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A Glossary of Terms

Instructional teams: a group of educators (administrators, educators,
paraprofessionals and related service providers) who work together to support key
goals for student learning and development

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs): settings—meetings at a regular time and
place—where collaborative learning takes place among colleagues in a particular
work environment

Multi-Lingual Learners (MLLs or MLs): students who are developing proficiency in
multiple languages; often used interchangeably, but imprecisely, with English
Language Learners or English Learners (ELLs or ELs) and Emergent Bilinguals (EBs)

English Language Learners (ELLs) or English Learners (ELs): a legal term referring to
students from homes where a language other than English is spoken and who are not
fully proficient in English. ELLs/ELs are, by law, entitled to instruction that helps
them acquire English proficiency and gain access to mainstream academic
curriculum in English while becoming proficient in English

Emergent Bilinguals (EBs): students from homes where a language other than
English is spoken and who are not fully proficient in English. The student is in the
process of acquiring English and also utilizes their home language, sometimes as
their primary language

Paraprofessional: a school employee who works under the supervision of teachers or
other professional practitioners

Reading (literacy) research: research across multiple disciplines about how children
learn to read (and write) and how teaching can facilitate it. The more common term
used now is “science of reading,” although there are disparities in what the term
actually means.

Foundational literacy skills: skills that connect, or ‘bind,” the sounds (phonemes) of
the oral language with how those sounds are represented in print (graphemes).
Foundational skills and knowledge include phonological awareness, understanding
that print represents speech, letter-sounds knowledge, phonics, decoding, and word
recognition.
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In a study by Saunders et al. (2009), teacher learning teams contributed

to improved achievement in schools with large numbers of multi-lingual

learners. 

The premise of this brief is that paraprofessionals can further contribute

to improved student outcomes by participating in instructional teams.

Simultaneously, participation will provide learning opportunities for

paraprofessionals, many of whom have the potential to become

credentialed teachers (Genzuk et al., 1994; Wenger et al., 2004). 

Various models exist of teacher learning teams, aka Professional

Learning Communities, or PLCs, (e.g., Hudson, 2024; Olmo-Extremera et

al, 2023).

Overview of Instructional Teams to 
Promote Student Learning

1

What these teams all have in common is that
teachers meet at regularly designated times

to focus on improving student outcomes. 

Team meeting activities an include:
reviewing student data 

examining student work

observing 

debriefing on colleagues’ teaching and practices

sharing instructional materials and ideas for improving instruction
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Reviewing Student
Data

Paraprofessionals
might be part of the
data collection then
bring what they collect
to the team meeting for
review and analysis. 

Observing Colleagues’
Teaching and

Debriefing Afterwards
Paraprofessionals
might observe another
educator’s teaching
methods to learn and
discuss at a later time. 

Sharing Instructional
Materials and Ideas

Paraprofessionals and
their team members are
always looking for
quality instructional
materials and effective
ideas to help improve
student outcomes. 

The key to success seems to be clear, understood, and shared goals for
students, while teachers work collaboratively, deliberatively, and over
time to track progress and help students achieve those goals.

As straightforward as this appears, accomplishing it is not. Yet it is
achievable with effective school leadership, from both administrators
and faculty, that helps bring about school-wide commitment to work
toward shared goals for students (Goldenberg, 2004; McDougall et al.,
2007; Saunders et al., 2009). 

How can paraprofessionals contribute to
improving student learning?
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Reflection Exercise

As you look through the ways paraprofessionals can make an impact on
student outcomes, what are ways in which you are already doing this?
What parts of this list could you begin to add to your practice? What
could be the outcome of these shifts?  

Many educational paraprofessionals have the ability and interest in becoming

fully credentialed teachers. Historically, however, paraprofessionals have

been “underpaid” and “undervalued” (Bishop, 2020) and, as a result,

underutilized for what matters most in schools: supporting student’s

academic and personal growth.

Yet a growing body of research shows that paraprofessionals can play an

impactful role in promoting student achievement (Jones et al., 2021). Among

the most important findings in this literature are that with appropriate

training, support, and supervision, paraprofessionals can:

facilitate student acquisition of phonological knowledge, word reading,

fluency, comprehension, and spelling (Martin et al., 2024),

engage students in shared reading strategies involving questioning,

evaluating, expanding, and repeating (Dennis et al., 2024),

accurately collect relevant reading fluency data and transfer learned

skills to novel probes (Zarate et al., 2024),

serve as liaisons between students’ homes and school and between

classroom teachers and specialists (Sobeck et al., 2024), and

participate in Teacher-Paraprofessional Teams (TPT) to support

paraprofessionals’ effectively implementing and organizing learning

experiences based on teachers’ lesson plans (Yates et al., 2024).
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Paraprofessionals as “connectors” for multi-lingual
learners, but they can also do more . . .

            A much smaller body of research suggests paraprofessionals can also
help support multi-lingual learners’ school success. The most common role in
the literature for paraprofessionals working with MLs is that of “connector”
among MLs and the many individuals (teachers, parents, other students) and
elements (school curriculum, community/social services) touching on these
students’ school and learning experiences (Chopra et al., 2004).

Other studies echo this theme: Paraprofessionals’ brokering among multi-
lingual learners’ home, community, and school cultures help students feel
more connected to schools and classrooms (Pontier et al., 2024; Wenger et
al., 2004). Ventura (2020) found paraprofessionals provided emotional and
cultural support (“invisible nourishment”) to MLs in high school “by creating
borderlands spaces, enacting pedagogies of acompañamiento, and taking on
bridging work between school and students' families” (Ventura, 2020, p. 644).

paraprofessionals provide emotional and cultural support 
Invisible Nourishment

making room for the exchange of cultures, fears, and ideas along lines that
separate land and identities.

Creating Borderlands Spaces

Teaching Through Pedagogies of Acompañamiento.
 working and learning alongside each other.

Building Bridges between Schools and Families
two way streets that are purposefully created to connect between two

significant areas and provide for the exchange of information, ideas and

sharing that leads to positive opportunities .

4

Reflect: Think through all the different verbs or ways to connect that might

reflect the process of teaching through accompaniment in a learning situation.

What might this mean and how does it show up in your role as a paraprofessional

or educator. 
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Guerrero’s (2015) dissertation study found disappointing results of bilingual

paraprofessionals’ providing supplemental direct instruction to MLs

struggling to read in English. The details are not clear, but it’s possible the

instructional model or the quality of the training was inadequate.

In contrast, an important study by a leading reading researcher, Linnea Ehri,

found positive effects of a tutoring intervention for multi-lingual learners

who, as with Guerrero’s study, were having difficulty learning to read in

English.

But unlike Guerrero’s study, Ehri et al. (2007) found that paraprofessionals

had significant effects on the reading development of MLs having difficulty in

early reading. Moreover, paraprofessionals’ effects on students’ gains were

equivalent to those of reading specialists for almost all measures.

The paraprofessionals required more sessions to achieve equivalent gains.

But the potential for their contributions to multi-linguals’ literacy learning is

apparent and consistent with what has been found in research reviewed

above involving non-multi-lingual students.

 A relatively large literature

suggests that paraprofessionals

can directly help promote

academic outcomes.  However,

only two studies found for this

review examined the role that

paraprofessionals can play in

supporting MLs’ academic

learning directly. 

It is apparent... paraprofessionals have the potential for contributions
to multi-linguals’ literacy learning. Paraprofessionals were shown to
achieve equivalent gains to those of reading specialists for almost all
measures (Ehri et al., 2007). 
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Outcomes and
Considerations
when Including
Paraprofessionals
on Instructional
Teams
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Downs et al. (2025) found that Title I schools with 

diverse student populations, including MLs, saw greater student growth in

beginning reading skills when paraprofessionals were part of teacher learning

teams.

While it’s difficult to isolate the impact of paraprofessionals alone, teachers

noted that paraprofessionals played a key role in implementing and adapting

instruction, as well as providing valuable feedback (Downs et al., pp. 12 & 17).

Administrators also contributed by providing logistical support, including

hiring and scheduling paraprofessionals to support instruction (Downs et al.,

2025).

Key considerations that will increase chances of success

include:
• Identifying tasks (e.g., tutoring, assessing, home liaison) that are appropriate

for the paraprofessionals on the school’s staff;

• Deciding which tasks to delegate to which paraprofessional;

• Developing a plan for training paraprofessionals for delegated tasks and

allocating time;

• Developing a plan for allocating time for meeting with learning teams

and carrying out tasks;

• Implementing, overseeing, and evaluating the plan. (Sobeck et al., 2024)
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What do paraprofessionals need to know
to support MLs’ literacy development?
A critical part of the preparation for paraprofessionals to participate in
instructional teams is training on fundamental understandings about literacy
development and instruction, both for students in general and MLs in
particular. Literacy education has been a source of controversy for decades,
even centuries, which has resulted in much confusion and misinformation.
(See https://claudegoldenberg.substack.com for discussions of historical and
current controversies.)

Key points for paraprofessionals to understand about literacy acquisition,
development, and teaching are similar to key points that teachers need to
understand, although not necessarily to the same depth:

Oral language is the foundation of literacy. Strong oral language
helps support literacy development.

In order to learn to read, students must connect the individual
sounds they hear in words with the letters in words that represent
those sounds. This is typically called “phonics” instruction, but it
involves more that simply phonics. 

Developing “phonemic awareness” in English will help students
connect the sounds in words with the corresponding letters.

Writing letters and words from dictation will help students learn to
connect letters and sounds. Dictation of texts will further help
connect oral language and written language.

English spelling (orthography) is very complicated. Begin simple,
gradually get more complex. 

Spanish is much simpler, but students learning to read in Spanish
must still first learn the vowels (vocales), then the consonants, one
by one, and how they pair with vowels to form syllables, then words.
In Spanish, students develop phonemic awareness as they learn the
individual letters and corresponding sounds. Explicit phonemic
awareness instruction in Spanish is probably not necessary.
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As students learn the letters and sounds of the language they are
learning to read, they must continue to develop their oral language
(vocabulary, syntax, etc.) and their knowledge of math, science,
social studies, and other curriculum areas. Content knowledge is
very important and will become increasingly important as students
advance in school.

When students are reading and come across a word they do not
recognize, they should be taught first to attempt to read the word by
looking at all the letters and trying to decode the word. Once they
think they have decoded the word, they should then think, “Is this a
word that I recognize? Does it make sense here?” 

a.If yes, then the word has probably been read correctly.
b.If no, then they should try again, looking at the letters in the

word and thinking if they have all the sounds right, then try
again.

c.The teacher can help either by pointing out letters in which
the student is using incorrect sounds or by saying the word
and showing the student how the word’s pronunciation and
the word’s spelling match.

d.The goal is for students to connect the sounds in words to the
words’ spelling, and then to words’ meaning. This will create
“sight words,” which are words recognized instantly because
of the connections created in the brain among word’s
pronunciation, spelling, and meaning. This is different from
memorizing whole words, which is not an effective strategy.
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Now That Words are Being
Read Correctly...

Teachers need to focus on (a) reading automatically and fluently
and (b) having students think about the meaning of what they are
reading. It is very important to develop reading fluency so that
students read “like they’re talking,” which requires comprehending
what is read. Reading is more than decoding a series of words.

Students develop their reading proficiency by reading a lot, reading
texts that are challenging but within their reach, and thinking about
the meaning of what they’re reading. Continuing to improve reading
fluency is important for these skills to develop.

MLs learning to read in their home language (if they are in bilingual
education) have the same task as any speaker of a language who
needs to learn to read: How the sounds of the language connect to
how the sounds are represented in print. That connection then
needs to connect to how the language conveys meaning.  

MLs learning to read in English before being fully English-proficient
need to learn exactly what students who are proficient English
speakers need to learn. The difference is that students who are not
English-proficient require English language development
instruction that teaches them the meanings of the words used to
teach English literacy skills. In this way they can connect the sounds
of the words to the spelling of the words and then to the meaning of
the words. This will help them become more proficient readers. See
the appendix in Goldenberg (2020) for descriptions of English
language instruction that supports literacy skills.

As  MLs progress through school, they will need continual English
language development instruction. This will help support their
literacy development as the language and literacy demands of
school become increasingly more challenging.
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Conclusion

There are many potential advantages to involving paraprofessionals in
school learning teams or Professional Learning Communities (PLCs).

Students can benefit from the connectedness that paraprofessionals
can help provide among ML students and their teachers, peers, the
school, and subjects they are studying. paraprofessionals can also help
provide additional focused instruction that builds on ML students’
strengths while effectively addressing their learning needs.

Teachers can also benefit from knowledgeable assistance from deeply
involved paraprofessionals who develop better understandings of
learning goals for students and how to address them.

Finally, providing additional avenues for the professional development
of paraprofessionals can help address the chronic shortage of
experienced teachers for multi-lingual learners, which has been
recognized for decades (Genzuk et al., 1994) and continues to this day
(Pasquarella et al., 2025).
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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/.

Contact Information    
admin@OPEPP.org     

Deborah Telfer, Ph.D., Director
Renee Mattson, Ph.D., OPEPP Coordinator
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