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Tailor professional development to meet paraprofessionals' needs

Professional development for your paraprofessionals should be just as high quality as the professional
development your district provides to any educator, not just an afterthought, said Judith Monseur,
assistant director of the University of Cincinnati Systems Development & Improvement Center.

One initiative of Monseur's SDI Center is the Ohio Partnership for Excellence in Paraprofessional
Preparation, the mission of which is to build the capacity of school districts to use paraprofessionals
effectively. "We look at it from a big lens," she said. "Whatever students are facing in terms of learning
needs, [we consider] how a paraprofessional can be better supported to help those kids."

Through its process and online resources, OPEPP has worked since 2015 to support Ohio school
districts in their more effective use of paraprofessionals. Consider adapting some of OPEPP's methods in
your district, such as:

1. Embed paraprofessional training in your district's professional development plan. "It's pretty
common that any training ... paraprofessionals might get is not embedded in the district's [overall]
professional development plan," Monseur said. Rethink this and be intentional in including
paraprofessionals when planning your staff professional development sessions, she said.

2. Ask paraprofessionals what they need. Get information from your paraprofessionals so you can
build your professional development for them based on their needs, said Linda Bass-Johnoff, an
educational consultant for OPEPP who works directly with school districts.

Give paraprofessionals a survey, for example, asking them to identify what they need help with so that
you can plan purposeful training for them, Bass-Johnoff said. That will be more beneficial than having
them sit through a professional development session that is not specific to their needs.

3. Develop a rapport with paraprofessionals in your district. Developing a sense of trust with your
paraprofessionals is the foundation for moving forward, Bass-Johnoff said.

Start by involving your paraprofessionals from the very beginning of the school year, during orientation,
Monseur said. "Most districts will say, 'We have orientation at the beginning of the year, and
paraprofessionals haven't been a part of that,'" Monseur said. "The first day of school is the first day
paraprofessionals walk into the building in many cases." But involving paraprofessionals from the start is
critical for setting the stage and promoting trust, she said.

4. Foster communication and collaboration between paraprofessionals and partner teachers.
Finding time for paraprofessionals to communicate and collaborate with their partner teachers is a
challenge across districts, Bass-Johnoff said. Understand that this is a need and look at ways to work
that time into their day or week, she said.

5. Start a mentor program. Offer a mentor program to support new paraprofessional hires, Bass-Johnoff
said. In one district she works with, new and senior paraprofessionals meet twice a month to touch base.
The senior paraprofessionals work with the new paraprofessionals to help them understand district
procedures and policies, and they help answer any questions the paraprofessionals might have about
student needs, she said.

https://cech.uc.edu/about/centers/sdi.html
https://www.opepp.org/
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Related story:
· Let paraprofessional training model serve as a guide for your district

See also:
· Provide paraeducators ongoing professional development
· Include paraeducators as part of the team
· The Special Ed Administrator's Training Toolkit: Professional Development for Paraprofessionals The
Role and Responsibilities of the Paraprofessional edited by Florence Simmons

Florence Simmons covers Section 504, paraprofessionals, and transportation for LRP Publications.
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