Below is an exchange from June, 2011 with Dr Susan Yuan and Dr Michael Giangreco, authors of a paper (http://www.districtandcommunitypartners.org/documents/DCP-be-careful-what-you-wish-for.pdf) on alternatives to paraprofessionals (AKA aides) in Special Education.

It discusses how to use the research, when aides are appropriate and what aides can do for children.
See especially this reference from Dr Giangreco:

“I have explicitly included a cautionary statement (see page 9 under the heading "Conclusions and Cautions").”  in http://wiki.laptop.org/images/8/8c/IDD2010_48%281%29_1-13.pdf
------------------

Hi, Greg,

I've been out of town for several days at the AAIDD conference in Minneapolis, and haven't been on e-mail.

Of course you can share my comments with other families, and with schools if they will help.

My preference would be for classroom aides who could unobtrusively step in when needed for the responsibilities I discussed earlier. Even if the primary responsibility would be for one or two children, it would be on an "as needed" basis rather than assigned and attached, and should be faded as soon as possible without things deteriorating.

My "parent" thoughts on ABA or other intensive one-to-one instruction would be interspersing limited periods of work with other more inclusive classroom work. My son always had to learn and practice his speech therapy/communication work in a one-to-one setting, but the classroom with the other students, and particularly cooperative learning groups, gave him the opportunity to actually use it in a natural way.

Good luck in your work with the schools for the coming year.

Susan

---------

Hi Susan,

Thanks for the detailed reply and info on the video.

Do you mind if I forward this reply ?

Dr Giangreco's papers are fascinating and timely. As budgets tighten, several consulting firms have started saying that cities and towns in Mass should reduce the use of aides. Unfortunately, they don't use the rigorous methdology outlined in the papers, but they have cited your paper as the research that supports it.  The decision comes from the administration and then the teams comply and start moving kids to co-taught classes or just removing or sharing aides.

As parents, we don't have the tools to decide whether the work of the aides can be improved or if an alternative is better for an individual child. The school system says that aides are stigmatizing and there's not a firm way to measure that or balance it against other factors. That's a systemic/administrative problem, but I wanted to mention it in case you have any comments.

Thanks a lot for your work and for sharing your experiences and knowledge.

I followed up on this aide question because I'm trying to understand how to ensure that schools work with parents instead of dictating to them, for all decisions.

Thanks,

Greg S

On Sat, Jun 4, 2011 at 10:31 AM, Susan J Yuan <syuan@uvm.edu> wrote:

What a pleasure it was to read Mike's latest articles!  He does have such a clear picture of  hat should be happening within schools for real inclusion to happen.

Looking back at the article of mine you found, I realize that my experiences with paraeducators in schools were similar.  Andreas always had an assigned one-to-one, while I think now a good classroom aide could have worked most of the time.  His one-to-one aides ranged from 5 really good ones--good from the sense that they both understood his needs and facilitated his learning from the teachers and classmates; several eminently forgettable ones, and two who were damaging to both learning and socialization.  The quality of his education was far too dependent on the quality of the paraeducator.  While he had two or three excellent teachers who thought hard about his learning, for the most part, the teachers felt absolved of any need to consider his learning, leaving that responsibility to the aide.

From my personal experience I consider some of the ways in which a paraeducator was most useful to be:  

1) to model effective interactions for the other students--for example, since Andreas had little respect for personal space of others, and would try to hug, the students were taught to counter his enthusiastic approach by offering a high-five;  

2) to assist with personal care;  

3) to assist with desensitization--for example, helping him accept toothbrushing, overcoming his tactile defensiveness;  

4) to transport him for jobs in the community and serve as job coach;  

5) to assist the school nurse in the case of seizures;  

6) to assure safety in situations where his impulsiveness could create danger (like bolting into the street);  

7) to carry out sensory integration procedures (like brushing); 

8)to assist the teachers in creating accommodations (like finding and bringing in a full-size skeleton poster for identifying bones, or enlarging graph paper so that he could be accurate in placing data points); 

9) to support his use of communication devices (programming, trouble-shooting); 

10) to serve as facilitator in facilitated communication (but should NOT be the sole facilitator, as communication can fall apart if that person leaves the job); 

11) to assist with transitions; 

12) to cue him on appropriate responses.

When Andreas was experiencing the best years of his inclusion, we made a video, "Andreas, Outcomes of Inclusion."  It is still available from the Center on Disability and Community Inclusion (CDCI), by contacting michaella.collins@uvm.edu.  I'd recommend it because it shows interactions with a very effective aide at that time, Kevin Barber, as well as an excellent classroom teacher, and models their roles.

Good luck in working with your school, and thanks for getting me thinking and reading about this again!

Susan

Quoting Greg Smith <gregsmithpm@gmail.com>:

Dear Greg,

 Thank you for your articulate and thoughtful email. As my auto-reply indicated, presently I am otherwise occupied, but I wanted to respond to you, at least briefly. It has been many years since I have had any direct contact with the Newton school district, though my past experiences were very positive -- I found them to be forward thinking and more aware of current research and exemplary practices than many (most) districts I encounter. Your district has long had a positive reputation for inclusive special education -- so I trust that includes collaboration with families. So my general encouragement would be to continue an open dialogue with the school officials based on the assumption that you share the same overarching goal -- to make sure your students receive an appropriate/quality education.

 I have made it a point to include parental perspectives in much of my work. In fact the article you referred to "Be careful what you wish for..."

(in Teaching Exceptional Children, 2005) was co-authored with four parents who have children with developmental disabilities from four different states (MA, MI, OH, VT).  I have been made aware by others about the concern you raised (people selectively using parts of my work and sometimes in ways that might be of concern). I don't your specific situation well enough to have an opinion about whether that is happening. So while I am not sure it would be constructive to write a letter of the sort I think you are requesting, I am attaching some additional resources that I think speak to your concern.

Specifically, in one of my more recent articles (http://wiki.laptop.org/images/8/8c/IDD2010_48%281%29_1-13.pdf) I have explicitly included a cautionary statement (see page 9 under the heading "Conclusions and Cautions"). I should note that co-teaching is certainly a potential alternative to overreliance on paraprofessionals. I am also attaching two other recent article, one (http://wiki.laptop.org/images/6/68/RASE11_32%281%29_22-38.pdf) is a study on a process designed to have school teams (including a representative of families) explore alternatives to overreliance on paraprofessionals. The last attachment (http://wiki.laptop.org/images/a/a0/RASE_MS_11-01-0003_Revised.pdf) isa pre-publication version of an article that is currently in press and hopefully will be available (at least online) later this year. I hope these materials (as well as others you might learn about on our Project EVOLVE Plus web site) will assist both you and the school personnel.

Best wishes,

Michael
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