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From the Field:  Practical Applications of Research

Special Educator at the Helm:
Tips for Training and Supervising a Team of Assistants

Introduction

I1  began my career as a special educator teaching
students with autism in an urban public school. Having just
graduated from a teacher education program, I was ready to
creatively modify lessons, design effective behavior inter-
vention plans, and to create a tranquil and orderly learning
environment for my students. But I realized quickly that there
was one skillset I lacked.

In addition to the ten students in my classroom, I
also had two experienced teaching assistants (TAs) 2 on my
team and it had never occurred to me that my job description
included training and supervising them. One interesting twist
was that when I started teaching, the TAs had been working
together for a couple of years and they already knew several
of our students. In the beginning, I leaned on them a lot: they
knew so much about the students and the school. They knew
that Mary was a super smeller and that certain scents, like
the tuna fish sandwich that Greg had every day for lunch,
would drive her crazy. By simply assigning lunch seats with
Greg and Mary at opposite ends of the lunch table we were
able to head off mealtime chaos. And they knew that when Ali
said "Elmo" she was asking to play a computer game. Know-
ing this allowed me to immediately build on her existing
requesting skills rather than starting from scratch.

But the flip side of having an experienced team was
that they were used to using certain default behavior man-
agement techniques and it was hard to get their buy-in when
I wanted to change things. Time outs, for example, were one
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of their strategies. At first glance the practice of using time
outs seemed to be working: the problem behavior did de-
crease in the moment. But when I took a closer look, it was
clear that the changes were short lived.

I had started learning about applied behavior analy-
sis (ABA) and wanted to introduce proactive interventions,
like token systems, to teach new skills to my students rather
than simply punishing unwanted behaviors (Matson &
Boisjoli, 2009). But these kinds of interventions were a hard
sell: they were time-consuming to implement, and change
was slow.  Additionally, it was difficult to find time during the
day for staff training in order to create buy-in or to give con-
structive feedback to staff in a setting that was on public
display.

I needed help and I was not alone. Biggs and col-
leagues (2019) found that, across the board, special educa-
tors report needing more guidance and support working with
the TAs in their classrooms. Our article responds to that call
by providing effective strategies for improving collaboration
between special educators and TAs that are grounded in
firsthand experience and supported by empirical evidence.

Research on Supporting Paraprofessionals

Teaching assistants play a large role in the delivery
of special education services for students with disabilities in
the United States (Brock & Carter, 2015; Stockall, 2014) and
"there is undoubtedly a place for well-conceived paraprofes-
sional supports in special education" (Suter & Giangreco,
2009, p. 82). The sheer number of TAs in U.S. classrooms
has increased dramatically in recent years (Reddy et al.,
2020): their ranks now outnumber special educators (Suter
& Giangreco, 2009).  Alongside the boost in numbers, TAs
have also experienced a shift in terms of their responsibili-
ties largely moving away from non-instructional and clerical
tasks to teaching, implementing behavior plans, recording
data, and other complex assignments that require special-
ized training and knowledge (Sauberan, 2015 and Wallace,
Shin, Bartholomay, & Stahl, 2001).

______________________

 1 In this article we use the first-person singular to convey to read-
ers that the suggestions presented are drawn directly from first-
hand experience. The classroom anecdotes, while grounded in ev-
eryday experiences do not depict individual, students, staff mem-
bers, or schools and draw on both authors' experiences in various
settings. This is designed to protect the anonymity of all involved.
 2 Many terms are used to describe the teaching assistants who
work in special education settings, including paraprofessional,
paraeducator, aide. We use the term teaching assistant (TA) which
we believe has a more positive connotation than paraprofessional
(e.g., Appl, 2006)
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Moreover, although TAs are often tasked with edu-
cating the students with the most complex learning needs,
the majority are not trained in "evidence-based" strategies
(Brock & Carter, 2013, p. 39).  Researchers like McGrath
and colleagues (2010), thus conclude that TAs do not re-
ceive adequate guidance and that the nature of the tasks
they are asked to do often is not appropriate given their
level of preparation (p. 2).

Research also suggests that paraprofessionals,
themselves, feel ill-equipped to carry out their duties (Brown
& Stanton-Chapman, 2017). Essentially, "through no fault
of their own, too many paraprofessionals remain inad-
equately trained and supervised to do the jobs they are
asked to undertake" (Suter & Giangreco, 2009, p. 82).

As for the special educators who are charged with
supervising TAs, the majority (88%) report relying on real life
experiences rather than pre-service training or district-level
support to make decisions about how to work with parapro-
fessionals and many wish more formal training was avail-
able (Biggs, Gilson, Carter, 2018). The problem is two-fold:
TAs themselves tend to be insufficiently trained and the spe-
cial educators who would theoretically be positioned to pro-
vide supervision and training don't have the knowledge or
resources to do so. This article addresses the second part
of the equation, providing practical suggestions for special
educators who have TAs in their classrooms.

Tips For Becoming a Leader and Manager in your Classroom

Productive Team Meetings

As Stockall (2014) points out, open communication
and a good rapport with TAs in your classroom are essential
for learning. My experience reveals that one of the biggest
challenges for nurturing those relationships is simply carv-
ing out time and space in a fast-paced classroom. Holding
regular team meetings is a best practice but schools and
districts really set the tone in terms of extent to which para-
professionals are involved in planning outside of official
school hours: contract hours and compensation for after
school meetings varies significantly from one district to the
next (French, 2001).

If your school or district does not compensate para-
professional staff for attending team meetings, there are
things you can do within your own classroom to create a
routine. One way to do this is by setting aside a time within
your weekly schedule when students can be self-sufficient. I
chose to use "choice time" on Friday afternoons. There were
occasionally interruptions, but I found that my team and I got
pretty good at tuning out background noise and squeezing in
substantive conversations.

Because my team meetings were infrequent and
time was always at a premium, I also wrote up weekly team
notes to reinforce what we had talked about in the meetings
and either e-mailed these to staff members or compiled

them in a "team notes binder" for staff to reference. I also
used a spare white board for staff memos (e.g., times I would
be out of the room for meetings, special school events, and
professional development opportunities). In between our
meeting times, TAs could post questions or comments for
me, and I could respond and leave reminders and motiva-
tional notes or little tidbits of praise.

Even though our meetings were brief, I always in-
cluded time for what I refer to as "glows" and "grows" in my
agenda. Sometimes I strategically highlighted a "glow" that
could encourage other staff members to engage in the same
effective behavior. As for "grows," I found it important to be
specific and provide a rationale so that staff understands
why you're invested in tackling this issue. Introducing the
"glow" first, keeps the tone positive and provides a platform
for delivering the constructive feedback or "grow."

Finally, team meetings provide an opportunity to
release responsibilities to your staff. I use a version of the "I
do, we do, you do" approach to increase staff responsibility
over the course of the school year (Stockall, 2014).  For ex-
ample, at the beginning of the year I will lead with the "glows
and grows" and team discussions.  As the year progresses,
I let my TAs know that the following week I want them to think
of "grow" or "glow" for themselves and later in the year, I ask
them to give feedback to one another.  This "I do, we do, you
do" approach can be used for modeling and teaching other
skills that are important for TAs as explained in the next sec-
tion.  I also point out that they can apply this same kind of
approach when they're teaching new skills to students.

Teaching Your Teaching Assistants

Just as you set aside time during the first days and
weeks of the school year to establish routines and proce-
dures for your students (Wong et al., 2005), the beginning of
the school year is instrumental for staff training. This means
that I unroll the curriculum more slowly. But, in the long run,
the investment is well worth it. By planning easier activities
for students, and providing time for me to observe and as-
sist, I can give hands-on directions to help ensure staff un-
derstand what is expected.

Scholarly literature affirms my own observations that
TAs benefit from high quality training opportunities (Hall et
al., 2010).  Giangreco (2003) posits that special educators
should move away from merely being gracious host[s] to the
TAs in their classrooms and reimagine themselves as "en-
gaged teaching partner[s]," (p. 50). In fact, although many
districts provide large-scale professional development op-
portunities, research shows that individual coaching within
the classroom context is a more effective process.

Teaching assistants acquire the skills they need
for their particular jobs more easily in the actual context
where they will be using those skills. Indeed, special edu-
cators are essentially expected to be "leaders of on-going
daily professional development for paraprofessionals"
(Stockall, 2014, p. 204).
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I tend to use in-the-moment modeling paired with
opportunities to practice and targeted feedback.  Just as we
would model desired behaviors for our students, we can
model the type of language, behavior strategies, organiza-
tional and teaching skills we want our TAs to use. For ex-
ample, I might start by having one of my TAs watch me imple-
ment a token system with a student. Next, I would explain
how each component of the process works (e.g., when to
give a token, procedures for trading in) as well as the ratio-
nale for the technique (i.e., why token systems lead to endur-
ing behavior change). And then I let the TA ask any questions
and take a turn implementing the strategy with me observing
and offering feedback (Ledford et al., 2017). Sometimes I
question the investment of time in those first busy days of
the school year. But when my classroom is running smoothly
by Thanksgiving break, I remember that systematic training
leads to consistency and when it comes to working with
students with autism, consistency is key.

Cultivating a Productive Classroom Environment

Each school has its own code of conduct and cul-
tural norms. As the leader of your classroom, you have a lot
of power in establishing a positive culture within your own
classroom. (When I have worked in schools with less healthy
cultures, I always reminded myself that I could close my
classroom door and create a sort of sanctuary). Research
suggests that teachers who approach the relationship with
their TAs with "patience, empathy, and thoughtfulness" and
who are also professional, skillful, and knowledgeable about
their jobs are most likely to foster positive classroom envi-
ronments (Biggs et al., 2016, p. 262).

It is critical that you lead by example. You gain the
respect as the leader of your team if you adhere to the same
rules that you are asking everyone else to follow, for example,
refraining from using your phone during school hours and
minimizing non-work-related conversations during instruc-
tional time.  By modeling these behaviors, you set a profes-
sional tone for your classroom, and you can still find ways to
connect with staff on a personal level without disrupting the
learning environment. For example, you might organize a
potluck before a school break, or a gift exchange for the
holidays.

Additionally, creating a well-organized classroom
environment helps staff to keep the classroom in order and
running smoothly. I use visuals, not only for my students but
also to remind myself and other staff members about impor-
tant classroom information or expectations. For example, I
assign each staff member (including myself) to a different
pair or small group of students each day and I keep these
assignments prominently posted within the classroom, which
is also helpful to therapists and other classroom visitors.

Finally, when working with a team of educators, I
always remind myself that each of us brings unique strengths
to the classroom. As the team leader, it is your job to recog-
nize this, and foster a culture in your classroom that draws

upon individuals’ strengths in order to establish the most
productive support team for your students. I have sometimes
found it humbling to realize that one of my TAs has an easier
time establishing a good rapport with a particular student or
family member than I do. Chemistry can be hard to explain
but I always have more luck when I give these natural alli-
ances room to breathe rather than working against them.

On a more mundane level, if someone shares
that they are creative or enjoy making crafts, assigning
them responsibilities for decorating bulletin boards or
cutting out materials for crafts increases their commit-
ment to the class objectives. If someone finds hands-on-
work soothing, I assign them to cut and laminate pieces
for new projects, assemble student work folders, or record
and graph behavioral data. And once we have carved out
our areas of expertise, I often ask each TA to take on a
particular leadership role within the classroom, providing
support and training to other staff members in her area of
expertise.  Having designated roles empowers staff mem-
bers and gives them authentic roles in the classroom. It
also fosters a deeper understanding of classroom or stu-
dent decisions.

Conclusion

The field of special education is evolving in terms
of the expectations of both teachers and TAs.  My personal
experiences along with research literature suggest that teach-
ers need better preparation in how to be leaders and man-
agers in their classrooms in order to harness the skills of
their TAs and to maximize student learning.  Since special
educators come with specific training and dispositions al-
ready, we are well positioned to support the staff in our class-
rooms. We are trained to teach, individualize our instruction,
and give feedback, all of which can be applied to training
staff. Therefore, future special educators should have confi-
dence that they already possess many of the skills needed
to lead and manage a team of staff members.

However, there is still a need for specific manage-
ment and leadership training to prepare teachers for this
role both in teacher preparation programs and for in-service
or professional development training.  Providing teachers
with this training can also help overcome some of the ob-
stacles teachers in these leadership positions encounter in
general lack of time or private space to train staff or give
feedback.  In suggesting tools and strategies that are easy
to incorporate into the classroom culture or routine, we hope
to help teachers minimize classroom stress and create more
effective teams.

Research suggests that some teacher preparation
programs, and school districts are offering courses "on how
to manage and train paraeducators" (Trautman, 2004, p.
134). Our experience is that this type of coursework remains
fairly rare, which is one of the reasons we are keen on shar-
ing the lessons that we have learned with other educators in
this article.
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Another approach for sharing knowledge at the
school or district level would be for administrators to
create formal opportunities for teachers to collaborate
and exchange strategies that educators already have
established as their own sets of best practices. This
additional training will better prepare teachers to sup-
port their staff, benefitting, in turn, the students in their
classrooms.
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