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balanced leadership: using supervisory knowledge and skills, and having

attitudes toward paraprofessionals that build positive relationships

direct instruction: presenting academic content to students, such as in a

lecture or demonstration. In other words, educators “directing” the

instructional process or instruction is being “directed” at students

evidence-based practices: practices shown through multiple high-quality

research studies to merit confidence in their findings that the practices are

successful in creating positive student outcomes 

fading support: promoting student independence by gradually removing the

services and supports provided

inclusive practices: valuing all students as members of the setting and

providing the supports/strategies that make participation in the environment

accessible, successful, and positive

generalization: the student’s ability to perform a new task or skill in different

places or settings, with different people, and stimuli, or in the presence of a

novel thing or situation

least-to-most prompting: a prompting strategy that uses the least intrusive

prompts and gradually adds more assistance through the prompting

hierarchy

progress monitoring: assessing student responsiveness in the instructional

and/or intervention program

promoting dependency: when a student is heavily reliant on an educator

who has the sense of “being needed” 

proximity: instructional strategy where an educator reduces the physical

distance between them and a student

qualified: officially recognized as being trained to perform a particular job;

certified; for para's this includes a high school diploma and two years working

in a school setting, in accordance with the state law, regulations, or policy

quality feedback: connecting with students about their work or behavior

using goal-directed, constructive, immediate, and respectful/positive

words/actions to describe how they are doing

A Glossary of Terms



Promoting Student Success: 
Use of and Fading Paraprofessional Support 

Educators working with
paraprofessionals has come full circle.
Paraprofessionals were first introduced
into American classrooms in response to
teacher shortages during the early years
of the post-World War II baby boom
(Ashbaker & Morgan, 2001). The
prominence of paraprofessionals in the
classroom has grown over the years,
especially as more schools have become
more inclusive where students with
disabilities are spending more time in
general education settings and as the
shortage of teachers has become more
pervasive. 

The paraprofessional (often referred to
as “paras”) has a multitude of job titles,
such as instructional assistant, teacher
aide or assistant, classroom aide,
paraeducator, or in some programs, job
coach. Their services range from early
childhood programs through a student’s
last year in school and in work settings. 

The reauthorization of the Individuals
with Disabilities Act (IDEA; 2004),
requires states to ensure all personnel
needed to provide special education are
adequately trained, including that
paraprofessionals are appropriately
supervised (IDEA, 20 U.S.C.1412(a) (14).

Additionally, IDEA requires
paraprofessionals to possess the skills
and knowledge necessary to meet the
needs of students with disabilities. In
2018, a total of 440,215 of the 469,251, or
93.8%, of the full-time paraprofessionals
who provided special education and
related services for students ages 6
through 21 under IDEA, Part B, were
qualified (report to Congress, 2021). 

The term qualified often refers to the
minimum qualifications of
paraprofessionals including a high school
diploma and 2 years working in a school
setting in accordance with the State law,
regulations, or policy. The law does not
provide how the training and supervision
should be conducted (Brock & Carter,
2013). 
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https://specialedshortages.org/about-the-shortage/


What do
Paraprofessionals Do?

Paraprofessional roles and responsibilities
within a unique school setting range from
assisting a child in the general education
setting to supplementing instruction in 1:1
and small group settings and implementing
classroom management interventions and
supports (Russel et al., 2015).
Paraprofessionals enhance reading and
math performance, with a more widespread
effect on reading (Hemelt, et al., 2021).
Paraprofessionals can also be called upon to
assist children when they interact with their
same-age peers socially within school
settings. For more examples of roles for
paraprofessionals see Table 1. 

Paraprofessionals are key team
members of instructional teams. The
type of activities or combination of
activities paraprofessionals engage in
differs from classroom to classroom.
Paraprofessionals' roles and
responsibilities are dependent on their
specific skill sets and the individual
needs of the children they support. It is
the role of the educator they work with
to efficiently design the paraprofessional
work in ways that support their strengths
and in turn help with the classroom
efficiency (Hemelt et al., 2021). 

assist with 
academic skills

perform clerical tasks manage behavior

collect data on
student

performance

assist students with
personal care needs

execute specially
designed instruction

implement behavior
plans  

assist teachers 
assist with social skills

and interactions 
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Table 1. Example Roles of Paraprofessionals



 A FEW CONSIDERATIONS WHEN UTILIZING
PARAPROFESSIONALS INCLUDE: 

Paraprofessionals can implement best practices if well-equipped with clear directions,
communication, and well-defined roles (Bagawan et al., 2022; Chopra et al., 2011; Turner,
2022).  
Special educators need to engage in proactive scheduling to better support students and
classrooms (Turner et al., 2022). 
Beyond supporting specific students, special educators need to identify tasks such as data
collection for progress monitoring, behavior plans, administrative tasks, and embedding
opportunities for capacity building of the paraprofessionals (Turner et al., 2022). 
Paraprofessionals need effective and ongoing supervision and feedback to ensure accurate
and clear explanations to students, engage in students' understanding of content, and provide
quality feedback to students (Bagawan et al., 2022; Brock et al., 2020; Scheeler et al., 2018).

The Importance of Fading
Paraprofessional Support
As paraprofessionals engage in a variety of tasks, the major
focus of their time is providing academic and behavioral
support for students with disabilities in the classroom. Some
tasks will require an ongoing level of support for certain
students (e.g., personal care), and others will require the
paraprofessional to remain close as they engage with the
student and then naturally decreased their engagement little
by little to promote independence and social inclusion.  
When discussing how we train and use paraprofessionals
within a classroom setting, we rarely, if ever, include a
conversation on how a paraprofessional can begin to fade
their support. Fading refers to gradually removing the
services and supports provided to promote student
independence and social inclusion.  

Special education teams constantly have their focus on
promoting independence. Attention to fading student support
begins at the onset of services and support. Fading student
support gradually and systematically includes, but is not limited
to 1) physical proximity, 2) prompting systems, 3) promoting
generalizations, and 4) the use of peers. 

Fading refers to
gradually removing
the services and
supports provided
to promote
student
independence and
social inclusion.



1) Physical Proximity
Physical proximity to a student requires a fine balance between keeping
students engaged, intervening for academic or behavioral support when
needed, and not hindering social interactions with peers. Withdrawing the
paraprofessional proximity can be done systematically through fading
(Russell et al., 2015).

8

Research has shown that close physical proximity of general educators in
inclusive classes is associated with lower social interactions during class
time and increased student’s task engagement and task-related interactions.
The continual presence of a paraprofessional may stifle effects on youth with
and without disabilities interaction and all academic-related interactions
must go through the paraprofessional or special educator (Carter et al.,
2008). One approach is for paraprofessionals to be viewed as a support to
all students with a primary focus on the student with a disability or multiple
disabilities. 

Fading the physical proximity can be done by providing support to all the
students within the classroom or walking around the classroom while
monitoring from a distance. 

Walking around the classroom
while monitoring from a

distance. 

Providing support to all the
students within the classroom
and checking back in with one

specific student here and there. 

Intervening 1:1 for academic or
behavioral support when

needed.



2) Prompting Hierarchy
or Least-to-Most
Prompting System

Least-to-most prompting 
is using the least restrictive or intrusive
prompt level for the student to be
successful. The student and the
environment should determine the
type of response that is least
restrictive and/or intrusive for the
student to respond.

For example, for a student to complete
a math problem, there may be a visual
example of the steps to complete the
problem after instruction. However,
teaching a student a more challenging
and/or dangerous task such as using a
floor buffer may require partial or full
physical prompt (after asking and
getting permission from the student to
touch their hand/arm). 

Fading prompts occurs when the
student can complete the task at the
lowest prompt level or independently.
For some tasks, fading prompts also
include fading the physical proximity
and/or presence of the
paraprofessional. That means,
paraprofessionals should always be
looking for opportunities to back away
(e.g., the classroom teacher is teaching
or interacting with the student, small
group projects). 

The main goal of using a prompting
hierarchy is to move the student
toward independence. The least-to-
most prompting  system is one option
of providing support from the least
intrusive to the most intrusive prompt
(i.e., visual, verbal, gestural, modeling,
partial physical, or full physical) and is
defined as:
 
“A technique of transferring
stimulus control in which the
practitioner gives the participant
an opportunity to perform the
response with the least amount of
assistance on each trial.” 
(Cooper et al., 2019). 
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"Well, the student always does 
it for Ms. Smith, (the paraprofessional).  

I don't know why he isn't doing it for me?"

3) Promote Generalization

Generalization is often referred to as the student’s ability to perform a new task or skill
in different places or settings, with different people, and stimuli, or in the presence of a
novel thing or situation.  

The special educator and the paraprofessional must program for generalization across
different people to reduce the dependency on the paraprofessional. This may require
the special educator, classroom teacher, and paraprofessional to alternate carrying out
the tasks with the student. 



4) Use of Peers

Conclusion

One alternative to fading and using
paraprofessionals to provide academic
and/or social support to students with
disabilities, especially students with
severe disabilities, in inclusive settings is
to solicit the support of their peers. 

Research has demonstrated the
effectiveness of peer partners or
interventions as an alternative to the
one-to-one paraprofessional (e.g., Biggs
et al., 2017; Brock & Carter, 2017; Brock &
Huber, 2017). 

As students get older, they seek more
independence from adults and
autonomy. Some peer support and
interactions happen naturally such as
being a part of a collaborative team for
a project or pairing up students for a
specific assignment. For students with
more severe disabilities, peer training
may be required. Sometimes, peers
without disabilities may go into a self-
contained special education class to
assist with academic or daily life skills
training. Other times, they assist in
specific classes. 

We all want all students to be successful and as independent as possible.
Paraprofessionals play an important role in promoting success and outcomes for
students with disabilities. Employing best practices in using and fading
paraprofessionals in school and community settings is essential to a student’s
success.
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OPEPP Mission
The Ohio Partnership for Excellence in Paraprofessional Preparation (OPEPP) helps
districts build the capacity to include and leverage paraprofessional educator
expertise effectively.

OPEPP Services
The OPEPP model is built upon the Council for Exceptional Children’s Standards for
Paraprofessional Preparation. These standards recognize the significance of
paraprofessional educators in the improvement of teaching and learning for all
students.

OPEPP uses a tiered model to offer no-cost targeted and customized support to
school districts and other educational organizations interested in examining and
improving their use of paraprofessional services to support student learning.
OPEPP offers a variety of professional learning opportunities to all educators and
agency personnel interested in participating. OPEPP resources are designed to
help teachers, paraprofessional educators, and others respond to the complex
demands of their work, and to work together to overcome challenges and help all
students, including those with disabilities and learning difficulties, attain mastery in
academics and other areas of life. More information about OPEPP learning modules
and workshops, technical assistance and professional development packages, and
additional resources is available through the OPEPP website at
https://www.opepp.org/.
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