound to this qualitative tradition. Given 

the evolving and metastatic nature of language events across social contexts, 

effective research must be concerned with the human experience, what people 
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know, do and make or use as active constructors of context. Specifically, two 

forms of qualitative research were employed: constant comparative and micro

ethnography. Constant comparative is a qualitative inquiry method (Stainback & 

Stainback, 1988) typified by the collection of data from a number of cases and 

examining the data for recurrent themes or issues which can then be categorized. 

Glaser and Strauss (1967) saw the purpose of the constant comparative 

methodology as being "to generate theory more systematically than allowed by 

[inspecting data for properties without explicit coding] using coding and analytic 

procedures (p. 102, emphasis in original). 

Micro-ethnography is a finite analysis of a social phenomenon. Stainback 

and Stainback (1988) argued that this form of qualitative research is best used to 

"understand the process by which participants in interactions mutually negotiate 

the detailed verbal and nonverbal requirements of social situations" (p. 19). 

Therefore, the fieldwork for this research included: (a) the identification of 

micro-contexts within the broader context of each early childhood special 

education setting; (b) the delineation of the paraprofessional role in each 

context; and (c) the structure of the paraprofessional-special needs child 

discourse in each micro context. The comparisons then, were across the micro 

contexts, the paraprofessional roles and the paraprofessionals themselves. 
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Conclusion 

Culture can be defined as the acquired knowledge people use to 

interpret experience and generate behavior (Spradley, 1980, p. 6). Perhaps, at 

first, envisioning the classroom as a separate "culture" is difficult. However, if 

one views a goal of ethnography as an attempt to see a way of life from a native 

point of view (Agar, 1980; Spradley, 1980), then the context of the classroom 

(the activities, routines, people present) becomes the milieu, and the behavior 

and thoughts of participants within that environment, the focus of investigation. 



CHAPTER 4 

PROCEDURE 

76 

This section provides a description of the research design, participants 

and setting, measurement and instrumentation, and procedures for data analysis. 

Research Design 

This study investigated the nature of paraprofessional roles as active 

mediators in the education of young children with special needs. Specifically, 

this investigation focused on: (a) describing early childhood special education 

settings; (b) delineating the various roles which paraprofessionals play in these 

classrooms; and (c) describing the discourse structure between paraprofessionals 

and special needs children across paraprofessional roles and micro-contexts. 

A constant comparative design (Stainback & Stainback, 1988) 

characterized this qualitative investigation. Data were collected over twenty two 

weeks (January-June, 1991) with the investigator attending the research site four 

mornings per week from 8:30 a.m. to 11:45 a.m., for a total of 286 hours. Case 

studies were developed with three early childhood special education 

paraprofessionals working with special needs children in a rural Canadian 

school. Two types of participant observation were employed during this 

investigation: (a) passive participation; and (b) moderate participation. 

According to Spradley (1980), the passive participant is present at the scene but 

does not interact with anyone else to any great extent. In contrast, the observer 
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who has engaged in moderate levels of participation is characterized by efforts to 

maintain a balance between the participatory and observation dimensions of the 

role (pp. 59-60). When the researcher was in the passive observer mode, 

observation was conducted from a position in the classroom which was relatively 

unobtrusive. As a moderate participant observer, the researcher followed the 

lead of the paraprofessionals and teacher. So, if they played with the children, 

the researcher did as well; or if a group activity was being conducted, the 

researcher joined in with the others. Documentation of these sessions was 

completed as written impressions once the researcher had left the classroom. 

An initial three week phase of moderate participation was implemented prior to 

the passive role being introduced. These three weeks (twelve days on site) were 

divided so that four days were spent in the classroom with each paraprofessional. 

Following this phase of the investigation, each paraprofessional was focused 

upon for six weeks with the researcher moving between the passive and 

moderate participant roles depending on the activities of the paraprofessional. 

The Researcher Context 

Because the investigator in a qualitative study is considered an active 

participant in the research process, personal biases, beliefs and motivations need 

to be addressed continuously. For this writing, reflections will focus on two 

general areas: (a) researcher context concerning investigations of language and 

learning and (b) researcher context concerning teachers and teaching. 



Children and Language Learning 

Two schools of thought have impacted this researcher's beliefs of the 

learning process and language development: (a) the trans active model of 

communication (e.g. Goodman, 1988; Halliday, 1978; Adler & Towne, 1990); 

and (b) the social constructivist perspective of cognition (e.g. Hamblen, 1985; 

Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 1987). 

From a social constructivist perspective, a child is an active mediator of 

the environment. This is to say that the child is an active participant in the 

interaction and eventual transaction between the self and environment by 

predicting, hypothesizing, confirming or invalidating notions of how the world 

works. The child is actively constructing meaning across all settings and 

circumstances. 
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The cultural influence upon individual expression cannot be readily 

dismissed and it is the social constructivists that most readily have recognized 

this. In a convincing article, Hamblen (1985) wrote that biological factors are in 

primary control of the individual only during the initial stages of development. 

Afterward development is a complex selection of behaviors/symbols/processes 

that are potentially in play within a given context. Hamblen sharply disregarded 

developmental stages describing them as predefined ends that are prescribed for 

all instances. Rather, she viewed the child as constructing and then choosing 

from categories of universals (i.e. biological potentials, world processes and 



environment, socio-biological factors) and relatives (i.e. environmental context, 

cultural values, personal learning history) throughout any social endeavour. 
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Environmental demands of the social context (e.g. the linguistic and social 

pragmatics, social roles, social rules) all vary from time to time, place to place, 

person to person. Rather than seeing a child as uniformly able or disabled, the 

social constructivist concentrates on a child's abilities in any given context. The 

social constructivist is interested in those skills and abilities which a child is able 

to do, as well as the meanings the behaviors hold within that context. 

Language is central to the constructivist perspective, hence the link with 

the transactional position regarding communication. As a symbol system, 

language serves both personal and social functions. While it may vary in form, 

function and/use, language depends upon how individual biology and perceived 

social realities interact. Each human being creates a communication system as a 

means for representing the world and his or her experiences. Individuals do so 

within a social context and make use of the linguistic resources in that social 

environment (Goodman, 1988). As individual and social circumstance converge, 

the child develops; communication with others. This process ultimately leads to 

a definition of the self. 

An understanding of the social constructivist and trans active perspectives 

has allowed this researcher to articulate five core beliefs concerning language 

learning processes. Specifically, these beliefs are: 

1. Language function precedes linguistic form. 



2. Personal meaning and social function are intimately connected. 

3. Understanding of discourse expands with language use. 

4. Meaningful communication is effortful for all of the persons 

involved. 

5. Communication learning is an active social process not a passive 

individual one. 
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While these beliefs are largely intuitive ones, their identification and 

articulation have formed a direction for this researcher's scholarly pursuits. 

Specifically, this interest centers on the nature of the relationship between: (a) 

social situations; (b) socially ascribed and/or achieved roles; (c) the emotional 

overlay of actors within social contexts; and (d) the language form/functions 

which ensue. These beliefs continued to be expanded throughout the 

investigative process. Therefore, rather than being a set of rigid principles, they 

have formed a skeletal framework for the researcher's own personal meaning 

making when approaching the discourse between paraprofessionals and young 

children with special needs. 

Beliefs about Teachers and Teaching 

Teachers, in a school context, are labelled as such largely as a function of 

professional training and job expectations. This designation defines roles and, 

ultimately, responsibilities. Teaching, however, is not a phenomenon in which 

only "teachers" engage. Teaching is a process of facilitating change through 



curricular activities. Therefore, anyone, adult or child, may actually engage in 

the teaching process. 
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From a constructivist perspective, the teaching role is facilitative rather 

than directive. The facilitator is as much a learner as the child; he/she must be 

open to discerning teachable moments as well as learning from the child as they 

both move from context to context. Teachers coordinate activities but do not 

actively engage in planned direct instruction. Group games, learning centres and 

maximizing teachable moments are characteristic of this approach. Lonergan 

(1981) suggested that teachers need to reflect upon their own cognitive processes 

during these interactions--that a move be made away from the traditional "What 

isn't the child learning" to "How is the child constructing meaning?" 

Traditionally, teaching has relied on inductive logic (inferring the presence of a 

phenomenon based on observation of a child in a variety of contexts) rather than 

deductive processes of reductionism (drawing a conclusion as to a general 

phenomenon based on a particular instance). Thus, points of development are 

employed by facilitators who take the time to observe and analyze a child's 

performance over a range of social and personal contexts. Consequently, 

children who experience differences are not seen as functioning with a deficit as 

much as contributing to the pluralism of the culture. Teaching from a 

constructivist paradigm encourages risk taking by children, challenging them to 

explore a vast array of communicative mediums, fostering and valuing 

innovation. Activities in which children are encouraged to explore and create 
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would be highly frequent occurrences in such classrooms as teachers facilitate 

growth through repeated opportunity for experimentation and discovery. Socially 

sensitive teaching creates conducive social situations, inviting and supporting the 

active participation of the learners in diverse social contexts. Development as a 

product of social interaction processes can be criticized for lacking predictive 

utility and being difficult to validate. However, investigation of this model may 

provide significant contributions to the development of innovative research 

designs and the generation of functional explanations of human behavior. 

Ethnographic Settin!; 

The district in which the study was conducted was a small rural school 

district surrounding a mid-sized urban centre in Southwestern Canada. The 

district covers approximately 625 square kilometres and provides educational 

services for 3000 students. There are ten elementary and three high schools in 

this district, with special education services provided at each site. Additionally, 

the school division provided services to six Hutterite colonies (segregated 

Germanic communities). Thirteen full time equivalent positions were in place 

for special education teachers and 20 special education paraprofessionals were 

employed by the school district. Given the non-categorical funding base for 

special education services within the school district, actual numbers of students 

with specific handicapping conditions were unavailable. However, approximately 

250 special needs students received educational services through this district. 



83 

The targeted school was situated in an eastern residential section of a 

rural community of toDD persons. The school provided educational services for 

approximately 175 children. Eight full time equivalent teacher positions and 

seven paraprofessionals comprised the school staff. Data for this research were 

collected in: (a) a special education class; (b) a grade one classroom; and (c) a 

kindergarten room. The special education class provided services for twelve 

students while the grade one class had twenty two students. One child and a 

paraprofessional split their time between the special education class, the grade 

one class, and a private room directly adjoining the special education class. 

The kindergarten housed twenty-two children in each of two full day 

programs that ran Monday and Thursday or Tuesday and Friday. The children 

with special needs attended for all four full days. 

Participants 

The primary participants in this study were three paraprofessionals and 

three young children (age seven) with special needs. While the major focus of 

the study were the three paraprofessionals and the three young children with 

special needs, other persons participated as sources of validation for emerging 

themes. Given the qualitative nature of the research design, these additional 

personnel were interviewed, in order to adequately address the research question 

concerning the role of paraprofessionals. Specifically, these persons were: (a) 

three teachers supervising the participating paraprofessionals; (b) the school 

principal; (c) the district coordinator of special education; and (d) the parents of 
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the participating special needs children. These participants were interviewed 

concerning: (a) the various roles which paraprofessionals play in early childhood 

special education services; and (b) the structure of these early childhood settings. 

Sample Selection 

Three paraprofessionals (Maude, Lola and Sandy) and three special needs 

children (Mary, Joe and Trevor) were the primary sources for data in this 

investigation. All the participants have been assigned pseudonyms to ensure 

confidentiality. The paraprofessional-special needs child dyads were as follows: 

(a) Maude and Trevor; (b) Lola and Mary; and (c) Sandy and Joe. 

The three paraprofessionals who participated in this study were 

employed in early childhood special education (Kindergarten and Grade One) at 

an elementary school in rural southern Alberta. The major selection criteria for 

their participation was that: (a) the paraprofessional was assigned to work with 

special needs children between the ages of five to eight years; and (b) the 

paraprofessional was assigned to work primarily with one child. Since discourse 

data were a significant dimension of this research, the logistics of collecting data 

were facilitated by recording conversations between one paraprofessional and 

one child. Alberta Education, the provincial government funding body, allocates 

personnel and capital monies for children who require intense levels of 

supervision or intervention. The three participating paraprofessionals were hired 

through such funds, two in a full day integrated kindergarten (Lola and Sandy) 

and one (Maude) in a segregated special education class. 



85 

Three primary school children participated in this study: Trevor, Mary 

and Joe. The major selection criteria for these children were that: (a) they were 

between the ages of 5 and 8; and (b) they were determined, by a school district, 

to require special education services. All of the children were 7 years old. Two 

of the children were in their second year of kindergarten (Mary and Joe) and 

one child (Trevor) was in his first year (Grade One) of a special education 

program. Each of the these three children were labelled by the school district as 

developmentally delayed and were receiving special education services. 

Paraprofessionals 

The purpose of this section is to report background information on each 

of the participating paraprofessionals. Three paraprofessionals participated in 

this study, Maude, Lola and Sandy. Pertinent demographic information for each 

of these persons will be presented individually. 

Maude. Maude was a forty year old Caucasian woman who had worked in 

the school system as a paraprofessional for seven years. Although she has had 

no formal training for working with special needs children, Maude reported that 

her role as a parent prepared her well for the paraprofessional role. She was 

the mother of three boys, one of whom has cerebral palsy. Maude reported that 

she had to be a vigilant advocate for her son and had been actively involved in 

his education. 

At the time of writing, Maude had been married for over twenty years to 

the same partner and reported enjoying a middle class lifestyle (estimated family 



income in excess of $40,000). She was a native of the rural community and 

reportedly had not lived anywhere else. 
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Lola. Lola was a 32-year-old Caucasian woman. She was born and raised 

in another rural community close to the research site. She had no post 

secondary education although she had recently enrolled in a correspondence 

program for paraprofessional training. She had been employed as a special 

education paraprofessional for four and a half years. Prior to working with 

young children, Lola was employed in a number of jobs ranging from a dental 

assistant to a bookkeeper. 

Lola reported her family as consisting of her husband and their two 

children. This was her first marriage, although she characterized the relationship 

as being "long distance" as her husband was a truck driver. She was active in 

civic associations, mostly related to her sons' recreational interests. Lola 

reported that her family's income exceeds $40,000 which placed her in the 

middle class. 

Sandy. Sandy was a 20 year old undergraduate student studying at a local 

university. She attended three professionally related classes per semester while 

maintaining her full time paraprofessional job. She had been in a 

paraprofessional capacity for six months as she was hired mid-way through this 

school year when a previous paraprofessional found other employment. Prior to 

this work experience, Sandy had four years of volunteer experience in special 



education classrooms. Additionally, she had worked as a summer recreation 

leader in programs for special needs children over the past two years. 
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Sandy was from an urban community one thousand kilometres north of 

the study site. While Sandy's current income was very limited due to her student 

status, she reported being from a middle class family (her family of origin's 

income exceeded $40,000). 

Special Needs Students 

The purpose of this section is to report background information on each 

of the three primary school children who participated in this study: Trevor, Mary 

and Joe. Two of these children were in their second year of kindergarten (Mary 

and Joe) and one child (Trevor) was in his first year (Grade One) of a special 

education program. The two kindergarten children (Mary and Joe) were 

mainstreamed full time. The grade one student (Trevor) was mainstreamed in 

both the grade one class (for spelling, art, and physical education) and the larger 

special education grouping (for story time, spelling and sharing time). However, 

he received most of his instruction individually in a private room attached to the 

special education room. 

Each of the these three children were labelled by the school district as 

developmentally delayed. However, given the nature of their handicapping 

conditions, all of these children had been receiving early intervention services 

through either Alberta Social Services or Alberta Health Care, since they were 
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born. Since the extent and nature of their handicapping conditions were unique, 

each child will be discussed individually. 

Trevor. Trevor was a seven year old boy who experienced Visual 

impairment, as well as language and cognitive delays. He was labelled as a 

"failure to thrive" infant by a supervising physician for Alberta Social Services 

but was adopted at 13 months. He was born with cataracts in both eyes and was 

determined to be clinically blind. While the cataracts were removed (at 2 

months and 13 months), Trevor was reported to experience tunnel vision in both 

eyes. He wore 22 power glasses to maximize his visual acuity. 

Speech and audiologic assessments were completed within the last two 

years. Trevor's speech was severely delayed with a mean length of utterance 

(MLU) of approximately three words. However, his sentence structure and 

vocabulary was determined to be at the 4 year old level. Notably, his parents 

reported that Trevor had not spoken beyond one word utterances until this past 

year. 

Speech reception thresholds were established at 15 decibels in both ears. 

Pure tone conduction thresholds were normal in the low and mid frequency 

range. A mild to moderate dropoff above the 4000 HZ level was reported, 

however the audiologist reported that Trevor had adequate hearing for speech 

and language development. 

Maty. Mary was a seven year old child of middle class parents. She was 

the youngest child in a family of two girls. Documentation by the Preschool 
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Assessment Team (a provincially funded multi-disciplinary assessment team) and 

medical reports cited that Mary experienced cerebral digenesis and abnormal 

electrical brain wave patterns as a result of an undetermined genetic mutation. 

Traditional intellectual measures have failed to determine her intelligence 

quotient as the psychologists have labelled her as untestable. Verbal reports 

from both the parent and the teacher indicated that the psychologists eventually 

asked the paraprofessional to administer some of the tasks from the Stanford 

Binet. Unfortunately, this procedure did not produce any results of substance. 

Reports from the opthalmologist determined Mary as experiencing a mild 

visual impairment due to refractive errors and astigmatism. Glasses had been 

prescribed for minimizing the effects of this impairment. 

The speech pathologist reported that expressive language skills were 

consistent with a two year old, however receptive language skills appeared to be 

comparable to a chronological age of four. The Preschool Assessment Team 

summarized Mary's diagnosis as being developmentally delayed in cognitive, self 

help, socialization, motor and communication skills. 

Joe. Joe was a seven year old boy in his second year of kindergarten. He 

was the youngest of two children in a single parent family. Medical reports 

indicated that he had been diagnosed as having hydrocephaly and epileptic 

seizures (both grand and petite mal). He had a shunt inserted and was under 

the medical supervision of a neurologist from the Alberta Children's Hospital. 

His mother reported significant brain damage had occurred during the insertion 
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of the shunt, however no medical reports were available to specify the nature of 

this impairment. Medication (550 milligrams of Tegretol) had been prescribed 

although this had not eliminated the seizure activity. 

The latest assessment conducted with Joe was in October, 1990 by a 

multi-disciplinary team from a provincial agency, the Regional Educational 

Assessment and Consultation for the Handicapped (REACH). The diagnosis 

from this team was that Joe experienced a developmental delay and functioned 

approximately at the three-year-old level. 

The psychological report indicated that behavioral and/or emotional 

disturbances made traditional assessments impossible. The Leiter International 

Performance Scale was attempted however it was discontinued after Year 2 

levels due to behavioral non-compliance. 

The speech pathology report suggested that Joe's language, both receptive 

and expressive, was between 2.5 and 3-year-old level. Joe scored at the first 

percentile for his age group on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test which 

placed him at two years, one month. His mean length of utterance was 

determined to be five words. 

The opthalmological report indicated Joe experienced a pathological 

visual divergence or strabismus. His estimated visual acuity was 20/40 for both 

eyes, however no glasses had been prescribed. 



Additional Participants 

The purpose of this section is to report background information on the 

following personnel: (a) two administrators; (b) three teachers supervising the 

participating paraprofessionals; and (c) the parents of the participating special 

needs children. 
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Administrators. Two administrators participated in this study: Mr. X 

(building principal) and Ms. Stuard (Coordinator of Special Education). Both of 

these individuals possessed certification commensurate with their positions. 

Mr. X had over thirty years of administrative experience and was in his first year 

as principal of the target school. Ms. Stuard had been teaching for over ten 

years and was in her first year of the administration role of coordinator. 

Teachers. Three teachers participated in this study: Isa (Kindergarten), 

Harriet (Grade One) and John (Special Education). All of these individuals 

were over thirty years old and had been teaching for a minimum of seven years. 

None of the teachers had certification in special education, however all of them 

had at least five years experience with mainstreaming special needs children. 

Parents. Five parents participated in this study: (a) Trevor's mother and 

father; (b) Mary's mother and father; and (c) Joe's mother. All of these person's 

enjoyed middle class incomes (exceeding $40,000) and resided in the rural 

community. The fathers of Trevor and Mary were employed in agricultural jobs 

and their mothers worked in the home as homemakers. 
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Mary's parents were of Dutch descent and were first generation 

immigrants to Canada. Although English was a second language for them, they 

reported that it was the primary language used in the home. 

Joe's mother was a lecturer at a local community college in a Criminal 

Justice Program. Joe's parents had been divorced for five years and his father 

had not had any contact with Joe since that time. 

Procedures 

This section addresses the procedures of: (a) assuring ethics and 

protection of human subjects; (b) field entry; and (c) data collection procedures. 

Ethics and Protection of Human Subjects 

Ethical considerations for the protection of human subjects included: (a) 

informed consent; (b) maintenance of existing status within existing social milieu; 

and (c) maintenance of human dignity consistent with recognized professional 

parameters (Moustakas, 1991). For the purposes of this research, efforts to 

ensure such protection included: (a) written permission from parent/guardian of 

minor subjects (See Appendix B); (b) written participation agreements from 

adult subjects; (c) written release statements for presentation of permanent 

product data (e.g. video tape and tape recordings) collected throughout the study 

for instructional purposes; and (d) verbal agreement from the special needs 

children to be video/audio taped. At various times throughout the data 

collection phase, cooperating professionals (e.g. speech pathologist, occupational 

therapists) and/or administrative personnel (director of special education, 
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building principal) requested access to the video tapes to assist in the 

development of appropriate education programs. Prior to releasing any of these 

materials, written permission was gained from the appropriate participants (See 

Appendix B). This agreement was always discussed between the researcher and 

the participant in a private setting. Their right to refuse or accept was clearly 

articulated in these conversations. Additionally, assurances were made that 

should a refusal be in their best interest (e.g. maintain their existing status within 

the community), the researcher would not grant permission based on the issue of 

confidentiality. 

Field Entry 

The process of gaining access to an environment for qualitative research 

is a significant phase in the investigative endeavour (Agar, 1980). The manner 

in which entry is made can facilitate or impede the quality of disclosures that 

potential informants will make. In fact, Burgess (1991) argued that gaining 

access to a culture or sub-culture must initially 'Win the confidence of guardians 

or gatekeepers of the targeted environment" (p. 12). The degree to which this is 

successful will frame the entire research. Therefore, the purpose of this section 

is to outline the phases of field entry, specifically: (a) negotiating with 

gatekeepers; (b) identifying informants; and (c) gaining credibility with 

informants. 

Phase one: Negotiation with gatekeepers. Identification of the gatekeepers 

of classrooms with paraprofessionals was a significant factor in this research. 



Figure 4 illustrates the hierarchy of gatekeepers with whom the researcher 

became familiar. Each level of this hierarchy will be discussed in this section. 

94 

As a faculty member at a local college, the researcher supervises 

undergraduate students in schools throughout Southern Alberta. These 

placements are set up through Special Education Coordinators employed by the 

various school districts. Consequently, the researcher was known by all of the 

gatekeepers at the potential research sites. Letters of intent were sent to one 

urban and two rural districts in this region. Of those districts which responded, 

only the district chosen replied within the timeline stipulated in the request. 

This was a rural school district surrounding an urban area in Southwestern 

Alberta. 

The first gatekeeper identified was the district superintendent. The letter 

of intent was sent to this individual who then passed it on to the Coordinator of 

Special Education, Ms. Stuard. Ms. Stuard had known the researcher for over 

14 years on both a personal and professional basis as they were classmates at 

university. She had recently moved into the administrative position of 

Coordinator of Special Education for the school district and was quite receptive 

to the potential of assisting with the research. Two telephone contacts with the 

researcher were initiated by Ms. Stuard following her receipt of the letter of 

intent concerning: (a) the criteria for sample selection; and (b) the potential 

ways in which the researcher could assist the school or schools in return for their 

hosting the investigation. Her inquiries concerning the criteria for subjects 
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included: (a) the required length of time for the study; (b) the training level of 

the participating paraprofessionals; and (c) the level of experience of the 

participating paraprofessionals. The issue of reciprocity which could be offered 

to a host school or schools by the researcher (should permission be granted) was 

also discussed. The researcher agreed to be available to individual teachers for 

Superintendent 
~ 

Coordinator of Special Education (Ms. Stuard) 
~ 

Special Education Teacher 
~ 

Principal and Vice Principal 
~ 

Grade One Teacher 
~ 

PARAPROFESSIONAL 

Figure 4. Hierarchy of Gatekeepers 

Kindergarten Teacher 
~ 

consultation concerning: (a) behavior management issues; (b) assessment and 

observation procedures; and (c) curriculum modifications. Two weeks after 
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these contacts, Ms. Stuard notified the researcher of a school which was willing 

to participate in the study. There were six paraprofessionals at this school, four 

at the kindergarten level and two in a multigrade 1-6 segregated special 

education program. She arranged a meeting between the researcher, the school 

principal, the teachers and the paraprofessional staff. She met with each staff 

member prior to the meeting and explained the research as she understood it. 

Ms. Stuard then arranged a lunch hour meeting for all potential participants to 

meet the researcher. At this meeting, the researcher made an informal oral 

presentation in which the following information was addressed: (a) the 

professional experience of the researcher; (b) the purpose of this study; (c) the 

focus of the investigation; (d) the role of the subject/participants; (e) the ethics 

and standards of conduct for qualitative research; (f) the timeline for the 

investigation; (g) the type of data to be collected; and (h) the issue of reciprocity 

for the participants. 

All the potential participants affirmed their interest in the study by stating 

either their interest in participating or their need to have someone assist them in 

reflecting on their job. The researcher distributed copies of a parent letter (See 

Appendix B) to the participants for approval prior to sending it out. Finally, the 

researcher distributed a participation-release agreement (See Appendix C) and 

requested that those persons who would be comfortable participating in this 

study sign the document within the next two weeks. 



97 

Phase two: Identifying informants. Immediately following the Christmas 

break, the study was initiated. Notably, all persons in attendance at the original 

meeting signed the participation-release agreement. The researcher met with 

each teacher and paraprofessional were met individually, to arrange times for an 

initial interview. As well, the researcher negotiated with the teacher a series of 

tasks that he could perform in their classroom which were similar to those 

assigned to their paraprofessional staff. Specifically, these activities included: 

preparing classroom materials, marking student work, instructing small groups of 

children in art activities, assisting students in the library while choosing books, 

and reading to/with students. 

All six paraprofessionals participated in a structured interview (see 

Appendix D) prior to the targeting of the final three participants. The primary 

focus of this interview was to discern: (a) the employment history of the 

paraprofessional; (b) the amount of time the paraprofessional spent with one 

child; (c) the amount and type of training the paraprofessional possessed; (d) 

personal data (e.g. age, marital status, family income level; and (e) the 

paraprofessional's expectations for participating in the investigation. Based on 

this data and the input from the gatekeepers regarding the funding base of the 

paraprofessionals, three informants were chosen: Maude, Lola and Sandy. 

Phase three: Gaining credibility. Gaining the confidence of the 

participating paraprofessionals and the children in the classrooms was a 

significant milestone in the research process. The quality of the data collected 



concerning the paraprofessional role and the discourse events within early 

childhood settings depended largely on a positive rapport with all parties 

concerned. Consequently, the purpose of this section is to discuss various 

aspects of credibility and the process by which they were facilitated. 
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The establishment of credibility creates an interpersonal power base that 

is composed largely of "relationship enhancers" (Goldstein, 1980). While 

Goldstein's work is primarily focused upon a therapeutic relationship, much of 

what he presented is pertinent to the establishment of credibility for qualitative 

fieldwork. He suggested that the kinds of behaviors associated with respect and 

genuineness are essential relationship enhancers. Specifically, he called for close 

attending to informants and to what they are saying by expressing warmth, by 

communicating understanding and by sharing one's own experiences. Egan 

(1986) extended Goldstein's model by arguing that such a social-influence 

process was a "complex web of factors" (p. 18) which assists informants in 

constructing the perception of the other as trustworthy and competent. 

Strong (1968) suggested that a perception of trustworthiness is based on 

an individual's perception of the other as possessing: "a) a reputation for 

honesty; b) a status role; c) sincerity and openness; and d) lack of motivation for 

personal gain" (p. 217). Again, many of these factors were incorporated in the 

framing of the researcher by the gatekeepers as well as the established 

reputation of the researcher within the community. The manner in which the 

initial interviews were conducted and the degree to which the researcher 
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demonstrated active listening skills (Egan, 1986; Spradley, 1979) could have 

made significant contributions to such a perception. 

The sources of competence appeared to arise from three general sources 

of perceived competence: role, reputation and behavior. Egan (1986) defined 

each type of competence quite clearly: 

Role competence refers to the fact that the helper belongs to some 
profession and that they have a variety of credentials attesting to 
the fact that they are experts ... reputation competence means 
that the client is aware of some direct or indirect testimony that 
the helper is an expert or is competent ... behavior competence 
refers to the possession of an aura of competence. Helpers are 
seen as competent because they are active, because they listen 
intently, because they talk intelligently, because they exude a 
confidence ... because they are understanding, genuine and 
respectful. (pp. 20-21) 

Given that the paraprofessional staff knew that the researcher was a 

doctoral student and the positive framing of the researcher by the gatekeepers, 

behavioral competence was one of their prime sources for determining 

credibility. In fact, demonstrating behavioral competence was, perhaps, the most 

critical aspect of establishing credibility. There was a strong sense from the 

paraprofessionals that credibility would only be achieved once they had 

witnessed the researcher establish what they determined to be positive 

interactions with children and the paraprofessional staff. 

Once I saw you working with Trevor, I knew that you were 
someone I could trust. Anyone who works with children like you 
do must have something good inside them (Maude). 
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You are someone I really respect ... I just like to watch you with 
those kids. There is a certain kind of magic there. I know I can 
learn so much from you (Lola). 

Orchestration of this process was initiated from the outset of the study. 

During the first three weeks, classroom visits consisted of the researcher 

participating in tasks which were within a paraprofessional role. Both prior to 

and immediately following the engagement of a child or the completion of an 

activity, the researcher would ask a paraprofessional for advice and feedback. 

The children readily accepted the researcher as an assistant in the classes 

and, quite quickly, he became a person of choice with whom to work. Once this 

was established, the paraprofessionals risked sharing more of their personal 

perceptions as well as significant cultural artifacts (e.g. classroom 

documentation). 

Measurement and Instrumentation 

This section describes the measurement techniques, instrumentation and 

procedures that were used in collecting data during this study. Figure 5 shows 

the relationship between research questions and the respective instrumentation 

procedures. Seven forms of data were collected: (a) field notes; (b) interviews; 

(c) questionnaires; (d) ecological inventories; (e) video tapes; (f) audio 

recordings; and (g) personal documentation. 

Field Notes 

The field notes involved documentation of behaviors, activities, rituals, 

rules, conversations and the like within a classroom. Field notes included 
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researcher impressions, notations of theoretical directions and other affective 

dimensions of the observational experience. There is a strong consensus among 

qualitative researchers (i.e. Hitchcock & Hughes, 1989; Marshall & Rossman, 

1989; Stainback & Stainback, 1988) that field notes should not be strictly bound 

by conventions of form. Rather, the research convention is to be found in the 

function this form of data collection serves which is providing a researcher with 

what Hitchcock and Hughes (1989) label as a "general chronological stoP}, 

narrative or picture of the events being considered" (p. 69). The field notes 

taken during this investigation were in two forms: (a) memos; and (b) field 

journal entries. 

Memoing. As clearly articulated in the work of Miles and Huberman 

(1984), memoing is a technique that encourages the consolidation of data. The 

researcher continually examined the data (i.e. field notes, interviews, 

inventories), looking for themes and idea clusters. Memoing is a strategy that 

Miles and Huberman argue is the 

... theorizing write-up of ideas about codes and their relationships as 
they strike the analyst while coding ... it can be a sentence, a paragraph 
or a few pages ... it exhausts the analyst's momentary ideation based on 
data with perhaps little conceptual elaboration. (p. 69) 

Memoing was a significant part of data collection because analysis is a 

continuous part of a qualitative research process. 

The field journal. A debriefing process for the researcher followed 
immediately 

after leaving the classroom for the day. Mter an observation, the researcher 



Question 

1. What constitutes the structure of early 
childhood classrooms providing services to a 
child(ren) with special needs? 

2. What roles do paraprofessionals fulfill in 
early childhood special education settings? 

3. How do the discourse patterns of 
paraprofessionals-special needs children vary 
in relation to the structural framework of 
early childhood special education classrooms. 

a) 
b) 
c) 

d) 

a) 
b) 
c) 

d) 
e) 

a) 
b) 

Data Collection 

field notes 
interviews 
ecological 
inventories 
video tapes 

interviews 
field notes 
personal 
documentation 
video tapes 
questionnaires 

audio tapes 
video tapes 

Figure 5. Relationship Between Research Questions and Instrumentation 

spent 10 to 15 minutes writing general impressions, thoughts and feelings 

about the session. This documentation assisted in synthesizing the field notes 
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and interviews. In fact, Hitchcock and Hughes (1989) suggested that this form of 

documentation allows a researcher a format for objectifying the research in 

order to generate new ideas and theoretical directions. Drawing on the work of 

Miles and Huberman (1984) and Spradley (1980), the following strategies were 

used to consolidate data: (a) contact summary sheets; (b) document summary 
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form; and (c) site analysis form. (See Appendix E for samples.) The journal, as 

a translation of raw field notes, addressed the following type of reflections: 

(a) the nature of the relationship with the respondents, (b) the quality of data 

being collected, (c) hypotheses emerging which explain what is happening, 

(d) mental notes to pursue an issue further in the next contact, (e) elaboration 

or clarification of something said 0.' done, and (f) personal reactions to what is 

being said or done. 

Interviews 

Data were collected using both structured and unstructured interview 

formats. These interactions were critical to the researcher gaining an 

understanding of the paraprofessionals' view of their role. 

An interview is a method of data collection that may be described 
as an interaction involving the interviewer and interviewee, the 
purpose of which is to obtain valid and reliable information. 
Interviews may range from casual conversation or brief questioning 
to more formal, lengthy interactions ... The most important aspect 
of the interviewer's approach concerns conveying the idea that the 
participants's information is acceptable and valuable. (Marshall & 
Rossman, 1989, p. 82) 

The degree of interview structure was a function of: (a) the nature of the 

relationship between the researcher and the paraprofessional; (b) the type of 

information needed; and (c) the role or activity being focused upon. Three 

levels of structure were used when conducting the interviews. The first, a 

structured or formal interview, was characterized by a standard set of questions 

administered to all of the participants. These interview schedules were piloted 
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previously. The second level, semi-formal, was characterized by questions which 

were generated by the researcher after: (a) examining field notes; (b) reading 

transcription of previous interview(s); (c) making entries into the field journal; 

and/or (d) observing the paraprofessional. The final level, informal interviews, 

occurred naturally in the course of the researcher being in the moderate 

participant role. Frequently these exchanges were brief and were done as both 

the informant and the researcher were engaged in classroom activities. 

Figure 6 summarizes the schedule for and type of interviews for each 

group of participants. This matrix has been constructed with the types of 

interviews listed on the horizontal axis and the participants on the vertical axis. 

Formal Semi-Formal Informal 

Para Week 1 - 3 Each Para- every Throughout 
Week 22 2nd week during 6 week 

6 week cycle cycle 

Teachers Week 3,4, or 5 X X 
of each 6 week 
cycle 

Parents Week 20 X X 

Principal Week 18 X X 

Coordinator Week 22 X X 

Figure 6. Matrix Summary of Interview Types and Participants 
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The weeks in which the interview types were conducted have been stipulated in 

eaCH cell. An "X" has been placed in those cells in which a particular interview 

type did not occur with a participant. 

Two formal interviews were conducted with each of the paraprofessionals over 

the twenty two week period (See Appendix D). The first interview was 

conducted during the initial three weeks of the investigation. These sessions 

varied in length from forty-five minutes to one hour. The final interview was 

conducted with all the paraprofessionals, individually, during the last week of the 

investigation. Each formal interview was conducted privately in the therapy 

room. The sessions were audio-taped using a miniature recorder and later 

transcribed and coded for themes concerning the structure of the early childhood 

special educational environments and the paraprofessionals' role. 

The first formal interview schedule was tested during a pilot study in 1989 

involving one paraprofessional in a segregated early childhood special education 

class. The questions were focused on the following issues: (a) the 

paraprofessional's personal and professional background; (b) the 

paraprofessional's individual perceptions of the paraprofessional role; (c) the 

structure of the setting in which the paraprofessional worked; (d) the 

paraprofessional's personal beliefs about teaching and learning; and (e) the 

paraprofessional's agenda for participation in the investigation. There were 

numerous benefits to the administration of such a tool. First, the researcher 

began to develop a relationship with each of the paraprofessionals. Second, the 
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paraprofessionals and researcher established some parameters concerning the 

nature of the investigation. Third, the researcher was able to establish a content 

base from which future interview questions could be formulated. 

The final interview was structured around a questionnaire presented in the 

work of Passaro, Pickett, Latham and HongBo (1991). The paraprofessionals 

were asked to discuss issues related to: (a) the tasks they perform within the 

paraprofessional capacity; (b) their perceived level of competence or skills within 

the paraprofessional roles; (c) their perceptions regarding the skills a successful 

paraprofessional would require. 

Three semi-formal interviews were held with each paraprofessional during 

the period in which they were the focus, one at the end of every second week. 

These interviews were different from the formal interviews in that the questions 

were tailored specifically for each participant in relation to their interactions in 

specific situations. Nonetheless, the nature of the questions focused upon: (a) 

the paraprofessional's perceptions of the special needs child's educational needs; 

(b) the paraprofessional's rationale for providing specific interventions; and (c) 

the philosophy of teaching and learning which drove the paraprofessional's 

interventions. Once again, these interviews were: (a) conducted in private; (b) 

tape recorded with a miniature tape recorder; and (c) transcribed and coded. 

Informal interviews were conducted throughout the six week focus period in 

which each was the primary informant. Each paraprofessional was fitted with a 

free microphone during this time period, allowing for the recording of not only 
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the paraprofessionals' interactions with the targeted children, but their responses 

to spontaneous questions from the researcher. These informal interviews were 

often very robust sources for gaining insight into the paraprofessionals' rationale 

for engaging in particular tasks or their perceptions of an activity. The 

frequency of these interactions varied depending on the paraprofessional, the 

activity, and the situational context. 

Once themes became apparent, formal interviews were conducted with other 

personnel, specifically the supervising teachers, building principal, the 

coordinator of special education, and the parents of the special needs children. 

Each of these additional interviews was structured (See Appendix G) and 

allowed for validation of the perspective themes from alternate points of view 

(Spradley, 1980). Two such interviews were done with John and Ida, however 

Harriet was available for only one interview. One formal interview occurred 

with the remaining participants (building principal, coordinator of special 

education parents). Each of these interviews was conducted in a private setting 

with no other persons present other than the researcher and the targeted 

sUbject(s). The sessions were audio-taped and later transcribed and coded for 

themes concerning the structure of the early childhood special educational 

environments and the paraprofessionals' role. 

Questionnaires 

Two questionnaires were administered to the paraprofessionals and 

supervising teachers (See Appendix F). Both of these tools had been piloted 
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previously by this researcher in a pilot study for this dissertation, and the second 

in the current work of Passaro, Pickett, Latham and HongBo (1991). The 

purpose of these tools was twofold: 1) to serve as an additional source for 

validating emerging themes concerning the paraprofessional role; and 2) to 

document respondent's beliefs concerning teaching and learning as a relevant 

variable in the structuring of the paraprofessional role. The first questionnaire 

was administered during the third week of the investigation, and the second one 

during the twenty-first week. The first questionnaire required the respondents to 

rate statements on a five point Likert Scale, while the second one required them 

to: (a) identify statements which were appropriate given their experience; (b) 

rate and priorize statements; (c) generate short answers; and (d) make a forced 

choice between a maximum of five options. 

Both of these questionnaires were administered by the researcher and 

included written and verbal instructions. All questionnaires were returned to the 

investigator within one week. The final questionnaire was then used as a source 

for the last interview with each of the paraprofessionals and the teachers. 

Ecological Inventories 

Growing out of the work of Brown, Branston, Hamre-Nietrupski Pumpian, 

Certo and Gruenewald (1979), ecological analysis has become a mainstay of 

community based curriculum development for persons with severe/profound 

mental handicaps. Essentially, these inventories identify the sequences of 

behaviors that reflect the actual skills necessary to participate in a given 



environment. The following steps were completed in the construction of 

ecological inventories for the classroom activities: (a) identification of the 

curricular domain; (b) delineation of the environment and sub-environments 

within each domain; (c) determination of the activities that occur within each 

subenvironment; (d) articulation of the activities that occur within each 
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sub environment; and (e) determination of the skills that are required or 

expected in order to participate in each activity. Completion of the inventories 

was done while the researcher was in the passive observer mode and later 

validated by the paraprofessionals and teachers during informal interviews. 

This process offered a great deal to the examination of the micro-contexts 

within an early childhood special education setting. Although similar to what 

Spradley (1980) called domain stages, ecological inventories assisted the 

researcher in determining the behavioral requirements for successful 

participation in a given circumstance. 

Video Tapes and Audio Recordings 

Video tapes and audio recording of the paraprofessionals occurred 

throughout the six week period in which an individual paraprofessional was 

focused upon. A video camera was placed in the corner of the classroom and 

left running throughout each session. As well, each paraprofessional was 

equipped with a free-microphone which was sensitive enough to record discourse 

from any point in the school. Twenty-five hours of recorded time were taken on 
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each paraprofessional, however only twelve of these hours were used for analysis 

of paraprofessional-special needs child discourse. 

Personal Documentation 

Hitchcock and Hughes (1989) argued that personal documentation 

constituted "a largely neglected source of data on the social world of schools and 

classrooms" (p. 109). Nonetheless, the highly personal and subjective character 

of this form of data offered insight into areas which the other data collection 

methods. did not illuminate. Therefore, each paraprofessional developed a 

journal format in which they: (a) recorded impressions of the targeted child; (b) 

discussed behaviors which were perceived to be educationally relevant; (c) 

commented on classroom routine and structure; (d) discussed curriculum 

decisions; and (e) identified variables which impacted the paraprofessional role. 

The form of each paraprofessional's documentation was unique, tailored to meet 

the needs of the participant. Maude kept a weekly communication journal in a 

coil ring scribbler. She wrote impressions concerning the above topics to which 

the researcher probed through written questions. Lola wrote on a copy of the 

daily lesson plans prepared by the teacher. These were collected at the end of 

each week by the researcher. Sandy wrote three essays, one every two weeks, 

and handed them into the researcher. Regardless of the form, any questions 

arising from the personal documentation were addressed in the informal or 

semi-formal interviews. 
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Data Analysis 

The data analysis process (See Figure 7) was based on an interactive model 

(Miles and Huberman, 1984). Consequently, to answer the first two research 

questions (those concerning micro-contexts in early childhood special education 

settings and paraprofessional roles), all forms of data were continuously 

scrutinized and reduced in order to: (a) determine relevant themes; and (b) 

generate more refined questions for the participants. 

Data 
Collection 

Data 
Display 

Data ~l 
Reduction 

-------. Conclusions: 
drawing/verifying 

Figure 7. Components of Data Analysis: Interactive Model 

For analysis of the paraprofessional-special needs child discourse, a micro-

ethnographic analysis was completed. Micro-ethnography is a finite analysis of a 

social phenomenon. It involves the systematic analysis of contexts and actors as 

they engage in activities. Stainback and Stainback (1988) argued that this form 

of qualitative research is best used to "understand the process by which 

participants in interactions mutually negotiate the detailed verbal and nonverbal 



112 

requirements of social situations" (p. 19). A cyclical pattern of data analysis was 

characteristic of this portion of the research (See Figure 8). 

The methods for analyzing the data compiled will be discussed in relation to 

the topic of the research questions. 

Classroom Structure 

Data from four of the seven data collection procedures previously discussed 

were utilized in addressing the structure of the early childhood special education 

settings .. Specifically, these were: (a) interviews; (b) ecological inventories; (c) 

field notes; and video tapes. During each of the initial interviews with the 

paraprofessionals, a request was made for them to outline the sequence of 

events 

Asking 
Questions 

Collecting ~ 
Data \ 

Making a 
/ Record 

Analyzing ---/ 
Data 

Figure 8. Cyclical Model of Data Analysis 

which typify their day. They began their description with their entering the 

school (approximately 8:30 a.m.) and ended with the activities just prior to noon. 
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Once the interviews were transcribed, skeletal structures of social situation 

clusters (Spradley, 1980) were developed. The researcher then conducted a 

series of direct observations in order to construct ecological inventories. These 

were then used to expand the initial social situation clusters (hereafter referred 

to as micro-contexts). Finally, field notes were scrutinized for any reference to 

micro-contexts and coded (See Figure 9 as an example). 

The field notes from the kindergarten were coded using the following taxonomy: 

1. entrance (E) 8. choice centres (CC) and gym (OY) 

2. free play (FP) 9. therapy (TH) 

3. circle (C) 10. rest time (RT) 

4. mathematics centres (MC) 11. school assembly (SA) 

5. music (M) 12. specialty centres (PO) 

6. snack (SN) 13. transitions (TR) 

7. free reading (FR) 

The field notes for Maude and Trevor were coded using the following: 

1. entrance (E) 7. sharing (S) 

2. opening exercises (OE) 

3. integrated spelling (IS) 

4. segregated reading (SR) 

5. segregated spelling (SS) 

6. segregated mathematics (SM) 

8. integrated story (ST) 

9. library (L) 

to. therapy (T) 

11. school assembly (SA) 



February 13, 1991 
Time: 9: 15 a.m. 

Maude told me that the Grade 1 teacher wants Trevor to depend less on 
Maude's verbalizations. Maude now is to sit beside Trevor and use gestural 
prompts to get a task completed. 

Field Notes 

McCracken Spelling Program. Summary in last notes. 
Teacher has Trevor at back of room, and uses front board to 
work from. I wonder if Trevor can see that far. Trevor 
continues to draw and scribble on board. When teacher 
prompts all the children to look up here, Trevor gets a 
maximum physical prompt from Maude. He obviously 
doesn't respond to the teacher's request to be quiet. Teacher 
tells Maude to take Trevor to the special education room. 
(9:25) 

9:27: John tells Trevor to sit in desk. I get Maude to wear a 
mike for this session. I haven't got a sample from the special 
education class integrated. Maude sits immediately in front 
of Trevor (who is sitting in the front desk), facing him. 
Individual students are reading from the board out loud. All 
students are told by John to read along with them quietly to 
themselves. Trevor looks around the room. Maude again 
doesn't talk to him, but uses physical guidance (I wonder 
why). When teacher asks group questions, Maude gestures 
(but again no talking) to Trevor where to look. On two 
occasions, Trevor acts up by making guttural sounds and 
twisting his head around. Maude pats his hands and on one 
occasion John told him to act like a Grade One boy. 

9:45: Transition to Math. John tells Maude and Trevor to 
go to their room for math. Maude and Trevor leave the 
room. You know I never heard a whisper exchanged 
between them since the Grade 1 room. 

Figure 9: Sample Field Notes Coded for Micro-context References 

ST 

TR 
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IS 
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Any additional micro-contexts were then identified and rules for each one were 

specified. A sample of these micro-contexts in this form were then shown to the 

appropriate paraprofessional for verification during the semi-formal and informal 

interviews. Finally, once the paraprofessionals had approved the micro-context 

categories and their descriptions, the researcher reviewed a randomly selected 

video tape from the target sessions to further verify the analysis. 

Paraprofessional Roles 

The delineation of the paraprofessionals' roles grew from four data sources: 

(a) interviews; (b) field notes; (c) personal documentation; and (d) 

questionnaires. The analysis procedures for the first three, were analyzed 

concurrently and in a similar fashion. Therefore, these will be discussed 

together followed by the analysis procedures for the questionnaires. 

Interviews. field notes and personal documentation. Interviews with the 

paraprofessionals, teachers, parents and administrators were all used in 

addressing the question of paraprofessional roles. The interviews were 

transcribed, coded and categorized using the methods of domain and taxonomic 

analysis (Spradley, 1980) and a conceptual cluster matrix (Miles and Huberman, 

1984). Similarly, the 

field notes and the personal documents from each paraprofessional were coded. 

In the interviews, codes were assigned to communication exchanges. However, 

in field notes and personal documents, phrases or entire passages were coded 

based on topic. 
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Codes were selected as descriptors considering: (a) the questions that were 

asked during the interview; (b) the content of the transcribed interviews; and/or 

(c) the content of the written documentation of either the researcher or the 

paraprofessional. Codes for paraprofessional roles were pre-selected based on 

the results from the original pilot study as follows: 

1. paraprofessional as instructional strategist (IS), 

2. paraprofessional as manager of routine (MR), 

3. paraprofessional as performer (P), 

4. paraprofessional as manager of behavior (MB), 

5. paraprofessional as evaluator of student performance (ESP), 

6. paraprofessional as clerk (C). 

Additional codes that became necessary when analyzing the data were the 

following: 

1. paraprofessional as child advocate (CA), 

2. paraprofessional as parent-teacher mediator (PTM), 

3. paraprofessional as professional liaison (PL). 

4. paraprofessional as curriculum developer (CD) 

Each code was assigned a color and was highlighted with that color within 

the interviews, field notes and personal documents. These roles were viewed as 

themes and should not be interpreted as mutually exclusive categories. 

Once the data were coded, a categorization system was developed for 

domain analysis (Spradley, 1980). Schiller (1990) suggested that four semantic 



117 

relationships may be used in the categorization of such data: "a) X is a kind of 

Yj b) X is a characteristic of Yj c) X is the reason for Y and d) X is a statement 

about Y" (p. 80). A chart of this method that uses data from several interviews 

in presented in Figure 10. A taxonomic analysis further refined the categories 

specified in the domain analysis. Spradley (1980) differentiated taxonomic 

analysis from domain analysis in that the former shows the relationships amongst 

all of the terms in the latter. For the purposes of this research, all terms from a 

particular domain were categorized by outstanding features. Following the 

INCLUDED TERMS RELATIONSHIP COVER 
THEME 

Aide 
Rehab Aide 
Classroom Aide 
Para"educator 
Assistant 
Teacher Assistant 
Teacher Aide 

is a kind of 

1. Semantic relationship, X is a kind of Y 
2. Example: Aide is a kind of paraprofessional 

PARAPROFESSIONAL 

Figure 10. Domain Analysis. Example Using the Cover Term "Paraprofessional" 

domain analysis, a conceptually clustered matrix was developed to: (a) facilitate 

comparisons between responses and informants; (b) enable the researcher to see 



how data could be further analyzed; and (c) provide some preliminary 

standardization across cases (Miles & Huberman, 1984). 
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Questionnaires. The two questionnaires were administered in order to glean 

additional data concerning the paraprofessional role. Based on the literature 

reviewed and the specific context of this research, each questionnaire addressed 

topics in different ways (e.g. the first through a Likert Scale, the second with a 

broader range of response formats). While there was some overlap in topical 

issues addressed, each questionnaire was substantially different in content. The 

first questionnaire addressed five broad areas concerning paraprofessional roles: 

(a) personal characteristics of paraprofessionals; (b) paraprofessional tasks; (c) 

paraprofessional instructional approaches; (d) paraprofessional training; and (e) 

paraprofessional beliefs regarding teaching and learning. The second 

questionnaire grew out of the interviews and observations conducted prior to its 

administration. Specifically, five areas were addressed: (a) paraprofessional tasks; 

(b) paraprofessional training; (c) paraprofessional knowledge and beliefs about 

teaching and learning; (d) paraprofessional job satisfaction; and (e) 

paraprofessional perception of administrative supervision. The responses to each 

of the questionnaires were used for two purposes. First, they served as a source 

for triangulating observed paraprofessional behavior and the paraprofessional 

roles reported by the persons interviewed. Second, the responses were fruitful 

areas for further investigation and assisted the researcher in formulating interview 

questions for the semi-formal interviews as well as the final formal interview. 
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Paraprofessional-Special Needs Child Discourse 

For analysis of paraprofessional-special needs child discourse, data were 

transcribed to ensure at least one language sample from each micro-context. 

These data were selected from weeks one, three and six of the timeframe each 

paraprofessional was the primary focus, for a total of twelve hours per 

paraprofessional. This amount of data ensured that samples were available from 

each micro-context for each paraprofessional-special needs child dyad. 

Transcriptions were based on the audio recordings with the video tapes providing 

additional contextual information such as: (a) nonverbal communication; (b) 

referents of discourse; and (c) the micro-context in which the discourse occurred. 

The decision to use a twelve hour time frame was a function of (a) the amount of 

discourse occurring in specific micro-contexts; (b) the need to streamline the 

volume of data collected; and ( c) the need to analyze comparable blocks of data 

on each paraprofessional. 

Coding. The development of a coding system for this discourse drew on the 

work of Halliday (1961), Meadow, Greensburg, Erting and Carmichael (1981) and 

Sinclair and Coulthard (1983). Two classes of functional language analysis were 

delineated: 1) exchanges; and 2) moves (See Figure 11). This delineation 

streamlined the discourse analysis so that each discourse sample was viewed as 

being constructed of a series of exchanges. These exchanges were then typified as 

serving a specific discoul.;e function given their content and structure. The 

structure of the discourse exchanges were then determined in light of opening, 
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answering andj or follow-up moves. (See Appendix A for definitions of each 

exchange type) 

Four phases constituted the coding process. First the transcriptions were 

reviewed and broken into the pre-defined micro-contexts. Markers for the micro-

contexts were signified by: (a) an environmental event (e.g. flashing of the lights 

in the room); (b) a verbal prompt from the teacher or paraprofessional (e.g. "It is 

time for math tubs"); (c) a transitionary activity (e.g. teacher calls the names of 

individual students to select a centre); or (d) a shift in activity. 

D Exchanges Moves 
I 
S 
C Paraprofessional Child 
0 Types Types 
U 
R Inform Inform OPEN 
S Direct Direct 
E Elicit Elicit ANSWER 

Check Reinitiate 
Boundary FOLLOW-UP 
Reinitiate 
Ust 

Figure 11. Classes of Functional Language Analysis 

Next, the discourse in each micro-context was analyzed for discourse 

exchanges. A discourse exchange was defined as when one member of the dyad 
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directed an interactive behavior toward the other and the second member was 

given the opportunity to respond with a related interactive behavior. An 

interactive behavior may have consisted of a spoken word, vocalization, sign, 

gesture, body movement, body contact, or looking at either the discourse partner 

or a jointly shared object/activity (Meadow, Greensburg, Erting and Carmichael, 

1981). 

Cazden (1986) indicated that much of instructional discourse follows a 

pattern of soliciting, responding and reacting. However, for the purposes of this 

research, the third phase of coding consisted of dividing each exchange into three 

types of conversational moves: (a) opening; (b) answering; and follow-up (Sinclair 

& Coulthard, 1975). 

Fourth, the exchanges were then coded according to function. Specifically, 

these were: (a) Paraprofessional Inform; (b) Paraprofessional Direct; ( c) 

Paraprofessional Elicit; (d) Child Inform; (e) Child Direct; (t) Child Elicit; (g) 

Paraprofessional Check; (h) Paraprofessional Reinitiation; (i) Child Reinitiation; 

(j) Paraprofessional Listing; and (k) Boundary (See Appendix A for definitions of 

each exchange type). 

Lastly, once all the exchanges were coded, percentages were calculated for 

each class of exchange realized in each micro-context. 

Reliability. Audio and video tapes were transcribed by a research assistant 

hired by the researcher. This individual was an undergraduate in Rehabilitation 

Studies at a local college. To ensure accuracy within the transcriptions, the 
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researcher also transcribed five one hour segments randomly selected for each of 

the three paraprofessional-special needs child dyads. Additionally, the speech 

pathologist from the school district reviewed three transcripts and video tapes to 

verify the accuracy of the children's utterances. Any changes recommended by 

the speech pathologist were incorporated into the transcript of the primary 

researcher prior to calculation of the reliability coefficients. 

Reliability coefficients were then conducted on these passages by calculating 

the number of words agreed upon divided by the number of agreements plus 

disagreements. Notably, omission and addition of words in the transcripts were 

counted as disagreements. Mean reliability for the transcriptions was .91 

(range = .82 to 1.00). Following the calculation of reliability, any disagreements 

on transcriptions were then reviewed jointly by the researcher and the assistant 

until consensus was established as to how the transcript should read. For data 

analysis, these portions of the transcripts replaced those completed by the 

research assistant. 

These same five hours per dyad were then independently coded by the 

researcher and a graduate student in education (hereafter referred to as Assistant 

II). Prior to the coding, the researcher trained Assistant II by: (a) reviewing the 

definition of each category of the coding taxonomy; and (b) jointly practising the 

coding procedures to a reliability of .90 using four randomly selected passages of 

at least twelve conversational exchanges. Estimates of reliability, for the coding 

procedures, were computed as the number of agreements divided by the number 
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of agreements plus the number of disagreements. Calculation of reliability for 

each category in the taxonomy ranged from .72 to .95 with a mean of .86. In the 

case of a discrepancy, the coding of the researcher was used. 

Additional Considerations During Data Analysis 

Many researchers advocate a review of findings should occur concurrently 

with observations in order to test the validity of conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 

1984; Spradley, 1980). Schiller (1990) argued that qualitative analysis differs from 

quantitative analysis in that data analysis is not a distinct phase of the research. 

Rather, analysis is a continuation of the observation and data reflected upon in 

the fieldwork. Schiller's point was applicable to the manner in which the data 

were collected and analyzed. The review of findings took place as an ongoing 

process between the researcher and the participants throughout the research 

process. 



CHAPTERS 

RESULTS 

Introduction 
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The purpose of this research project was to: (a) describe the structure of 

early childhood special education settings; (b) delineate the various roles which 

paraprofessionals play in these classrooms; and ( c) describe the discourse 

structure between paraprofessionals and special needs children. Three 

paraprofessionals volunteered to participate in all aspects of the project that 

included: (a) participating in a series of interviews; (b) being the subject of 

extended observations; (c) completing a journal; and (d) completing 

questionnaires. Paraprofessionals were selected because they had been assigned 

to work with one young child with special needs either at the kindergarten or 

grade one level. Additional personnel, including the paraprofessionals' 

supervising teachers, the building principal, the Special Education Coordinator 

for the school division, and the parents of the special needs children, contributed 

to the data collection through interviews and/or questionnaires. This section 

presents the results from the analysis of data collected during the study. The 

results of the interviews, field notes, personal documentation, questionnaires and 

audio/video tapes were used to explore and respond to each of the research 

questions posed in Chapter I. These were: 

1. What constitutes the structure of an early childhood classroom 

providing services to a child with special needs? 



2. What roles do paraprofessionals fulfill in early childhood special 

education classrooms? 
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3. How do the discourse patterns of paraprofessional-special needs 

children vary in relation to the structural framework of early childhood special 

education classrooms? 

Classroom Structure in Early Childhood Education 

The first question addresses the structure of the early childhood 

classrooms in which the paraprofessionals worked. Data addressing this question 

were gained through: (a) interviews; (b) ecological inventories; (c) field notes; 

and (d) video tapes. 

Spradley (1980) suggested that the organization of a given environ may 

be more readily understood if viewed as a "series of social situation clusters" 

(p.43). Each of the classroom environments is presented and discussed as a 

series of social clusters (hereafter called micro-contexts). Clearly, each of the 

classroom experiences were different for the individual children. However, since 

two of the dyads were in the same class (Lola & Mary; Sandy & Joe), discussion 

of the results is presented in two parts: (a) Grade One/Special Education 

Context (Maude & Trevor) and (b) Regular Kindergarten Context (Lola & 

Mary; Sandy & Joe). 
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Grade One/Special Education Context 

The primary participants in the course of Trevor's morning were: (a) 

Maude (the assigned paraprofessional); (b) John (the special education teacher) 

and (c) Harriet (the grade one teacher). Eight micro-contexts constituted the 

daily routine of Maude and Trevor. Specifically, these were: (1) entrance; (2) 

opening exercises-integrated; (3) integrated spelling; (4) segregated reading; (5) 

segregated spelling; (6) segregated mathematics; (7) sharing; and (8) integrated

story. Three additional clusters occurred weekly: (a) library; (b) therapy and (c) 

school assembly. These are included because: (a) they were part of the 

classroom routine given their frequency and of the actor (students and adults) 

participation levels; and (b) the paraprofessional role varied in these contexts. 

(See Figure 12.) 

The teacher(s) (John and Harriet) designed the schedule of events for 

Trevor and Maude. However the manner in which the activities within each 

micro-context were realized was left, in part, to the initiative of the 

paraprofessional. 

The following summary of all eleven micro-context typifies their essential 

characteristics: 

1. Arrival: A bell rang at 8:45. Maude stood in the hall awaiting Trevor 

to come in from the play ground. When he was within twenty to thirty feet from 

her, Maude would greet him and assist him in removing his coat and backpack. 

Any correspondence from Trevors' parents was discovered when Trevor opened 
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Entrance 

Transition 

Opening Exercises 

Transition 

Integrated Spelling 

Transition 

Segregated Reading 

Transition 

Segregated Spelling 

Transition 

Segregated Math 

Transition 

Sharing 

Transition 

Integrated Story 

Lunch Hour 

Additional Micro-contents 

Library Therapy School Assembly 

Figure 12. Micro-contexts in Grade One Special Education Context 
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his backpack and retrieved his school supplies (e.g. pencil, textbooks). Once 

Maude was satisfied that Trevor was prepared for class, she would accompany 

him to the Grade One room for opening exercises and instruct him to sit in his 

desk. She then stood out in the hall. Duration of this micro-context varied 

between 5 and 10 minutes. 

2. Opening Exercises: Harriet would lead the children in singing the 

Canadian national anthem and in several activities including: (a) rote counting; 

(b) completing the calendar; (c) identifying the weather; (d) reciting the 

alphabet; and (e) conducting "Show and Tell". Trevor often did not successfully 

complete this routine and walJ sent by the teacher to Maude who then took him 

to the special education classroom. The observed duration of this micro-context 

varied from 5 to 20 minutes. 

3. Integrated Spelling: On those occasions when Trevor successfully 

participated in the opening exercises, he stayed for the integrated spelling 

program. During this time, Maude was allowed into the room and could sit 

beside Trevor, although she was instructed not to interact with him. Each 

student was given a small chalk board and a piece of chalk. Harriet instructed 

them to get ready for spelling which acted as a cue for them to divide their chalk 

board into four equal portions. She then told the students to: (a) identify and 

write out the letters representing the initial sound; or (b) identify the medial 

sound and write out the corresponding letters; or (c) identify and write out the 

letters representing the final sound; or (d) write the entire word. Following 
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these instructions, Harriet said a word, used it in a sentence and then repeated 

her initial direction. She would pause for a period which varied between 15 and 

30 seconds, after which she would say the next word. This was repeated four 

times. Harriet then wrote the correct responses out for each word, after which 

each child marked his/her work. This routine was repeated four or five times. 

Throughout this activity, Harriet encouraged Trevor to be quiet and to try to 

determine the proper answer. The observed duration of this micro-context 

varied between 15 and 20 minutes. 

4. Segregated Reading: Following the integrated spelling, Trevor put his 

chalk board away and went with Maude to the special education room. John, 

the special education teacher, had a communication book which was always kept 

on Maude's desk during the school day. In this book, were instructions as to 

which pages were to be completed in the reading series and accompanying 

workbook. During the reading phase, Trevor: (a) read aloud to Maude; (b) 

answered Maude's questions about the content of the text; and (c) repaired his 

oral reading based on Maude's corrections. During the workbook phase, Trevor: 

(a) read the instructions aloud; (b) repaired his oral reading based on Maude's 

corrections; (c) answered Maude's questions about the relationship of the text to 

his life experiences; and (d) wrote out responses to various questions about 

textbook story. Duration of this micro-context varied from fifteen minutes to 

one hour. 
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5. Segregated Spelling: This micro-context was realized by Trevor 

sounding out and writing words usually from what Maude called a word family. 

This word family was constituted by a portion of a word which remained 

unchanged while the initial consonant(s) were altered such as but, shut and cut. 

The instructional sequence was typified by Maude saying the word, sounding out 

the phonemes included within the word and using the word in a sentence. 

Trevor would then sound out the word in unison with Maude and either write 

these words on the board or on a sheet of paper in a workbook scribbler. At 

various points within this sequence either Maude or Trevor initiated discussion 

of the meaning of the word in relation to the experiences of Trevor's life. The 

following excerpt from a spelling session concerning the word "but" illustrates 

such a discussion: 

Maude: A goat is good at butt. A butt is sort of like giving you 
push. Or it is a word when you say "But mom, I didn't do it. 
Really! But mom, Jennifer did it". 

Trevor: but 

Maude: That's another way of using the word but. 

Other related activities (such as completion of worksheets where Trevor 

was to spell a word and draw a line to the corresponding picture) were 

incorporated into the spelling micro-context. The observed duration of this 

micro-context varied from thirty minutes to one hour. 

6. Segregated Mathematics: Six aspects of mathematics were focused upon 

during this micro-context: (a) rote counting; (b) numeral writing; (c) numeral 
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identification; (d) addition; (e) subtraction; (f) geometric shape identification; 

and (g) geometric shape production. Most of these activities were completed in 

a mathematics workbook from a primary mathematics series. The amount of 

work to be completed was specified for Maude in the communication book from 

John. 

During each of these activities, Trevor: (a) read the directions aloud; (b) 

responded to questions from Maude about the nature of the activity; (c) read 

aloud the problem to be worked on; (d) arrived at an answer and articulated it 

orally; (e) responded to correction procedures developed by Maude; and f) 

wrote the correct response. Duration of this micro-context varied from 30 

minutes to 90 minutes. 

7. Sharing: This micro-context was typified by Trevor participating in one 

of the following activities with Maude: (a) discussing a recent event; (b) 

discussing an object brought to school by Trevor; or (c) playing a number game. 

For the first two activities, Trevor responded to a series of questions asked by 

Maude concerning either an event or an object. Sometimes he generated 

comments and/or questions of his own, however more frequently, he simply 

answered Maude's inquiries. 

The game most commonly used as a sharing time was a number game. 

Trevor went to a series of numbers attached to a bulletin board and knocked on 

one as if it were a door. Maude, while still sitting at her desk, answered in a 

variety of voice tones and accents. She expressed how she was feeling or the 
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circumstances of her character. While in that persona, Maude inquired about 

how Trevor was feeling and/or what activities he would be engaging in 

throughout the day. Duration of this micro-context varied from 5 to 15 minutes. 

8. Integrated Story: During this micro-context, Trevor left the room he 

occupied with Maude and moved to the special education room with the other 

children with special needs. The teacher and students composed a story 

throughout the week and wrote it on the chalk boards. The integrated story 

micro-context was defined by the students all sitting in their desks and being 

directed by the teacher, individually, to read a paragraph aloud. When not 

reading aloud, students were required to sit in their desks quietly and listen to 

the story being read. At various points throughout the story reading, the teacher 

would ask individual students questions related to the plot, setting, theme or 

character(s) of the story. Duration of this micro-context varied between 15 and 

20 minutes. 

9. Therapy: The only therapy that Trevor was observed participating in 

was with the speech pathologist. Once a week, the speech pathologist would 

meet with Trevor and Maude in a private room. 

Maude: It started 25 to 30 minutes. It's been cut down slightly 
because I think her workload .... Right now it's once a week. 

Maude watched while the speech pathologist conducted a series of activities 

including: (a) articulation drills (reproduction of a specified phoneme); (b) 

sentence building (reproduction or production of a sentence with pre-specified 



structure); or (c) answer and generate questions concerning either a present 

object/event or one which was past/not present. 

Maude: Basically, she tries to get the materials to keep him 
interested in to begin with. Right now it's a story, so she does 
sequencing or what happens next, what happens first and then 
what was the last thing that happened? ... She plays games with 
him and it's all language based. The computer is a bit of a game 
whereas you have to always see what's gonna happen next and 
then you can sorta tell what the story's gonna be about so that's 
kind of exciting for him ... I'll sit in on the therapy session. I'll 
jot down notes and if there is any specific things she would like me 
to work or to stress, then she'll just mention it to me. 

Duration of this micro-context varied from 20 minutes to half an hour. 

10. Library: Once a week John took all the students from the special 

education classroom down to the library. The students gathered in the special 

education classroom at a time predetermined by the teacher. John would 
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remind the students of the rules for going and returning to the library as well as 

behavioral expectations for students while in the library itself. The teacher and 

paraprofessionals accompanied the students to the library ensuring that no one 

spoke. Prior to entering the library, the children were reminded to be quiet in 

the library and were instructed to go to a specified section of the room in which 

books at their reading level would be available. The teacher and 

paraprofessionals helped the students choose a book by: (a) identifying topics of 

interest; (b) pointing out books for them to try; (c) choosing a book themselves 

and reading it to individual students; or (d) collecting a small selection of books 

and having the children choose from the more limited range. 



Interviewer: How do you go about choosing books for Trevor? 

Maude: I have no idea. I guess that I just try to find things that he 
likes to know about and find any book that matches with that. But 
to tell you the truth, I haven't really thought about why I choose 
one book over another. 
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The adults all reinforced or reprimanded the children for their behavior 

and aided them in signing out the books. The children were given, typically, ten 

to fifteen minutes to complete the book selection and checking out activities. 

Once these were completed, the children lined up at the door. When all the 

students were lined up, the group returned to the classroom. Upon their return, 

the children put the books onto a shelf and returned to their assigned desks. 

The duration of this micro-context varied from 20 to 30 minutes. 

11. School Assembly: Each Friday morning, immediately after students 

gathered in their regular integrated classes, they were instructed to line up and 

proceed to the gymnasium. Students walked there in single file beginning with 

the kindergarten children and ending with the Grade Six class. Maude 

accompanied Trevor to the gym by walking beside him and reinforcing 

behavioral expectations for proper behavior in either the hallway or the 

gymnasium. Once in the gym, students sat in rows facing the stage with the 

adults all lining the walls. The vice-principal instructed the children to stand 

after which they all sang the Canadian National Anthem and recited the Lord's 

Prayer. The vice-principal then instructed the students to sit down. Each 

teacher, beginning with the kindergarten teachers, awarded a certificate to one 
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student from his/her class for excellence in either behavior or academic 

achievement. This was done by naming a student from his/her class and telling 

the assembly why that individual was chosen. Each student named went to the 

front of the gymnasium, shook hands with the teacher, took the certificate, shook 

hands with the vice-principal, and received a round of applause from the 

audience. Once all the students were identified for receipt of the award, the 

vice-principal instructed everyone to give them one more round of applause . 

He then dismissed the students by telling them they could return to their classes. 

The students exited in the same fashion and order as they entered. Once all the 

students had returned to their regular classrooms, Maude accompanied Trevor 

to the special education room. 

Transitions: Transitions were brief exchanges that terminated one micro

context and facilitated the opening of the next. For Maude and Trevor, these 

were characterized by brief directives such as "It is time for math" or "Now, let's 

do some reading." Student movement or engagement in discourse with the 

paraprofessional were rare except for the transition between the Grade One 

regular class and the special education class. During these times, Maude talked 

to Trevor about: (a) his behavior in the class; (b) the sequence of the morning 

events; (c) recent or upcoming school events; or (d) his behavior during the 

transition. 
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Fieure 13. Micro-contexts Comprising the Kindergarten Class Context 
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Kindergarten Class Context 

The kindergarten class routine was made up of 12 micro-contexts (See 

Figure 13). Specifically these were: 1) Entrance; 2) Free Play; 3) Circle Time; 

4) Math Tubs; 5) Music; 6) Bathroom; 7) Snack; 8) Free Reading; 9) Choice 

Centers; 10) Gym; 11) Rest; and 12) Specialty Centers. Two additional micro-

contexts occurred on a weekly basis: (a) Therapy; and (b) School Assembly. In 

the section which follows, all of the micro-contexts will be delineated with the 

exception of the School Assembly. This micro-context was a direct replica of the 

micro-context of the same name described in the Grade One Special Education 

Context. The primary participants in the class were three paraprofessionals, one 

teacher, one parent helper and 22 children (two of whom were Joe and Mary). 

The teacher orchestrated much of the movement between the various micro-

contexts. As well, she was responsible for organizing the activities in each 

micro-context. 

Isa: I think play and creativity are very interrelated. In order to 
express yourself, you have to be creative and in playing, express 
yourself a lot. 
... You could have one without the other, but I think in order to learn, 
you have to have creative aspects in place so that the child is using 
imagination in discovering the environment on their own. 

Notably, the activities for the children were organized around a theme or 

general topic (e.g. Dinosaurs, Snow). Differ.!nt aspects of a theme topic were 

integrated into many of the classroom activities (e.g. dinosaur shaped cards, 

dinosaur shaped writing paper). 
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1. Entrance: This micro-context was realized by the children completing 

the following tasks: (a) taking their boots and coats off; (b) putting coat on a 

hookmarked with their name; (c) placing their boots on a mat immediately 

under their coats; (d) putting their mittens in either their coat pockets or on a 

shelf immediately above their coat; (e) hanging up their backpack; (t) placing 

their lunch containers in a cupboard labelled with their name; (g) putting on and 

tying their indoor shoes (which were either hung on their coat hook or placed in 

their cubby; (h) going to the "Name Board" and identifying their name on a 

button; and (i) pinning the button onto their clothing. Durations observed in 

completion of this micro-context varied depending on the weather (thus the 

amount of clothing the children had to take off and position) and their facility in 

tying their shoes. 

Lola: I think that the way the day begins sets the 
whole tone. You know. I just really want Mary to know she is 
welcomed here. But I also don't want her to be so dependent on 
me that she won't do stuff. So I have really backed off here. I just 
say my good morning and tell her she looks great. Then I remind 
her of what she needs to do to get ready, and I leave. I know this 
will force her to ask the other kids for help if she needs it. And 
that is the important thing for me to do. 

Generally, the duration did not exceed 15 minutes. 

2. Free Play: In this micro-context children were allowed to choose 

activities and direct their own play. As the children entered the room following 

the entrance procedures, they accessed any number of activities ranging from 



block play to coloring; games to dolls. The adults did not interact frequently 

with the children during this micro-context. 

Sandy: Free play is Joe's chance to see if he can get someone 
other than an adult to play with him. I know that it is real hard 
but it is something that Joe needs to have the room to learn about. 

Typically, the adults: (a) discussed the sequence of the days activities, (b) 

introduced the parent helper to the activities in need of his/her attention; (c) 

socialized with one another; (d) prepared materials for student activities 

occurring later in the day; (e) read any notes from parents; and (f) read 
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professionally related literature (e.g. conference brochures, articles from teaching 

magazines). Interactions with students were, typically, social greetings and 

feedback about the appropriateness of their play behavior. The most frequently 

enforced rules were: (a) before a child transitioned from one play activity to the 

next, the first set of materials had to be put away; (b) cooperative play meant 

that each person took turns; and (c) hitting another child was never a proper 

response to resolution of a conflict. The duration of this micro-context varied 

from 10 to 30 minutes depending on: (a) the number of activities the teacher 

had organized; (b) special activities occurring for the entire school; (c) the 

inclusion of a class field trip; and/or (d) the length of time individual students 

took getting through the entrance procedure. 

3. Circle Time: Following a signal from the teacher (which was playing 

five notes on the piano), the students gathered around the bulletin board 

immediately beside the piano. The teacher sat in front of the group while the 
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paraprofessionals and parent helper: (a) sat beside a child; (b) sat at a table 

behind the whole group of children; (c) stood by the material preparation area; 

or (d) left the room to prepare materials (e.g. photocopying). 

Lola: This is when I get those piddly little jobs done that you know 
got to be done, but takes time away from the ldds ... but I also 
want to be there to help Mary so that when she is doing something 
in front of the group, she will look successful and as normal as 
possible. 

Sandy: Joe has a real tough time focusing, like zeroing in on what 
is going on. So I sit close by him and prompt him, like tell him 
what he should be doing or how he should be acting. 

The children engaged in several large group activities during this micro-

context, lasting between 20 and 45 minutes. In a sense, each of these activities 

were a micro-micro-context. However, because they were all held with the large 

group and involved similar levels of student participation they were included as 

a single micro-context. Specifically, these activities were: (a) calendar; (b) serial 

counting; (c) sharing time; and (d) center introduction. 

Throughout all of these activities, the paraprofessionals monitored 

students' behavior by instructing those who were talking (without being the 

appointed speaker) to be silent and those who were moving about, to remain 

still. Sometimes, when the special needs children were responding, the 

paraprofessional: (a) repeated the questions immediately after the teacher; (b) 

modified the teacher's questions; or (c) gave the student the answer to repeat. 

The observed duration of this activity varied from 15 to 25 minutes. 
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4. Math Tubs: The math tubs micro-context was composed of a maximum 

of four small group activities. These activities required the children to use a 

variety of manipulatives (e.g. small blocks, elastics, weights, cards) all of which 

were kept in square plastic containers (hence the label "Math Tubs"). Each 

activity addressed one of the following math concepts including: (a) numeration; 

(b) serial counting; (c) operations; (d) pattern identification/generation; and (e) 

measurement (linear, mass and/or volume). The specific activity of each "tub" 

shifted with the monthly theme. However, the routine for their employ was 

similar .. Following circle time, the teacher reviewed the activities of the math 

tubs. As she did this, the paraprofessionals set out the materials on the tables 

behind where the large group gathered. The teacher then extracted the names 

of children from a container and read them out. The students moved to the 

centre of their choice and began the activity. At times, the children altered the 

activity or generated an entirely different one than the teacher had planned (e.g. 

building towers from blocks rather than doing color patterns with blocks). 

Following 15 minutes at one center, the teacher turned the lights on and off. 

This acted as a signal for the children to move to another math tub. The typical 

total duration for this micro-context was approximately 30 minutes. 

5. Music: This micro-context occurred following math tubs. The students 

gathered in front of the piano and sat down. The teacher lead the students in 

singing songs. Some of the songs were chosen by the teacher and some she 

solicited from the children. Depending on the song, the teacher either played 



the piano or put a record on the stereo system immediately beside the piano. 

Many of the songs had actions which the children did as they sang the words. 

These actions involved hand, arm and/or body movement in rhythm to the 

music. 
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During this micro-context, the paraprofessionals: (a) took the math tub 

materials off the tables; (b) washed each of the tables; (c) put napkins on each 

table, one directly in front of each chair; (d) placed a plastic cup beside each 

napkin; (e) helped the parent helper retrieve and distribute the snack; and (f) 

joined in some of the songs with the students. The observed duration of this 

micro-context varied from 15 to 20 minutes. 

6. Bathroom: The teacher arranged the students in a single line and told 

them to go to the bathroom. A paraprofessional and/or the parent helper 

accompanied the group to the washrooms which were directly down the hall 

(approximately 50 meters). The students: (a) toileted themselves; (b) washed 

their hands and face; and (c) returned to class. The adults monitored the 

students' behavior ensuring that they completed each of the above tasks so the 

noise level did not disturb the surrounding classrooms and the students did not 

strike or tease another student. Durations observed varied from 5 to 10 minutes. 

7. Snack: Students found their place at a table by identifying their name 

on a drinking cup. They received a snack and a drink which was provided by the 

parent helper. Before eating, the teacher told the class to bow their heads and 

say grace. The children then ate their snack while the adults gathered around 



the material preparation center to talk with each other and eat some of the 

snack. The duration of this micro-context varied from 20 to 25 minutes. 
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8. Free Reading: As the children completed their snack, they placed their 

cup into a large blue tub and their napkin into the garbage. They then moved to 

the carpeted area directly in front of the bookcase. Each student was expected 

to: (a) choose a book; (b) look at the book independently or with another child; 

or (c) ask an adult to read to them. The selection of books was usually linked to 

the theme of the particular month so students would have an additional 

opportunity to explore the parameters of a topic. However, only books chosen 

by the teacher were in the book self and only those constituted acceptable 

reading materials. Durations observed varied from 5 to 15 minutes. 

9. Choice Centers: The choice micro-context was composed of a 

maximum of eight small group activities. The children participated in a broad 

range of activities including art (e.g. painting, play dough), printing, adult lead 

craft projects, computer games, dress up, building blocks, cooking, and worksheet 

activities. The specific activity of each center shifted with the monthly theme, 

however, the routine for their employ was similar. Students selected a necklace 

from an Organization Center directly under the blackboard. They then went to 

the center of choice for a maximum of 30 minutes. Mter this timeframe, the 

teacher flashed the classroom lights and the students returned to the 

Organization Center. The necklaces were returned to their place of origin (sign 

on the organization center was the same color as the necklaces) or traded with 
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another student who was also at the Organization Center. Another 30 minute 

time frame followed. Activities such as craft, painting, cooking, worksheets and 

computer games were such that the students had to produce a predetermined 

product. So, the teacher and/or other adult monitored these activities quite 

closely. Durations observed varied from 45 minutes to one hour. 

10. Gym: This was a special micro-context specifically for Joe and Mary. 

Three times a week, about half way through the second choice center, Lola and 

Sandy took Joe and Mary either outside or to the gym. Each of the children 

chose a friend from the class to accompany them. In the gymnasium, the 

students played catch, or did body movement exercises (e.g. tumbling, rolling). 

Lola: I think that the reason we come [to the gym] is to let Mary 
feel special. She can bring a friend and gets a chance to let that 
person know that he/she is important to Mary. Sure I can get 
some of the activities done that are from the O.T. (occupational 
therapist), but I think that the socializing is the most important 
part. 

When outside, the children and paraprofessionals: (a) went for a walk around 

the neighborhood; (b) swung on playground swing set; (c) climbed on playground 

equipment; or (d) played a game such as IItagll or IIhide and seekll
• 

Sandy: Joe has a lot of problems when the ground changes 
levels. He always seems to be tripping and falling. Being outside 
forces him to actually talk to another kid and work on his motor 
skills. 

Duration of this micro-context varied from 15 to 30 minutes. 

11. Rest Time: After the choice centers had been put away, the students 

gathered in front of the piano. A paraprofessional pulled out a large cardboard 
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box filled with pillows while another paraprofessional turned the lights off and 

pulled down the shades. The children were then instructed to find a place 

where they could concentrate on becoming quiet inside. Each child was given a 

pillow while a tape recording played children's lullabies or other children's songs. 

Duration observed for this micro-context varied from 10 to 15 minutes. 

Two additional micro-contexts were included in the weekly routine of the 

classroom: (a) therapy sessions; and (b) school assembly. Since the school 

assembly was discussed in the section entitled "Grade One/Special Education 

Context", only the therapy micro-context will be addressed. 

12. Therapy: Only one support professional, a speech-language 

pathologist, was observed providing services directly to students. The speech 

pathologist visited usually once every week or two for about thirty minutes with 

each child on her caseload. The individual and group activities implemented 

targeted specific articulation and/or language development goals. Standardized 

language assessments were administered by this person as well, typically in the 

therapy room. Rarely did the speech pathologist speak with the teacher 

concerning a child's needs and progress. Rather, the paraprofessional 

accompanied the child (and, sometimes the parent) into the therapy session and 

verbally relayed the following information to the teacher: (a) a student's 

progress; (b) the speech pathologist's recommendations for integrating 

therapeutic activities into the classroom; and (c) concerns the paraprofessional 
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had about either a child's progress or the targeted behavior. Durations of this 

micro-context varied from 15 to 45 minutes. 

Additional Aspects of Micro-contexts 

As shown in Figure 13, transitions were incorporated between each 

activity. Both the paraprofessional and the teacher orchestrated these moves, 

however, the teacher directed the class as a group and the paraprofessionals 

concentrated on individual students. These periods were actually separate social 

situations in that the task demands and social contexts shifted. Three categories 

of transitions were identified: (1) clean-up; (2) movement; (3) decision-making. 

Clean-up transitions. All students had to put away the materials that they 

had been using. An example of this type of transition was the typical set of 

behaviors enacted following snack. Each student was reminded to wipe off an 

area of table about eighteen square inches immediately in front of where they 

were sitting. They were responsible for putting their cup in an appointed storage 

container and their napkin into the garbage. Once a student had finished snack 

and had cleaned up his/her area, they moved to free reading. Durations 

observed: maximum of five minutes. 

Movement transitions. The movement of the students (either as a group 

or a series of small groups) was characterized as being laissez faire or systematic 

in nature. During laissez faire transitions the teacher or paraprofessional: (a) 

flashed the classroom lights or playing five notes on the piano; (b) gave verbal 

instructions to the whole group; and (c) circulated through the class prompting 
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children to complete the instructed task. This was a typical transition between 

choice centers. The students complied with the instructions at different rates. 

Consequently, they arrived at the Organization Center (where the center 

necklaces were stored) at different times. Some children scrambled for the 

center necklace of their choice, while others milled about being prompted by the 

various adults (paraprofessionals, teacher and parent helper) to make a choice 

and retrieve the right necklace. 

The systematic movement mode was a highly structured teacher 

orchestrated transition. This occurred most frequently at the beginning of the 

Math Tubs, Bathroom and Choice Centers. The teacher drew children's names, 

one at a time, from a small bucket filled with colored discs. As the teacher read 

the name, the child moved to a designated spot (e.g. a line, a center, the 

organization center). Other strategies observed included children moving by: (a) 

identifying their eye color; (b) identifying the prefix of their telephone number; 

(c) identifying a color of their clothing; (d) identifying a type of clothing (e.g. 

boots, mittens, parka); (e) identifying the month of their birth; or (t) naming 

their hair color. 

Decision Transitions: This type of transition usually followed a movement 

transition to Math Tubs and Choice Centers. For math tubs, the 

paraprofessionals accompanied each of their charges to the various stations and 

reviewed the planned activities. The children were prompted by statements like 

"You need to decide what to do" or "You have to make a decision." The special 
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needs children received similar instructions at the organization center for Choice 

Centers. However, for the Choice Centers, the special needs students were told 

the potential activities without moving around through them. The 

paraprofessional described or named the various centers and pointed to them 

from a single vantage point within the room. Again the students were prompted 

with the same statements as in the Math Tubs decision transition. The duration 

of this type of transition varied from two to five minutes. 

Specialized Micro-contexts 

Both Joe and Mary each had a micro-context designed specifically for 

them. For Joe, it was the Look-at-me Training micro-context and for Mary it was 

a Work-Table. 

Look-at-me training. In this micro-context, Sandy and Joe left the 

kindergarten classroom and went to a private room (either the stage in the 

gymnasium or the therapy room). Figure 14 shows an artifact used by Sandy 

during these sessions to: (a) remind her of the program design; and (b) record 

the data. Joe and Sandy sat facing each other with their bodies positioned so 

their knees touched. Sandy began the training session by saying "Joe, it is time 

for us to do the Look-at-me program. Remember each time I say look at me, 

you need to look right into my eyes. What do you do Joe?" Joe was then 

expected to say "Look at your eyes". If he did not, Sandy gave him the correct 

response and told him to repeat it. 
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Following the initiation of the training sequence, Sandy implemented the 

directions as stated in Figure 14. The reinforcement was Sandy requesting, in an 

animated fashion, "Joe give me five". Once the first 10 trials were completed, 

Sandy asked Joe what song he would like to sing. They then sang songs or 

looked at a picture book for a few minutes (sometimes more than three minutes 

but never over five minutes). The next 10 trials were completed in a similar 

fashion as the first 10. Each time eye contact was established, the hand slapping 

ritual (giving five) followed immediately. The session ended once all 20 trials 

were completed. The conclusion was indicated by Sandy telling Joe how many 

eye contacts had been done independently and that it was time to return to the 

kindergarten room. Duration of the Look-at-me micro-context varied from 10 to 

15 minutes. 

Work table. The activities in this micro-context occurred either at a table 

at the rear of the kindergarten room or in the therapy room. Two of the 

following six activities characterized this micro-context: (a) identification of 

colors; (b) naming of colors; (c) identification of letters and numbers; (d) 

naming letters and numbers; (e) naming the month, day and date; and/or (f) 

physio-therapy movement exercises. The sessions began by Lola telling Mary 

she was to choose someone to accompany her to the work-table. The children 

and Lola moved to the designated area and sat down so that Lola was seated 

between the children. For the colors, numerals and letters, instructional 

materials which were consistent with the classroom theme had been prepared by 
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Eye Contact emitted with a verbal cue of" , look at me". Without a physical prompt. A 
five (5) second interval follows the cue in order for a response to be shown. Then reinforce. If no 
response, use a physical prompt after repeating" , look at me". Then reinforce. 
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Lola (e.g. dinosaurs of various colors; snowflakes with numbers). For the 

calendar related activities, a calendar was always positioned immediately 

opposite from where the participants sat. Presentation of the materials included 

Lola asking a question (e.g. What color is this), modelling the answer (e.g. pink, 

the color is pink), having the children say the response with her, repeating the 

question and having the child(ren) say the proper response. 

Physio-therapy activities. Two activities typified the physio-therapy 

sessions: (a) completing range of motion exercises and/or (b) walking and 

balance exercises. For range of motion exercises, Mary lied down on the floor 

while Lola knelt immediately beside her. Lola put a tape into a tape recorder 

and played one of Mary's favorite tapes. She then massaged Mary's legs and 

pulled them forward and backward at various degrees of extension. This 

sequence was repeated 10 times for each level of extension. For walking and 

balance exercises, foot prints of different colors were taped into different points 

on the floor. Lola then instructed Mary about which color footprint she should 

place her foot on. This was repeated up to 25 times. Conclusion of this micro

context occurred when Lola shut off the tape recorder and told Mary it was time 

to return to the classroom activities. The duration of the work-table sessions 

varied from 15 minutes to half an hour. 

Summary 

The "series of social situation clusters" (Spradley, 1980) described 

constitutes the structure of these early childhood classrooms. These eleven 



152 

micro-contexts varied from child-to-child, and across paraprofessionals. The 

structure impacted the roles of the paraprofessionals, as will be reported in the 

following discussion. 

Paraprofessional Roles 

The second research question addressed the roles of paraprofessionals in 

early childhood special education classrooms. Data concerning this question was 

gained through: (a) interviews; (b) field notes; (c) personal documentation; (d) 

video tapes; and (e) questionnaires. Informants for investigation of this phase of 

the research included: (a) administrative personnel (the school principal and the 

Coordinator of Special Education); (b) the supervising teachers; (c) the parents 

of the special needs children; and (d) the participating paraprofessionals. An 

understanding of roles requires the discernment of the broader social context in 

which the role is enacted (Agar, 1980). Such discernment is all the more robust 

when examined from a variety of perspectives. To understand the 

paraprofessional roles, some of the social influences which shape their practice 

needed to be investigated. Therefore, the results are organized using a cascade 

model that reflects the narrowing of focus in this ethnography (Agar, 1980; 

Spradley, 1980). Specifically, five factors were determined to impact the 

paraprofessional role (See Figure 15). The data pertinent to each factor 

integrates (where appropriate) the perspectives of the four different classes of 

informants (paraprofessionals, teachers, administrators and parents). However, 
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School District Structure 

The Role of the Teacher 

The Social Context of the Classroom 

Conceptualization of Curriculum 

Perception of Students 

Paraprofessional Roles 

Fil:ure 15. Narrowing the Focus to Arrive at Paraprofessional Roles 

since a synopsis of the classroom contexts has already been presented in 

addressing the first research question, it will not be addressed in this section. 

Consequently, the reader is reminded that the social contexts, activities and 

participants were influential in determining the paraprofessional roles. 

School District 

Referents to the school district were consistent across all respondents. 

The semantic map (Spradley, 1980) illustrated in Figure 16 outlines the 

respondents structure for and referents to the school district personnel. These 

referents for each aspect of the school organization illustrates the language of 

organization used by the participants from the school culture. As Adler and 

Towne (1990) suggested, referents are often excellent windows to understanding 
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Fieure 16. A Schematic Outline of the Paraprofessionals' Structure for and 
Referents to the School District Organization 

the presuppositions that persons brings to social roles. Consequently, how the 
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paraprofessionals were viewed as well as how they saw themselves was indicated 

by the choice of referent. For example, the adults in the classroom other than 

the teacher were all labelled as being, primarily an assistant capacity or at the 

very least, a subordinate role (e.g. helper, aide). Alternatively, referents to the 

school district indicated the centrality of the professional power.Using schematic 
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hierarchies (Spradley, 1980), two distinct perceptions of the school district 

became evident. The first conceptualization was consistent across the 

respondents and was designated as The Official Perspective of the school district 

organization (See Figure 17). This perspective was based largely on the notion 

of administrative power. The second view, labelled Covert Perspectives, varied 

with the respondents. 
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Classroom 
Paraprofessionals 

Special Education 
Paraprofessionals 

Fiarure 17. The Official Perspective of School District Organization 
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Across all respondents, this perspective was based on perceived levels of 

power. The teachers and administrators did not disclose covert perspectives 

which differed from the Official Perspective. However, this was not the case for 

the paraprofessionals and parents (See Figure 18). Their perspective suggests 

that the paraprofessional role was more substantive in relation to the education 

of children. As well, the Covert Perspective of paraprofessionals was much more 

collaborative than the hierarchial structure of the Official Perspective. The 

placement of the professional personnel labels around the title of 

Paraprofessional as Primary Educator (See Figure 18) with a minimum of 

hierarchial structure is a noteworthy difference from Figure 17. This placement 

suggests that professionals were seen as contributors to the paraprofessional role 

Board 

Teachers' Union Other Professionals 

District con~ ~ Principal 

Paraprofessionals as Pnmary Educators 

/Jn~ 
Teachers Regional Consultants 

Filmre 18. Covert Perspective of Paraprofessional Placement in Educating 
Young Children with Special Needs 
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rather than dictators of it. Therefore, the primary responsibility of the 

paraprofessional was to reinterpret and control much of the instruction a child 

received. 

The paraprofessionals saw the difference between the Official Perspective 

of School District organization and the Covert Perspective. This discrepancy was 

interpreted several ways. For example, Maude saw the contrasting models as a 

reflection of her competence. 

Maude: I sometimes question myself about the way I act towards 
kids. I do sometimes feel inferior [to the professionals] and I 
suppose that I feel I'm not taken seriously and I have nothing to 
offer ... and yet I am with Trevor so much and I know him so 
well, I must have something to give. 

Alternatively, Sandy reinterpreted the discrepancy with a role which recognized 

ambiguity existed, yet also acknowledged her contributions. 

Sandy: I'm trying to implement what [the professionals] are doing, 
trying to do what ... kind a like a mediator between everyone, 
including the parents. Sure everybody is looking out for the best 
for that child, but I am the one who spends the most time with him. 
I have to look at my job this way or I'd go crazy. 

Role of the Teacher 

The participants all defined the teacher as the primary person(s) 

responsible for a classroom. 

Isa: I think that the teacher is at the top sort of if you had a 
triangle model. And the paraprofessionals are below that. And we 
give them direction, hopefully, on what they are going to do and 
carry out. And they come back to us with feedback and we can do 
the same, just by working together. But the teacher has ... legally 
we are responsible for the classroom and for the program and 



those types of things. And the aides are there to help us carry it 
out. 

John: My job is to lead the class. As the teacher, I am responsible 
for developing the curriculum activities and organize the aides to 
do what the children need to be successful. 

However, as many of the parents pointed out, the teacher role should not be 

confused with a "teaching" role. 

Trevor's Father: In the classrooms, it's the teacher's class no matter 
what. The teacher is the head of that class. And I think what 
bothers them the most is in a lot of these cases, they really can't 
and don't know how to get the proper response out of the child. 
They get a negative response so many times because of partly the 
way their teaching is rejecting themselves and partly because of the 
hick of knowledge on how to deal with the situation .... Well, the 
aide knows more than any of them, I mean. She spends all of her 
time with him. 

Mary's mother suggested that while teachers are planners of curriculum and 

managers of the class, they were not, necessarily, the primary educator of the 

special needs child. 

Mary's Mother: I think teachers are there to give 
[paraprofessionals] the class agendas, what they are going to do for 
the day and then [the paraprofessionals] make their own thing what 
they want to do if they have to do anything or if they have any 
questions, they can go to the teacher and ask ... I think the 
[paraprofessionals] are a lot closer to the kids given the number of 
hours that they spend with the child. 
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The paraprofessionals regarded themselves as part of a teaching team led 

by the teacher. While many teaching behaviors may be enacted by a 

paraprofessional, the primary educator, to them, was their supervising teacher. 

Lola: I try to be the eyes and ears of Isa. You know she can't be 
everywhere at once. I need to gather information about how Mary 



is learning and what she needs to learn so Isa can do her job that 
much better. 

Maude: I always check with [the teacher] before I try anything. I 
need to always remember that [the teacher] is the one responsible 
for this class. 

Sandy: Isa has thirty four other students to look after besides Mary 
& Joe. She puts so much time into these special education kids. I 
mean look at how many other student she has. She just doesn't 
have the time to put into those kids, but she still does. She has to 
run the classroom, prepare everything. She has to do evaluations, 
has student teachers, tons more stuff to do. So if I could take a 
little bit of weight off of that for her, that would help her out so 
she can take care of some of her other students. 

The way in which the teacher role was delineated then, was a 
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convergence of a variety of input from stakeholders, both within and outside of 

the scholastic system. The primary teacher characteristic, which was common 

across the respondents, was that teachers control the overall direction for the 

development of curriculum. 

Curriculum Conceptualization 

Several of the discussions between the paraprofessionals and the 

researcher centered around the paraprofessionals' theories of what is an 

acceptable early childhood curriculum, adequate instructional practices and their 

role in bridging the two. The significance of their perceptions of curricula was 

to be found, ultimately, in the manner the paraprofessionals saw themselves 

enacting it. An example of how the curriculum was organized is illustrated in 

Figure 19. This is a taxonomic summary of Lola's curriculum conceptualization. 

Such an organization illustrates how a paraprofessional can make sense of the 
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curriculum. Therefore, when confronted with a particular task, the 

paraprofessional would re-interpret the purpose (and ultimately their role) in 

relation to how it fit into her curriculum conceptualization. An example of this 

occurred one day in the kindergarten room with Lola and Mary. Isa had 

instructed the students to join a series of dots in a manner which would illustrate 

a pattern. When the researcher inquired as to the purpose of the activity, both 

Isa and Lola had very different perspectives: 

Isa: This activity is important because it encourages the children to see 
patterns. I think that reading and math are largely the discernment of 
patterns. 

Lola: I watch Mary while she is doing this to see how she holds a pen and 
how she is moving her arm as she makes up the pattern. I know that Isa 
sees this as a pre-writing skill, and I want to make sure that she is holding 
the pen right. You know, so that she has the movements right. 

While the paraprofessionals tended to have similar views about what was 

an appropriate curriculum, their emphasis was different. Each paraprofessional 

saw a different aspect of the curriculum as primary to their instruction. For 

Maude, Trevor's ability to "break into literacy" was the primary focus of his 

educational program. 

Maude: I know that if he learns his letters and sounds that he will 
be able to read. I enlarge the print for a lot of his work, but I still 
make him sound out words. I think that being able to read is one 
of the most important things Trevor could learn to do. It could 
mean his survival in school. 

Lola, on the other hand, was more concerned with Mary's social development. 

Lola: Mary as a social person is really important to me. These are 
kids she's going to be moving up with and she's going to be in 



grade one with them ... and they are going to have to accept her 
and he's going to be a part of them and that acceptance is 
important to her. Just like it is to anybody. And these kids have to 
know, that they can, they don't have to be cruel to her because 
she's different. But they don't have to let her hurt them either. 

The focus of Sandy's curriculum was on language. She believed that Joe's 

mastery of language forms and functions, both verbal and nonverbal, would 

empower him the most: 
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Sandy: We're working more with the other kids, trying to increase their 
social interactions with Joe and then he'll turn around and be just a little 
bugger, destroying everything everybody's trying to work on. If Joe could 
increase his social skills and get along and know how to work in life, 
that's all he really needs. So, language seems to be a key here or 
something. I am always trying to see like if he's getting along better, if 
he's talking. Lately he's been saying the kids names more. He's been 
going up and saying 'What's your name? ... I've encouraged him at other 
times to try to talk to other kids and then there's been a couple of times 
when he goes "Hi Ryan" or "Hi Julie" and actually starts talking to them. 
That's what it is all about. 

Paraprofessional Reference to the Students 

The referents used by the paraprofessional for the children with special 

needs were noteworthy because they acted as illustrations of how the children 

were viewed. These referents (See Figure 20) were extracted primarily from 

semi-formal interview data in which the paraprofessionals were asked how they 

referred to special needs children. All the paraprofessionals began their 

response in relation to the children in their charge and then moved to addressing 

the labelling issue in broader contexts. Collectively, the paraprofessionals 

developed a set of referents in addition to the traditional psychometric ones (e.g. 

trainable mentally handicapped, learning disabled). The referents to children 



R 
E 
F 
E 
R 
E 
N 
T 
S 

T 
o 
S 
T 
U 
D 
E 
N 
T 
S 

By Ability 

By Difference 

Observant 
Manipulative 
Normal 
Creative 
Conning 
Social 
Language users 

Special needs 

Learning Styles 

Blind 
Visually Impaired 
Language Delayed 
Severe Handicaps 
Socially Delayed 
Differently Abled 
Complex Needs 
Special Ed. Kids 

Visual 
Auditory 
Motor 
Combined 

163 

Figure 20. Taxonomic Summary of Paraprofessional Referents to Students With 
Special Needs 

who receive special education services can be broken into two broad categories: 

(1) views of the child's abilities; and (2) views of the child's differences from 

his/her peers. 

Triangulation (Spradley, 1980) was then done by going into the other data 

sources (e.g. video tapes, audio tapes, field notes) to validate their usage. A 

preference was noted (based on intensity and frequency) for referents to special 

needs children based on ability rather than difference. All of the 

paraprofessionals referred to the students directly by name and made a point of 
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not discussing their handicapping condition in their presence. In conversations 

with teachers, fellow paraprofessionals and other professionals, Lola reported 

that she was reticent about the use of labels: 

Labels really bother me. I know that it is typical of people on the 
various assessment teams to talk to each other using labels. But I 
worry that the child gets lost for them. 

Maude echoed this sentiment during a discussion about her son who has cerebral 

palsy: 

Giving kids a label seems a way for the system to put them into a 
box. I guess that may have its place, but I get frustrated when 
people can't see beyond a label. These kids are people first. 

The Paraprofessional Roles 

Three aspects of role construction were used to determine the diversity 

of paraprofessional roles: (a) behavior clusters; (b) references to 

paraprofessional behavior by paraprofessionals, teachers and parents; and (c) the 

micro-contexts in which the behavior clusters occurred. Through analysis of 

interviews, documentation, field notes and video tapes, ten paraprofessional roles 

have been identified: 

1. paraprofessional as instructional strategist 

2. paraprofessional as manager of routine 

3. paraprofessional as performer 

4. paraprofessional as manager of behavior 

5. paraprofessional as evaluator of student performance 

6. paraprofessional as clerk 
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7. paraprofessional as child advocate 

8. paraprofessional as parent-teacher mediator 

9. paraprofessional as professional liaison 

10. paraprofessional as curriculum developer 

The following portion of this chapter presents definitions of each role, 

behavioral examples enacting each role, and sample statements made by the 

paraprofessionals regarding each role. Notably, these roles are based on themes 

and are not intended to be exclusive categories. 

Instructional Strategist 

This role was characterized by the paraprofessional: (a) selecting or 

developing interventions that facilitated child accomplishment of an activity; (b) 

carrying out teacher planned activities but modifying them as was perceived 

necessary; and/or (c) deciding upon the duration of a given activity. 

Based on the interview data, the paraprofessionals recognized that the 

instructional strategist role was a significant part of their practice: 

Sandy: Because if you are working on something, three weeks later 
you go back to do it and, well, you still have to start at your 
starting point again because it has already been forgotten or it isn't 
familiar enough when you worked on it. If in the next day or two 
you don't come back to it, you just leave it, all the work you have 
done is just pointless. Not all the kids are like that, so I have to 
repeat and circle back whenever I think I can. 

Lola maintained that her presence and instructional strategies were essential for 

Mary's educational development: 



Lola: I help her focus. I help her to be able to focus because if I 
didn't help her learn her colors ... well, it takes her just for an 
example, it takes one child a month to learn the colors and it may 
take her six. If I wasn't there, it may take her nine. You know, I 
think I help her focus. 

Interviewer: Right. 

Lola: So that she can get on with other things. You know she 
needs to be grabbed and made to look at her paper and if I 
weren't there she would be looking around and she'd always be 
never getting anything finished. And I don't think that's good for 
her, not to be completing it and all her stuff would be half done ... 

Interviewer: She needs to have some closure? 

Lola: Yes. She needs to start it, do it, finish it and put it in her 
box, just like everyone else. 

Manager of Routine 
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As a manager of routine, the paraprofessionals in the kindergarten helped 

orchestrate the movement of children, the completion of assigned duties by other 

personnel, and distribution of materials. Specific examples of this role included 

the paraprofessionals as: (a) organizing children during transitions; (b) 

organizing and distributing snack; (c) putting out materials for Math Tubs and 

Choice Centers; and (d) assisting the parent helpers in completion of their 

duties. 

An example of the paraprofessional managing the routine occurred during 

a transition to Choice Center activities. The teacher instructed Joe to choose a 

center. The following exchanges occurred: 

Sandy: Let's do something else today. 



Joe: No. 

Sandy: Can you come here? (2x) 

Joe: (moves beside Sandy) 

Sandy: I want you to get an orange necklace. Can you get an 
orange necklace? 

Joe: (finds an orange necklace and puts it over his head). 

Sandy: You know what I'd like, Joe? You know what I'd like to 
try? 

Joe: What? 

Sandy: Painting. 

Of all the activities involved in managing routine, the paraprofessionals in the 

kindergarten preferred assisting with transitions the most: 

Lola: We go to all the centers that the kids go to and she, uhm, 
she's just come such a long way you know. Where, like she's 
independent. Its just like yesterday, I told her. Ok. Would you 
like to go to the listening center. I could tell you the story about 
the bunny. She said, No, playdough center and that's where she 
went. And I allow her. I think that it's important for her to have 
to see that she has the freedom to say no and the right to choose. 
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For Maude and Trevor, the management of routine was characterized by 

(a) moving Trevor from the Entrance micro-context through the micro-contexts 

of the grade one room to the private special education room; (b) the 

announcement of different activities based on the outline in John's plan book; 

(c) dismissing Trevor to recess; (d) directing Trevor to the segregated special 

education room and/or (e) completing the checking out of books in the Library 

micro-context. 
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Trevor sat beside Maude in a private room for most of the day, therefore, 

transitions and orchestration of student movement or of other persons' activities 

were not included. Rather, the shift in activities between the various curricular 

areas (e.g. spelling, math, reading) constituted a great deal of the routine 

management. 

Maude: I am responsible for telling Trevor what the day's routine 
will be like. I can modify it somewhat as long as I help Trevor get 
through all of the material that John outlined. 

Performer 

All of the paraprofessionals engaged in a performing role in which their 

animated presentation of self encouraged student responses. The animation was 

characterized by variation of facial expression, fluctuation of voice tones and 

pitches, increased frequencies of arm gestures, frequent smiling and increased 

rates of head movements. When asked why the animated presentation was 

important to them, they each paraprofessional indicated that the special needs 

students needed to be drawn into activities since they may not see the inherent 

rewards in participating. Lola's response was particularly pertinent: 

Lola: I believe that [the special needs children] need more 
understanding, more love, they need more discipline, more 
stimulation. That is why I do all the bright things for her, like in 
the teaching business, something really bright and happy so that 
she wants to take it home. 

Interviewer: Lots of your stuff is visually bright. But when you're 
talking with her, you vary your voice and facial expressions a lot 
too. 



Lola: Too much sometimes (laughs). But if she is going to learn, 
she needs, you know she needs to think that it is fun because she's 
a kid too. 

Mana~er of Behavior 
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This role was typified by the paraprofessionals: (a) identifying behaviors 

which were inappropriate; (b) consequating inappropriate behaviors; (c) 

reinforcing behaviors; (d) prompting appropriate responses/behaviors; (e) 

teaching special needs children appropriate social or academic responses to 

situations; (t) explaining the behavior of special needs children to other children; 

and (g) instructing other children how to respond to a special needs child's 

appropriate and inappropriate behaviors. Figure 21 illustrates: (a) activities of a 

paraprofessional within this role; (b) a definition for each type of activity; and 

(c) examples of each activity. Maude summarized her beliefs about the need for 

a positive approach when working with special needs children. 

Maude: During [my sons's] younger years there were so much said 
about what he can't do that I found I was always depressed and 
constantly felt defeated. This continued until one day I decided 
enough. Let's now look at what he can do, make some goals and 
work towards it. All my energy went towards positive feeling and 
how I approach situations. As I started to work, I noticed that this 
concept works for all kids. It just made sense to me that you work 
with what you see as the positive or appropriate behavior and the 
inappropriate behavior not to be ignored but it shouldn't be the 
focal point. It was interesting that on late night local news, there 
was a principal of an elementary school (which had some severe 
behavioral problems) that received recognition for his work in 
turning the school completely around using only positive feedback. 
I felt wonderful because I do at times doubt myself. 



Activity 

Reinforce Behaviors 

Prompts 
appropriate 
behavior 

Teaches child 
appropriate 
responses 
to specific situations 

Explains the special 
needs child's 
behavior 
to other children 

Cons equates 
behavior 

Monitors behavior 

Definition 

- administration of verbal praise, 
allowing participation in a 
favoured activity 

Verbally or physically cues 
student to complete a specified 
action or series of actions 

- articulates verbal and behavioral 
responses for child, models 
them and has the child complete 
as specified 

- articulates the rational for the 
behavior of a special needs 
child's behavior 

- administers a consequence 
which is believed (by her) to be 
punitive. This can be: 
a) negative adult attention 
b) withdraw a privilege 
c) time out 
d) phone home 
e) talk with an adult in a higher 

authority position. 

- documents perfonnance 

Example 

Lola: Good Job Mary. 
Sandy: Give me five. 
Maude: Yeah. You did itll 
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Lola: You need to really think about 
what you're doing in the bathroom .. 
. I want you to think about what 
you're doing so you can take 
somebody back and color your eggs. 
Ok? You need to be a big girl just 
like always and do a good job. 

Lola: Oh Mary. You need to say 
excuse me. Can you say 'Excuse 
me?' I'll go first. Excuse me. Now 
it's your tum. What do you say to J.? 
Mary, you need to say 'Excuse me' 
(Mary complies). Yes. You need to 
think about what you're doing. 

I talk to kids a lot. You know why 
she does that? Do you know why she 
pulls on your shirt so hard? It's cause 
you're ignoring her and that really 
hurts her feelings. And I'll say. Why 
don't you talk to her. 

(M): What did I ask you, Trevor? 
(T): Don't listen 
(M): Not to be silly Trevor. Ok? 
(T): Yes 
(M): Do people like it when Trevor is 

silly? 
(T): Yes 
(M): No, they don't. No, Trev()r they 

don't. Ok. Trevor I need you 
to be a nice boy. 

(Journal entry) Story-time: Joe is 
tired and impatient, not wanting to 
listen to story. Being silly and trying 
to get attention. 

Figure 21. Paraprofessionals as Managers of Behavior 
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Eyaluator of Student Performance 

As an evaluator, the paraprofessionals: (a) compared special needs child 

behavior/performance with expectations; (b) determined achievement regarding 

micro-context activities; (c) determined degree of success in meeting therapeutic 

goals; (d) targeted significant behaviors during classes; and e) summarized and 

interpreted behaviors targeted as significant. Figures 22 and 23 illustrate 

examples of paraprofessionals engaged in activities as a Student Evaluator. 

Figure 22 includes behavioral correlates and examples of the Student Evaluator 

Paraprofessional as Evaluator of Student Performance 

Behavior 

a) Compares behavior with 
expectations of other 
children 

b) determines achievement 

c) determines instructional or 
therapeutic needs 

d) summarize significant 
behaviors during class for 
the teacher 

Exrunple 

Sandy: I just want him to be like everyone else. The other 
day we were on a field trip to the museum. I gave him a 
stone to rub so that he wouldn't be flapping his hands 
around. I watched everyone real close to see if he just fit 
in. And you know what. He didl 

Sandy wrote in her journal: During Math tubs we moved 
around a lot. At centers, Joe went to the blocks. He 
interacted with other kids really well. Lately he's been 
making structures with double foundations. I think that is a 
new milestone. 

Lola: During gym one day, I noticed Mary's gait seemed 
odd. Right away I phoned her mom and asked if I could 
contact the physio-therapist. We had her assessed within 
the next couple of days. I still am doing her range of 
motion exercises every day. 

See Figure 23 for sample 

Figure 22. Summary of Paraprofessiooal Role as a Studeot Evaluator 



Monday 
Jan. 21 

A.M. 
8:45 
l 

9:00 
l 

9:15 
! 

9:30 

l 

9:45 
! 

10:00 
! 

10:15 
! 

10:30 

! 
10:45 
! 

11:00 
! 

11:30 

Dale Person of the 
+- Day -+ 

Playtime on rug 

Schedule 

Krystal S. Tuesday 
Jan. 22 

Opening - calendar - date/weather/agenda 
- agenda for the day 
- sharing time 

Math Tubs - free rotation of pattern tubs 
1. Geoboards 4. Junkboxes 
2. Dot Charts 5. Unifix blocks 
3. Pattern Block 6. Pattern Walls 

& Paper Shapes 

Number Bingo - at tables 
Playas many rounds as time permits 

Washroom/Grace/Snack/ ·What is happening .... 
Speech: Mercer Maker book, action sentences. Similar to 
what we do on computer. Quiet time. 

Notices if something is not right and loses concentration 
on current task. 
Centertime - Theme ·Winter" see pg. 59 for list of centers 
Snack: teaching booth - practice eye contact. 
Alphabet Center: enjoys listening to the ABC song. Watches 
others repeat sounds, seems no·t to feel so self conscious. 
Story: tired, impatient not wanting to listen to story. 
Being silly, trying to get attention. 
Story time: The Snowman Who Went for a Walk. Discuss why 
snowmelts - put some in their hands from painting center. 

Figure 23. Lola's Notes as Evidence of Evaluator Role 

Comments 

Mary was ready and had her coat and boots orr and came: to 
say hello beCore: I spoke: to her. Bernita has been dropping 
Mary orr and leaving her alone to come In and get ready. 
Would this have any bearing on Maty's concentration In the 
a.m.? Being leCt on her own without Mom watching might be 
good Cor her? Calendar: Isa was sick today and a substitute 
teacher was in. She listened attentively not speaking out or 
touching inappropriately. 
Math tubs: uniflX - patterns - concentrate on colors and 
simple pattern - red/white ...and counting. How many kids 
are at this math tub sharing the blocks with the others. As. 
with the other children she Ceels that the game revolves 
around her, and gets aggressive when she thinks someone is 
Invading her territory. She likes to be In charge. 
Bingo - Leaving her Independently having teacher make sure 
Mary sees card i( she does not bingo make sure she's a ...... re 
she has to watch. 
Washroom: The substitute teacher went with helto the 
washroom and she did well. 
Center - Blocks - cooperating with others to build an Igloo. 
When they try to direct her she sometimes will get angry and 
push or kick the blocks over. She is very sensitive to 
altitudes and if she reels unwanted or j( IOmeone Is being 
unkind she will become angry and retaliate and I( (eellng bad 
enough will cry. (AlthOUgh this happens seldom). She is 
quite tough. 
ABC listening center - repeating sounds and singing songs. 
Enjoyed this very much. Made purple and green Ceet (or 
physio. 

Bernita dropped Mary orr again without coming In. 
Independently undressed only asked (or help with laces. 
Math tubs - she choose paper patterns, working by hersel(. 
gave her a choice to work alone or have me sit with her. 
When she is confident she likes to try things on her own. As. 
long as she is applying herself to task I will join others. 
Bingo - recognized (1,10) without prompting. Needs help 
here. Attention span very limited. listening to numbers -
looking at card - fmdlng it on her card - covering it. To 
many things to process to many distractions. Will try by 
ourselves. See how her attention alters. 

..... 
~ 
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Role. Figure 23 is an artifact from Lola's personal documentation. The left 

column is a summary of the teacher plans and the right column are comments 

which Lola wrote during each portion of the day. The use of questions (e.g. 

Would this have any bearing on Mary's concentration in the morning?) 

illustrates that the evaluative role included hypotheses generation. As well, Lola 

used evaluative statements such as "Mary is very sensitive to attitudes and if she 

feels unwanted or if someone is being unkind, she will become angry and 

retaliate and if feeling bad enough will cry .... She is quite tough." Such 

descriptions were relied upon by the teacher for curriculum planning. 

The activities of the paraprofessional as a Student Evaluator were 

significant because: (a) the quality of their observations impacted the 

information the teacher received; (b) the nature of the data they determined to 

be significant may be different from the teachers' perspective; and/or (c) the 

quality of their 

documentation (e.g. behavioral descriptions versus general impressions) could 

determine the interpretation made by the teachers which lead to curriculum 

decisions. 

Clerk 

The paraprofessional as clerk was most consistently reported in the 

questionnaires. Specifically, the paraprofessionals reported that they: (a) 

developed instructional materials designed by the teacher(s); (b) mediated 

paperwork between teacher-school office and teacher-parents; (c) photocopied 
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materials; (d) developed bulletin boards; (e) proofed written communications 

developed by teacher; (t) collected and filed student data; (g) recorded grades 

for the teacher. 

Child Advocate 

This role was typified by the paraprofessionals articulating the needs and 

personal rights of the special needs child to parents, other children and 

professional personnel. 

Lola: Part of helping a child like Mary is to teach her how to voice 
her rights, and her needs and her concerns. I try to model that 
both with children and with the other members of the staff. She is 
vulnerable and she needs to have a voice. 

All of the paraprofessionals were supportive of the child advocate role. 

However, each of them emphasized a different dimension of advocacy. Maude 

spoke earnestly about her experiences as a parent fighting for her child's rights 

and how that passion evidenced in her paraprofessional role. 

Maude: I was a bear, well maybe even something stronger than 
that when it came to George. The system wanted to do things to 
him that were both unfair and just plain wrong. I nagged and 
bitched and complained so much that I know those poor school 
folks were sick of me. But look, he's graduating from a regular 
high school and he is going to go to school. But he had me. What 
about those kids that don't have someone who will fight. Whose 
parents believe what they are told and just shut up. I have to be 
here for those kids. I just have to. 

Lola was a strong advocate for Mary, particularly with her peers. 

Lola: I talk lots to the kids, you know why she does that? Do you 
know why she pulls on your shirt so hard? It's cause you're 
ignoring her and that really hurts her feelings. And I'll say, why 
don't you talk to her, just talk to me. And he'll call me and I'll 



ignore him and I'll ignore him and after I'll say, how does that feel. 
He'll say he doesn't like it. And I tell him that Mary doesn't like 
to be ignored either. You know, just little things like that. 
Talking to them and sitting down on the floor and talking at them 
and not to them or over their heads. Just being real straight with 
them about who Mary is and why they need to be patient. 

Lola also saw herself as being a champion for Mary with other professionals, 

particularly with assessments. 

Lola: I can get Mary to do things that nobody who just walked in 
here could get out of her. Sometimes I really wonder about [the 
tests'] accuracy, not criticizing but they [the psychologists] don't 
know her and they aren't with her. Because what she might do 
one day is just one incident and her behavior is usually very 
different. I see her in all different circumstances and I know how 
she reacts. One time they called me in to give her a test so that 
they could get some kind of reading. I told them that I know this 
child and I can help you get what you need from her. 
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The status of Joe in the community (e.g. the classroom, the town or the nearby 

city) was significant for Sandy. She commented many times how she wanted 

people to see what Joe could do rather than how he was different from the other 

children. 

Sandy: When a parent helper comes in or when we are out on a 
field trip, I want to find ways for Joe to still get his needs met 
without, like with no waving his hands and being all goofy and silly. 
I am always trying to think, like will he fit into the crowd easier if 
I get him to do this. Stuff like that is what he needs. Cause he is 
going to live around here for a long time. He needs to feel that he 
is accepted. 

Parent-Teacher Mediator 

This liaison role was characterized by the paraprofessionals: (a) talking 

with parents about student performance; (b) relaying parent concerns to the 
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supervising teacher; (c) encouraging the parent to contact the teacher; (d) 

facilitating follow-through of school activities in the home; (e) facilitating follow-

through of home activities in the school; (f) offering suggestions to parents 

regarding interventions; and (g) reporting suggestions made to parents, to the 

teacher. This role was difficult for the paraprofessionals, teachers, and parents. 

Lola confided that relationships with parents are often "a double edged sword". 

On one hand, the paraprofessional must win the trust and respect of the parent. 

Lola: Mary's mom did not really trust me with her daughter at 
first. As a parent myself, I felt I could understand where she was 
coming from. All I could say to her was that I really cared and 
that I would do my best. And it took a year before I earned her 
trust. I don't blame her. I understand that part and I would have 
been the same way. But now I am proud that she is my friend. 

On the other hand, teachers might expect the paraprofessional to refuse talking 

with parents so the parents will discuss educational concerns directly with them. 

John: I prefer talking with parents because I am the one who is 
ultimately responsible for this classroom and these kids. I have the 
background to give the parents the information that could help 
them. 

However, other teachers encourage some types of paraprofessional-parent 

communication: 

Interviewer: What role do paraprofessionals have in contact with 
parents? 

Isa: I think that daily, they should be consulting with the parent on 
how the day went generally. Like if there was a problem, the 
parent is notified or if they had a super day, that the parent knows. 



However, even in this circumstance, there were parameters around the topics 

paraprofessionals and parents should discuss. 

Isa: I think as far as discussing things and reporting achievement, 
that type of thing, that comes from the teacher. 

Interviewer: How do you establish that with the paraprofessional 
staff? 

Isa: I just talked to the aides like just say if you feel you're getting 
into an area that I should be addressing, then say, "Well, 
professionally speaking, I shouldn't be addressing that". 

Interviewer: Have specific topics been labelled taboo? 

Isa: Not really. I know its just a real grey area, but one that can 
be a real problem. 
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The parents were aware of the problems, but were reluctant to change who they 

contacted. 

Interviewer: You said it is important that Lola keeps you up to 
date on Mary's progress? 

Mary's Mom: Yes 

Interviewer: Or is it important that the teacher keeps you up to 
date? 

Mary's Mom: Lola. 

Interviewer: And do you initiate that or does Lola? 

Mary's Mom: I do. I always do even though I have been told that 
it could be a problem. Lola is always working with Mary. But I 
still think the teacher has a key role ... they work together so well. 
But Lola is taking over my role, in a sense, as a mom. 

Other parents were adamant that the school personnel had no business dictating 

who should be their contacts. 



Trevor's Mom: Well the aid knows more than any of them. I 
mean, she was spending all her time with him and one of the 
teachers came to me and was threatened by that. I said, if you 
want to come out in the hallway when I pick up Trevor and put his 
coat on and get his bag ready, I said, I will talk to you. But I said 
Maude is the one who is there. Maude is the one who spends time 
with her. She's the one I'm talking to and you aren't going to stop 
it. 

Joe's Mom: If they would just realize that parents are going to talk 
to whom ever they choose and quit letting their professional egos 
get in the way, the system could work a lot smoother. 
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Consequently, paraprofessionals were in a situation where the parents wanted to 

discuss their child's school experience and the supervising teachers were 

suggesting that such interactions are not within the paraprofessional domain. 

The paraprofessionals reported that this forced them to either live with the 

ambiguity or make a choice with whom they aligned themselves. 

Lola: Mary's mom often feels I know Mary as well as she does and 
she talks to me rather than Isa. I feel really bad if this is a 
problem because I have a great respect for Isa and I want to assist 
her to do the best job she can do. 

Sandy: When you come down to it, the parent is the one who is 
going to be with the kid forever. The professionals all have a short 
term interest in the situation. Who would you support? I know 
for me, the parents need so much. They have a really tough road. 

Maude: Talking with parents is going to happen. And in a small 
community, putting them off can make you out as a snob or 
something. This is so awkward. I wish that it wasn't a problem. 

Professional Liaison 

This role was characterized by the paraprofessionals: (a) attending 

therapy sessions; (b) making notes on recommended interventions; (c) discussing 
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therapeutic goals with teachers; (d) facilitating the translation of therapeutic 

goals into classroom activities; and (e) relating classroom performance back to 

the outside professionals. Maude succinctly summarized the paraprofessional 

role as a professional liaison: 

Maude: I listen to what the [speech pathologist] is doing. If she's 
dealing with a certain sound in the beginning, end or middle, 
whatever. She really wants to stress vowel sounds so I sort of jot 
down some ideas and I'll come back and while we're talking, even 
talking not trying to do speech, I just incorporate it into daily types 
of things that we're doing. Vowel sounds and I'll say lets listen to 
it again or I'll just correct him. So I'll just incorporate her goals 
into what we do in here. 

Sandy extended these activities to include informing the other professionals 

about: (a) the child's developmental level; (b) the nature of the child's 

classroom; and (c) typical classroom activities. 

Sandy: I was in at the Assessment Center and was watching a 
speech pathologist try to do this game with Joe. Well from the 
moment she brought it out, I knew he would fail. I just knew it 
was not like anything we typically have done at school. Like he's 
working on parallel play in the kindergarten and they wanted him 
to do all this interactive play in a structured game. I just had to 
let them know what was typical for him. 

With the paraprofessionals communicating between the professionals, 

considerable faith was put into the paraprofessionals' ability to feedback the 

information accurately. 

Interviewer: All of your paraprofessionals interact with the various 
professionals and then liaison back to you. Do you ever get 
concerned that the information you get isn't accurate? 

Isa: Not in respect of the aides so much. You know, not that they 
didn't tell me the whole story. But maybe because the point they 



focused on was more important to them say than what the original 
person had intended or something to that effect. But generally, 
they have been very accurate on most accounts as far as I can tell. 
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So the quality of the program planned by the teachers is directly influenced by: 

(a) the quality of the observations made by the paraprofessionals when they 

watched professionals working with the special needs children; and (b) the 

accuracy with which the paraprofessionals relayed information to teachers and to 

the ancillary professional personal. 

Curriculum Developer 

In the role of curriculum developer, the paraprofessional: (a) suggested 

topics and activities for children; (b) designed and created materials based on 

perceived child needs; (c) developed a sequence for activities outlined by the 

teacher(s); and (d) decided on appropriate materials for a child within the 

parameter of the teacher specified activity goals. 

The suggestion of activities and topics occurred both formally and 

informally in the kindergarten class. A formal forum for suggestions occurred 

during a planning session held by the kindergarten teacher and the 

paraprofessionals. The group brainstormed activities for Choice Centers and a 

special project for Mother's Day. Each person, paraprofessional and teacher, 

contributed ideas to the group until a list was consensually agreed upon. The 

teacher then reviewed the materials which was required for each activity and the 

paraprofessionals volunteered for specific items for which they were responsible. 
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The curriculum development by the paraprofessional was directly linked 

to her personal organization of the overall curriculum. Figure 24 illustrates 

Sandy's conceptualization of the curriculum as she wrote it in her personal 

LANGUAGE AND FINE MOTOR SKILL 

a) increase word usage and vocabulary 
b) letter recognition of both upper and lower case letters 
c) printing his name and letters as a pre-reading/writing skill 
d) sound recognition of the alphabet 

MATH AND NUMBER CONCEPTS 

a) number recognition 1-10 
b) patterning of blocks e.g., black, white, black, white 
c) counting 
d) geometric shape recognition 

PHYSICAL MOVEMENT AND DEVELOPMENT 

a) running, jumping 
b) decreasing his gait of walking and running e.g., trunk movement 
c) increasing Joe's general movement and have less anxiety around physical 

movement activities as a physically awkward child. 

SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 

a) increase his peer relations and acceptance 
b) develop skills to relate to these children that will be a part of his community 

as he is growing up. 

LIVING SKILLS 

a) being able to put his coat on independently 
b) shoes, boots independently 
c) being able to do buttons, zippers, snaps tying laces, etc. 

Figure 24. Sandy's Curriculum Summary 



documentation. Sandy presented this document to the teacher once she had 

shared it with the researcher. The teacher then used this as a means for 

discussing the curriculum with Sandy during their informal planning sessions. 

These informal planning sessions occurred spontaneously when: (a) the 

teacher or paraprofessionals found a potentially useful activity; and/or (b) 

modifications of existing activities where deemed necessary by the 

paraprofessional and/or the teacher. Typically, these occurred in the morning 
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entrance micro-context or during the informal discussions which occurred during 

the Snack micro-context. 

The curriculum planning had a different form with Maude and John. 

Maude reported that she felt that since the teacher was the curriculum specialist, 

he was primarily responsible for generating the activities. During the research, 

no verbal interactions of a curricular nature were observed between John and 

Maude. However, there must have been occasions when curriculum suggestions 

were requested by the teacher or offered by Maude. In her personal 

documentation, Maude wrote: 

I always check with John first before I try anything. I had told him 
how fast Trevor learned his first three sets of flash cards. I thought 
perhaps I could remove the number line for easier addition. John 
thought it was a good idea. 

In a later entry Maude wrote: 

No mention of my role in curriculum planning [has been made] 
except for when I am asked by the teacher. 
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Creation of materials was an expectation placed on paraprofessionals by 

teachers and parents. In an interview with Isa, paraprofessional responsibilities 

for development of materials was clearly stated. 

Interviewer: Are paraprofessionals responsible for developing the 
materials or just making materials? 

Isa: Well, both. The materials that are to be used with their kids, 
they are responsible for. I set the goals and outline some of the 
expectations, but they have some freedom within there. I have 
final say on their use though. 

During an interview with Mary's mother, the expectation of the paraprofessional 

having curriculum input arose. 

Mary's Mom: I think teachers are there to give [the 
paraprofessionals] ideas of what to do, to give them the class 
agendas, what they are going to do for the day. And then [the 
paraprofessionals] make their own things, what they want to do if 
they have to do anything or if they have any questions, they can go 
to the teacher. 

Interviewer: So the paraprofessional and the teacher share 
responsibility for deciding upon what and how your child should 
learn? 

Mary's Mom: Yes. 

The development of the materials varied between the classes in which the 

paraprofessionals worked. Maude spent considerable time enlarging and 

coloring various worksheets which had been assigned to Trevor by John. The 

extent of the enlargement and the choice of colors were left up to her. For Lola 

and Sandy the teacher would specify the curricular targets (e.g. naming the 

alphabet). These paraprofessionals would then create a range of materials that 
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incorporated the goal but were based on their knowledge of the child and 

his/her interests. For example, Lola made a series of "Color Cats" where each 

color designated by the teacher as a curricular target was represented by an 

individual cat. She then developed a series of games which Mary could play 

using these cards. Sandy did similar things for Joe. For example, if a particular 

letter had been targeted for mastery, Sandy and Joe would: (a) peruse magazines 

for pictures of words beginning with the sound of the letter; or (b) go on a letter 

hunt through the school halls. 

The sequencing of activities specified by the teacher was also often under 

the control of the paraprofessionals. John clearly outlined the materials to be 

covered each day. However, Maude had the freedom to vary the duration of the 

sessions since she and Trevor were in a room by themselves. When asked how 

these decisions were made, Maude responded: 

I know when Trevor is beginning to have had enough. He lets me 
know, sometimes just in how many wrong he gets and sometimes by 
him acting really silly. 

The order of activities in the kindergarten were harder for the 

paraprofessional to manipulate since there was more structure and many 

children. Nonetheless, as Sandy recorded in her personal documentation: 

We moved through the centers more frequently than the other kids 
did. I just needed [Joe] to play with making decisions. This 
seemed like a great way to do it. 

Decisions of appropriate materials required the paraprofessionals to 

reinterpret their beliefs about the child's development and life circumstance into 
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curricular goals which are enhanced through specific activities. Maude 

illustrated a belief that appropriate materials/content may at times be lead by 

the student: 

Another surprise. At the blackboard, Trevor wanted to count. I 
thought 1-100 but Trevor started at 100 and went to 140. He must 
be picking this up somewhere. I have never shown him past 100. 

At other times, the paraprofessional made choices between the appropriateness 

of a teacher directed activity and one which they believed was more appropriate. 

Interviewer: You were working with Joe one day on the computer. 
We were talking about the dinosaur games. Remember those? Isa 
said try this and this and this and you went No, No, No. She put 
the discs into the computer and then walked away. You pulled 
them out and put back in the ones that you started with. Is that an 
example of you choosing curriculum? 

Sandy: Yes, because I had decided that I hadn't seen the programs 
or anything. I said sure we can try this and look at it and if it 
looked ok, then we'd use it. But the letters were so small I could 
barely see them. I didn't have a clue what they're suppose to do 
unless I spent some time looking through it. Then what was Joe 
supposed to do? On another one of the discs, there were a series 
of quite complicated directions. Joe doesn't have that complex skill 
yet so how's he supposed to do it? I spoke with Isa about that later, 
but at the moment, I just made a decision. 

Paraprofessional Roles in Relation to Micro-contexts 

The contexts in which these roles were taken on were discerned by 

intersecting the behavioral definitions with the micro-contexts in each class. The 

results (See Figure 25) have been structured using a componential analysis 

(paradigm worksheet) format (Spradley, 1980). For each paraprofessional, the 

micro-contexts have been listed on the vertical axis and the paraprofessional 



LOlA 
ROlES IS MIt P MB ESP C CA PN PL CD 

Mif::m.coatcds: 
Aniva1 X X X X X 
Free Play X X X X X X X X 

Gn:Ie X X X X 
Math Tubs X X X X X X X X 

Music X X X 
SnacIc X X X 
Free Reading X X X X X X X 
Oioice Centers X X X X X X X X X 
Therapy X X X X X 
RestTlIDe X X X 
School Assembly X X X X 
Transitions X X X X X X X 
Specialty Centers X X X X X X X X X 

SANDY 
ROLES IS MR·. P MB ESP C CA PN PL CD 

Micz'o..coatcds 
Aniva1 X X X X X 
Free Play X X X X X X X X 
Circle X X X X 
Math Tubs X X X X X X X X 
Music X X X 
SnacIc X X X 
Free Reading X X X X X X X 
Oioice Centers X X X X X X X X X 
Therapy X X X X X 
Rest TIme X X X 
School Assembly X X X X 
Transitions X X X X X X X 
Specialty Centers X X X X X X X X X 

MAUDE 
ROlES IS MR P MB ESP C CA PN PL CD 

Miao-axItcxts: 
Entrance X X X X X X X 
Opening Exercises 
Integrated Spelling X X 
Segxegated Reading X X X X X X 
Segxegated Spelling X X X X X X 
Segxegated Math X X X X X X 
Sharing X X X X X X 
Integrated Story' X X X 
Library' X X X X X X 
Therapy X X 
Sch()()1 Assembly X X 
Transitions X X -Fi2Ul'e 25. Componential Analysis of Paraprofessional Roles and Micro-oontexts 00 
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roles on the horizontal axis. The codes used in the identification of the 

paraprofessional roles serve as the titles for the horizontal axis. The presence of 

an "X" in a cell of this matrix indicates the enactment of the role within a 

particular micro-context. 

While each of the paraprofessional's roles fluctuated across the various 

micro-contexts, two primary roles were consistent: (a) manager of behavior; and 

(b) manager of routine. For both Lola and Sandy, evaluating student 

performance and advocating for the rights of the special needs children were 

relatively frequent roles across micro-contexts. The two roles which transcended 

the fewest micro-contexts for these two paraprofessionals were the parent 

teacher mediator and professional liaison. 

For Maude, clerical tasks and evaluating student performance were the 

secondary tasks. Notably limited were the number of micro-contexts in which 

the parent-teacher mediator, professional liaison, and curriculum developer were 

engaged. 

However, the frequency of the paraprofessional roles across micro

contexts did not necessarily determine the role which the paraprofessionals saw 

as driving their practice. Each paraprofessional reported that they saw their role 

as being primarily driven by one or two of the identified roles. For Maude, this 

was the role of the Child Advocate since she saw herself being driven to "fight 

for the rights of these kids to be in the schools and receive adequate education". 

Lola saw herself as primarily an Instructional Strategist and a Performer: 



I really want to do what is best for Mary. I know that if I could 
just find the right way to teach her these concepts, she would fit in 
more. If I need to be animated or act like a fool, then so be it. If 
she will learn the material, then it has been worth it. She deserves 
the best from me all the time. 

Sandy characterized her paraprofessional role as a combination of a 

combination of a Manager of Student Behavior and Evaluator of Student 

Performance. 
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Joe is a difficult to reach kid. He has lots of behaviors that can be pretty 
intense. We don't know a lot about what he can learn and how he does 
it, you know. So, like, I have to help keep his behaviors in check and 
watch what seems to be working for him. Then Isa can do her job easier. 

Summaty 

Paraprofessional roles were linked to the various micro-contexts. 

However there was also a strong indication from the participants that the 

paraprofessionals practice was driven, primarily by one or two roles. The micro-

contexts and social roles were influential in understanding the paraprofessional-

special needs child discourse. This aspect of the research will be discussed in 

the next section. 

Paraprofessional-Special Needs Child Discourse Patterns 

The third research question required the investigation of paraprofessional-

special needs child discourse in relation to the identified micro-contexts. Data 

addressing this question were compiled from 12 hours of audio and video tapes 

on each of the paraprofessionals, for a total of 36 hours of conversational data. 



189 

The unit of analysis was the discourse exchange, defined as when one member of 

a dyad directed an interactive behavior toward the other and the second member 

was given the opportunity to respond with a related interactive behavior. An 

interactive behavior was realized by: (a) a spoken word(s); (b) vocalization; (c) 

sign; (d) body movement; (e) body contact; or (t) looking (either at the discourse 

partner or at a jointly shared activity/object). Each exchange was defined in 

terms of its source, purpose, and sequence of discourse moves (e.g. opening, 

answering and follow-up). The type of exchange could only be determined in 

retrospect by considering the verbal aspects of the message and cues to 

contextualization. Definitions of each exchange type may be found in 

Appendix A. Exchanges were made up of three types of moves: (a) opening; (b) 

answering; and (c) follow-up. The initiation or control of an exchange could be 

determined by who performed the opening move. However, the function of the 

excbange still needed to be considered within the context of the entire discourse 

event. 

The purpose of this portion of the chapter is to present the data compiled 

on each of the paraprofessional-special needs child discourse. A total of 2,535 

discourse exchanges were analyzed for all the paraprofessionals-special needs 

child dyads. The number of exchanges analyzed for each dyad were: (a) Maude 

and Trevor - 974 exchanges; (b) Lola and Mary - 757 exchanges; and (c) Sandy 

and Joe - 804 exchanges. The results are presented separately for each dyad 

(paraprofessional and special needs child) and include: (a) delineation of 
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exchange types across micro-contexts; (b) compilation of the range and measures 

of central tendency for each exchange type; (c) identification of the micro

context(s) in which the highest percentage of each exchange type occurred; and 

(d) presentation of the data scatter for each of the exchange types across each 

micro-context. 

Maude and Trevor 

The micro-contexts in which there were sufficient data to analyze 

included: (a) sharing; (b) journal; (c) spelling; (d) entrance; (e) three sessions of 

math; and (t) three sessions of reading. The frequencies of and percentages for 

each exchange types juxtapositioned to these micro-contexts are summarized in 

Table 1. The actual frequencies of exchange types that occurred in each micro

context are included as are the percentage which the frequency represents within 

the micro-context. The exchange types have been listed on the horizontal axis 

and the micro-contexts on the vertical. The micro-contexts have been clustered 

into three broad categories: (a) miscellaneous micro-contexts; (b) math sessions; 

and ( c) reading sessions. The mean of and percentage for these combined 

sessions were calculated and are included in the sections labelled Miscellaneous 

Micro-context Total, Reading Session Total and Math Session Total. 

Table 1 illustrates the relationship between the total percentages of 

exchange types for all of the sessions collapsed across micro-contexts. Exchange 

types prefaced with a "p_" indicate discourse exchanges which primarily were 

under the control of the paraprofessional and those prefaced with a "C_" were 



p-Infotm P-Direct P-Elicit P-Chc:d: P-RciDit P-Bocmdary CRciDit CIDform CDm:ct CEJi&:it ToCaIs 
Mise. Mic:ro-Contczt: 

SbariDz TIIDC 14 33 56 7 10 13 2 16 2 4 157 
Percent 8.92 21.02 35.67 4.46 631 8.28 1.27 10.19 1.27 255 100.00 

Joamal TIIDC 14 11 34 2 7 15 0 8 4 3 98 
Percent 14.29 11.22 34.69 2(» 7.14 15.31 0.00 8.16 4.08 3.06 100.00 

SpeIIiDg 15 27 27 22 10 18 0 17 1 7 144 
Percent 10.42 18.75 18.75 15.28 6.94 1250 0.00 11.81 0.69 4.86 100.00 

Entmna: 13 9 32 7 3 2 0 4 0 3 73 
Percent 17.81 1233 43.84 9.59 4.11 274 0.00 5.48 0.00 4.11 100.00 

Math SeGiom: 
I: 8 19 54 4 9 6 0 8 1 2 111 

Percent 7.21 17.12 48.65 3.60 8.11 5.41 0.00 7.21 0.90 1.80 100.00 
B: 8 25 36 3 9 9 1 7 0 4 102 

Percent 7.84 24.51 35.29 294 8.82 8.82 0.98 6.86 0.00 3.92 100.00 
Ill: 9 34 32 2 7 13 0 7 0 2 106 

Percent 8.49 32.08 30.19 1.89 6.60 l2.26 0.00 6.60 0.00 1.89 100.00 

RcadiDg Sc:s&ioas: 
I: 7 7 15 6 5 2 0 3 0 0 45 

Percent 15.56 15.56 33.33 13.33 11.11 4.44 0.00 6.67 0.00 0.00 100.00 
B: 11 9 16 1 1 5 2 8 0 2 55 

Percent 20.00 16.36 29.09 1.82 1.82 9.09 3.64 14.55 0.00 3.64 100.00 
Ill: 16 9 34 2 9 3 0 17 0 3 93 

Percent 17.20 9.68 36.56 215 9.68 3.23 0.00 18.28 0.00 3.23 100.00 

-ToClIl Reading Sessioos 34 25 65 9 15 10 2 28 0 5 193 
Percent 17.62 1295 33.68 4.66 7.77 5.18 1.04 14.51 0.00 259 100.00 

-ToClIl Math Sessioos 25 78 122 9 25 28 1 22 1 8 319 
Percent 7.84 24.45 38.24 282 7.84 8.78 0.31 6.90 0.31 251 100.00 

-Total Mise. Contczts 56 80 149 38 30 48 2 45 7 17 472 
Percent 11.87 16.95 31.57 8.OS 6.36 10.17 0.42 9.53 1.48 3.60 100.00 

Table 1 

Excbange Types and Micro-rontexts: Maude and Trevor ~ 
\C ..... 
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under the control of the special needs child (See Appendix A). The following 

excerpt from a reading session with Maude and Trevor illustrates how the 

prefixing of the codes (P-or C-) were useful in discerning who was controlling an 

exchange: 

Exchange 'fYpe Opening Answering 

P-Boundary 

C-Infomi 

P-Elicit 

P-Elicit 

M: Trevor can you (No response) 
read this story? 
We're reading 
Number 20. 

T: 100 M: I'm not 
sure if they 
go up to 100. 
They go up to 
50 I know for 
sure. 

M: Should we T: Go up to 
look to see what 100. 
they go to? 

M: Oh my goodness T: 36 
What number is that? 

Follow-up 

T: Go up 100 

M: OK Trevor 

The total frequency of the exchange types were converted to percentage and 

have been graphed in Figure 26 as Total Percentages for each exchange type. 

This figure visually illustrates the overall dominance of the discourse by the 

paraprofessional. The first six sections of the X-axis constitute the 

paraprofessional control of exchanges and the last four sections constitute the 

child's control of the exchanges. Across micro-contexts, Trevor opened only 
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15.5% (C-Reinit. + C-Elicit + C-Direct + C-Inform) of the total exchanges with 

Maude, leaving 84.5% of the conversational exchanges dominated by Maude. 

The highest percentages for each exchange type have been summarized in 

Table 2. Several interesting patterns can be seen when this data is considered 

with the data of Table 1. First, in the Reading micro-contexts, both Maude and 

Trevor shared the most information through the Child-Inform and 

Paraprofessional-Inform exchanges. Second, while the Journal micro-context had 

the greatest percentage of Child-Direct, it was also characterized by the highest 

occurrence of Paraprofessional-Boundary exchanges. This is indicative of Maude 

having to frequently focus Trevor on the academic tasks. Third, the 

Table 2 

Micro-context in Which Highest Percentage of Exchange 1J!pes Occurred: 

Maude & Trevor 

Micro Context Exchange 1YPe Percentage 

Reading n P-Inform 20.00 
Math In P-Direct 32.08 
Math I P-Elicit 48.65 
Reading In C-Inform 18.28 
Journal C-Direct 4.08 
Spelling C-Elicit 4.86 
Spelling P-Check 15.28 
Reading I P-Reinitiate 11.11 
Reading n C-Reinitiate 3.64 
Journal P-Boundary 15.31 
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micro-contexts in which reading and writing occurred were characterized by the 

highest frequency of child control of the discourse. Fourth the Math and 

Reading Sessions Total were almost void of the Child-Direct type of exchanges. 

Fifth, the Spelling micro-context was characterized by the highest percentage of 

Child-Elicit and Paraprofessional-Check exchanges as well as a relatively high 

percentage of Paraprofessional··Boundary functions. Such a pattern suggests that 

when Trevor requested the most information, Maude had to: (a) check her 

understanding the most frequently; and (b) establish a high frequency of 

boundaries to focus attention back to the academic task. 

The ranges and measures of central tendency for each exchange type across 

micro-contexts have been summarized in Table 3. This matrix is structured with 

Table 3 

Measures of Central Tenden0" Across Exchange ThJx;s 

Exchange 'JYpe Range Mean Median Mode 

P-Inform 7.21-20.00 12.77 12.36 7.84 
P-Direct 9.68-32.08 17.86 16.74 none 
P-Elicit 18.75-48.65 34.61 34.99 none 
C-Inform 5.48-18.28 9.58 7.69 none 
C-Direct 0.00- 4.08 0.70 0.00 0.00 
C-Elicit 0.00- 4.86 2.91 3.15 none 
P-Check 1.82-15.28 5.71 3.27 none 
P-Reinitiate 1.82-11.11 7.07 7.04 none 
C-Reinitiate 0.00- 3.64 0.59 0.00 0.00 
P-Listing 0.00- 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
P-Boundary 2.74-15.31 8.21 8.55 none 



the range of the frequency distributions and the measures of central tendency 

constituting the horizontal axis and the specific exchange types listed in the 

vertical axis. 
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The greatest range occurred in the Paraprofessional-Elicit exchange type 

and the most constricted range occurred with the Child-Reinitiation exchange. 

Relatively low ranges also occurred in Child-Direct and Child-Elicit categories. 

Clearly, those exchanges which were controlled by Trevor were more consistent 

in their frequency. 

The occurrence of a mode in only four of the ten exchange types and the 

differences which existed for the three measures of central tendency indicate 

non-symmetrical rates of occurrence. The highest mean and median occurred in 

the Paraprofessional-Elicit exchange type indicating that the elicit function had a 

high frequency and asymmetrical distribution. The Paraprofessional-Listing 

category did not occur in any of the micro-contexts. However, for exchanges 

which occurred, the Child-Reinitiation category had the lowest mean and 

median. 

The mean percentages of exchange types for three categories of micro

contexts were calculated (Misc. Contexts, Math Total and Reading Total) and 

graphed (See Figure 27). Overall, the discourse structure in the Math and 

Miscellaneous micro-contexts had a more constricted range of variability than in 

the Reading Sessions. When the percentage of exchange types within the 
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Reading and Math micro-contexts are compared, only the Paraprofessional

Direct exchange type had more variability in the Math micro-contexts than the 

Reading one. 

For exchange types controlled by Trevor, the Child-Inform function was 

noticeably more variable in the Reading micro-context than in the Math micro

context. Notably, the remaining exchange types were similarly infrequent. 

While the percentage of each exchange type varied with the micro

context, the trends within the sessions were remarkably similar. The highest 

percentages in each occurred in the Paraprofessional-Elicit category. The 

Paraprofessional-Inform exchange type was the least frequently used type of 

exchange. Of the four child exchange types (C-Inform, C-Direct, C-Elicit, C

Reinitiate), Child-Inform had the highest percentage and Child-Reinitiation, the 

lowest percentage. The similarities suggest that while the volume of 

paraprofessional and student exchanges vary with the micro-context, the general 

discourse patterns were fairly stable. 

Lola and Mary 

The micro-contexts in which there were enough data to analyze included: 

(a) morning entrance; (b) alphabet table; (c) snack; (d) music; (e) circle time; (f) 

free play; (g) four types of transitions; (h) two math tubs; (i) five choice centers; 

and (j) two gym sessions. The frequencies of and percentages for each of the 

exchange types in relation to the micro-contexts are summarized on Table 4. 

The actual frequencies of exchange types that occurred in each micro-context are 



LOLA a: MARY P-&bm P-DizI:cs P-Hicil P-OIcd; P-- P-I.imat:: p.-y Cbfcxm CDDc<t CIlIial CRciail Tocak 
~1!cbaDa: 

A: 0 1 2 0 2 0 1 1 0 0 0 7 
P=t 0.00 1429 28.S7 0.00 28.S7 0.00 1429 1429 0.00 0.00 0.00 lOO1lO 

B: 7 S 6 0 1 0 3 0 0 0 0 22 
Percent 3L8Z 22.73 27I1 0.00 4.55 0.00 ll64 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 lOO1lO 

Mise. r&n>.Coatats 
AIpbabct 10 IS 18 0 3 0 13 1 0 S 0 6S 
P=t 15.38 2108 27m 0.00 4.62 0.00 20.00 154 0.00 7m 0.00 lOO1lO 

SaId: 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 4 
P=t 0.00 25.00 25.00 0.00 2S.oo 0.00 25.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 lOO1lO 

M..., 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 
P=t 0.00 100.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 lOO1lO 

arcse'mx: 21 28 24 0 18 0 14 2 0 1 2 110 
P=t 19m 25.45 21..82 0.00 16.36 0.00 1273 1.'12 0.00 0.91 1..82 100.00 
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P=t 16.33 32.6S 22.45 2.04 6.12 0.00 1429 4.l18 2.04 0.00 0.00 lOO1lO 
~ 23 30 31 I 8 0 3 11 8 3 0 118 
P=t 19.49 25.42 26.27 o.ss 6.78 0.00 254 9.32 6.78 254 0.00 100.00 

l'rojec:U " 2 6 0 0 0 4 I 0 0 0 17 
Per<ent 23S3 IL76 3529 0.00 0.00 0.00 23S3 5.B8 0.00 0.00 0.00 100.00 
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Excbange Tvoes and Micro-co~t~LoIa_andMarv 
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included as are the percentage which the frequency represents within the micro-

context. 

The exchange types have been listed on the horizontal axis and the micro

contexts on the vertical. The micro-contexts have been clustered into six 

categories: (a) Morning entrance; (b) Miscellaneous micro-contexts; (c) 

Transitions; (d) Math Tubs; (e) Choice Centers; and (f) Gym Time. The mean 

frequencies of and percentage for each of these categories were calculated and 

are included at the end of Table 4. 

Overall totals for each exchange type were calculated as percentages and 

are illustrated in Figure 28. This figure illustrates the relationship between the 

total percentages of exchange types for all of the sessions collapsed across micro

contexts. Exchange types prefaced with a "p_" indicate discourse exchanges 

which primarily were under the control of the paraprofessional and those 

prefaced with a "C_" were under the control of the special needs child (See 

Appendix A). 

This figure visually illustrates the overall dominance of the discourse by 

the paraprofessional. The first seven sections of the X-axis constitute the 

paraprofessional control of exchanges and the last four sections constitute the 

child's control of the exchanges. Notably, Lola controlled most of the exchanges 

(93.03%) with Mary only having control of 7.97 percent of the discourse 

exchanges. 
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The highest percentages for each exchange type have been summarized in 

Table 5. However, several points need to be considered when reviewing these 

figures. First, the Paraprofessional-Direct percentage of 100 is misleading. This 

figure was arrived at based on only three exchanges, however when more 

substantive micro-contexts are examined (20+ exchanges) the Paraprofessional-

Direct exchange type moves to a high of 39.44 percent. Second, the 

Paraprofessional-Reinitiation percentage of 28.57 was based on only seven 

exchanges. When only micro-contexts that have twenty or more exchanges are 

considered, the range is from 4.23% to 14.49%. Third, the high percent for 

Paraprofessional Boundary exchanges was based on only 4 exchanges. When 

Table 5 

Micro-context in Which Hiehest Percentaee of Exchanee Types Occurred: 

Lola and Mary 

Micro-Context 

Morning Entrance 
*Music 
Transition 
Entrance 
Gym 
Alphabet Table 
Gym 
Morning Entrance 
*Circle Time 
Math Tubs:Elastics 
*Snack 

Exchange Type 

P-Inform 
P-Direct 
P-Elicit 
C-Inform 
C-Direct 
C-Elicit 
P-Check 
P-Reinitiation 
C-Reinitiation 
P-Listing 
P-Boundary 

*micro-contexts with < 20 exchanges. 

Percentage 

31.82 
100.00 
42.86 
14.29 
17.95 
7.69 
5.13 

28.57 
1.82 
1.45 

25.00 



more substantive micro-contexts are considered, a high of 23.53% occurred 

during an adult directed project. 
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Several patterns are present in the data. First, the high percentage for 

Paraprofessional-Elicitation occurred in one of the transition contexts. However, 

also noteworthy is the pattern of elicitation shown by the percentages calculated 

for Transitions Total (29.03%), Math-tubs Total (26.23%), and Choice Center 

Total (28.69%). Second, the Child-Direct category was noticeably low across all 

micro-contexts so the high percentage in Gym was particularly noteworthy. 

Third, the Child-Elicit exchange type was low across micro-contexts except for 

the Alphabet Table, where a high frequency of Paraprofessional-Elicit and 

Paraprofessional-Direct occurred as well. Fourth, the Paraprofessional-Check 

exchange type was low throughout all micro-contexts although an elevated 

percentage in this category coincided with a higher occurrence of Child

Elicitation. Fifth, Child-Reinitiate and Paraprofessional Listing were notably 

absent in all micro-contexts except those cited. 

The range and measures of central tendency for each exchange type across 

micro-contexts have been summarized in Table 6. This matrix is structured with 

the range of the frequency distributions and the measures of central tendency 

constituting the horizontal axis and the specific exchange types listed in the 

vertical axis. The greatest range occurred in the Paraprofessional Direct and the 

narrowest in Paraprofessional-Listing. Child exchanges were the most 

symmetrical of all distributions indicated by the mean, median and mode being 
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almost identical. One bi-modal distribution occurred, that being Child-Inform. 

Such a pattern suggests that across micro-contexts, Mary either used Inform 

exchanges at a relatively high percent or she used none. 

A relatively high percentage of Paraprofessional-Elicit and the highest 

percentage of child exchanges (Child-Inform) occurred together. This pattern is 

indicative that paraprofessional exchanges (which served an elicitation function 

in the total discourse) may have helped the student initiating more informing 

functions. 

The Entrance, Math Tubs, Choice Centers, Gym Sessions, Miscellaneous 

Contexts, and Transitions all included several sessions. The mean percentages of 

Table 6 

Measures of Central Tendency for Exchanl:e Types Across Micro-contexts: 

Lola and Mary 

Exchange Type Range Mean Median Mode 

P-Inform 0.00-50.00 13.00 14.49 0.00 
P-Direct 11.76-100.00 31.80 25.55 none 
P-Elicit 0.00-42.86 25.17 26.98 42.86 
C-Inform 0.00-14.29 3.75 0.77 0.00 
C-Direct 0.00-17.95 1.72 0.00 0.00 
C-Elicit 0.00- 7.69 1.29 0.00 0.00 
P-Check 0.00- 2.90 0.29 0.00 0.00 
P-Reinitiate 0.00-28.57 8.49 6.45 0.00 
C-Reinitiate 0.00- 1.82 0.09 0.00 0.00 
P-Listing 0.00- 1.45 0.07 0.00 0.00 
P-Boundary 0.00-25.00 14.34 14.29 14.29 
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exchange types for these groups of micro-contexts were calculated and graphed 

(See Figure 29). When this figure is interpreted with Table 4, a number of 

patterns emerge. The Math Tubs and Gym sessions had a more consistent 

discourse pattern and noticeably less variability within each exchange type than 

the Choice Centers. The Math Tubs micro-context was also noteworthy because 

of the limited range of variability in the Paraprofessional - Direct exchange type. 

Child controlled exchanges were variable across the mi~ro-contexts, although 

their overall pattern in relation to the other exchange types were quite 

consistent. 

The discourse which occurred during the transitions shows remarkable 

similarities between the transitions. Specifically, these similarities include: (a) 

the heavy emphasis on three paraprofessional exchange types (Inform, Direct 

and Elicit); (b) the low percentages of child exchanges; and (c) the relatively 

high occurrences of the Paraprofessional-Boundary exchange type. 

Variation in the exchange types within the micro-contexts labelled 

Miscellaneous produced noteworthy patterns as well. Specifically, these are: (a) 

a high percentage of exchanges controlled by Lola occur with a comparatively 

low percentage controlled by Mary; (b) low percentages of child exchanges 

(including C-Inform, C-Elicit, C-Direct and C-Reinitiate) occurred with higher 

percentages of Paraprofessional Reinitation; and (c) Paraprofessional-Boundary 

exchanges increased in percentage as pupil controlled exchanges increased. 

However, one notable situation occurred during Free Play, in that Mary did not 
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control any of the exchanges. Upon returning to the transcripts and video tapes, 

the researcher found that: (a) Mary was primarily involved in play either by 

herself or with other children; (b) Mary initiated exchanges with other children 

rather than the paraprofessional; and (c) Mary focused her attention on the 

activity (which she was controlling) rather than on the discourse with Lola. 

Overall, the patterns from this data show that: (a) Lola dominated most of 

the discourse exchanges; (b) Lola employed the Paraprofessional-Inform 

exchange type more infrequently than the Paraprofessional-Direct or 

Paraprofessional-Elicit exchange types; (c) Mary controlled noticeably fewer 

exchanges than Lola; and (d) Mary utilized fewer types of exchanges than Lola. 

Sandy and Joe 

The micro-contexts in which there were sufficient data to analyze included: 

(a) Morning Entrance; (b) Look-at-me Program; (c) Play; (d) Snack; (e) Music; 

(t) Circle time; (g) Free Play; (h) seven types of Transitions; (h) four Math 

Tubs; (i) four Choice Centers; and G) one Gym Session. The frequencies of and 

percentages for each exchange types in relation to these micro-contexts are 

summarized in Table 7. The actual frequencies of exchange types that occurred 

in each micro-context are included as are the percentage which the frequency 

represents within the micro-context. The exchange types have been listed on the 

horizontal axis and the micro-contexts on the vertical. The micro-contexts have 

been clustered into four categories: (a) Miscellaneous micro-contexts; (b) 

Transitions; (c) Math Tubs; and (d) Choice Centers. The mean frequencies of 
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and percentage for these categories were calculated and are included as the last 

four headings in the micro-context column. 

Overall totals for each exchange type were calculated and are illustrated 

in Figure 30. This figure illustrates the relationship between the total 

percentages of exchange types for all of the sessions collapsed across micro

contexts. Exchange types prefaced with a "p_" indicate discourse exchanges 

which primarily were under the control of the paraprofessional and those 

prefaced with a "e-" were under the control of the special needs child (See 

Appendix A). This figure visually illustrates the overall dominance of the 

discourse by the paraprofessional. The first six sections of the X-axis constitute 

the paraprofessional control of exchanges and the last four sections constitute 

the child's control of the exchanges. 

The discourse between Sandy and Joe was characteristically different from 

that of the other two dyads. While the pattern of paraprofessional dominance 

over the discourse functions was still apparent (74.25%), the amount of pupil 

control was noticeably higher (25.75%). In fact, the Child-Inform exchange type 

had the fourth highest percentage of all the exchange types for both Joe and 

Sandy. 

The highest percentages for each exchange type have been summarized in 

Table 8. Several points should be considered when reviewing these figures. 

First, the Snack, Music and Play micro-contexts had seven or less 
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Table 8 

Micro-context in which highest percentage of exchange t)!pes occurred: 

Sandy and Joe 

Micro Context 

*Snack 
*Music & Snack 
*Music 
* Play 
Playdough 
Transition to 

Reading 
* Gym 
Free Reading 
Math: Junk Boxes 
Transition to 

Math Tubs 

Exchange type 

P-Inform 
P-Direct 
P-Elicit 
C-Inform 
C-Direct 

C-Elicit 
P-Checking 
P-Reinitiate 
C-Reinitiate 
P-Boundary 

Percentage 

50.00 
50.00 
50.00 
57.14 
4.46 

26.92 
21.43 
10.71 
6.25 

13.33 
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paraprofessional-special needs child exchanges in their entirety. However, when 

only the micro-contexts containing more than 20 exchanges are considered: (a) 

the Look-at-meProgram had the highest Paraprofessional Inform percentage with 

16.39 percent; (b) the Choice Center, Cooking had the highest Paraprofessional

Direct percentage with 39.44%; (c) the Blocks in both the Choice Center 

(31.58%) and Math Tubs (31.51%) contained the greatest percent of 

Paraprofessional-Elicit exchanges; (d) Math Tubs Total had the highest percents 

for Child-Inform (20.25%) and Paraprofessional-Checking (6.23%). 

Several patterns present in this data are noteworthy. First, the 

combination of Child-Inform and Paraprofessional-Checking suggested that 
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Sandy was engaging in considerable conversational looping to grasp Joe's 

meaning. In reviewing the transcripts and video this contention was confirmed. 

However, there was a ritual that Sandy and Joe had with blocks that also 

contributed to this pattern. Joe would open an exchange with the statement 

"Peek a boo, I see you" to which then Sandy would confirm with an answer such 

as "Oh. You do eh." The next exchange was typified by Sandy checking to see if 

Joe was clear aboutthe content of what he had just said. She would ask a 

question such as "Who do you see?" But Sandy's turn wasn't just the opening to 

an elicitation exchange. The exchange which she initiated was directly linked to 

the previous turn, with the purpose of looping back and checking if she and Joe 

shared a common understanding. This sequence was replicated several times 

through the discourse event with only minor alterations. 

Second, Sandy opened exchanges, coded as Paraprofessional Elicit, most 

frequently with the Block Centers. When reviewing the results, she commented 

on this phenomenon: 

I guess that shouldn't really surprise me. Like I know that I talk a 
lot with him when he is doing something he likes; that he is into. 
So, with block, with blocks he has been crazy for them. I just think 
that is somewhere that I could, you know, talk more. No, he'd talk 
more. 

Third, when considering the context in which Joe elicited the most, the 

micro-context with the highest percentage was noteworthy. The Transitions 

Total percentage (10.73%) was noticeably higher than the Choice Center Totals, 

Math Tub Totals or any of the Miscellaneous Micro-contexts Totals. This is 
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significant because transitions were the micro-contexts of the least academic 

focus, yet the one in which Joe generated the most inquiry. The nature of the 

inquiries clustered around: (a) requests to go to a specific center; (b) requests 

for Sandy to aid him in clean-up; (c) inquiries as to why a transition was 

necessary. 

The range and measures of central tendency for each exchange type 

across micro-contexts have been summarized in Table 8. This matrix is 

structured with the range of the frequency distributions and the measures of 

central tendency constituting the horizontal axis and the specific exchange types 

listed in the vertical axis. The largest range occurred in the Paraprofessional

Direct and Child-Inform. The narrowest range occurred in the Child-Direct 

category. Child-Reinitiation was the most symmetrical of all distributions 

(indicated by the mean, median and mode being almost identical). One bi

modal distribution occurred, that being Paraprofessional-Direct. Such a pattern 

suggests that across micro-contexts, Sandy either performed directive exchanges 

at a relatively high frequency or she didn't use that function at all. 

Data were collected over several sessions of Math Tubs, Miscellaneous 

Micro-contexts, Choice Centers, and Transitions. Variations in discourse 

patterns for each of these sessions were collectively graphed to facilitate 

comparisons (See Figure 31). Exchanges in these micro-contexts were similar 

although Choice Centers had the least variation of exchange classes. 



214 

Several patterns are noteworthy in this figure. First, the Child-Inform 

category was the fourth highest of all the exchange categories. Second, Joe 

demonstrated a relative strength in using the Child-Inform exchange type across 

micro-contexts. Third, when the frequency of Sandy's Elicit exchange types were 

elevated, Joe's Informing exchange type rose at a comparatively similar rate (e.g. 

Miscellaneous Micro-contexts). 

When Figure 31 and Table 7 are jointly considered, several trends are 

evident, particularly in the Miscellaneous micro-contexts. Specifically these are: 

(a) Sandy alternated exchanges characterized by the functions of 

Paraprofessional-Direct and Paraprofessional-Elicit; (b) Checking was a 

noticeably frequent exchange type across the miscellaneous micro-contexts; (c) 

Joe's increase use of Child-Inform exchanges corresponded with elevated 

percentages of Paraprofessional-Direct except during transitions; (d) Sandy 

would use the discourse function of Checking more infrequently in micro

contexts where Joe was using a heightened percentage of the Child-Elicit 

function; and (e) Child-Inform and Paraprofessional-Inform exchange types 

occurred a similar percentage of the time during Miscellaneous Contexts. 

Summary 

The results of the data analysis concerning early childhood environments, 

paraprofessional roles and paraprofessional-special needs child discourse are 



." 
Q> 

35.00 

P 30.00 
Q> 

~ 25.00 

.J:I 
~ 20.00 

"S 15.00 
Q> 

~ 10.00 

11 t 5.00 

c.. 0.00 

Ia .... 
0 ... 

:§ is 
I I 

1:1.. 1:1.. 

SANDY AND JOE 

.... g i i Ia ~ t3 ... :§ I 12': § 
1:1.. I I 

cB I 1:1.. 1:1.. 
~ 

I 
1:1.. 

Exchange Types 

• Choice Center Total 0 Math Tubs Total III Transitions Total 

~ .... 
c; ... 

~ ~ Q I I t..l t..l 

• Misc. Context Total 

Figure 31. Mean Percentage of Exchange Types in Four Categories of Micro
contexts for Sandy and Joe 

.... 
:s 
~ 

I 
u 

1-.) ,.... 
VI 



216 

shown to be varied. Early childhood environments are typified by a variety of 

micro-contexts defined by the actors and activity involved and bounded by the 

transitions within the classroom routine. 

The roles in which paraprofessionals engage vary depending on the 

definition of roles and the correlating performance expectations held by: (a) the 

paraprofessionals; (b) the teacher(s); (c) the administration; and (d) the parents. 

Additional considerations in understanding paraprofessional roles are discerning 

the paraprofessionals': (a) definition of the educational needs of special needs 

child; (b) perception of the task/activity; and (c) beliefs about the teaching and 

learning process. 

Paraprofessional-special needs child discourse changed across micro

contexts. Functional use of language varied with the activities engaged in by the 

children and the perception of the same held by the participants. Additionally, 

there was some indication that combinations of discourse functions occurring 

within individual micro-contexts constituted significant variation. The 

participating paraprofessionals varied the manner and structure of discourse, and 

typified their interactions by controlling most of the discourse exchanges. 

Alternatively, the special needs children recognized the different linguistic 

demands of different contexts. Therefore, while the patterns appear quite 

similar across the micro-contexts, how they were constructed was unique to each 

of the situations. 
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CHAPTER 6 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

The focus of this study has been to examine the manner in which special 

education paraprofessionals engaged young children with special needs. To this 

end, an analysis of the structure of the classrooms, and of paraprofessional roles 

within early childhood special education settings was completed. Notably, a 

significant aspect of the paraprofessional role was examining how 

paraprofessionals spoke with young children with special needs. This final 

chapter contains a summary of the project and the results, discussion and 

interpretation of the findings and implications for future research. 

Summary 

The purpose of this research project was to: (a) describe early childhood 

special education settings (b) delineate the various roles which paraprofessionals 

play in these settings; and (c) identify and describe the discourse structure 

between paraprofessionals and special needs children across paraprofessional 

roles and within micro-contexts. Specifically, this study was designed to answer 

the following research questions: 

1. What constitutes the structure of an early childhood classroom 

providing services to a child with special needs? 

2. What roles do paraprofessionals fulfill in early childhood special 

education classrooms? 
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3. How do the discourse patterns of paraprofessional-special needs 

children vary in relation to the structural framework of early childhood special 

education classrooms? 

Case studies were developed with three early childhood special education 

paraprofessionals working with three seven year old special needs children in a 

rural Canadian school. Data collection with each of these participants included: 

(a) 12 hours of paraprofessional-special needs child conversational data; (b) four 

structured interviews; (c) 30 written journals entries; (d) two written 

questionnaires; and (e) 15 hours of direct observation. Additional information 

was collected by conducting interviews with the paraprofessionals' supervisory 

staff (including teachers, the principal, and the Coordinator of Special Education 

for the school division) and with the parents of the special needs children to 

whom they were assigned. 

The early childhood environments were broken into a series of micro

contexts. This analysis was based on: (a) direct observation; (b) interviews; and 

( c) ecological inventories. 

Roles were identified through direct observation due largely to the 

activities which were engaged in by the paraprofessionals. These were then 

explored in the interviews and questionnaires with all of the aforementioned 

persons. Beliefs about the paraprofessional roles and the education of the 

children with whom they worked were examined through the direct observations, 

interviews, questionnaires and journal entries. 
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The conversational data between the paraprofessionals and the special 

needs children were analyzed for themes based on the function of discourse 

exchanges occurring within conversations between paraprofessionals and young 

children with special needs. 

The results produced several findings. First, early childhood special 

education environments are made up of a series of micro-contexts. The nature 

of the micro-contexts appeared to be directly linked to the teachers' philosophy 

of education. Each of these micro-contexts are defined by the activity and the 

participants. Transitions separate each micro-context, however the complexity of 

these were related to: (a) the perceived needs of the special needs child by the 

paraprofessional and/or teacher; (b) the number of children present; and (c) the 

nature of the activities. 

Second, paraprofessionals play a variety of roles. Specifically these are: 

(a) paraprofessional as instructional strategist; (b) paraprofessional as manager 

of routine; (c) paraprofessional as performer; (d) paraprofessional as manager of 

behavior; (e) paraprofessional as evaluator of student performance; (f) 

paraprofessional as clerk; (g) paraprofessional as child advocate; (h) 

paraprofessional as parent-teacher mediator; (i) paraprofessional as professional 

liaison; and (j) paraprofessional as curriculum developer. These roles clustered 

around three classroom functions: (a) direct instruction; (b) curriculum design; 

and (c) classroom management. However the definition and behavioral 

correlates of the roles are impacted by: (a) parents; (b) teachers; (c) 
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administration; and (d) paraprofessionals themselves. Furthermore, the extent to 

which the paraprofessionals engaged in particular roles within certain micro

contexts appeared to be a function of: (a) the social structure of the situation 

(e.g. the presence of parent helpers, other children, and/or the teacher); (b) the 

behavior of the special needs child; (c) the paraprofessional's beliefs regarding 

the education of the special needs child; and (d) the degree of autonomy which 

the paraprofessional felt concerning the activity. 

Third, although the paraprofessionals enacted numerous roles, each of 

them identified one or two roles as being central to their practice. These "core 

roles" were influential in the paraprofessionals' enactment of all of the other 

roles. 

Fourth, paraprofessional roles were influenced by additional factors 

including: (a) overt and covert perceptions of school district structure; (b) the 

role teachers saw for themselves; ( c) the role paraprofessionals saw for the 

teachers; (d) the structure, format, and activities of the classroom micro-contexts; 

(e) the paraprofessional's conceptualization of the curriculum; and (f) the 

paraprofessional's perception of students. 

Fifth, discourse between special needs children and paraprofessionals 

changed across micro-contexts. Most of these variations were in the percentage 

with a corpus of discourse exchange types rather than employment of different 

exchange types. Both the paraprofessionals and the special needs children 

recognized that different contexts within the school day required different 



discourse constructions. Therefore, how the discourse was constructed was 

unique to each set of participants and to each micro-contexts. 

221 

Sixth, when the discourse data is examined from a macro cosmic 

perspective, the general patterns of paraprofessional and special needs child 

discourse were remarkably stable. Such patterns indicate that both parties may 

be using a "school register." This register was characterized by the 

paraprofessionals controlling most of the discourse exchanges and the children 

being relatively passive conversational partners. 

Discussion 

The relationship between the structure of the classrooms, the 

paraprofessional roles and the discourse between paraprofessionals and special 

needs children is complex. This portion of the paper will examine this 

relationship to explore and further clarify answers to the research questions. 

Each question will be addressed separately and will include a synthesis and 

analysis of the results. Where appropriate, aspects from the various questions 

will be integrated to show the connections between the research questions. 

The Structure of Early Childhood Special Education Settings 

The structure of early childhood special education settings varied for each 

child. This variation can be attributed to: (a) the needs of the children; (b) the 

philosophy of the teacher; (c) the nature of the curriculum; and (d) the roles of 

the paraprofessionals. For example, all the results illustrate the uniqueness of 
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the educational experiences of each of the special needs children. The children 

in kindergarten (Mary and Joe) were schooled in the same class, however the 

actual emphasis of their programs was different. Joe had a focus on behavioral 

aspects of discourse (e.g. Look-at-me program) and his social development (e.g. 

peer interactions). Alternatively, Mary's activities concentrated on academic 

(e.g. color naming, letter identification) and social development (e.g. peer 

interactions). Trevor spent the majority of his mornings alone with Maude. His 

program focused on the development of academic competence and of skills in 

adult-child interactions. 

Analysis of the environs in which young special needs children are 

educated must take into consideration that the context is actually constructed of 

a series of micro-contexts. Such awareness is significant because each micro

context was constituted by: (a) different participants; (b) different activities; (c) 

different expectations (both for the children and the paraprofessionals); and (d) 

different roles for all the participants. Additionally, the data collected on 

paraprofessional-special needs child discourse illustrates that different 

conversations occurred in the various micro-contexts. These discourse events 

were uniquely constructed to meet the individually defined personal agendas, 

social needs and curricular demands within a given micro-context. Notably, 

these differences were more in percentage variation of a corpus of exchange 

types than in actual use of different exchange types. 
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Paraprofessional Roles 

Paraprofessionals fulfill multiple roles in the process of educating young 

children with special needs. The perception of the paraprofessional role as 

being defined by the teacher is incomplete. Katz and Kahn (1978) attribute role 

definition as an interaction between personal, organiz~.tional and interpersonal 

factors. Minztes (1986), modified this model to reflect the impact that student 

characteristics have on the paraprofessional role. Additionally, she down-played 

the interpersonal factors that other authors suggested were vital to 

paraprofessional success. Frank, Keith and Steil (1988) maintained that when 

agreement was reached about the functions of the subordinate (paraprofessional) 

role, the working climate was enhanced. Such a contention has received 

widespread support throughout the paraprofessional literature (Fafard, 1977; 

Pickett, 1987; Reid & Reid, 1974; White, 1984). 

Who fulfils the role of primary role sender has had mixed perceptions. 

Mintzes (1986) suggested that the teacher was the primary role sender. 

Although she recognized that larger social influences were also in play, Mintzes 

did not discern their identity. Ramseyer (1980) postulated that student 

characteristics were major determinants of the paraprofessional role. Yet, in 

other portions of their papers each author contended that the teacher was 

primarily responsible for shaping the paraprofessional role. This research has 

found that teachers, special needs children, curriculum, parents, administrators 

and paraprofessionals all share in the shaping of the paraprofessional role. 
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Much of the research to date did not view the paraprofessional as an 

active participant in the social construction of their own context, of their own 

role. The findings of the present research would suggest that paraprofessionals 

develop their own role definition as a function of: (a) perception of school 

system power structure; (b) social construction of the classroom setting; (c) 

student abilities and levels of independence; (d) teacher preference; (e) 

paraprofessional knowledge; (f) perception of teacher competence; and (g) 

parental influences. The degree to which such a role is at odds with the model 

construed by the other participants in the setting (i.e. students, teacher, principal, 

division office staff) seems to be the genesis of role conflict. Figure 32 is a 

model of role construction, based on this research and previous research cited in 

the literature. 

Portion A depicts the role sending process. In the Katz and Kahn (1978) 

model, the focal person was a passive recipient of the role sent. The experience 

of this researcher would suggest that such a model is incomplete. With the 

paraprofessionals, the relationship is much trans active. What has become more 

clear is that role sending and receiving is a cognitive-social-behavioral process. 

This process suggests that the individual construction of role and interpretation 

of the sent role are played out in chorus with a number of personal, 

interpersonal and systemic variables. The vision of a passive recipient of role 

messages ignores the dynamism of the individual in the construction of context, 

knowledge and behavior. 
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In section B, three factors (attributes of the teacher, paraprofessional and 

student) contribute to the personal construction of a social context. These 

perceived attributes of individuals arise both from the social context of their 

participation and from the observation of their activity. These factors are 

related symbiotically. Thus, initiating and terminating points are blurred. The 

construction and validation of ourselves and others is a dynamic process. It is 

shaped, to some extent, by observing interactive behaviors of others and 

ascribing values of competence and attributes to what is being observed. 

Section C illustrates the relatedness of personally constructed context and 

personal construction of knowledge. An individual's experiential history, cultural 

milieu and genetic construction transact with the construction of social context. 

According to Tiemann and Markle (1983), there are various types of knowledge 

which hinge on the complexity of tasks and activities. These include: (a) the 

emotional overlay experienced by the individual; (b) the perception and 

definition of the social context; (c) the individual's role within the social context; 

and (d) the individual's self efficacy regarding the tasks and activities. 

The beliefs and attitudes which guide an individual's interactions with 

others are also significant personal variables in role construction. A number of 

scholars (e.g. Roehler, Duffy, Hermann, Conley & Johnson, 1988; Schiller, 1990) 

have identified teacher beliefs as being central to how teachers behave. There is 

some indication that a similar process exists for paraprofessionals. 
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Section D expands upon those organizational factors that Mintzes (1986) 

articulated as impacting role development. Six broad areas of influence have 

been identified: (a) parents; (b) students; (c) teachers; (d) administration; (e) 

other professionals; and (t) curricula. A student's level of handicapping 

condition and the degree of self sufficiency impact significantly on the 

paraprofessional role (e.g. Escudero & Sears, 1982; Mintzes, 1986; Ramseyer, 

1980; Vasa, 1982). However, overt and covert perceptions of the parameters of 

paraprofessionals roles by other stakeholders in education impact the manner in 

which such roles are enacted. 

Mintzes (1986) de-emphasized the role of interpersonal factors in her 

reconstruction of the Katz and Kahn (1978) model. But the results of this study 

show that these factors contribute significantly to how roles are shaped over 

time. The current examination of paraprofessionals has elicited more questions 

than answers in this regard. Specific unexplored areas of the interpersonal 

dimension in the teacher-paraprofessional-student triumvirate include: (a) What 

are the interpersonal factors that function as significant variables?; (b) How are 

such processes/phenomena developed in a relationship?; and (c) How is the 

perception of personal power and professional power related to interpersonal 

relations? Clearly, before the importance of this impersonal process is 

minimized, thorough analysis of its impact needs to be conducted. 
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Paraprofessional-Special Needs Child Discourse 

Each micro-context, in which paraprofessional-special needs child 

discourse events occurred, was unique in its construction. When this 

phenomenon is considered based on the work of Halliday (1978), the reasons 

become clearer. In his discussion of language as a social semiotic, Halliday 

postulated that the situations are actually defined by field, tenor and mode. He 

defined field as the "the social action in which the text is embedded" (p.110). 

He argued that the field included not only the topic at hand but the social 

dynamics of roles as they exist within the situation. "The tenor is the set of role 

relationships among the relevant participants". Intuitively, there is logic in 

acknowledging that different physical settings, conversational partners, speech 

events, and even topics will shape sentence structure, vocabulary and style of 

presentation. However, the results clearly showed this to be true for exchange 

functions used during discourse events within various micro-contexts. 

Finally, mode is the form of language used as well as the function or 

intention which drives its production. Halliday wrote that mode is the "channel 

or wave length selected, which is, the function assigned to language in the total 

structure of the situation" (p.lll). This dimension of Halliday's work has 

influenced the discourse analysis used in the current research. Exchanges in 

classes were determined only in retrospect by considering the verbal aspects of 

the message and cues to contextualization. 
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Halliday argued that field, tenor and mode are neither kinds of language 

nor linear components of a social setting. Rather, he offered them as a 

collective framework for conceptualizing the social context as "the semiotic 

environments in which people exchange meaning." (polI0) In the role of the 

speaker who is approaching a conversational act, the individual is embodying (a) 

general social, cultural and cognitive knowledge; (b) specific contextual meaning 

(personal and social); (c) linguistic rules (e.g. syntax, semantics); and (d) 

language function. The data collected illustrated clearly that such embodiment 

was a dynamic process occurring across and uniquely within, each micro-context. 

Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) suggested that teachers and students 

interact with a fair degree of rigidity in their discourse framework. A similar 

case could be made for how paraprofessionals and special needs children 

interacted. These similarities in general discourse patterns across the discourse 

dyads and the micro-contexts suggest the development or use of a discourse 

register. 

As an active constructor of meaning, the speaker formulates a general 

frame of reference for the conversation or register even before actually engaging 

in the exchange. Halliday (1978) defined register as "the configuration of 

semantic resources that the member of a culture typically associates with a 

situation type. It is the meaning potential that is accessible in a given social 

context" (p. 111). This skeletal structure frames or provides reference for the 

speaker as to: (a) the nature of the social situation; (b) the message that needs 
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to be relayed; (c) the function of the message for the speaker; and (d) the role 

and competence (social and linguistic) of the listener. These assumptions (or 

presuppositions) govern what is said and how it is organized as well as what is 

potentially going to be constructed as meaning and how meaning is organized. 

Bates (1976) argued that assumptions actually occur on multiple levels. She 

proposed that conditions necessary for a sentence/utterance to be appropriate in 

a given context constituted pragmatic presupposition. Bates went on to contrast 

this type of assumption with psychological presupposition defined as "the act of 

using a sentence to make a comment about some information assumed to be 

shared or verifiable by speaker and listener" (p.25). Clearly, presuppositions 

allow the speaker to: (a) distinguish between old and new information; (b) 

determine pronominal referents; ( c) create meaning by combining elements from 

the current discourse event with similar events; and (d) anticipate what the 

conversational event will look like for such things as topics, discourse pattern, 

word choice, or social referents (Green, 1989). Registers allow for narrowing of 

options both for encoding a message or decoding and interpreting a response. 

Situational context is concerned with the interaction among the speaker, 

social/culture variables, group dynamics, listener, content, speaker and addressee 

presentation style and immediate environmental influences. The patterns 

present in the collected discourse data certainly suggest that a register frames 

paraprofessional-special needs child discourse. 
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Conclusions 

Paraprofessionals contribute actively to the classroom. This study has 

evolved into an effort to reconstruct the paraprofessionals' personal perception 

of social context (Wilson, 1977). From this process, several conclusions have 

been drawn. 

First, the context of the two early childhood special education settings was 

actually made up of many different micro-contexts. These micro-contexts 

differed based on activity, participants, rules and roles. Second, each micro

context was actually a unique setting for discourse events. Discourse varies 

within each micro-context and every time a micro-context is re-established. Such 

variation is evident in the distribution of exchange types used in each micro

context. 

Third, paraprofessional-special needs child discourse was characterized by 

paraprofessionals controlling most of the discourse exchanges. Furthermore, the 

paraprofessionals relied, primarily, on eliciting verbal responses and directing 

student behavior. Special needs children, alternatively, controlled the least 

percentage of conversational exchanges. However, what they did control was 

dominated by the informing function, rather than directing or eliciting a 

response. 

Fourth, while discourse variations occurred across micro-contexts, a 

pattern was evident within them. This pattern was typified by paraprofessional 

domination of exchanges and bpth participants relying on similar exchange types. 
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Such similarities suggest both parties were relying on a school register as a 

framework for their interactions. Such a register provides a set of parameters 

around discourse potential which may inhibit or facilitate learning. However, 

the impact on learning was not directly investigated in this research. 

Fifth, the notion that paraprofessionals engage actively in direct 

instruction was substantiated in this research. Teachers have been defined as 

individuals who perform the following functions: (a) planners of instruction; (b) 

communicators of information; (c) effective performers; (d) instructional 

strategists; (e) managers of behavior; (f) evaluators of performance (Bedwell, 

Hunt, Touzel & Wiseman, 1984). All of the paraprofessionals implemented 

these functions within one of their various roles. 

Sixth, the roles of the paraprofessional were determined by several 

stakeholders including administrators, teachers, paraprofessionals, parents and 

children. A model for interpreting these variables have been presented. 

Implications 

Several implications arise from this study in terms of the classroom 

environment, the social roles of paraprofessionals and paraprofessional-special 

needs child discourse. First, the use of classrooms as contexts for language study 

must consider that they are comprised of a series of micro-contexts. The 

activity, participants, and presuppositions of the participants directly affect the 

quantity and quality of language use. 
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Second, an examination of language within classrooms needs to consider 

the philosophical underpinnings of the classroom structure. This framework 

impacts the presuppositions that guide discourses. Therefore, viewing classroom 

settings as generic backgrounds for discourse events may be erroneous. 

Third, paraprofessionals offer a window into the community which school 

personnel could use to promote greater parent involvement and more positive 

school relations. Since paraprofessionals are primary parent contacts, the 

opportunity is ripe for developing such relationships. 

Fourth, paraprofessionals need to be supported by provision of training 

opportunities consistent with the reality of their practice. If curricular and 

instructional design are part of their jobs, they should be receiving adequate 

education to complete such endeavour. Furthermore, this research concurred 

with others that paraprofessionals are active mediators of student behavior. 

Consequently, paraprofessionals need to be aware of techniques for facilitating 

student empowerment. 

Fifth, paraprofessionals, as child advocates, could be used as guardians for 

appropriate interventions. Given their close ties to the community (e.g. with 

parents), paraprofessionals are in an excellent position to consult with 

professionals about student interventions that promote personal dignity and 

heighten social status. However, the professional ethics which guide teacher 

practice needs to be reinterpreted and applied to the paraprofessionals. This 



would then safeguard the domains of professional and student confidentiality 

while still facilitating the advocacy role. 

Sixth, school district personnel need to recognize the contributions 

paraprofessionals make to special education programs. Paraprofessionals are 

vital members of the educational team and need to be recognized as such in 

school organization. 
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Lastly, the academic research community needs to recognize and value 

research concerning paraprofessional practice. Paraprofessionals constitute a 

thriving dimension of both early childhood services and special education. The 

use of this level of personnel is becoming more widespread, particularly in direct 

service capacities. If the lives of special needs children as well as those of their 

educators are to be enhanced, a greater understanding of the dynamics of their 

relationship is necessary. 

Future Research Directions 

As this research evolved, future research areas were· identified. These 

topics fall into two areas. The first group of research questions concern the 

generation of roles. Issues include: (a) investigating how the roles are 

negotiated during the initial phases of a paraprofessionals employment; (b) 

examining gender issues, such as the differences in role and status for male and 

female paraprofessionals or the differences in relationship dynamics between 

male and female supervising teachers and their paraprofessional staff; (c) 

tapping the differences in the role definition when several stakeholders are 



cultural and/or linguistic minorities; and (d) examining the notion of power 

within the school culture through the lens of critical pedagogy. 

235 

The second group of questions concern discourse issues such as: (a) 

paraprofessional discourse analyzed from a feminist perspective; (b) extension of 

the Sinclair and Coulthard (1975) model over a larger number of 

paraprofessionals; and ( c) the social and interpersonal communicative functions 

of self-stimulation with autistic children. 

Personal Reflections 

My interest in paraprofessionals has grown out of my own teaching 

experience. Working with paraprofessionals has led me to believe that they 

struggle for recognition, from their fellow educators, as meaningful contributors 

to the education process. 

Now, as faculty member of a paraprofessional training program and a 

researcher, understanding the specifics of that metamorphosis has become a 

focal point of my practice and study. I have come to believe that to understand 

the paraprofessional concept, four different types of analysis need to be 

conducted: (a) examination of the social/situational context from both macro 

and micro levels of analysis; (b) analysis of paraprofessional knowledge and 

belief systems; (c) analysis of interpersonal communications; and (d) analysis of 

paraprofessional behavior. Becoming more knowledgeable of the affective and 

behavioral complexities of the paraprofessional role could certainly enhance my 
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students' future job performance. Perhaps an additional benefit would be that I 

will become a better educator. 



APPENDIX A 

DEFINITION OF EXCHANGE TYPES AND 

SAMPLE CODING SHEET 
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Sharing time. 

Exchange-type Opening Answering Follow-up 

P-Inform J: I have something Do you? J: Yes 
to share 

Elicit S: What? J: I have to tell 

Elicit S: Do you have J: Yea 
something to show? 

Direct S: Well, you can put J: Oh, I'll go get 
up your hand if you it. 
like. 

Elicit S: What do you Joet gets up to go 
have? to cubbies 

Direct S: Go ahead. J: It is in my box. 

Check S: Is it? J: Va. 

Direct S: You can go look. Joet goes to his 
cubby. 

P-Direct Joe returns and S: I'm looking in 
gives Shari the box. here for what you 

have, if you have 
anything in here. 

P-Inform J: I like gloves S: Those are your J: Yeah 
gloves. 

Inform S: Just wait. You J: Ya 
have junk in the 
bottom here. 

Inform S: You have a J: Yes. I want 
penny. them. 

Elicit S: What do you J: Ya. I dropped 
want to put them it. 
in? 



Elicit 

Check 

P-Inform 

Elicit 

Elicit 

Check 

Elicit 

P. Elicit 

Direct 

Direct 

Isa calls on Joe and 
Joe shares his gloves. 
Afterward, he 
independently goes 
to his cubby, returns 
his box of treasures 
and returns to his 
spot in the group. Isa 
then signals the 
transition to Math 
Tubs. 

S: When do you 
wear gloves? In the 
summer or in the 
winter? 

S: Do you? 

J: Oh. I need help. 

S: Why do you want 
to wear these? 

S: Because why? 
Are your fingers 
cold? 

S: So you want to 
wear them. 

S: You want to 
share them? 

J: How come it is 
cold outside? 

S: No. So you don't 
need your gloves on. 
(moves to remove 
the gloves) 

S: Sshh 
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J: In the summer. 

J: Ya S: Hmmrn 

n.r.>2 

J: Because. 

J: Yea 

J: Yea 

J: Yea. 

S: Is it cold J: No 
outside? 

(J. begins to cry) 

Joe quietens down 



spot in the group. Isa 
then signals the 
transition to Math 
Tubs. 

Paraprofessional Inform 

Paraprofessional Direct 

Paraprofessional Elicit 

Child Inform 

Child Elicit 

Child Direct 
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This exchange is used when the 
paraprofessional is passing on facts, opinions 
and/or new information to the student. The 
student may make a verbal response, but it 
is not obligatory. 

This category covers all exchanges designed 
to get the pupil to do something; to perform 
an action. An answering response is 
mandatory but could be verbal or motoric. 

This category included all exchanges 
designed to obtain verbal contributions from 
the pupil. However nonverbal 
communicative gestures/behaviors which are 
not task specific can count as a response. 

This exchange is used when the pupil is 
passing on facts, opinions and/or new 
information to the paraprofessional. The 
paraprofessional may make a verbal 
response but it is not obligatory. 

This category includes all exchanges 
designed to obtain contributions from the 
paraprofessional. However, nonverbal 
communicative gestures/behaviors which are 
not task specific can count as a response. 

This exchange is used when the pupil is 
trying to get the paraprofessional to do 
something--to perform an action. An 
answering response is mandatory but could 
be verbal or motoric. 



Paraprofessional Check 

Paraprofessional Reinitiation 

Child Reinitiation 

Paraprofessional Listing 

Paraprofessional Boundary 

241 

A sub-category of elicitation, checking 
differs from elicit in that the 
paraprofessional is determining how the 
pupil is understanding the discourse content. 

When a paraprofessional gets no response 
or a wrong answer from either an elicitation 
or a directive, she can start again using the 
same or a rephrased opening. 

When a pupil gets no response or a wrong 
answer form either an elicitation or a 
directive, he/she can start again using the 
same or a rephrased opening. 

The listing category only occurs when 
multiple responses and follow-up sequences 
occur after an elicitation exchange. 

This category is realized by a close class of 
items such as 'OK', 'Now', 'Alright', 'Student 
Name' followed by a statement, question or 
a command. The primary function of a 
boundary exchange is to establish 
parameters around the ensuing exchanges 
regarding topic and/or activity. 
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APPENDIXB 

LETfER TO PARENTS 



Dear Parents: 

Lethbridge Community College 
3000 College Drive South 
Lethbridge, Alberta T1K 1L6 
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As you know, I am spending time in the kindergarten and special 
education classes studying the manner in which adults and children talk to one 
another. I have now reached the point in my research where video taping of the 
adult-child interactions would give me a better sense of how these conversations 
are constructed. I will be using these video tapes as sources of data and for 
instructional purposes when training special education personnel. 

The attached form constitutes formal permission from you to allow me to 
conduct these video tape sessions. I assure you that your child's educational 
needs and social well being will never be compromised just so that I may collect 
dissertation data. Rather, I want to record those situations which frame your 
child in the most positive light possible. If you would like access to any of the 
video tapes, I would be happy to share them with you once I have secured the 
permission of the school staff to do so. 

Please sign the attached form and return it to the school on Monday or 
Tuesday of next week. If you would like to discuss the video taping procedures 
at any time, please feel free to call me at my home (320-1650) or at the school 
on Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, or Friday mornings. 

Let me take this opportunity to thank you in advance for your 
cooperation. This study is going exceptionally well thus far. The school staff are 
just super and the children are all accepting me as one of the team. I just 
cannot tell you how much I am enjoying the opportunity of working with all of 
them! 

Once again, my appreciation is extended. 

Yours truly, 

Brian A.T. Husby 
B.A., B.Ed., M.S. 
Instructor 
Rehabilitation Services 
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I agree to allow the video and/or audio taping of by child during the course of 
the school day. I understand that these video tapes are to be used for Mr. 
Husby's doctoral dissertation study and will be used for instructional purposes of 
paraprofessional and professional personnel. 

(Parent/Guardian Signature) 

(Date) 
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1205 - 15 Street South 
Lethbridge, AB 
TIK OKl 

January 15, 1990 

Dear Participants: 
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Thank you for your cooperation in my dissertation research on the 
experience of paraprofessionals. I value the unique contribution that you each 
can make to my study and am excited about the possibility of your participation 
in it. The purpose of this letter is to reiterate some of the things that we have 
already discussed and to secure your signature on the participation release form 
which you will find attached. 

The research model I am using is a qualitative one through which I am 
seeking comprehensive depictions or descriptions of your experience. In this way 
I hope to answer my questions: What roles do paraprofessionals fulfil in early 
childhood special education settings and how do these roles impact 
paraprofessional-handicapped child discourse? 

Through your participation as co-researchers, I hope to understand the 
essence of your professional practice as it is reflected in your experience. I will 
be asking you questions about the paraprofessional role as you see it. I am 
seeking to develop a clear, accurate and comprehensive portrayal of what 
paraprofessional experiences have been life for you; your thoughts, feelings and 
behaviors, as well as situations, events, places and people connected with your 
experience. You may also wish to share personal logs or journals with me or 
other ways in which you record your experience. 

I value your participation and thank you for the commitment of time, 
energy and effort. If you have any further questions before signing the release 
form, please feel free to speak with me either at the school or at my home 
(telephone 320-1650). 

Sincerely yours, 

Brian Husby 
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PARTICIPATION-RELEASE AGREEMENT 

I (name) agree to participate in a 

research study of paraprofessionals as described in the attached letter. I 

understand the purpose and nature of this study and am participating voluntarily. 

I grant permission for the date to be used in the process of completing a Ph.D. 

degree, including a dissertation and any other future publication. I understand 

that my name and other personal information which might identify me will not 

be used. 

I agree to meet with my co-researcher, Brian Husby, at the following 

location 

________________ on the following date 

___________________ for an initial interview of 

approximately one hour and to be available at a mutually agree time and place 

for additional interviews throughout this semester. I also grant permission for 

the tape recording of the interview(s). 

I agree to being audio taped and/or video taped during the normal course 

of my work day as I complete my duties in this school. 

Research Participant Primary Researcher 

Date Date 
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Structured Interview Protocols 

Formal Interview I: 

1. What is your job? 

2. How long have you worked as a paraprofessional? 

3. Did you require any special training for this position? 

4. How many children do you work with? 

5. Could you give me some personal information. 
Age, marital status, education, number of children, family income level. 

6. I would like you to tell me how what you do differs from what a teacher 
does. 

7. Could you list the activities you do beginning with the child entering the 
room and ending at the lunch time bell? 
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8. I have a list of statements here. I would like to read them for you and have 
your respond. 

a) Students who respect teachers learn more. 
b) People learn by putting small pieces of information or skills in steps. 
c) Students see ideas differently in different situations. 
d) The best learning occurs without obstructions. 
e) People do not learn from their mistakes. 
f) People have to know that there is some reason for their activities. 
g) An assured person will always try his/her best. 
h) Children want to make their own decisions. 
i) There is a direct relationship between self assurance and success. 
j) Children will not do something unless they are made to do it. 
k) Students learn more in a classroom where the unexpected and 

unpredictable occur. 
1) Listening is the most important skill in learning. 
m) It is right and proper to conform to society. 
n) A child must be able to apply a skill or concept before he will learn it. 
0) One of the best ways of learning is through asking questions. 
p) Learning is a social activity. 
q) It is more important for the special needs student to learn how to learn 

than acquiring patterned skills. 
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r) Learning in steps is the only way special needs children learn. 
s) Something is important to me only if I can identify with it. 
t) The needs of special children are primarily academic. 

9. You've agreed to participate in this investigation. I would like you to tell me 
what you would like to get out of this relationship. What do you expect will 
happen? 

Formal Interview IT: 

1. You've identified some task you perform on Question #3 of the 
Paraprofessional Survey. Could you elaborate on each one? 

2. On Question #6D you identified competencies that you've received training 
in. What was that training like? How does it effect what you do in the 
class? 

3. Tell me why you've choice the ranks for each of the tasks you feel qualified 
to perform. 

4. Of the skills you see as most important for paraprofessionals: Which do you 
have? Which need attention? Are there ones that have not been included? 

5. What would you tell a new paraprofessional? What should he/she know 
about the job? 

6. In our first formal interview, I asked you to tell me what you wanted out of 
this relationship. (Read back their response). Has this expectation been 
met? How? If not, what needs to be done? 
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DOCUMENT SUMMARY FORM 
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Site Analysis Form 

1. MAIN THEMES, IMPRESSIONS, SUMMARY STATEMENTS about what 
is going on in this site. 

After snack is completed, children move to rug after putting napkin in 
garbage and cups in the basket. Each student is responsible for choosing a 
book. Groups of 2 or 3 are acceptable but in such cases, the kids can share 
a book. Lola is still at speech therapy. Sandy is putting materials out for 
centers and chats informally with teacher. 

Choice time: Intro to each centre: Teacher and Paraprofessional act as a 
game show hostess, pointing out features of center as teacher describes. 
Mter all the centers are introduced, child of the day chooses center. 
Teacher draws student names out of a container containing cards with a 
child's name on each one. 

2. EXPLANATIONS, SPECULATIONS, HYPOTHESES about what is going 
on in this site. 

Paraprofessional is acting as a manager of routine. A little like Vanna on 
Wheel of Fortune. She seems to be there to draw attention to certain 
aspects of the context. 

Paraprofessional in speech therapy. I wonder if she does speech 
independent of Isa. 

Paraprofessional putting out materials and chatting with teacher ... I 
wonder if she does that uninitiated or if the teacher directs her to do it. 

3. ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS, MINORITY REPORTS, 
DISAGREEMENTS about what is going on in this site. 

The movement from one activity to another is so controlled. I wonder if 
there are circumstances when the control is relaxed. 

4. NEXT STEPS FOR DATA COLLECTION: follow-up questions, specific 
actions, general directions field work should take. 

Paraprofessional in speech really has me interested. I need to talk with her 
about what is going on. Maybe I could visit or record a session or two. 
Possible liaison role here. I need to investigate further. Ask Isa, Lola and 
Speech Path. 



Contact Summary Form 

1. What were the main issues or themes that struck you in this contact? 

Paraprofessional as performer. Maude was really animated during the 
number game with Trevor. 
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Maude says that Trevor has to move around to learn - possible learning 
styles theory here. 

2. Summarize the info you got (or failed to get) on each of the target questions 
you had for this contact. 

Question Info 

Nature of learning 

Structure of lessons 

Perception of handicapping 
condition 

active 
child centered 
reading is skills in phonics 

John provides outline 
Maude has little contact or 
input 

Trevor is legally blind and 
delayed in language. 

3. Anything else that struck you as salient, interesting, illuminating or important 
in this contact? 

Maude has little say in curriculum activities. 
Maude will reinterpret John's notes based on her learning history. 
Maude continues to talk about the rights of children - She always comes 
back to this. 

4. What new (or remaining) target questions do you have in considering the 
next contact with this site. 

What does Maude see as the process in which math skills are learned? 
How does Maude deal with the lack of inclusion in the planning 
process? 
What does Maude see that she could offer the planning process? 
Why does John not use Maude in the planning and evaluation modes? 



Document Summary Form 

Name/Description of document: 

Look-at-me data sheets 

Event /contact: 

Sandy asked me to look at data sheet - Is she filling it out clearly enough. 

Significance of document: 

Sandy is communicating with the teacher and other professionals by the 
quality of her data. 

Brief summruy of contents: 

Duration of eye gaze that Joe engages following prompt. 
Type of Reinforcement Joe responds to. 
Ties in with the iEP goals of increasing eye gaze. 
Indicates a micro-context worth investigating. 
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Note: IF DOCUMENT IS CENTRAL TO A PARTICULAR CONTACf, 
make a copy and include with write up! Otherwise, put in document file. 
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Questionnaire I 

Scale: 1) Strongly Disagree; 2) Disagree; 3) Unsure; 4) Agree; 5) Strongly Agree 

1. An effective paraprofessional has a helping attitude. 

12345 

2. An effective paraprofessional maintains open communication with other 
team members. 

12345 

3. Paraprofessionals are involved in direct teaching. 

12345 

4. A good paraprofessional remains calm and approaches problems in a 
rational manner. 

12345 

5. An effective paraprofessional consequates inappropriate behaviors. 

12345 

6. A good paraprofessional allows students to do their own thinking. 

12345 

7. A good paraprofessional has formal training in special education. 

12345 

8. A good paraprofessional helps teach children to distinguish between right 
and wrong. 

12345 

9. The prime consideration of a paraprofessional is being consistent with the 
teacher's direction concerning curriculum and/or pupils. 

12345 



10. A good paraprofessional stimulates student participation during class. 

12345 

11. An effective paraprofessional is interesting and humorous. 

12345 

12. An open minded approach in the classroom will confuse students. 

12345 

13. It is much easier to understand what students are thinking by asking them 
questions than by judging them through observation alone. 

12345 
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14. The major role of the paraprofessional is the welfare of the students, not the 
classroom, the curriculum or the teacher. 

12345 

15. A good paraprofessional is unpredictable in his/her approach to teaching. 

12345 

16. Referring to students by the label of their handicap makes communication 
easier between team members. 

12345 

17. A good paraprofessional is confident about his/her knowledge in working 
with children. 

12345 

18. A comprehensive understanding of development makes working with 
differently abled children easier. 

12345 
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19. A student's level of understanding can be determined through observation. 

12345 

20. Remediation of learning difficulties should be the focus of special education. 

12345 

21. A good paraprofessional assists in identifying students' learning difficulties 
and teaching to those difficulties. 

12345 

22. Paraprofessionals should provide clerical assistance over instructional tasks. 

1 2 3 4 5 

23. Effective education is documented and approved by all team members. 

1 2 3 4 5 

24. Paraprofessionals are in an excellent position to evaluate the competencies 
of professionals. 

12345 

25. A good paraprofessional actively understands what a child is saying. 

1 2 3 4 5 



Questionnaire D 

1. Identify you.!!!!:! of pamprofesslonal specialization 

Instructional 

Audiology 

Job Coach 

Psychology 

Preschool 

Speech and language 

Interpreter for deaf students 

Physical Thempy 

Occupational Thempy 

Other 

2A. How many years have you worked at your current position? 

2B. Your age? _ 

2C. Your sex Male Female 

2D. Your number of years of education _ 

2E. Please identify the highest education completed 

High School 2 Year College 

4 Year College 

Doctomte 

3. Identify tasks you perform (Mark all that apply) 

Master's Degree 

Instructing individual students or students in small groups 

Identifying architectuml barriers 

Implementing behavior management strategies developed by the teacher 

Assisting with the prepamtion of instructional materials 

Attending IEP meetings 

Observing and recording data about student behavior and performance 

Conducting task analysis 

Administering and scoring informal classroom tests 

Recording attendance lind gmdes 

Supervising student activities in the classroom 

Opemting AV and office equipment 

Monitoring student activities in the school 

Assisting students with personal care 

Following instructional objectives developed by the teacher 

Utilizing instructional stmtegies developed by the teacher 

Responding to emergencies when working with children 

Providing student and family with counselling and support 

Preparing students, treatment areas, and equipment 

Teaching parents to perform selected treatments developed by the thempist 

Written and oml communication with students, parents and the public 

Overseeing students on buses 

Tutoring individual students 

Collecting and filing student data 

Assisting students to use school facilities 

Understanding normal processes in speech, language, and hearing 

Understanding disorders of speech, language and hearing 

Lifting, tmnsferring and positioning student with physical disabilities 

Carrying our thempeutic progmms developed by occupational, physical or speech themplsts 

Using appropriate prompting, modelling other cueing techniques 

Supervising students in off campus work or tmnsition progmms 
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Assisting students to develop good work habits 

Preparing students to live and work independently 

Serving as a liaison between the school and other community agencies 

4. How were you trained for your current position? (Mark all that apply) 

Local inservice 

State inservice 

Four year cotlege 

Did not receive any tmining 

On the job tmining (On') 

Two year college or technical school 

SA. What educational criteria were necessary for your employment? (Mark all that apply) 

High School Diploma or OED Bachelor's Degree 

Associate Degree Certification/License 

No criteria were communicated to me 

SB. Do state certification requirements exist for your position? 

Yes No Don't know 

SC. Are you a certified pamprofessional? _ Yes _ No 

SO. Would you be interested in seeing certification criteria established? 

Yes No 
SE. Is there a career ladder in your district? _ Yes _ No 

6A. Are training opportunities currently available to assist you in your work? 

Yes No Don't know 

69. If you answered Yes to 6A. please identify who provides the tmining you receive. 

Local Education Agency 

College/University 

Other 

State Education Agency 

Technical school 

6C. If you answered Yes to Question 6A. were the tmining opportunities adequate? 

Yes No 
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60. If you answered Yes to 6A, please identify the competencies (skills) in which you have received tmining. (Mark atl 

that apply) 

Working effectively with team members 

Understanding students with special needs 

Understanding emergency, health and safety procedures 

Understanding the rights of students with special needs 

The instructional process 

Applying behavioml management techniques 

Understanding the role of the pamprofessional 

6E. Please identify areas you would like to receive further tmining in. (Mark atl that apply) 

Working effectively with team members 

Understanding students with special needs 

Understanding emergency, health and safety procedures 

Understanding the rights of students with special needs 

The instructional process 

Applying behavioral management techniques 

Understanding the role of the pamprofessional 
Other __________________________________ _ 



7. If inselVice tminlng became available, would you attend? (Mark all that apply) 

I would not attend 

I would attend If no costs were charged 

I would attend, even if I had to pay the cost 

I would attend only if time orf from work was given to attend 

I would attend during my off-work hours 

I would attend but my parenting role limits after hour commitments 

8. How much supelVision do you receive? 

No supervision Little Supervision Some Supervision Frequent contact 

1 2 3 4 

9. How would you mte the quality of the supervision you had? 

Extremely poor Poor Good Excellent 

1 2 3 4 

10. Is the supervision you receive adequate for you to be able to perfonn your duties appropriately? 

Extremely poor Poor Good Excellent 

1 2 3 4 

11. If you'receive supervision, who provides it? (Mark all that apply) 

Teacher Related service professional 

Administmtor Other 

12A. Do you receive fonnal evaluations of your work? _ Yes _ No (If Yes, who provides it?) 

Teacher 

Administmtor 

Related service professional 

Other 

12B. If you receive evaluations, how would you mte the evaluation's quality and relevance? 

Extremely poor Poor Good Excellent 

1 2 3 4 

12C. How frequently do you receive evaluations? 

_ Once/year _ Twice/year (or more) _ Every other year 

13. Identify those tasks you feel qualified to perfonn (Mark all that apply and mnk in importance) 

Instructing individual students or students in small groups 

Identifying architectuml barriers 

Implementing behavior management stmtegies developed by the teacher 

Assisting with the prepamtion of instructional materials 

Attending IEP meetings 

Observing and recording data about student behavior and perfonnance 

Conducting task analysis 

Administering and scoring infonnal classroom tests 

Providing student and family with counselling and support 

Recording attendance and gmdes 

SupelVising student activities in the classroom 

Opemting AV and office equipment 

MonitOring student activities in the school 

Assisting students with personal care 

Following instructional objectives developed by the teacher 

Utilizing instructional stmtegies developed by the teacher 

Responding to emergencies when working with children 

Preparing students, treatment areas, and equipment 
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Teaching parents to perfonn selected treatments developed by the therapist 

Overseeing students on buses 

Collecting and filing student data 

Understanding nonnal processes in speech, language, and hearing 

Lifting, transferring and positioning student with physical disabilities 

Using appropriate prompting, modelling other cueing techniques 

Assisting students to develop good work habits 

Serving as a liaison betwcen the school and other community agencies 

Written and oral communication with students, parents and the public 

Tutoring individual students 

Assisting students to use school facilities 

Understanding disorders of speech, language, and hearing 

Canying our therapeutic programs developed by occupational, physical or speech therapists 

Supelvising students in off campus work or transition programs 

Preparing students to live and work independently 

14A. What do you like about your job? (Mark all that apply) 

The support given 

The respect 

The salary 

Benefits 

The opportunity to selVe children 

The challenge 

The opportunity to advance 

Other 

14B. Are you planning on staying at your current position? _ Yes _ No 

14C. If you are planning on leaving your current position, what reasons can you give? (Mark all that apply) 

Poor salary No support from administration 

Poor benefits Little respect 

No opportunity to advance No challenge 

Family relocation Retirement 
Other ____________ _ 

15. Overall, how would you rate the training you have received? 

Extremely poor Poor Good Excellent 

1 2 3 4 

16. Approximately how many children do you seIVe? __ _ 

17. What do you feel are the most important skills for a paraprofessional? (Mark all that apply) 

Instructing individual students or students in small groups 

Identifying architectural barriers 

Implementing behavior management strategies developed by the teacher 

Assisting with the preparation of instructional materials 

Attending IEP meetings 

Observing and recording data about student behavior and perfonnance 

Conducting task analysis 

Administering and scoring infonnal classroom tests 

Providing student and family with counselling and support 

Teaching parents to perfonn seler.ted treatments developed by the therapist 

Overseeing students buses 

Collecting and filing student data 

Understanding nonnal processes in speech, language, and hearing 

Lifting, transferring and positioning student with physical disabilities 
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Using appropriate prompting, modelling other cueing techniques 

Assisting students to develop good work habits 

Serving as a liaison between the school and other community agencies 

Recording attendance and grades 

Supervising student activities in the classroom 

Operating AV and office equipment 

Monitoring student activities In the school 

Assisting students with personal care 

Following Instructional objectives developed by the teacher 

Utilizing Instructional strategies developed by the teacher 

Responding to emergencies when working with children 

Preparing students, treatment areas, and equipment 

Written and oral communication with students, parents and the public 

Tutoring individual students 

Assisting students to use school facilities 

Understanding disorders of speech, language, and hearing 

Carrying out therapeutic programs developed by occupational, physical or speech therapists 

Supervising students in oCf campus work or transition programs 

Preparing students to live and work independently 
Other ________________________ __ 
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18. What would be the most efficient way to provide inservice training to you and other paraprofessionals? (Mark all 

that apply) 

Workshop/conference 

On-site training 

Information packets 

Additional comments: 

College/University 

TV /Satetlite program (videotape) 
Other ______________ _ 

Thank you very much for taking the time to complete this survey. 
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