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ABSTRACT

n recent years, education policies have focused on
raising the standards for paraprefessional gualifications, super-
vision, and dsvelopment. Given the increasingly problematic rates
of paraprofessional turnover, focusing on the refention of effeciive
paraprofessiondls is of equal impertance. In an effort to under-
stand the reasens for and costs of turnover and to identify sirate-
gies that Increase the likelihcod of retention, 53 disirict and schoal
employees from six schools in three school districts were inter-
viewed. The findings indicated that the costs of furnover are felt af
every level within a school district: cenirai office, school, team,
and student. Also suggested were strategles for increasing re-
tention. including ensuring o threshold wage, focusing on job
matching early in the employment process, providing ongoing
support and direction. and developing o tearn culture in which
paraprofassicnals feel valued, '

ESCRIBED METAPHORICALLY AS A “REVOLVING
door,” paraprofessicnal tumover and concerns about its ef-
fects have been noted for 2 decades (French & Chopra, 1999;
Frith & Mims, 1985; Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman, 2002). It
is estimated that approximately 290,000 special education
paraprofessionals are employed in schools, with many playing
an increasingly prominent role in the instruction of students
with disabilities (Likins, 2002). This growth is occurring de-
spite controversy regarding the desirability of placing greater
reliance on paraprofessionals to provide educational services
for students with disabilities (Giangreco & Broer, 2005). The

No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 and the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act of 1997, with its reauthorization in
2004, compelled states and districts to create personnel de-
velopment and supervision systems to support the parapro-
fessional worlforce. ‘

The literature on paraprofessionals has grown signifi-
cantly since the mid-1990s, increasing our understanding of
roles and responsibilities (Carroll, 2001; Minondo, Meyer, &
Xin, 2001; Pickett & Gerlach, 1997), supervision and develop-
ment (French, 1997; Wadsworth & Knight, 1996; York-Barr,
Sommerness, Duke, & Ghere, 2003), determining parapro-
fessional support for students (Freschi, 1999; Giangreco,
Broer, & Edelman, 1999; Mueller & Murphy, 2001), and
preparing licensed staff to supervise paraprofessionals (Wal-
lace, Shin, Bartholomay, & Stahl, 2001). Research gaps re-
main regarding the effectiveness of using paraprofessionals to
improve student outcomes; the ways in which paraprofes-
sionals are best hired, assigned, and supervised (Blalock,
1991; Giangreco, Edelman, Broer, & Doyle, 2001); and the
effects of turnover.

This study focuses on the issues of paraprofessional
turnover and retention. Given the size of the paraprofessional
workforce and the central role that these employees often
play in educational programs, the ramifications of turnover
on students and entire programs are potentially enormous.
This is especially true in inclusive programs, where parapro-
fessionals play essential roles in supporting students with dis-
abilities (French, 1999:; French & Pickett, 1997; Giangreco,
Edelman, & Broer, 2001) but often do not work immediately

REMEDIAL AMND S$SPECIAL EDUCATION 21’

Volume 28, Number I, JanuarylFebruiary 2007, Pages 21-32




proximal to special education teachers for much of the school
day (Ghere, 2003).
The two primary research questions are as follows:

1. What is the impact of paraprofessional
turnover on districts, schools, teams, and
students? :

2. What strategies do districts and schools use to
attract and retain a quality paraprofessional
workforce?

The findings begin to fill the gap in the research litera-
ture related to the costs and impact of paraprofessional
turnover. Employee turnover and retention are, in essence,
opposite sides of the same coin. The organizational costs re-
lated to tumover are the reverse of the gains an organization
receives {rom retaining quality employees. It is estimated that
the cost of replacing an employee varies between 70% and
200% of the departing employee’s salary (Kaye & Jordan-
Evans, 2001). Three types of costs are incurred when an em-
ployee leaves an organization (Harvard Management Update,
2000). First, there are the direct replacement expenses for re-
cruiting, interviewing, and training each new employee. Sec-
ond, there are the indirect costs during the transition period
that affect the workload, morale, and productivity of the re-
maining employees, as well as customer satisfaction. In schools,
these “customers” could be conceived as the students, par-
ents, and educators who rely on paraprofessional support for
meeting student needs. Finally, there are the costs of lost op-
portunities. The time and energy invested in each new hire
results in lost opportunity costs because that time is not avail-
able for other organizational needs. ‘

Another factor to consider when employees leave is the
inherent loss of explicit and tacit organizational knowledge
(Drosge & Hoobler, 2003). Explicit knowledge, acquired
through formal and informal training, refers to organizational
policies and procedures and to the content knowledge essen-
tial to a position. Tacit knowledge includes insights and un-
derstandings about a job and its organizational culture that
are developed through experience, observation, and conversa-
tions with colleagues. Of the two, tacit knowledge is the most
challenging for new employees to gain and for organizations
to replace, because it is learned through working in the orga-
nization {Droege & Hoobler, 2003; Harvard Management
Update, 2000).

Limited data are available on paraprofessional turnover,
due in part to inconsistencies in how districts report para-
professional employment statistics (Pickett, Likins, & Wal-
lace, 2003). Early studies noted that a significant number of

(Elrod, Insko, & Williams, 1993) of experience. Through
follow-up with the nonrespondents to their survey, Riggs and
Mueller (2001) found that more than 50% of their sample
(N = 4,201) were no longer employed as paraprofessionals.

. Of the respondents still employed as paraprofessionals, 60%
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had 6 or more years of experience. A smaller study of 21 gen-
eral and special education paraprofessionals found that the
mean tenure of the “stayers” (i.e., those who remained on the
job) was 14 years, whereas the mean tenure of the “leavers”
(i.e., those who had left their positions in the 2 years previous
to the study) was 5.9 years (Tillery, Werts, Roark, & Harris,
2003). Together, these results raise the question whether the
composition of the paraprofessional workforce is shifting,
with a portion being relatively stable with greater longevity,
whereas another portion has a high turnover rate. One of the
many unknown variables is the effect of local economic con-
ditions on these trends.

Several explanations have been offered for paraprofes-
sional tumover, including inadequate wages, few opportu-
nities for career advancement, and a lack of administrative
support and respect (Frith & Mims, 1985; Passaro, Pickett,
Latham, & Hong Bo, 1994; Pickett, 1990; Tillery et al., 2003).
Ambiguity in paraprofessional roles and the resulting stress
also negatively affect retention (Riggs & Mueller, 2001). Gi-

“angreco et al. (2002) noted that both the frequency and tim-

ing of tumover, such as mid-year versus at the end of the
school year, were issues particularly for paraprofessionals as-
signed to work with one student for an entire day.

Several employment strategies have been offered for in-
creasing the likelihood of good paraprofessional hires and
reducing turnover. Blalock (1991) proposed recruitment strat-
egies, such as identifying substitute paraprofessionals and
volunteers as potential applicants. The quality of the inter-
view is considered pivotal because it presents an opportunity
for increasing an applicant’s understanding of the program’s
philosophy, the students who are served, and the roles and re-
sponsibilities of the position (Carroll, 2001). Furthermore, it
creates that initial opportunity for building a relationship with
the prospective employee (Blalock, 1991).

The orientation process is another occasion to be inten-
tionally supportive of paraprofessionals (French, 1997). A
layered approach includes a district-level orientation that in-
troduces new employess to policies and procedures; a school-
level orientation that includes a tour, staff introductions, and
an overview of building procedures; and a direct service team
orientation that, at a minimum, clarifies roles and responsi-
bilities and student programs (Carroli, 2001). Unfortunately,
many paraprofessionals do not receive any type of orientation
(French, 1997). This is particularly disconcerting given that
paraprofessionals view a formal orientation as a sign that they
are valued and respected (Giangreco, Edelman, & Broer,
2001). When paraprofessionals feel respected and supported
in their work by their colleagues, a higher level of morale is
evident, making turnover less likely (Giangreco, Edelman, &

oo paraprofessionals had less-than.2 (Blalock, 1991). to 4 years__Broer, 2003; Riggs & Mueller, 2001). Similarly, staff devel-

opment has been identified as a variable that enhances para-
professional retention and improves workforce quality,
whereas a high rate of turnover adversely affects the devel-
opment of a skilled paraprofessional workforce (Riggs &
Mueller, 2001).




MEeTHOD

A multisite case study was designed to provide the oppor-
tunity to compare and contrast findings across the cases,
thereby increasing the precision, stability, and validity of the
findings and conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The
bounded unit (Patton, 2002) of each case study was a school

identify both an elementary and a secondary teacher who met
these criteria. Another district chose not to participate for

undisclosed reasons. The remaining three’ districts became

case study participants.

Second, six teachers (one elementary and one secondary

teacher from each district) were requested to participate. All
six special education teachers initially agreed to participate in

district, with 4 tofal of thres school diSiEicts participating. A
systems perspective {Ghere & York-Barr, 2003; Senge, 2000)
was adopied, so that policies and practices at various levels of

- a school district (e.g., district, site, team) and their influences

on paraprofessional turnover and retention could be under-
stood.

Sample and Procedures

The purposive sample (Patton, 2002) was constructed in three
stages. First, three school districts were identified. Two uni-
versity researchers with extensive backgrounds in inclusive
education recommended five school districts recognized as
having high-quality inclusive education programs in particu-
lar schools in the respective districts. Selection was limited to
midsize districts, so that policies and practices could be more
reasonably tracked across different levels of a system. The
criterion for deciding on just three of the five districts was the
identification of both an elementary and a secondary special
education teacher in each respective district who (a) was
viewed as effectively directing programs that supported stu-
dents with disabilities in general education classrooms for
most or all of the school day; and (b) directed the work of at
least two paraprofessionals. One of the five districts could not

the study-Ome teacher subseduetitly opted outof thestody for
personal reasons. That district recommended another teacher,
who consented to participate. Third, key informants (Patton,
2002) were identified by the six special education teachers
and by site and central administrators, These were individu-
dls who played important roles in supporting the inclusive
programs at the building and district levels in each district.
All of the 53 identified informants agreed to participate in the
study (see Table 1). There were six special educators, ranging
in experience from.3 to.25. years,-and .27 special-education
paraprofessionals with from less than 1 year to more than 18
years of experience; nine special eéducation administrators;
seven principals; and four'special education building coordi-
nators or lead teachers.

Setting. The three upper midwestern dis\tricts and their
six schools are referred to by pseudonyms. Waterview school
district is located in an out-of-state city, approximately 60
miles from a major metrbpolitm area, and enrolled 10,640
K-12 students,'of whom 25.0% qualified for free or reduced

Iunch, 15.4% for special gducation services, and 3.0% were '

English language If:arnei::1 (ELL). Forest and Prairie school

districts are siiburbain, locatéd 30 miles apart on opposite
sides of an urban area. The Forest district had 21,743 K-12

TABLE 1. Participants Involved in the Multisite Case Study by School District

Waterview school district ‘

Forest school district.. . _

Prairie school district

Title n  Title

n Title n
District-level participant
Director of student services 1 Director of SE 1 Director of student services 1
Elementary SE coordinator 1 Elementary SE coordinator 1- Elementary SE coordinator 1
Secondary SE coordinator 1 Secondary SE coordinator 1 Secondary SE coordinator 1
SE lead teacher 1
Building-level participanis ’

SE teachers 2 SE teachers 2 SE teachers 2
Principals 2 Principals 2 Principals 2
Elementary assistant principal 1 Secondary SE building coordinator 1 Secondary SE lead teacher 1
Secondary SE department chair 1 Paraprofessionals 6 Paraprofessionals 6
Paraprofessionals 15
Total 25 Total 14 Total 14
Note, N = 33. SE = special education.
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students, of whom 19.4% qualified for free or reduced lunch,
9.5% for special education, and 3.9% as ELL. The Prairie dis-
trict had 11,365 K—12 students, of whom 14.1% qualified for
free or reduced lunch, 11.2% for special education, and 3.3%
as ELL.

All three elementary schools (one in each district) served
students in Grades K—6. The secondary schools included two
high schools (one Grades 9-12; one 10-12) and a junior high
school {Grades 7-9). Table 2 lists the overall student enroll-
ment, special education student enrollment, and number of
special education teachers and paraprofessionals in each
school. In all six schools, most students with disabilities were
included in general education classrooms for most or all of
the day. Three of the special education teachers served stu-
dents with moderate to severe cognitive disabilities or autism.
Their schools—two elementary and one high school—used
categorical service delivery models, irf which the licensure of
the teachers corresponded with the students they served (e.g.,
teachers licensed in cognitive disabilities only taught students
with cognitive disabilities). The other three.special education
teachers, lacated in one elementary and two high schools; -
plemented cross-categorical service delivery models. These
teachers, regardless of their licensure area, served students
with a range of disabilities, including mifd—moderate cogni-
tive disabilities, learning disabilities (LD), and emotional and
behavioral disorders (EBD).

Almost exclusively, thede schools assigned paraprofes-
sionals to programs rather than to individual students. Although
some paraprofessionals were assigned to work primarily with
one student for most or all of a school day, these were the ex-
ceptions. Forest school district had changed its policy a
decade earlier to hire only program paraprofessionals and to

eliminate the employee category for paraprofessionals who-

worked with individual students. This change was made to
allow the reassignment of paraprofessionals if the students
they supported were absent, to minimize students becoming

dependent on one adult, and to reduce constant adult presence
whenever possible so that peers could be more proximal.

Procedure. The 53 key informants participated in ei-
ther individual or group interviews that were conducted by
the first author over a 4-month period during the second half
of a school year. Administrators and teachers were inter-
viewed individually using a semistructured interview proto-
col. Three semistructured interview protocols with similar
content and parallel construction were developed: one for the
special education directors, supervisors, and coordinators;
one for the principals; and one for the special education
teachers. Wording was modified to reflect respective role dif-
ferences, Protocol content was based on themes identified in
the literature and clustered into five areas: (a) participant’s
background (e.g., professional experience, interests); (b) the

school and the inclusive program (e.g., school demographics,

special education program organization, inclusive education
description); (c) roles and responsibilities (e.g., instructional
duties, typical schedule, description of collaboration and
teaming with colleagues, determining level of paraprofes-
sional support for students); (d) employing, directing, and
supporting paraprofessionals {(e.g., employment and orienta-
tion process, contracts, staff development, extent and reasons
for turnover, differences between teacher and paraprofes-
sional roles), and (&) system supports for inclusive education
(e.g., policies and procedures, key people, resources, system
challenges). All three protocols were piloted with individuals
who held the same positions as the participants. Feedback
was used to revise the questions and process (see Note). Ad-
ministrator and coordinator interviews were conducted dur-
ing the school day. The special education teachers were paid
$100 for their participation during after-school hours. Indi-
vidual interviews ranged in length from 1.5 to 3 hours.

The paraprofessionals participated in structured group
interviews with other paraprofessionals who worked in the

TABLE 2. Student Enrollment and Number of Special Education Teachers and
Paraprofessionals in Each School

Special education

School Total enroliment Students Teachers Paraprofessionals

Waterview school district :

Streamside Elementary 736 106 8 24

Ocean High 1595 205 19 29
Forest school district

Timberland Elementary 686 60 4 o 5

Woodlawn High 1764 116 9.5 8.3
Prairie school district

Rolling Hills Elementary 631 84 11.5 32

Horizon Junior High 831 119 9 . 11
24 REMEDIAL AND SPECIAL EDUCATION
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same school. Structured group interviews rely on the interac-
tions among group members to create an environment where
participants feel comfortable ic share their ideas and percep-
tions about a specific topic (Kvale, 1996). The protocol fo-

cused on their (a) background (e.g., experience, education);

(b) description of current position (e.g., responsibilities,
schedules); (c) employment process (e.g., recruitment, inter-

general, although tumover varied across schools within each
district. All three districts had difficulty filling positions in
programs that supported students with significant disabilities.
Reacting to the rate of turnover, one special education super-
visor exclaimed that “whiat happens . . . over the course of the
year is that you can hardly keep up with [it]. . . . You’re just
desperately trying to get qualified people in place.”

view, oriéntatishi; comnfracts); (d)y sraffl development (2.5, top-
ics, frequency, relevance); (e} supervision (e.g., supervisors,
means of communication, frequency of meetings); and
- (f) paraprofessional turnover (e.g., extent, perceived causes).
The protocol was piloted with a special education parapro-
fessional who was not employed by any of the participating
districts. The feedback was used to develop follow-up ques-
tions that probed for greater detail. |

Seven paraprofessional group interviews, each with two
to five participants, lasted approximately 1.25 hours. After
each question was posed to the group, participants individu-
ally responded in round-robin fashion, after which open dis-
cussion ensued, allowing all the paraprofessionals to add to
their responses. As needed, the interviewer probed for clarifi-
cation. Each paraprofessional was paid $25.00 for her or his
participation during after-school hours,

After each interview, the esearcher reorganized her notes
noting initial themes, key quotations and events, processes,
strengths, and challenges. Using the constant comparative
method (Glasser & Strauss, 1967), attention was placed on
identifying similarities and discrepancies across interviews.
The researcher probed these areas in subsequent interviews.
All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. An
initial coding scheme was developed by using the verbatim
transcript from a pilot interview. Emergent themes from the
interviews were added later to the coding scheme. Each in-
terview was coded using NVivo (QSR International, 2000).

The data were analyzed in three stages after all of the in-
terviews were completed. First, each interview transcript was
analyzed individually, Second, data across the interviews

within each school district were analyzed to develop a com-

plete picture of the events, processes, and relationships among
the factors in each district and the individual schools in that
district. Finally, data from across the three cases (i.e., school
districts) were analyzed to identify key findings, similarities,
and differences. To minimize the potential for misinterpreta-
tion, the accuracy of the data description and analyses were
intentionally addressed by (a) using verbatim transcripts;
(b) following up with participants as needed to clarify data;
(c) triangulating findings across the interviews within a dis-
trict and across districts to identify themes and to note con-
flicting findings; and {d) constructing a data trail so that the
findings could be rechecked or reanalyzed.

Resutrs

Two of the districts, Waterview and Forest, experienced a
high level of special education paraprofessicnal turnover in

(Juantifyilg paraproiessional turnovel was challenging
for both Waterview and Forest districts, The previous year at
Waterview, they had hired 101 special education paraprofes-
sionals, which was 38% of that workforce. Of the 101 new
hires, 32 were hired for new positions, whereas 69 were hired
as aresult of turnéver in existing positions. Forest school dis-
trict employed approximately 330 special education para-
professionals. During the year of this study, they posted
approximately 190 special education paraprofessional open-
ings because of turnover and also to fill vacant positions in
programs with more challenging sindents. Some of the open-
ings were for repeated turnover in the same positions.

Costs of Paraprofessional Turnover

The direct costs of the turnover were high in terms of the ac-
tual number of hours invested in hiring and developing each
new paraprofessional. To determine the costs associated with
turnover, one has to consider the effort invested in employing
(e.z., recruiting,‘ interviewing, orienting) and developing each
paraprofessional. Table 3 summarizes estimates of the time
that district and school StLlff invested in each new parapro-
fessional hire from recruitment through the point at which
teachers determined that the new employees had reached pro-
ficiency working with students. The total amount of time
from recruitment through district special education orienta-
tion invested in each new paraprofessional hire ranged
widely, from 4.5 to 38.5 hours depending on each district’s
process. If more than one staff member was typically in-
volved in a step, then the estimates were multiplied by that
number. Because the number of people involved varied de-
pending on availability, a range of time is provided in Ta-
ble 3. The estirnates were determined by having the inter-
viewees identify the steps of the employment process in
which they were involved or knowledgeable about and then
estimating the amount of time involved in each step. There
were no direct recordings of the actual time involved.

Recruitment Through Interviewing. Each district used
somewhat different recruiting, screening, and interviewing
processes, resulting in significantly varied amounts of time
expended, ranging from 1.5 to 13.5 hours, Waterview, for ex-
ample, used a more intensive, centralized process; Forest and
Prairie used more decentralized processes.

Waterview expended much effort on the front end of the
process to improve the quality of applicants. Their more cen-

‘tralized process involved the district special education super-

visors screening the applications, which included a writing
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TABLE 3. Estimated Time Investment for Each New Purqprofessional Hire

-School district

Step Waterview Forest Prairie All districts
Recruiting, screening, interviewing 9-13.5 hrs 5-7.5 hrs 1.5-2 hrs 1.5-13.5 hrs
District orientation 4 hrs 3.5 hrs 3 hrs 3—4 hrs
Orientation checlklist 0.5-1 hr 0.5-1 hr nfa 0-1 hr
District SE orientation 0-3 hrs 7.5 hrs 20 hrs 0-20 hrs
Job-embedded development 1-4 months up to 3 months 1-12 months 1-12 months

Note. SE = special education; n/a = not applicable.

sample; checking references; and coordinating the interviews.

Qualified applicants were required take a standardized read-
ing and math test. Applicants were interviewed by a district
special ediication superviser and a ceniral office or building
administrator who together made the decision to hire. If a
principal was involved in the interview, then a new hire might
simply be assigned to a special education team. If not, hiring
often was delayed pending the principal or site special edu-
cation teacher meeting and approving of the applicant. Y

Waterview’s more centralized approach resulted in a rel-
atively standardized process dcross the district and was viewed
as contributing to hiring more qualified paraprofessionals.
‘Also viewed as contributing to their success was raising
the entry level hourly wages. The special education director
stated, “Onr interview process is better. Our background
checks are better. I'm feeling comfortable with our podl of
candidates now certainly in comparison to what we had be-
fore.” There were, however, disadvantages with this central-
ized approach. A tremendous amount of time was required of
district special education supervisors. Moreover, the role of
the principal in employment decisions was somewhat dimin-
ished.

In contrast to Waterview, Forest and Prairie districts de-
centralized much of their paraprofessional hiring processes:
The district office advertised the positions, but the principals
were charged with screening applications, checking refer-
ences, interviewing, and hiring. Principals often delegated
parts of this process to other school personnel. An advantage
of this more decentralized process was the ability to cus-
tomize the process to address site-specific needs, which in
turn resulted in greater variability in employment practices
across schools in the same district. A secondary coordinator

.spoke about how filling some positions was quite challeng-

plicants for programs that served students with more complex
disabilities, two schools asked volunteers or individuals on

_the district hiring list to work as substitutes in these programs

prior to encouraging them to apply for the positions. Empha-
sizing the value of this strategy, a coordinator said,

We have some pretty significant students

here . . . and not everybody wants to do that type
of work. . . . One of the things we’ve found . . . it
isn’t that [applicants] are not interested, they don’t
know. They’ve never worked with the population.
They don’t understand. So we have tried several
different options to reduce the stress of hiring,
which is we ask for subs first . . . that has been an
unbelievable asset. We’ve found one, two, three of
our people that way, and we wouldn’t trade them
for the world.

Most administrators and teachers viewed an interview as
essential for identifying the optimum person for a position.
The interview provided an opportunity for special educators
and a prospective paraprofessional to meet, exchange infor-
mation about the specific nature of the work, and address
questions and concerns early in the employment process. In
this way, decisions made by school personnel about whether
to hire and decisions made by the applicant about whether to
accept a position were better informed. Almost universally,
the teachers preferred to leave a position unfilled rather than
hire a person who was not viewed as a gbod fit.

A coordinator noted that teachers want “staff that work
well together ... and respect the students [rather] than to

have just a body.” The special educators felt that administra-
_tors might be able to assess an applicant’s general qualifica-

ing: “Right now . .. [there are] close to 20 secondary para-
professional positions [the schools] haven’t been able to fill.
The positions go for quite a long time, advertised in a lot of
different ways, but there’s just no applicants.” To recruit ap-
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tions, but that the special educators were the most qualified to
“assess the fit” of the person for a particular special education
team. Involving special education teachers in the paraprofes-
sional interviews was also viewed as important for enhancing




retention. Explaining this connection, a coordinator shared
that

I think it is a feeling/tone both on the part of the
assistant and on the part of the teacher, an implied -
ownership [that] “I’ve chosen you” . . . I think

" that teachers are more interested in seeing the

added duties but received little or no support for doing so.
One district had an informal policy of hiring a substitute
teacher to release the special education teacher to spend an
entire day working directly with a new paraprofessional. The

~district hesitated, however, to bolster this informal practice

with formal policy because of the costs that would be in-
curred. A special education director also explained that the

assistants [be successful-whern they selected —
them. And, I think [paraprofessionals] are more

interested, for lack of better words, [in] pleasing
or succeeding for the people who selected them,

Orientation. Once hired, most paraprofessionals in all
three districts were provided with districi- and site-level ori-
entations, although significant variations were evident across
districts in terms of the amount of time invested in orientation
and building-level development efforis. All districts provided
a 3- to 4-hour mandatory district-level orientation that fo-
cused on general policies and procedures. Two districts re-
quired the use of a building orientation checklist that served
as a guide for paraprofessionals to become acquainted with
the school in which they would be working. District-level
special education orientations in the respective districts var-
ied between 0 and 20 hours depending on when a parapro-
fessional was hired and on the breadth of topics covered in
the orientation. Paraprofessionals hired in September often
received more training in a timely manner than those hired
later in the school year. The Prairie school district invested
about 20 hours per paraprofessional in their district-level spg-
cial education orientation to address training recommenda-
tions made by the state department of education, such as legal
foundations of special education, characteristics of learners,

and instructional practices. The other districts focused on top-

ics that were more specific to delivering special education
services, such as roles and responsibilities, respectful interac-
tions with students, and communicative aspects of behavior.

Team-level and student-level orientations provided the
most job-specific information and were conducted by mem-

bers of the special education teams to which the paraprofes--

sional was assigned. These orientations were considered key
for inducting new employees. Most of the special educators
prepared information packets about the individual students
with whom the paraprofessional would be working. Some
paraprofessionals had the opportunity to shadow a teacher or
paraprofessional, although this was more the exception than
the rule. Summarizing what many shared, a paraprofessional
recommended that “if it’s possible to follow somebody that
[is doing your] job and work with the same kids that would
be really helpful. . . . I mean for a week, not just a day,” Hav-
ing time to shadow helped paraprofessionals clarify their re-
sponsibilities and bring to the forefront questions related to
performing their job competently.

Despite the recognized value of the team- and student-
level orientations, teachers assumed responsibility for these

“sHortage ol yubstinte teaclers posed a sighificant Timtation

to implementing such a policy. Moreover, she noted that when
a paraprofessional was hired, some principals freed a special
education teacher to meet with the paraprofessional for a
1-hour overview of the job responsibilities.

Teachers estimated that it took between 1 and 12 months
for new paraprofessionals to become proficient at working
with students. During this pericd, each new paraprofessional
needed extensive direction and job-embedded development to
gain the knowledge and skills to support specific. students.
This range varied, in part, due to the complexity of the in-
dividual student’s needs, the number of environments the
paraprofessional worked in, the baseline skills of the para-
professional, and her or his capacity to learn new material and
work with students. The responsibilities of the paraprofes-
sionals in these programs were extensive and included sup-
porting students’ academic, communication and social, and
functicnal skill development; assisting with the management
needs for individual students; serving as communication links
among teachers; and, sometimes, providing general school and
program support. Substantiating the amount of time it takes
to feel comfortable, a paraprofessional explained that “you
walk in on the first day of school and [the students are] get-
ting off the bus, and you just pray that everything clicks [be-
cause] . . . it takes a good two or more months to get to know
the kids.”

Several administrators spoke about the critical role that
teachers play in paraprofessional development. A special ed-
ucation director said, “We must have the primary trainers . . .
be seen by the paraprofessionals as [the] special education
teachers. [The teachers] have to be trained how to supervise
paraprofessionals and how to convey the information to para-
professionals . . . on a day-to-day, plus on a growth basis.”
Job-embedded development took many forms, including
coaching in the instructional context, providing building or
team level inservices, and using multiple means of commu-
nication to share timely information. In three schools, the
special education teachers met regularly with their parapro-
fessionals, providing mini-inservices as part of the meetings.
Various strategies were used to support the meetings. One
district specified contraciually that paraprofessionals would
be paid for 2 hours per month to participate in team and
building meetings and trainings. Another strategy was to con-
tractually require 8 hours of development annually for each
paraprofessional. Paraprofessionals could apply to have their
before- and after-school trainings used toward meeting this
requirement. Another strategy was to reallocate the school
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funds that were “banked” when a paraprofessional had been
absent and a substitute had not been hired.

Impact of Paraprofessional Turnover

Impact on Programs. When paraprofessional turnover
occurred, a ripple effect ensued that touched entire programs.
As one principal explained, turnover “impacts the entire pro-
gram because we have a program that demands a full com-
plement of teachers as well as paraprofessionals. . . . No one
is sitting around twiddling their thumbs.” Often, substitute
paraprofessionals did not exist. A special education director
had contracted with an agency that year to secure four para-
professionals each week to staff programs that served stu-
dents with complex needs. When understaffed, makeshift
systems for covering responsibilities were necessarily devel-
oped. The teachers prioritized coverage for those students
with the greatest needs or at the greatest risk. Health and
safety needs received the highest priority in terms of staff
coverage, with instructional priorities being of secondary im-
portanice. These transitional strategies altered the schedules
of many staff and students. Sometimes, major program com-
ponents were put into limbo until coverage was found.

Impact on Staff. Turnover placed a huge strain on the
special education teachers, in particular. Special education
teachers and, at the secondary level, special education coor-
dinators invested a significant amount of time in training tem-
porary personnel ag well as the new hires. Attesting to the
stress, a lead teacher said, “It’s very difficult when [special
education teachers] need to take the time ... to train the
brand-new [paraprofessional]. . . . Those teachers cannot do
it all. ... They can’t physically do it all.” Similarly, a sec-
ondary principal commented, “It’s really frostrating for the
teachers becaunse they . . . don’t want to be in the business of
retraining somebody.”

Another disruptive effect of paraprofessional turnover
was on relationships among teamn members. Effective inclu-
sive education programs are built on a foundation of collabo-
ration. Changes in personnel can result in extra demands and
miscommunications that have the potential to jeopardize ef-
fective working relationships. When paraprofessionals changed,
new routines, relationships, and understandings needed to
form. Paraprofessionals needed to not only learn about in-
dividual students, but also about the spoken and unspoken
expectations in various classtooms. Both the special and gen-
eral education teachers had to reinvest to make the new rela-
tionships successful,

Impact on Students. The impact of paraprofessional .

1

students. A teacher explained, “You finally get your system
running and the kids become comfortable, and then [the para-
professional] leaves. .- . [The students] don’t like change. . ..
They trust [the paraprofessional] and then it changes....
[Paraprofessionals] are a big part of the kids® lives.” This loss
was especially difficult when turmnover occwrred during the
school year rather than at the end of the year when a change
in personnel was more expected.

Reasons for Paraprofessional
Tumover and Retention

Low wages and poor benefits were viewed as the primary rea-
son for paraprofessional turnover. All three districts had re-
cently raised their hourly wage, and two had improved
benefits in an effort to attract higher quality applicants and re-
duce turnover. Waterview raised their starting pay 40% from
$6.50 to $9.00 per hour; Forest had a starting rate of $10.65
per hour. Prairie paid higher wages to paraprofessionals who
worked in programs that served students with severe cogni-
tive or emotional disabilities. In all three districts, the maxi-
mum hourly rate for paraprofessionals was reached in 5 to
8 years. A Waterview coordinator shared that subsequent to
increasing wages, they were attracting applicants who might
“entertain the notion of [the job as] being a career . . . versus
a stop-gap measure.” Noting the domino effect of increasing
wages in a tight budget era, a special education director said,
“So what will happen is we’ll have to cut teachers somewhere
else. We'll have to cut [paraprofessionals] somewhere else.”
Moreover, two districts had compressed their wage schedules
to control costs when the wages were increased, so that the
parapfofessionals reached the maximum wage in fewer years.

Other reasons for tarnover clustered into four categories.
First, paraprofessionals left simply because of normal life
events, such as entering college, retirement, relocation, or
health issues. Second, turnover occurred because paraprofes-
sionals chose to change positions within the district. One spe-
cial education teacher had lost 9 out of 14 paraprofessionals
the previous year partly because several transferred to a new
program in the district. Third, the demanding nature and the
stress incurred in the work were viewed as affecting parapro-
fessionals’ decisions to leave. This was felt to be particularly
true for young employees with limited work experience, who
may not have fully understood their responsibilities prior to
accepting the position. Finally, a principal commented how
conflicts within a special education team 'increased parapro-

fessional turnover and absenteeism. Conflict exacerbates the

already demanding nature of the work. At his previous
school, paraprofessional retention improved after a cohesive
special education team was developed. He explained, “most

turnover was also felt by students in terms of program conti-
noity, as previously described, and relationships with the
adults. Administrators and teachers reported that when stu-
dents had strong and positive relationships with paraprofes-
siomals, turnover resulted in a significant loss for these
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of the reason that people [left] wasn’t the challenge that the
kids presented, it was conflicts with the team. . . . [People] re-
ally have to work very closely together and . . . if there’s any
friction there that’s ... exacerbated by the dynamics of the
work . . . people would just say ‘T’'m out of here.””




Everi though two districts reported a high degree of
paraprofessional turnover in general and all three districts re-
ported difficulty in filling positions, four of the six schools in
the study indicated that such turnbver was low. In two schools
in Waterview, the low turnover was attributed to collaborative
teamn cultures as well as to more qualified applicants due to
wage increases, a more thorough early employment process,

and 1dentifying individuals knowr toenjoy working with the ¥~ regular phenomenon, the costs {6 programs and people -

students. In another school, a principal surmised that their
paraprofessional workforce had been stable that year because
they were an older group of employees who may not have
been the primary income eamers for their families. The para-

- professionals in these low turnover schools spoke of feeling
supported and respected by their colleagues. They valued the
collaboration within their special education teams and re-
spected the teachers who directed their work. “Open commu-
nication, mutual respect, no hidden. agendas, [and being]
student-focused” are the ingredients a teacher described for
successful teaming. A paraprofessional noted that developing
collaboration within the special education team is particularly
important in inclusive education programs “because every
year we work with different [general education] people.” The
paraprofessionals also shared that working in classrooms
where the general education teachers took ownership of the
education of students with disabilities increased their job sat-
isfaction. By contrast, a paraprofessional described the dis-
comfort felt when working in classrooms where students
were not accepied by the teacher: “You are feeling sorry for
the child you are with and . . . you just don’t feel 1iké being
there.”

DiscussioN

Limitations of the Study

Readers should consider the following limitations in the in-
terpretation and application of the findings. First, the geo-

graphic, size, cultural, and economic factors of the districts

and their respective schools may not be representative of
other school systems. These factors, plus the small number of
cases, suggest that application of the findings may be limited
especially to large urban districts or small rural districts. Sec-
ond, the lack of observational data and document review dis-
allowed triangulation with the interview data. Concurrence
across multiple data types would have bolstered the findings
and their application. Despite these limitations, however,
readers are invited to consider the implications for practice
and research that follow.

Implications for Practice

Similar to a pebble dropped in a pond, the turnover of even
one paraprofessional creates a ripple effect that spreads through-
out an inclusive education program and its personnel. Re-
peated paraprofessional turnover creates continuous ripples.

In this study, paraprofessional turnover was found to redirect
personnel effort from ongoing instruction and program im-

provement to recoupment and redevelopment work. The costs

of turnover were evident at the district, school, team, and stu-
dent levels within the systems studied. The process of replac-
ing paraprofessionals drains valuable time and energy from
the proactive work of special education teams. When turnover

challenge the view that paraprofessionals are a cost-effective
means of providing educational services (Blalock, 1991) and
the view that paraprofessionals allow special education teach-
ers to concentrate on job responsibilities that only they are
qualified to fulfill (French, 1999). Of greatest concerr is the
discontinuity created in the education of the students when
effective paraprofessionals leave. Unless turnover is addressed,
program discontinuity and ineffectiveness are likely to result.

-Given the impact of paraprofessional turnover, greater
attention to retention is warranted. The findings vield several
targets that could improve the retention of qualified para-
professionals: threshold wages, job matching, and ongoing
support. Many of these strategies do not require excessive ex-
penditures of funds. Furthermore, it can be argued that proac-
tive efforts to increase paraprofessional retention ultimately
are more effective than efforts spent continually responding
to turnover.

. Wage Increases to at Least Threshold Levels, Previ-
ous literature has suggested that poor wages and benefits are
a major factor in paraprofessional turnover (Pickett, 1990;
Tillery et al., 2003). This study corroborated this finding and
further suggested that wages must reach a threshold (which
varies depending on the local economic conditions) at which
paraprofessional positions are attractive relative to other em-
ployment opportunities. In one district, for example, when the
wages were raised, both the quality and the number of ap-
plicants for paraprofessional positions increased, suggesting
that a local wage threshold had been reached. Other practices
aimed at attracting a quality paraprofessional workforce had
been largely ineffective. Although job satisfaction stemmed
in part from positive working conditions, supportive rela-
tionships, and making a difference for students, most inter-
viewees acknowledged that wages must first reach a certain
threshold so that paraprofessionals do not leave because they
cannct afford to stay.

Raising paraprofessional wages, however, is not without
potential drawbacks. Increasing entry-level wages can also
result in reaching maximum wage rates in just a few years if
wage scales are compressed to balance budgets, as occurred
in two districts in this study. Raising wages for less experi-
enced paraprofessionals also could inadvertently contribute
to turnover, as more experienced employees view such in-
creases as inequitable (Giangreco et al., 2002). Moreover, a
special education director commented that paraprofessional
or teacher positions would need to be cut to offset the wage
increases. This study suggests that given the high costs of

REMEDIAL AND SPECIAL EDUCATION 29

Volume 28, Number 1, JannaryiFebruary 2007




turnover, it is reasonable to consider the trade-offs in increas-
ing the quality and stability of the paraprofessional workforce

at the expense of reducing the size of the paraprofessional

workforce. Reducing teaching positions, however, may ulti-
mately reduce program quality.

Early Focus on Job Matching. Evident in this study
were specific strategies undertaken to increase the likelihood
of an effective maich between a potential paraprofessional
employee and the demands of the work. Arguably, a focus on
job matching early in the employment process will increase
retention. Both administrators and teachers recognized that if
they did not make good hiring decisions, those hires had a
much greater likelihood of turmover. In the present study, both
formal and informal processes were used in an attempt to at-
tract qualified applicants.

Various strategies were employed to increase the likeli-
hood of an effective job match. These findings supported the
view that a productive strategy for recruiting paraprofessional
applicants is to tap existing community and scheol networks
(Blalock, 1991). One such strategy, used in two schools, was
to hire potential paraprofessionals first as substitutes, Both
schools felt strongly that this positively affected their ability
to identily potential applicants who were well matched with
the position and team. Bringing in substitutes was particu-
larly effective in the programs for'students with more signif-
icant needs, where positions were hard to fill. Requiring a
writing sample and taking basic reading and math compe-
tency tests were other strategies used in determining an ap-
plicant’s potential to support academic learning.

In each of the school districts, the interview was consid-
ered pivotal in the employment process. Although the deci-
sion to hire legally falls to an administrator, most schools
viewed the special education teacher as having a critical role
in the interview and decision-making process—a finding also
noted in the literature (Blalock, 1991; York-Barr et al., 2005).
Ironically, and perhaps shortsightedly, the high paraprofes-
sional turnover served as a deterrent to the involvement of
special education teachers in interviews because of the time
away from other responsibilities.

Ongoing Support of Paraprofessionals. Contrary to
popular opinion, higher wages alene did not appear sufficient
for the retention of paraprofessionals. This finding is sup-
ported by research indicating that the culture of an em-
ployee’s work environment directly effects the decision to
remain (Harvard Management Update, 2000). Motivation for
quality work performance largely stems from positive work-
~ ing conditions, strong communication, supportive relation-

climate of respect and collaboration. Team conversations fo-
cused on student learning, and paraprofessionals had oppor-
tunities to offer their insights. Creating a culture of respect
and collaboration, striving for manageable assignments and
schedules, and fostering job-embedded learning can decrease
the likelihood of turnover. It is important to note that the spe-
cial education teachers were largely viewed as the creators of
such positive team cultures.

All of the districts experienced difficulty filling parapro-
fessional positions in programs for students with more com-
plex disabilities. However, two of the programs in this study
with low paraprofessional turnover served students with com-
plex needs. They found that if they could atiract qualified
people to these positions, a collaborative and supportive cul-
ture had the potential of reducing the stress of demanding po-
sitions, thereby reducing turnover. In addition to increasing
the likelihood of retention, a collaborative culture has the ad-
vantage of minimizing some of the negative effects of para-
professional turnover, because the tacit knmowledge of the

_paraprofessional is shared in the team context.

The manageability of paraprofessional assignmenis and
schedulés has been identified as influencing turnover (Riggs
& Mueller, 2001). For example, assignment to programs—as
opposed to individual students—decreases the potential for
burnout (Giangreco et al., 2002). Such assignments are also
viewed as minimizing the likelihood that a student becomes
dependent on a single adult (Freschi, 1999; Giangreco, Edel-
man, Luiselli, & MacFarland, 1997). Assigning paraprofes-
sionals to programs also increased the flexibility of programs
to meet a variety of student needs.

Particularly evident in this study was the importance of
school- and team-based job-embedded development cus-
tomized to support paraprofessionals in meeting the needs of
individual students. Job-embedded development assumes that
the most powerful learning occurs in response to authentic
and immediate job demands (Sparks & Hirsch, 1997). Work-
ing directly with paraprofessionals in practice contexts cre-
ates a bridge from general knowledge to hands-on practice.
This expenditure of special education teacher time was
viewed as a worthwhile investment that resulted in a more ef-
fective employee with a greater likelihood of retention. For
each paraprofessional who left a district, this time was not
only lost but actually cost a program because the special ed-
ucaticn teachers’ time was not available for other instroc-
tional and organizational needs.

Implicafions for Research

Given the high costs of paraprofessional turnover for school

ships, and the sense that one is making a difference (Taylor,
2003). Four of the six schools in the study had low parapro-
fessional tumnover. Examining their practices suggests that
paraprofessionals were viewed as important team members.
Paraprofessionals in these schools spoke of working in a
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personnel, fiscal resources, programs, and stdents, addi-
tional research is called for to continue to study how best to
effectively use this vital resource. First, a study that specifi-
cally delineates, measures, and compares the costs associated
with turnover and retention would clarify our understanding
and help direct future decision making about cost allocations.

»




The question might be, “If districts invest in retention efforts,
will cost savings be realized?” Second, a large-scale study
that seeks to determine correlates of job matching could de-
crease attrition due to poor matches. The leading question
might be, “What applicant variables comespond with subse-
quent effective work as a paraprofessional?” Third, an analy-
sis of wage thresholds or ways in which wage threshold
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formulas are determined-in-local-communities-could-help-an—

swer the question, “What wage threshold is essential if we are
to aitract qualified applicants?” Fourth, exit interview studies
- of paraprofessionals who leave their positions would offer re-
spenses to the question, “Why do paraprofessionals leave
their positions, and what could be done to increase re-
tention?” Fifth, studies that more specifically focus on the
resources and strategies used to create an inclusive and sup-
portive work culture for paraprofessionals could help us ad-
dress the question, “If a collaborative learning culture is
presumed to increase retention, how do schools and educators
go about creating such a culture?” Sixth, the involvement of
central and site personnel in the paraprofessional employ-
ment process begs the question, “What employment practices
are most efficiently and effectively carried out.by central of-
fice personnel, and which are more efficient and effective at
the site level?” Seventh, the costs of turnover focus atiention
on the decisions that inclusive programs make in regard to al-
locating their personnel resources and on the question
whether continually expanding a portion of the workforce
that has high turnover is wise policy. The question might be,
“What is the optimum resource allocation between special
education teachers and paraprofessionals in inclusive pro-
grams?” The context limitation of this study being con-
strained to suburban school districts requires an examination
of such questions in urban, cooperative, and rural districts. Fi-
nally, given the systems perspective of the study, it is logical
to project that several of the findings are applicable to other
types of special education programs, not only to-those that are
inclusive. Further research in these areas is also warranted.

Conclusions

The quality of a student’s educational experience depends on
the quality of the statf surrounding and supporting the student
and his or her learning. In inclusive education programs,
paraprofessionals are key supporting players whose work di-
rectly affects students. We can no longer afford to ignore the
hidden costs of paraprofessional turnover for programs, staff,
and students. The focus must shift from dealing with para-
professicnal furnover to fostering paraprofessional retention.
The findings from this study offer specific strategies in this
regard. The development of an effective paraprofessional
workforce begins with the employment of well-qualified ap-
plicants, followed by the provision of a coherent and relevant
induction process, then extended with ongoing direction that
supports continuous development in the context of a collabo-
rative culture. L

“Paul, MN 55108; email: gail.ghere@spps.org

NOTE

Interview protocols are available from the first author upon request.
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