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1) Participants will learn about the increased use of 
paraeducators in the educational setting. 

2) Participants will learn about the themes developed from 
a qualitative research study titled “Determining training 
opportunities and supports for paraeducators working 
with students with visual impairments including 
blindness.” 

3) Participants will learn about areas of concern and 
strategies to help support paraeducators working with 
students with visual impairments. 
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ü Personal experiences working with              

paraeducators 

üExpressed concern from paraeducators about the need 

for training opportunities when working with students 

who are visually impaired including blindness

ü Personal reliance on paraeducators support in times of 

need
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To help educators of students with visual impairments 

including blindness understand the various roles 

paraeducators are used for and provide strategies for their 

support in the educational setting
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qParaeducators
qParaprofessionals
qInstructional assistants
qInstructional aides
qAides
qIndividuals who are supervised by a credentialed teacher(s) and   

support students in the educational setting
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1) Federal and state legislative mandates
2) Relative availability and low cost
3) Scarcity of certified special education teachers
4) Changing demographics nationwide
5) Expanding need for remedial education
6) Initiatives to restructure education systems and redefine teacher 

roles
7) Changing role of special educators to more managerial role

Drecktrah, M. (2000). Preservice teachers’ preparation to work with paraeducators. Teacher Education and Special Education, 23(2), 157-164.
Pickett, A. L., Faison, K., Formanek, J. (1999). A core curriculum and training program to prepare paraeducators to work in inclusive classrooms 

serving school age students with disabilities. City University of New York, NY: Center for advanced study in education 6



§Forester and Holbrook (2005) found, in an attempt to help 
solve the shortage of certified teachers of the visually 
impaired, administrators hire paraprofessionals who 
know the Braille code but who are not qualified 
educators with literacy training nor recipients of 
specialized training in students with visual impairments.

Forester, E. M., & Holbrook, M. C. (2005). Implications of para professionals supports for students with visual impairments. Rehabilitation 
Education for Blindness and Visual Impairment, 36(4), 155-163. 7



§Unlike their sighted peers who receive literacy 
instruction from certified teachers, many students with 
visual impairments in Canada and the United States 
receive the majority of their instruction in literacy skills 
from paraprofessionals despite the lack of empirical 
evidence to support the effectiveness of this practice 
(Forester & Holbrook, 2005).

Forester, E. M., & Holbrook, M. C. (2005). Implications of para professionals supports for students with visual impairments. Rehabilitation Education for Blindness 
and Visual Impairment, 36(4), 155-163. 8



Russotti and Shaw (2001) conducted a survey with the 
New York State Commission for the Blind and Visually 
Handicapped (NYSCBVH) about teaching assistant's 
preferred workshop topics. 

1. Overview of visual impairment with emphasis on 
functional implications

2. Sighted guide and travel concepts including simulations
3. Modification of print materials
4. Technology – low and high
5. Development of social skills
6. Activities of daily living
Russotti, J., & Shaw, R. (2001). In-Service Training for Teaching Assistants and Others Who Work with Students with Visual Impairments. Journal 
Of Visual Impairment & Blindness, 95(8), 483-487. 9



The study used the qualitative research method 

grounded theory to investigate current training 

opportunities and supports available to paraeducators 

working with students with visual impairments including 

blindness. 
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The researcher used semi-structured interviews, 

classroom observations, and field notes to determine 

what, if any, training opportunities were available for 

paraeducators and to identify future training topics 

paraeducators would like to see covered to help support 

students in the educational setting.  
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Position titles:
1. Paraprofessional 
2. Paraeducator
3. Instructional aide 
4. Media Specialist Braille Transcriber
5. Paraprofessionals – Visually Impaired
6. Instructional Assistant II – Special Education 

Only two of the six position titles included specific job duties for working 
with students with visual impairments including blindness 
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1. Need for disability specific training
2. Clearly defined expectations
3. Teacher support in fulfilling job duties while working 

with children who are visually impaired
4. Personality and internal motivation of paraeducator
5. Paraeducator view on disability
6. Wage disparity among low incidence disability 

paraeducator support
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Need for training in the following areas:

1. Basic eye medical information
2. How visual impairment affects learning
3. Disability specific teaching strategies
4. Expanded core curriculum 

1. Braille – formatting, writing, slate and stylus, interlining 
2. Orientation and Mobility – Sighted guide, how to stay safe  
3. Assistive technology – how to use it, time to practice

5. Challenging behaviors and blind behaviorisms
6. Accommodations in the classroom – Use of space, storage of materials, 

speaking in directional and specific language to provide guided support
7. Training in how to proctor and scribe specialized testing situations
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◉ “More of a training for Brailing and testing, that’s a major thing we 
have.  Working with them on tests, because I really haven’t had that 
training of how you get to on testing them.  It’s like you threw it, 
you’re just thrown into it.” (Paraeducator 4, personal interview, 
March 31, 2016)

◉ “Training wise, I pretty much trained myself on how to work with 
the equipment and how to make things a lot more easier for the kids” 
(Paraeducator 6, personal interview, April 5, 2016).

◉“It’s pretty hectic, all the students are different, none of them are 
the same” (Participant 3, personal interview, March 31, 2016).
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§ Clear and specific expectations from disability specific or 
supervising teachers 

May help prevent a paraeducator from going “rogue” –
Doing what they think is correct, instead of following teacher 

directions
§ Expectations in writing 
§ Support for disability specific questions 
§ Not completing teacher responsibilities. Ex. teaching Braille, 
entering grades, making photo copies during student 
instruction time

16



◉ “The teachers I work with, I’m thinking that we could share more 
information.  Obviously they know a lot more about students and what they 
think or what they expect us to do and thinking that they could, 
communicate with us more.” (Paraeducator 1, personal interview, March 29, 
2016)  
◉ “I believe directions, like I just want clear directions on what is expected of 

me to do and maybe give me assignments beforehand so that I know what to 
prepare for the students and some time support because most of the time I 
am doing this but not complaining.  But I do need some support, here and 
there, I will need some support.” (Paraeducator 5, personal interview, April 
1, 2016)
◉ “If we could set a set time to talk about the student, like what exactly what 

we can do to help.  To try to discuss what we could do or what we should do 
to help him.  It doesn’t have to be daily but I’m thinking like maybe twice a 
week should be ok.” (Para 1, personal interview, March 29, 2016)
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The concept of support can be vague and based upon 
personal opinion.
§ In this workshop, support is referred to as the support 
needed to fulfill job duties in working with children with 
visual impairments including blindness 

§ Support for an accomplished aide vs support for an aide 
who is new to the program
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⦿Paraeducator 1 had questions on how to format braille for student 
worksheets
⦿Paraeducator 3 shared concerns about a classroom situation
⦿Paraeducator 5 had a question about how to help a student’s 

behavior due to visual impairment or sensory loss
⦿Paraeducator 8 was not sure how to adapt a worksheet verbally 

because the worksheet was not given in time to be adapted into 
braille
⦿Paraeducator 10 shared concerns about the student being able to 

complete grade level work while working in the general education 
environment
⦿Paraeducator 11 needed more time to support students during math 

lessons and needed guidance from the teacher
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I would say, in the beginning, it was that I had no idea about what I was doing.  I really 
didn’t.  They kind of threw me into it, which I’m all for.  I think throwing someone into a 
job like that is, really makes you work a lot harder to find out what you are supposed to 
do kind of a thing.  I’ve just always been kind of thrown into the job, where I am like ok, 
I got this but in the beginning, it was just, like I didn’t know Braille.  I didn’t know, hey, 
speak to them in directional cues and stuff and I would be, like, “Hey, pick that pencil 
up, you dropped your pencil.  Hey, write your name over there” and they would be like, 

“Huh?” And I would be like, “Oh yeah, that’s right (laughs) I get it now,” but as the years 
have gone on you know like, I’m, I just do it.  It has gotten a lot easier and I feel like I’ve 
even helped the other aides that come into it because I didn’t have that, so, I try to help 

them ease into it more than I was kind of thing.  

(Paraeducator 9, personal interview, April 18, 2016)
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üIndependent – does not need constant direction from a teacher
üDependability in attendance and follow through
üUnderstands the nature of the school setting
üTaking the initiative and leading with intuition 
üCritical thinking and problem solving skills
üFlexibility – In schedule and time
üOrganization skills
üAdvocating for student needs
üPatience
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In response to the question, “What do you enjoy the most 
in your job?” Paraeducator 3 stated, 
“Their faces when they learn something, I think, what 
makes me the happiest is when you’ve worked with them 
for some time and you see that they finally got it! As 
simple as a shape or a letter, even colors for some of 
them.  When they start connecting the colors to an object 
or to something, I think, that is what makes me the 
happiest and it just, I don’t know, it really makes me want 
to work with them even more.  Because they want to 
learn, it’s like, I don’t know, it’s, I just love it.”  
(Paraeducator 3, personal interview, March 31, 2016)
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Participants were also observed to have:

⦿ Easy going or positive attitudes during interviews and 
while being observed in the classroom setting.  
⦿ While being interviewed paraeducators laughed often, 
with wide smiles and bright eyes.
⦿ They shared their sense of joy, awe, and wonder when 
answering questions about their work with students. 
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1. 100% said they enjoyed working with children who are visually 
impaired or blind

2. 75% provided individual instruction in the general education 
setting and didn’t view them as a special education student

3. Those who worked with Braille readers made sure they had the 
appropriate media during daily lessons and gathered materials to 
adapt

4. In the high school setting, paraeducators felt responsible for 
gathering print handouts and taking them to be adapted by the 
braille transcriber on campus 

5. From observation it was shown that 10 out of 12 participants, or 
83.3%, knew or were learning, how to read and write Braille to help 
support student learning in the educational setting
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The researcher found an unexpected theme develop based 
on the question, “Describe your experiences working as an 
instructional assistant or paraeducator?” 

“But it’s a lot of work, like in braille, writing, either 
teaching them math in Braille, reading in Braille, whatever 

subject is in Braille and providing anything enlarged, if 
they have, if they need that and working with them on 

CCTV.  Stuff like that, busy day, busy schedule.”  
(Paraeducator 5, personal interview, April 1, 2016
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District/SELPA 1 2 3
Job classification

Instructional assistant $12.94 - 14.71 $12.52 - 16.34 $12.01 - 14.58

Instructional assistant II –
Special education $13.18 - 17.21

Paraprofessionals - VI 13.22 - 16.10

Paraprofessionals - Moderate/Severe 13.89 - 16.95

Paraeducator - I and II 13.33 - 17.44 15.72 - 19.17

Media specialist/braille transcriber 19.06 - 23.17 18.84 - 24.59 15.72 - 19.17

Para educator/professional –
DHH Oral/sign language 15.27 - 18.57 15.72 - 19.17

DHH Oral/sign language interpreter 29.00 - 35.25 40.67 27.88 - 33.88

Table 3
Comparison of Hourly Wages Among Special Education Local Plan Area (SELPA), 
2015-2016 Classified Staff 
Note.  Similar job classifications were combined.  Hourly wages reported were based starting on step 1 and ending with step 5, except SELPA
2 which contained 12 steps.



When paraeducators take the initiative to learn on their 
own they can feel taken advantage of.

“What I dislike most is that there is not training provided 
for paras in the VI classes, there are different education 
and skill levels amongst all the VI paras, but we are paid 
the same.  Plus supervisors expect more from those who 
have more skills/experience, not that I mind, but at one 
point I felt burnt out from just being relied on so much, 
because I take the initiative to learn.”  (Paraeducator 5, 
personal interview, April 1, 2016) 
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⏎75% of participants said they received no formal training 
on working with students with visual impairments 
including blindness

⏎25% of participants said they received in-formal training 
⏎100% felt they would benefit from general education 
training

⏎100% felt they would benefit from disability specific 
training in the areas of Braille, orientation and mobility, 
and assistive technology
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⦿Even with some training, a paraeducator chose to not 
follow teacher specific directions.

Example. Para on phone during student recess and 
student who is blind wandered away

⦿Document for the safety of the child and let 
administration know in an email or other written 
correspondence

Demonstrates the importance of active and open 
communication
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§ Students with visual impairments including blindness are a diverse 
population due to visual diagnosis, onset of diagnosis, and presence 
of additional disabilities  

§ Appropriate assessment and placement in the educational setting is 
vital for their success.  In addition, it is vital to provide appropriate 
student supports to facilitate and reinforce educational instruction 

§ In order to support students, it is important to realize the importance 
of interdependency among staff and other agencies.  
§ Interdependence can be described as mutual reliance and encompasses a 

variety of people based on the circumstances and needs of the student. 
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Special Education Local Plan Agencies (SELPA) consider:
§ Developing and implementing trainings covering basic information 

about special education and people first language
§ Development of appropriate and clearly written expectations with a 

periodic review or a check and balance system
§ Providing additional time for teachers and paraeducators to meet 

and discuss how to provide quality instruction to students
§ Provide opportunities for paraeducators to get to know and learn 

from each other, caution! 
§ Fair wages for all paraeducators who support students with LI 

disabilities
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üSpend the day or a portion of the day with or in place of the 
paraeducator to help understand their needs
üSometimes they just want to feel heard and validated 

üInvite paraeducators to IEP meetings if they are with a student all 
day.  They may be able to provide information you are unable to 

üCollectively create and clearly define the expectations  and 
definition for inclusion model that your district implements

üWork with what you got!
üRespectfully and tactfully let administration know your needs.  

Don’t procrastinate! Memorialize the event in real time.
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üTell paraeducators how much you appreciate them! 
üMake TIME.  Never enough and never a good time.  Before or after 

school. During non-student hours.
üDiscuss current research and how it applies to current situation

üSchedule regular meetings with paraeducators or check in with them 
periodically

üDevelop a relationship 
üThis will help with communication especially for someone who 

is set in their ways.
üListen.  Let them vent.
üFind Strengths 
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Left side

oRoles and Responsibilities from 
Classroom Collaboration (blue)

oExamples of job descriptions (white)
oBasic
oSpecial education
oVisual impairment

oSpecial Education Para Common Core 
(white)

oTeacher created resources (green)

Right side

oArticle: Paraprofessionals in the 
classroom: What role do they play? 
(golden rod)

oArticle: Consult and support with 
special needs in inclusive classrooms 
(salmon)

oArticle: Preparing and managing 
paraprofessionals (salmon)
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The PAR2A Center
PARAprofessional resource and research center
University of Colorado Denver – School of Education and Human 
Development
http://paracenter.org/teachers/supervising-paraeducators

Project PARA
Supervising Paraeducator
University of Nebraska-Lincoln – College of Education Human 
Sciences
https://para.unl.edu/teacher/index.lasso
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If you have comments or questions please contact:

Patricia Camarillo
Education Specialist in Visual Impairment and

Early Childhood Special Education
Fresno Unified School District

Patricia.Camarillo@fresnounified.org
559.492.9693
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