
A Collaborative Learning Approach for Special Educators and Paraprofessionals: A 
Piloted Holistic Model to Improve Students Learning Outcomes 

By, Dr. Kimmie Tang Ed.D.	
Assistant Professor, Early Childhood Special Education	

California State University, Dominguez Hills	
	

The DCDD Board members prepare briefs about topics of interest for our members. As a DCDD 
member, you are receiving this brief on the topic of resources for professionals who work with 
students who have communication disorders and/or who are deaf or hard of hearing. We 
appreciate your continued membership with DCDD! Please feel free to discuss this article on 
DCDD Linkedin or Twitter. 
 
BACKGROUND: Previous educational research reveals that the training of paraprofessionals has 
primarily focused in the areas of role and responsibility clarity (Fisher and Pleasants, 2012; Matthews and 
Hagopian, 2014; Carter et al, 2009; CEC, 2004; Giangreco et al, 2001; Giangreco et al, 2010; Giangreco 
et al, 2005). In some cases, the training also include academic instructional practices, social and 
emotional behavior support, as well as disability specific needs (Douglas et al, 2016; Koegel, Kim & 
Koegel, 2014; O’Keeffe, Slocum & Magnusson, 2013; Rispoli et al, 2011; Giangreco et al, 2010; Lane et 
al, 2007; Lane et al 2006; Quilty, 2007; Forster and Holbrook, 2005; Giangreco & Doyle, 2002; 
Giangreco et al, 2003; Whitaker, 2000; Causton-Theoharis et al, 2007) These trainings typically involve 
either the paraprofessionals being trained separately outside of the classroom or a more didactic 
relationship where the special educator trains the paraprofessionals onsite (Brock & Carter, 2016; 
Matthews and Hagopian, 2014; Carnahan et al, 2009; Carroll, 2001). Despite the importance of training 
paraprofessionals, training opportunities often are disconnected from or irrelevant to the needs of 
paraprofessionals in promoting students learning and behavioral outcomes (Biggs et al, 2016; Wallace et 
al, 2001; Carter et al, 2009; Breton, 2010).  
 
METHODS: Data were drawn from a pilot study implemented in a three urban school districts.  
The sample consisted of a total of 48 participants, including 15 early childhood special education 
teachers and 33 paraprofessionals who agreed as a team to participate in the project.  There were 
a total of 15 teams made-up of one classroom teacher and 2-3 paraprofessionals. The project 
consisted of six professional development training (in the areas of special education overview 
and IEPs; roles, duties and responsibilities clarity; importance of teaming, collaboration and 
partnership; implementation of social, emotional and behavioral management and strategies; 
implementation of instructional delivery; and supervision skills) with quarterly onsite 
consultations from the facilitator. These professional development topics were first identified as 
areas of needs by the participants at the initial meeting.  The professional development trainings 
were spread out evenly throughout the school-year calendar.  In addition, the classroom teachers 
had a monthly online support meeting with the facilitators to assist with troubleshooting. Each 
participant was given a survey to compete after the one-year project, asking questions about their 
perceptions and capacity to work together as a team.  
 
RESULTS: At the end of the project, all of the participants “strongly agreed” to having better 
understanding of their role, duties and responsibilities as either paraprofessionals or classroom 
teachers, their own communication preference and learning preference.  When communicating 
with each other, half of the paraprofessionals and classroom teachers preferred to have both 
verbal and written instructions, with 20% preferring verbal and 30% preferring written 



instructions. While all of the classroom teachers “strongly agreed” that the best teaching/training 
approach is to provide a combination of written and verbal instructions to their paraprofessionals, 
they did not implement this approach.  As for learning preference, half of the paraprofessionals 
shared that they learned best if the training a combination of hands-on, modeling, and verbal, and 
another 25% preferred hands-on training. The majority of classroom teachers (n=13) felt ill-
prepared in training, delegating and providing supervision role to their paraprofessionals prior to 
the project, and later felt “more” prepared after the project.  
 
As for students’ learning and behavioral outcome, 13 out of 15 teams stated “strongly agreed” 
that students’ learning and behavioral outcome were improved based on the Collaborative 
Learning Approach model. Specifically, they noticed improvements in the students’ 
communication skills (e.g., students vocalizing their wants and needs more frequently and 
consistently), behavioral skills (e.g., less activing out behaviors and more on-task behaviors), and 
learning skills (e.g., sitting and attending, following directions, taking turns). Two of the teams 
did not see any change in the students’ learning outcomes, but saw improvement in behaviors.  
 
Finally, 13 out of 15 teams felt that their instruction delivery was more streamlined and 
consistent amongst the team members.  However, two teams stated “disagreed” because they 
found inconsistency in how they delivered the instruction or taught the lesson to the students.  
 
CONCLUSION: The findings from this pilot project suggest that the Collaborative Team 
Approach can positively impact the working relationship between teachers and paraprofessionals 
and ultimately, student learning and behaviors. Paraprofessionals are increasingly being asked to 
play a more active role in the classroom and therefore, must be adequately trained.  These 
findings highlight that the need for paraprofessionals to be trained together with their classroom 
teachers in order to make lasting impact on the delivery of instructions, team collaboration and 
partnership, and student learning and behavioral outcomes (Biggs et al, 2016; Brock & Carter, 
2016). More training is needed for the classroom teachers in the area of supervision, delegation 
and how to train their paraprofessionals effectively (Wallace et al, 2001; Breton, 2010; Carnahan 
et al, 2009; Douglas et al, 2016). Furthermore, providing professional development training in 
itself is not sufficient as the team must apply what they have learned into their classroom. Onsite 
supervision, consultation, and a supportive network and also help to ensure consistency in the 
classroom.   
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