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Abstract
As the demand and need for support workers increases in the classroom, it is pressing to
understand the training background and development needs of the education assistants who
support students with exceptionalities. This needs assessment asks what EAs know and what
further knowledge is still needed in order for paraprofessionals to use best practices when
supporting students’ academic and behavioural needs. This study’s survey askes education
assistants from a Northern BC school district about their education background, current
professional training, and collaborative practices with classroom and special education teachers.
This study can provide a keen insight into EA understanding and what steps are required to

further develop their skills.

Keywords: education assistant, paraprofessionals, training, teacher and EA

collaboration
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Chapter One: Introduction
Inclusive education attempts to ensure that all students are successful and included within

their classroom communities. In British Columbia (BC), education assistants (EA) are an integral
part of classroom learning and student support. EAs often implement instruction, adapt learning
materials, and provide behaviour and social-emotional support for students with exceptionalities
(Stewart, 2019). With the assistance of EAs in the classroom, students will receive the support
they need to achieve their social, academic, and behavioural education goals. In supporting
students to meet their needs, often complex and unique, education assistants must be flexible,
able to meet classroom demands, and respond to teacher direction (Stewart, 2019).

The complexity of the job performed by education assistants raises a few concerns. What
kind of training do paraprofessionals receive to enter the classroom? What resources and
ongoing training are in place at the school and school district levels to meet the complex needs of
students with individual education plans? What structures are in place to support the
collaboration needed for teachers and education assistants to prepare for classroom activities?
Student Support Roles

The team created to support students with exceptionalities include; school administrator,
teachers (classroom and special education), parents, students, and teacher assistants (British
Columbia Ministry of Education, 2016). The school-based team collaborates to design an
Individual Education Plan (IEP) in order to develop goals that address the needs of students with
special needs (p. 3). The planning and implementation of student support is an on-going and
collaborative process between teachers, support staff, parents, students, and administrators (p.
12). All staff members should have access to resources and training in order to effectively

implement goals for students.
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Teachers

Teachers are responsible for designing, supervising, and assessing learning goals
indicated in a student’s IEP (p. 9). They collaborate with specialists to meet the individual needs
of the student.
Education Assistants

Education assistants, also called teacher assistants, paraeducators, and paraprofessionals,
are identified as a staff member other than the teacher who aides in the teacher in the
instructional responsibilities and duties (p. 10). They play a key role in implementing program
goals designed by the teacher. EAs can also help to collect data in order to assess student
progress. They also receive additional training depending on a student’s health-related needs.
While most of the literature used in this paper refer to EAs as paraprofessionals or paraeducators
and Teacher Assistant is the primary term established by the joint paper created by the BCTF and
CUPE (2009), for the purpose of this study, I will primarily use the term Education Assistant as
this is the term referred to in the district where this study will be conducted.
Education and Training for Education Assistants

Education or training requirements for education assistants vary between districts (Morin,
et al. 2022) with no provincial guidelines on appropriate training or education. EAs are providing
more behaviour support, which leads to more education support. This requires EAs to be able to
understand, replicate, and modify teacher led concepts and instructions with very little time to
learn or discuss these concepts with the classroom teacher. EAs that lack the necessary basic
training can feel helpless to support their students and could provide instruction that may

negatively impact students’ academic understanding and success.
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Experience and on the job training now guides EAs in their practice. Experienced EAs
make up for the lack of formal training particularly with social-emotional and most behaviour
support with years of experience. However, even with experience EAs receive very little
professional development or training to supplement or further develop best practices in their
work (Mason, 2021.) Paraeducators have reported lack of time and appropriate training
opportunities in order to further develop their knowledge, especially specialized training
applicable to the individual needs of their students (Morin, 2022.) Morin, et al, also discovered
that the most useful and sustainable model for EA development comes from the supervising by a
teacher. This implies that there is a need for planning and collaboration time between teachers
and paraeducators. Teachers providing an active role in paraeducator development, such as on
the job training, designing instructional plans, and monitoring paraeducators daily activities, is
essential (Irvin, 2017) and yet not enough time or opportunities are allotted for this to occur.
Statement of Problem

Like in the US, hiring requirements in BC are varied and not enforced. While some
districts in southern BC do require an Education Assistant certificate or diploma and may not
hire someone without it, in northern BC there are often no applicants with these accreditations
and will often place anyone into these positions. Education Assistants are providing substantial
support and even academic instruction to students, despite majority of EAs having reported
taking no relevant coursework or training to prepare them for a career in education (Irvin, et al.
2017). This is leading to support staff who do not understand the specific learning processes or
procedures and providing support that is counter to the needs of the students.

Effective Teacher-Education Assistant Relationships
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While student case managers and classroom teachers are expected to provide direct
supervision and informal feedback to EAs (Stewart, 2019), teachers are provided little training
on how to lead adults in the classroom (Biggs, et al. 2018). The BCTF and CUPE Joint paper
(2009) states that “Teacher assistants work under the general direction of a teacher in the school,
and under the supervision of the principal/vice-principal.” (p. 3) While it is acknowledged in
teaching programs that teachers are expected to direct and guide Education Assistants in their
classroom, this information may be limited to, “Think about where or how EAs will be used in
your lesson plans?” It is important for EAs and teachers to communicate, collaborate, and plan
together (Bronstein, et al. 2022). However, constraints on time and abilities to direct adults have
hindered educators’ abilities to best support their students. It can also leave paraeducators feeling
like there is an unequal balance in their relationships with teachers (Bronstein, et al. 2022).

Uncertified EAs with years of experience can make it difficult for young or new teachers
to direct or supervise student support. While EA experience is an asset for any teacher, it is
difficult for them to create the best learning conditions when they are being contradicted or
perceived and judged by an EA in the classroom. Biggs, et al. (2018) reported back that
communication between teachers and paraprofessionals needed to be clear and assertive,
“without being too passive” (p. 122). They also emphasized a need from respect between both
parties (p. 123). In fact, EAs are more likely to feel undervalued by teachers because they lack
formal training (Mason, et al. 2021).

Effective Student Support Relationships

Students depend on the experience and relationships that are built between them and their

EAs. Students are more likely to attempt non-preferred activities when they have a positive

relationship with the adults who support them. Paraeducators have more details about a student’s
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interests, needs, and home life. So when there is a disruption, they are able to predict and even
manage behaviour (Marks, et al. 1999). This is possible because paraeducators take on multiple
roles, such as, friend, protector, mother, and primary teacher (Goodwin, et al. 2022). Effective
practices allow students to make choices regarding their learning and social emotional support.
Goodwin, et al.’s (2022) study noted, when “kids are given choices; they can do way better
because they have some sense of control in their lives.” (p. 189)

However, the presence of EAs in the classroom can create barriers in students’ social
interactions, independence, self-identity, self-advocacy, and access to classroom instruction
(Goodwin, et al. 2022). With improper training and collaboration, EAs may overexert their
support both academically and socially. This leads to an over-reliance on adult support or trigger
student outburst and noncompliance. The counter to these situations is effective collaboration
between teachers and EAs that creates a plan specific to the student needing support (Stewart,
2019).

Student learning and social-emotional support can be impacted by the lack of education
knowledge. Most education assistants have high school level education, however it is unclear if
any have post-secondary education or any training related to special education (Stewart, 2019).
Learning concepts in literacy and numeracy are then mistranslated when supporting students
because support staff do not have any foundations in these concepts (Morin, et al. 2022). So
students are struggling and EAs are also struggling with the content and a cycle of frustration and
confusion is being created for the students they are supporting. Similar scenarios are being
created when inexperienced EAs are supporting students with social-emotional concerns. EAs
can coddled students which does not give students an opportunity to be successful on their own

or they are overly strict in their expectations which trigger students into a fight or flight situation.
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This could be the result of EAs assuming the roles of mother and friend (Goodwin, et al. 2022).
These instances of severe behaviour reactions can be linked to the fact that “many
paraprofessionals have little, or no, formal training to prepare them for these responsibilities”
(Bronstein, et al. 2022, p. 124).
Personal Context

British Columbia, like many other provinces, is experiencing major staffing shortages.
This is even more prevalent in northern regions of the province, where populations are smaller
and trained professionals are limited. Not only is it difficult to hire certified teachers, it is even
harder finding certified, experienced education assistants. | have been teaching in a norther BC
school district from nine years. | have worked in an isolated rural school and a few in town
community schools. | have worked with many education assistants, where two have been
certified. It was a challenge to learn how to direct EAs when | was a very new teacher. It was
actually easier to take advice from a veteran, uncertified teacher in my school than it was to teach
my challenging first class alone. Each year, | have a new EA assist in my classroom and | again
have to learn how to direct them while ensuring that they understand what strategies | am
attempting to introduce in my class. This is typically can only be accomplished during class time,
while we are both trying to maintain classroom management. This is still a challenge that | am
learning and often stress about the kinds of supports my students are getting.

Current practice in some northern BC school districts are to hire moms, with school-aged
children, who might have some post-secondary education. Often there are recommendations to
take EA certificate courses at the local college but as this is available through their personal time

and expense, this recommendation is not often followed.
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Despite that lack of training, there is a sense that these EAs care deeply about their
students. They want to support them and be able to teach them but they often do not know how
to accomplish this feat. This leads us to ask; what do EAs know or need to know to best support
their students?

Rationale for the Study

A key issue with the current research available on paraprofessionals is that the majority
of the research is conducted in the United States (Irvin, et al. 2017; Bronstein, et al. 2022; Morin,
et al. 2022; Mason, et al, 2021; Goodwin, et al. 2022; Wiggs, et al. 2020). Very little research
comes from Canada, let alone British Columbia. This makes it important to gain a deeper
understanding of education assistants in BC; what they know and what they need to know.
Generalizing data from the US, where practices and policies may not be the same as in BC is not
practical in understanding the needs of our paraeducators.

Little research is conducted on paraeducator practices and effective approaches to support
students (Morin, et al. 2022). It is important to understand how paraeducators best support
students and what supports EAs may need from teachers to be their most effective in their
practice. Gaining in-depth knowledge of BC’s education assistants will help special education
teachers effectively plan for their students and the supports that they receive.

Further study on what BC EAs know and need to know will help to fuel future studies
into research-based training for EAs (Wiggs, et al. 2020) and teacher-education assistant
collaboration. Paraeducators need to feel valued in their profession, in particular that they have
something to contribute to the education field. By giving EAs a voice, it will specialize training
and eliminate the feeling that training is ineffective, repetitive, and a waste of their time (Mason,

et al. 2021).
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This study will contribute specifically to special education by understanding what further
training, planning, or collaboration is necessary to create conditions that foster students’ success.
Overview of the Study

With these current challenges in the education field, it is important to understand what
factors contribute successful support of student learning. The question guiding this study is: what
do EAs know and need to know about effective student supports in academic, social, and
behavioural concepts? The research guiding this question will be attempted through a needs
assessment. This needs assessment will gather data that can assess the current level of knowledge
and practices of education assistants in a northern BC school district.

Participants will include education assistants from a variety of training backgrounds and
experiences in a school district located in northern British Columbia. Participants will be drawn
from elementary, middle school, and high school placements. Data collection will take the form
of mixed qualitative and quantitative methods with both a survey and an interview. It is
important to gather unbiased data regarding the knowledge and training of EAs, as well as their
experiences. Analysis will focus on identifying the gaps presented in the findings collected and
the research already presented. In particular, this will compare northern BC knowledge and
needs with US established research.

While a needs assessment will provide an important assessment of the current situation
within northern schools, this form of study will only be able to provide recommendations to
address the needs identified. There will not be an opportunity to implement and test any
recommendations and there are no opportunities to make a change. However, gaining an
understanding of the current practices of education assistants will help to guide future studies.

Gathering participants in a small town school district may also be a challenge. As many staff
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know each other through schools or social environments, participants may be reluctant to provide
honest answers while maintaining anonymity. Participants may also be unwilling to give their
valuable personal time to complete the survey.

Gaining input from education assistants will provide valuable insight into the people
providing integral care of students with exceptionalities. Teachers will have knowledge that will
allow them to thoughtfully and respectfully plan and work with their main classroom resource.
As well, teachers and paraeducators will have a greater opportunity to work in a positive and

collaborative manner that focuses on the needs of the students.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
The role of education assistants (EA), or paraprofessionals, and their place in the learning

support model has been generating interest in the academic field. Some key themes that have
been identified are: education, training, and professional development in the education field,;
understanding the roles and responsibilities of paraprofessionals; and the professional
relationship between education assistant, teacher, and effective planning and collaboration. All of
these areas are important factors to consider when preparing to support students with
exceptionalities. Student successes or challenges will depend on the careful preparation and
experience of the adult supporting them. Therefore, this study attempts to ask: What do EAs
know and need to know about effective student supports in academic, social, and behavioural
concepts?
Policy and Framework

Based on the British Columbia Special Education Services: Manual of Policies,
Procedures, and Guidelines, administrators and teachers are expected to provide guidance and
supervision of education assistants (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2016, p. 10). It
describes the role of an education assistant, or teacher assistant, as a person other than the teacher
who aids in the implementation of education as mandated by the Schools Act. Paraprofessionals
are identified as playing a “key role in the implementing” (p. 10) of teacher designed programs
that support students with special needs. Education assistants are members of the learning
support team and collaborate with teachers, parents, and administrators to plan for a student’s
learning and physical needs. They are also expected to collect data in order to “evaluate student
progress” (p. 10). While this policy indicates that all staff apart of the support team are entitled to

receive in-services and resources to support best practices (p. 12), it only specifically comments
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on training for health-related needs teacher assistants should receive training from health
specialists (p. 10). This does not give any extra specification on training or resources specifically
designed for the needs of the student they support. The planning for student support is described
as a collaborative process, this language includes education assistants as an educator.

Roles and Responsibilities of Teachers and Teachers Assistants/Education Assistants
(2009) was laid out by the British Columbia Teachers Federation (BCTF) and Canadian Union of
Public Employees BC (CUPE BC). It restates from the BC Ministry of Education, that EAs work
directly with teachers and receive most of their instructions from them, however administrators
provided the supervision. This structure is intended to create a “collegial” relationship between
EA and teacher (3,) where there is an expectation of collaboration between the two parties that
plan and implement instructional goals for students with exceptionalities. Teachers and education
assistants are expected to collaborate, implement learning goals of the student, make adaptations,
use and create resources, behaviour management, and report student progress.
Summary of Research in the Field
Education, Training, and Professional Development

Under the Every Student Succeeds Act (cited in Bronstein, et al. 2022), paraprofessionals
are uncertified instructional staff who assist in the classroom under the guidance of the teacher
(p. 123). Education requirements appear to depend on the state or school district mandates,
although there is a general expectation that a paraprofessional should at least have their high
school diploma and one of the following post-secondary training: 2 years at a college or
technical school, an associate degree, or demonstrate an ability to support reading, writing, and

mathematics instruction (Bronstein, et al. 2022, p. 124). Missing early training, paraprofessionals
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and teachers rely on in-class experience and available professional development (Morin, et al.
2022).

Morin, et al. (2022) asked four questions to identify the learning principles for adults who
work with students with autism. They designed a survey to gain contextual background
information and answer these key questions: “What are the roles and responsibilities of
paraprofessionals working with students with autism in school settings? ...What types of PD
result in applied knowledge for paraprofessionals who work with students with autism? ... What
are the barriers to PD? ...When do paraprofessionals and teachers of students with autism
communicate?” (p. 98) Their data pool consisted of 325 participants, 92% female and 6% male,
paraprofessionals working in public schools and supported students with autism. The survey
contained 24 questions divided into four sections; section one focused on eligibility to participate
in the study, section two focused on role and responsibilities in the classroom, section three on
professional development opportunities, and section four were related to a large research study
and responses were not considered in Morin’s final results.

Participants reported a typical work week was spent supporting behaviour, supervising
unstructured times, and instruction (p. 99). Participants also reported that available professional
development included courses and workshops, professional readings, conferences, and peer
mentorship, coaching, or observations. The lack of time (reports by 55% of paraprofessionals)
and appropriate training available (44%) to paraprofessionals was identified as the main barriers
to completing professional development (p.100), although lack of money, employer support, and
available resources was also named. Communication between supervising teachers and
paraprofessionals seems to primarily occur during classroom downtime (about 87% of

paraprofessionals), before or after school (84% of paraprofessionals), teacher work days, and
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planning periods. These forms of communication appeared to only occur during work days.
Morin, et al. found that the amount of academic instruction provided by paraprofessionals was
concerning as supervision was not likely to be frequent. They determined that quality
professional development that specializes in the specific needs of students with autism is
important to the success of paraprofessionals in their roles.

This study identifies a need to provide relevant and accessible professional development
to paraprofessionals that is more tailored to the needs of their students. Limitations of this study
include: a limited sampling of paraprofessionals in participant number and motivation to receive
professional development, also the level of experience among the paraprofessionals can impact
responses. They recommend that future research examine the correlation between experience and
roles and responsibilities of paraprofessionals.

Wiggs, et al. (2020) introduce Behaviour Support Coaching of Paraprofessionals (BSC-P)
as an answer to the lack of professional development in behaviour management provided to
paraprofessionals. This case study consists of an eight session program utilizing problem-solving
and collaboration to implement research-based behaviour strategies to paraprofessionals. The
goals of this case study is determine the extent the BSC-P “promotes fidelity of paraprofessional
intervention implementation,” (p.224) whether BSC-P “improves observed student behaviour,”
(p. 224) and how satisfied paraprofessionals are with BSC-P as a professional development
approach (p. 224). Participants were selected from a large-scale study conducted on the efficacy
of BSC-P. One general education teacher, one paraprofessional, and three teacher selected
students from an urban elementary school were selected for this case study. BSC-P was used to
support the paraprofessional and consisted of 5 stages: needs identification, needs analysis, plan

development, plan implementation, and plan evaluation (p. 226). Between each session a coach
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observed the paraprofessional strategies and student behaviour. Wiggs used the Behavior
Observation of Students in Schools (BOSS) tool, as well as the Coaching Observation Form
(COF). Coaches were also provided with an Intervention Fidelity Checklist and
paraprofessionals completed a survey.

Observations suggested that the paraprofessionals consistency with implementing
coaching strategies appeared to contributed to positive student outcomes, one student
demonstrated a 42% increase in academic engagement (p. 235). Observations did notice a
positive change in student behaviour as well as an increase in classroom engagement. They also
found that BSC-P was effective in improving paraprofessional skills and fostered a more
cohesive paraprofessional-teacher relationship, as a result the paraprofessional reported feeling
more supported (p. 240). However, the single context and small participant group limits the
generalizability of the findings beyond this case. Also, results were dependent on the coach’s
observations and it is unknown how consistent the paraprofessional was when an observer was
not present. Scheduling for coaching sessions also became a challenge due to absences and
school events (p. 241). Wiggs, et al. (2020) found that researched-based training or coaching
could provide the most useful and successful learning for paraeducators to positively support
students with behaviours.

Roles and Responsibilities

Along with the lack of training and professional development, there is also uncertainty
regarding paraeducators and their expected roles and responsibilities within schools.
Paraeducators are unsure about the roles of their jobs and receive infrequent communication to
clarify their responsibilities (Stewart, 2019). Administrators and teachers are expected to provide

guidance and supervision of education assistants regarding the support of students (British
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Columbia Ministry of Education, 2016). In Mason, et al.’s study (2021), teachers expressed a
level of ambiguity surrounding paraprofessionals’ roles and responsibilities, a concern that
affects both teachers and paraprofessionals.

Mason, et al. (2021) investigated the responsibilities and needs of paraprofessionals and
what factors impact this. They engaged 14 paraprofessionals and 16 teachers from urban
elementary school in focus groups to explore the needs identified by educators. There were four
focus groups of homogenous groups based on student disability level and education role.
Interviews, lasting approximately an hour, were conducted by two different research groups,
while the questions were designed to target responsibilities, training needs, and other related
issues important to paraprofessionals and teachers. Interview responses were coded based on
four guiding research questions.

Four out of seven identified themes addresses this studies key questions. A need for
clarification on roles and responsibilities for both paraeducators and teachers is a challenge
especially for teachers. One teacher remarked that paraeducators may not understand the
situation they will be involved in with students, saying “when you work with some kids with
some severe disabilities you sign up to be a punching bag because you can’t retaliate” (p. 102).
Teachers also commented on the need to understand the rules of their responsibility and
authority. Paraeducators noted that even when rules and responsibilities were known, there were
inconsistencies in implementing them. Focus groups expressed a lack of available opportunities
for teacher-paraeducator collaboration and communication. Lack of communication and
collaboration could lead paraprofessionals to a feeling of disrespect, inequality, and lack of
support from teachers. While both teachers and paraeducators in the study reported similar

information, it is important to acknowledge that these participants all came “from
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demographically similar schools” (p. 112) and may not be a comprehensive sample of
paraprofessionals and teachers. Further research in this area with a wider participant sample and
the inclusion of a quantitative component may be able to provide further insights into educator
challenges and needs.

Teachers are limited by their lack of formal training in directing or guiding
paraprofessionals, nor do they receive consistent ongoing development in this area (Irvin, et al.
2017). As teachers struggle to develop skills to guide, plan, and collaborate with
paraprofessionals, they become ignorant to the competency level of the EAs they work with
(Irvin, et al. 2017). Irvin, et al found this teacher struggle to improve as teachers worked more
closely with their paraeducators, not only did their understanding of EA skills change but
paraeducators benefited from the attention and training (2017).

Irvin’s finding directs us to the third finding, that collaboration and planning conducted
between teacher and EA positively benefits the success of students. Despite complaints regarding
the lack of available time, both teachers and paraeducators have indicated that time to collaborate
would benefit confidence and student support (Mason, et al. 2021).

Collaboration, Planning, and EA/Teacher Relationships

Bronstein, et al. (2022) notes that despite this basic requirement, paraprofessionals have
very little, if any, training to prepare them for the demands of supporting students. They asked:
“What is the quality of paraprofessional and teacher relationships in elementary school settings
when working with students with exceptionalities?”” (p. 125). To answer this question, they
completed a satisfaction scale with 175 paraprofessionals, with varying degrees of education and

work experience, and 123 teachers that worked with them. The scale consisted of 24 items using
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the Likert-type scale to measure responses. The 24 items were broken into 2 subsections; Joining
and Communication.

In the Joining subsection, paraprofessionals stated they had respect for the teachers they
work with a mean score of 4.91 (p. 127). However, they had low scores regarding agreement in
beliefs, for example paraprofessionals score 4.29 when asked if they saw students the same way
as teachers (p. 127). Paraprofessionals reported an overall positive relationship with teachers,
however the data revealed that direct communication between paraprofessionals and teachers
needs further assistance. Paraprofessionals scored 4.38 when asked if they share when they are
pleased and 4.54 when asked if they can share their concerns with their teacher. These results
reveal that paraeducators do not feel comfortable in communicating their feelings with the
teachers they work with. Demographics did show that paraeducators with more work experience
reported greater communication with their teachers (p. 129). This can mean that with experience,
of teachers and paraeducators, staff can gain the confidence they need to communicate. This
study reveals an underlying power dynamic, especially when race or ethnic identity are factors,
that prevent paraprofessionals from building a quality professional relationship and be able to
communicate with their teachers. This dynamic would prevent the open collaboration required to
plan and support students with exceptionalities.

This study relied on self-reporting from paraprofessionals, as a result may not accurately
reveal the daily relationships and communication between paraprofessionals and teachers.
Bronstein, et al. recommends repeating this study at a larger scale to gain a more comprehensive
view of working conditions of paraprofessionals. It is particularly important to understand how
paraprofessionals and teachers communicate and may have future impacts in the classroom

environment and how students are supported.
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Without a collaborative relationship between teacher and education assistants, the social
and academic growth of students with exceptionalities can be significantly impacted. Irvin, et al.
(2017) wonders if this breakdown in collaboration is due to the lack of training of teachers to
supervise and direct paraeducators. They ask: “How is the level of supervision that teachers
provide paraprofessionals related to perceived paraprofessional competence, assigned tasks and
classroom type?” (p. 108) Participants consisting of 64 teachers were asked to complete a survey
that asked about paraprofessionals tasks, level of experience and training received to supervise
paraprofessionals, and personal experiences in supervising them. Irvin, et al. found that the more
skills paraprofessionals appeared to have, then more supervision was provided by teachers (p.
112), this appeared to be counter to the hypothesis they predicted. The perceived competence
was directly related to the tasks and classroom types assigned to paraprofessionals.

The results of this study caused Irvin, et al. to question whether there is a link between
paraprofessionals competence and the relationship between them and teachers, such as
paraprofessional with stronger skills are able to build relationships where those with weaker
skills cannot. Or if this was an example of supervising teachers not knowing what skills
paraprofessionals have and learn when relationships have been built. They suggest that training
for both teachers and paraprofessionals is required, as well as further study into what factors lead
to effective supervision of paraprofessionals. This study introduces important questions as to
which factors contribute to positive collaborative relationship between teachers and
paraprofessionals. It is also important to note that teachers appear to receive very little formal

training to guide and collaborate with paraeducators.
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Conclusion

Understanding the people who have become an integral part of the inclusion support
model has become a growing interest. Lack of training of paraprofessionals appears to be further
compounded by the lack of training by teachers to supervise the adults supporting their students
(Biggs, et al. 2018). Teachers are expected to collaborate and consult with paraprofessionals
(British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2016) however many teachers depend on teaching
experience instead of any focus in education to guide and supervise paraeducators (Biggs, et al.
2018). Finding available time to meet with education assistants is more than challenging as EA
work hours occur primarily when students require support (Stewart, 2019). Time also creates a
problem when finding available time for training or professional development (ibid). If EAs are
only paid for their work time, which only occurs during school hours, then creating training that
EAs want and are able to attend is difficult, especially if funding is not available to provide
training outside of work hours. The hierarchical structure of supervision can also create
confusing boundaries between paraeducator and educators. EAs work directly with teachers and
receive most of their instructions from them, however administrators provided the supervision.
This structure is intended to create a “collegial” relationship between EA and teacher (British
Columbia Teachers Federation & Canadian Union of Public Employees, 2009), however, this
may create more of an unequal rift in the relationship between the two parties. There is very little
research on effective, research-based professional development for paraprofessionals (Biggs, et
al. 2018), which particularly true for studies conducted in British Columbia. This study’s aim is

to identify the factors that affect the skills of paraeducators in Northern BC classrooms.
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Chapter Three: Research Methods
Paraeducators have become such an important tool in the inclusive education model,

which makes it necessary to gain a deeper understanding on the educators who spend the most
time directly providing education services to students with exceptionalities (Mason, et al. 2021).
With the majority of paraeducators in the US reporting not receiving relevant education to
prepare them for a career in education (Irvin, et al. 2017), there is an interest in what training
education assistants have received that helped them to perform the duties of their job especially
in British Columbia. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to answer the question: What do EAs
know and need to know about effective student supports in academic, social, and behavioural
concepts?
Methodology

This study’s question will be attempted to be answered through a needs assessment.
Needs assessments aid in identifying “the gaps between the real and ideal conditions” (Tutty &
Rothery, 2001, p. 150) within the inclusive education model. This study will provide background
information on BC’s EAs; what they know, need to know, and their role in schools. As well as,
how their current knowledge influences their abilities to perform their job within a classroom and
school setting (Tutty & Rothery, 2001). Needs assessments provide an opportunity to identify
problem areas, issues, and difficulties that need to be addressed (Altschuld & Watkins, 2014)
which will help to create professional development that can expand on and support their practice.
Participants

This study will be looking for EAs with a minimum 1-year classroom experience and
working in a public school. To collect a sample that proportionally represents EAs within a

Northern BC district, approximately 250 EAs working in a school district, this study expects at
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least 10%, about 25 EAs. Participants will be recruited through posters with study information
and access to a QR code to the survey. Posters will be passed on in emails, sent to posted school
emails, and posted in schools’ common staff spaces, like staff rooms and notice boards.
Recruitment of staff within own school during staff meetings or in the staff room. Recruiting
enough participants to generate enough data to develop generalized predictions could be
challenge. In part, this is due to the donation of participant personal time to complete a survey.
The design of online surveys, such as Google Forms, addresses any concern regarding
participant anonymity. Names and contact information is not required to complete this survey.
As a teacher who directs and supports EAs in their jobs, it is important to acknowledge an
underlying power dynamic that may make some participants uncomfortable or unwilling to share
their opinions. Without “mutual trust and accountability... the needs assessment process is
unlikely to be equitable and effective” (Zanti & Culhane, 2022, p. 419).
Data Collection

Data collected will be through quantitative methods, in particular a digital survey. A
digital survey will be sent to participants to allow for ease of access and convenience (Cohen, et
al. 2018, p. 362). This survey will allow for the most objectivity, as well as encourage honesty
and authentic responses from participants (p. 362). This study will use Google Forms for the
digital platform of this survey. This program will be most familiar in the district, but will
preserve that anonymity be secured. This platform will also aid in the collection and organization
of data collected. The data collected in this study will be able to gaps in knowledge regarding EA
background knowledge, training, roles, and relationships. It will also be able to indicate what
knowledge and support is needed for EAs in the future. All data collected will be assessed based

on evidence-based practices identified in the field.
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Data Analysis and Interpretation

Qualitative data will be collected through a survey using both multiple choice and Likert-
scale questions. Descriptive statistics will describe data to be analyzed and interpreted (Cohen,
Manion, & Morrison, 2018).

The Likert-scale question will be “useful for the researcher, as they build in a degree of
sensitivity and differentiation of responses whilst still generating numbers” (Cohen, et al. 2018,
p. 480). These responses will provide ordinal scale data to interpret. Through descriptive
statistics, data can be compared and correlated to understand paraprofessional experiences and
needs within their practice. Data will be presented in the form of graphs to allow for accessibility
to the reader.

Values and Limitations
Limitations

It is important to acknowledge that this sample is localized to northern BC and may not
reflect all EA experience in the province. This study will only have access to participants
working within the public school system which will reduce the diversity of participant
experience (Bronstein, et al. 2017). Future studies would want to consider paraprofessionals who
work in public schools, from urban and rural schools, as well as those who work in private or
indigenous lead schools. As this study relies on participants self-reporting, it is expected that
participant bias could influence responses based on their personal feelings (Morin, et al. 2022).

The use of a digital survey could limit equitable access for participants to complete the
survey, such as access to technology or internet (Cohen, et al. 2018, p. 363). It also limits in-
depth responses that could be available in interviews (Cohen, et al. 2018, p. 363).

Value of study
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This study will provide much needed information regarding the training, knowledge,
roles, and responsibilities of EAs in BC. Current literature available consists of research that is
conducted primarily in the United States (Irvin, et al. 2017; Bronstein, et al. 2022; Morin, et al.
2022; Mason, et al, 2021; Goodwin, et al. 2022; Wiggs, et al. 2020). This study will allow for a
BC perspective of the current needs and challenges within BC schools. Survey responses will
give a deeper understanding of resources available to education assistants in northern BC and
other rural schools districts. Teachers will have an opportunity to understand EAs’ current
understandings and practices in order expand on their professional relationships with more
empathy and strategies to further support paraeducator practices. Information gleaned from this
study will guide future research in how to further support EAs and students within the inclusion

model.
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Chapter Four: Findings
Surveys were posted in schools in search of EAs to help answer the question: what do

EAs in BC know and what do they need to know about effective student supports in academic,
social, and behavioural concepts? Posters were sent to multiple elementary and middle schools
and the single high school within the Northern BC district.

Six participants responded and completed the survey. The range of experience as an
educational assistant varied from 1-10 years; however, most of the participants reported they had
worked between 5-10 years as an EA. These EAs currently work primarily in 1 classroom in
grades ranging from K-5, while one participant currently works in multiple classrooms. The
results from this study were grouped into three areas: training and professional development,
roles and responsibilities, and collaboration and professional relationships.

Training & Professional Development
Training

Of the participants who completed the survey, 83% have successfully completed their EA
certification. One participant has a high school diploma as their highest level of education and is
currently working on their EA certification. Some participants noted a potential relationship
between the local college and the district in order for uncertified EAs to complete courses and
training. I have not found any resources that indicate this program is still available.

Enrolment at the college into the EA program could be a challenge for some EA’s.
Currently, EAs are required to complete the program in their own time and with their own funds.
Additionally, Participant #2 stated, “You need to have a physical exam and letter from a doctor
as part of the enrolment. You do not need a physical exam or doctor’s note to become an

employee. It could be an inconvenience as you are already doing the job, but aren’t able to gain
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more skills through the college.” This requirement has been verified on the college website
(Northern Lights College, n.d.) A health verification requirement may be a barrier when
uncertified educational assistants are considering becoming certified. When asked if they felt
their training prepared them for providing support for their students, 66% answered yes. One
participant mentioned that the program they are taking are providing useful skills to “aide [sic] in
their work.”

Professional Development Opportunities

Training opportunities for educational assistants occur primarily on the job, followed by
conferences or online trainings. While EAs are invited to attend some workshops offered within
the district, very few training opportunities are directed to EAs and their specific needs. This
occurs mostly on Professional Development Days, online, or in the evenings. When asked how
useful these training opportunities are for their current role, all participants indicated that these
opportunities are “somewhat” to “mostly useful” for their current positions; however, when
asked if they can give suggestions for training options, 33% were unsure if they could provide
input into future opportunities.

While the professional development offered appears to be viewed favourably by the
participants, the lack of Pro-D opportunities was indicated as the main barrier to access. Another
challenge for EAs is when training is offered. Participant #5 said: “Training that is offered is not
offered all the time and sometimes the days don’t work or they are almost all for the same day.”
Another participant noted that EAs who are parents may not be able to attend workshops on Pro-
D days unless they have child care. This would make online training more accessible to EAs who

cannot always attend in-person.
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Roles & Responsibilities

When asked who their direct supervisor is, 83% stated the school administrator. 33% also
included the classroom teacher. 50% of the participants support one student in a 1-1 role. The
rest of the participants primarily provide both behaviour and academic classroom support. The
self-reported primary responsibilities of the participants include providing academic support,
modifying and checking student work, as well as facilitating social skills and behaviour support
(see Figures 1 & 1a). It is interesting to note that at least 5 of the participants have completed
clerical tasks at least some of the time.

Figure 1

Education Assistant Tasks to Support Students

I Never [ Some of the time Most of the time [l Always
4
Physical or Academic Social Skills Moqﬂﬂnpg and
Personal Care Instruction Facilitation Checking

Academic Work
Note. Participants were asked: Which tasks do you typically complete most often to support your students?

When asked how their responsibilities were directed to them from the district, the responses were
inconsistent. Only one participant referenced the BCTF & CUPE Roles and Responsibilities of
Teachers and Teacher Assistants Handbook (2008), despite this being the main resource

referenced by the district.
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Figure la

Education Assistant Tasks to Support Students

Il

Adapting/Modifying Completing Providing
Academic Materials/ Clerical Work Behaviour Support
Lessons

While a booklet or package was received by some of the participants, it was implied that they
rely more on the direction of their classroom teacher than any written source. Participant #3
admitted to receiving a package from their district when they were hired but said, “Nothing that
[was provided] was specific to my role as an EA. | go to a classroom and the teacher lets me
know [what] they need from me and who to support.”

Participants were asked which set of tasks they believed were their responsibility (see

Figure 2).
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Figure 2
Responsibility of an EA

Assisting the Classroom teacher in planning
and implementing 1EP goals

Photocopying or Bulletin Board Design

Adapting or Modifying Student Work 4 (57.1%)

Assisting Students in the Classroom
Small Group Instruction

Providing Instruction or Support towards
IEP Goals

I think we are responsible for whatever is
needed to make it easier for our students,

1 (14.3%)

0 2 4 6 8
Note. Participants were asked: In your opinion, which of the following tasks are the responsibility of an EA?

Everyone agreed that assisting the classroom teacher in planning and implementing student IEP
goals and providing instruction or support towards those goals were the responsibility of an
educational assistant. 83% stated EASs are responsible for assisting all students in the classroom
and 66% also included adapting or modifying student work, and facilitating small group
instruction. Surprisingly, two participants indicated that photocopying and bulletin boards are
one of their responsibilities, a task that is not included in the BCTF/CUPE Handbook (2008.)
Participant #5 remarked, “I think we are responsible for whatever is needed to make it easier for
our students.”

Participants were asked if they were ever confused by their responsibilities as an
educational assistant. One said yes to all, while 40% of participants indicated confusion
specifically when making adaptations for their students and 20% said they were confused about
their role in supporting IEP goals. Participant #1 remarked: “I often needed to source out work to
meet the needs of the student I worked with.” 60% of the participants declared that their roles
and responsibilities change depending on the colleague they are working with. Participant #5

qualified by saying: “All teachers teach and run their classrooms differently so they will have
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different ideas for their EA and so it should be discussed at the beginning.” From Participant #2,
an EA’s responsibilities may not change because of their colleague but “the students I'm
working with may change [the role and responsibilities] to fit the needs of that moment.”
Professional Relationships

Collaboration and consultation were defined by participants as “allowing the free flow or

99 ¢¢

the exchange of ideas on strategies and ways to support IEP goals,” “an opportunity to discuss
students ... challenges and/or success,” or “stressful at times and productive other times.”
Despite this understanding of collaboration between team members, 66% of the group either did
not receive training or were unsure if they received training on how to communicate with other
team members. Further, 60% did not receive any additional training or direction on collaboration
after they were hired by their district.

When it comes to formal meetings for student supports and progress, 50% of the group
said they were invited to attend IEP meetings. These meetings usually occurred after school, or
sometimes during school time; however, reimbursement to attend these meetings after school
seemed to vary depending on the time of year.

The participants identified face-to-face communication to be their primary method of
talking with classroom teachers. This occurred mainly during after school times, with before
school, recess and lunch, and classroom times occurring as frequently. Prep time did not appear
to be a common meeting time. In Morin, et al’s study (2022), they found similar results in times
teachers and EAs could meet, however opportunities to connect during prep times were more

common in this study. The frequency of communication between EAs and classroom teachers

appeared to be often with 33% saying they communicated every day and 50% 3-4 times a week.
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Figure 3

EA and Teacher Collaboration

6

I never M some of the time most of the time [l often M notsure M not applicable
4
: i i [ |
planning delegatione of responsibilities prioritizing tasks preparing schedules

Note. Participants were asked: How often do you consult/collaborate with your classroom teacher on the following topics?
Figure 4a

EA and Teacher Collaboration

.kl &

receiving on the job training receiving feedback managing conflict solving problems

These consultations were primarily about problem solving and receiving feedback, however
planning and managing conflicts seemed to be common discussion topics as well (see Figures 3
& 3a). All participants believed that they did not have enough time to meet with team members.
Participant #6 remarked: “I feel there is not enough time to collaborate with the teacher. There
should be more one on one time with the teacher.” When asked if they felt their input was
valued, all participants marked somewhat to very valued on the 5-point scale. Participant #6 said:
“For the most part, I felt valued. I had a background in ECE and was certified, so I feel that may

have affected how some people perceived my input.”
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Direction towards implementing IEP goals often came from the classroom teacher, the
LAT or the inclusion teacher. 33% of participants said that yes, they had received direction on
how to implement IEP goals, while 66% said they received "some or little" guidance. 83% of
participants received feedback and suggestions on how to improve their practice. This primarily
came from classroom teachers, LAT, or the inclusion teacher. When asked if they felt
comfortable asking for help or support, 83% said yes.

Conclusion
Despite a limited number of participants, this study revealed important information

regarding education assistant certification, continued professional development, and the need for
teacher EA collaboration. Receiving certification as an education assistant has been reported to
be beneficial in supporting students. However, the disparity between college and district
requirements inhibits access to certification and motivation to expand EA knowledge. Training
and professional development also restricts the expansion of EA knowledge and skills. Lack of
available time and access to varied and applicable training opportunities prevent education
assistants from gaining necessary skills to build on their understanding. Current training occurs
in one day and provides very little opportunities for practice and feedback. Finally, participants
have expressed the need for more time for teachers and education assistants to conference and
collaborate on students’ learning needs. Having extra time each day dedicated to debriefing will
allow the education team to be unified in their strategies and provide EAs with appropriate
feedback to continue to effectively support their students. These three areas of concern will

provide a starting point for further supporting EAs with their students.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion
Discussion

This study attempts to answer the question: what do education assistants know and what
do they need to know about effective student supports in academic, social, and behavioural
concepts? A survey was made available to education assistants working at schools in a Northern
BC school district. Participants answered questions regarding their experience, education,
training, and professional relationships. This study’s data revealed some interesting themes, such
as: access to education for certification, availability of varied and applicable training and
professional development for education assistants, and the necessity for dedicated collaboration
time between EAs and teachers. These three areas could be the start of establishing professional
standards that encourages best practices in special education.

Education & Certification

The local district struggles to hire certified education assistants, and often uncertified
employees are hired to meet the staffing needs in schools. There is little incentive for current
employees to continue their education and become certified. A quick search revealed an out of
date program that provided some college courses for uncertified EAs; however, any relationship
between the college and district for EA certification appears to be relatively unknown among
uncertified EAs. Unfortunately, paraeducators are often the least prepared to support student
behaviour (Walker, 2017), while all participants of this study declared that they provide support
for social skills and behaviour for their students. At the same time, EAs are increasingly
supporting pedagogical learning such as curricular adaptations (Zhao, et al, 2021.) This study
found similar findings with 83% of the participants stating they provide academic instruction,

adapt lessons and materials, and check student work. This means that our education assistants are
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providing behaviour and academic support without adequate training or knowledge in those
areas.

If uncertified EAs do decide to continue their education and become certified at the local
college, they first have to qualify for enrolment in the Education Assistant Certificate or Diploma
program. The requirements for acceptance into the EA program at the college do not mirror the
requirements to be hired within the district as an uncertified EA. Potential EAs require a
Certificate of Health (Northern Lights College, n.d.) in order to enroll into the program but
uncertified EAs are hired without this requirement. If staff can get hired by the district as an EA
without certification or a Certificate of Health, it does not encourage them to pursue certification
with an institution that has this requirement. The Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement Act (2004) in the United States requires that paraeducators have a minimum
education of a high school diploma and 2 years of post-secondary education (cited Mason, et al,
2021). Based on the program courses required to complete an education assistant certificate at
the local college, EAs would gain two years of post-secondary training and receive opportunities
to learn job specific knowledge and skills focused on best practices required to be an effective
EA. Participants from this study confirmed that completing courses designed for education
assistants do provide useful tools and strategies in the classroom.

Training & Professional Development

Another prominent theme from this study was the availability of varied and accessible
training and professional development which was reported to be limited for EAs. While
participants noted that on-the-job and online training was the most preferred way to learn more
about an area of need, most training opportunities are limited to one-day workshops, with

multiple being offered at the same time. Even if an EA can attend a one-day workshop, it is
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unlikely to provide quality training that would impact their everyday practice (Brock & Carter,
2015, p. 40.) Online training is similarly ineffective as these sessions are typically a single event
and requiring EAs to complete them in their own time. These barriers affect paraeducators’
access to future training due to the lack of available time and appropriate training opportunities
(Morin, et al, 2022, p. 100.) Training on the job was found to be the most beneficial for learning
best practices by both this study’s participants and researchers in the field. Brock & Carter
(2015) found follow-up training and coaching to be the most effective and beneficial forms of
training for paraeducators. In particular, follow-up training and coaching allows EAs to apply
theoretical concepts into practice within the same context where these skills are required (p. 48.)
Walker (2017) noted that without district training provided within schools, paraeducators will
usually not pursue training elsewhere (p. 166.)
Collaboration

All participants indicated a desire for more time to meet with team members in order to
conference about students’ needs and collaborate on strategies. Opportunities to connect between
team members are limited usually because EAs work only during school hours and are therefore
busy supporting their students. Having time to meet between teachers and paraeducators is a
constant complaint among both parties (Mason, et al, 2021). While this study reported healthy
communication between team members, Mason, et al. found that many educators do not have
time for conversations longer than 5 minutes (p. 105). Primarily, communication between team
members takes the form of impromptu meetings occurring during an EA’s personal time, such as
before or after school, recess or lunch, and occasionally during class time. Allocated time to meet
between EAs and teachers allows for specified direction on student supports and academic

adaptations, along with opportunities for EAs to receive feedback or input on implementing best
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practices or documentation (Brock, et al, 2015). Designated time for teachers and paraeducators
to meet and collaborate would greatly improve their collaborative relationship and the quality of
support provided to their students. Barnes, et al. (2021) found that when teachers and education
assistants have the opportunity to collaborate they become a more unified team in the class.
Team members gain an opportunity to discuss the needs of the students and devise strategies that
everyone will contribute in implementing. Goodwin, et al (2022) found that “best practices
occurred when teachers and paraeducators worked collaboratively in the pedagogical planning
and delivery” (p. 184). Designated collaboration time between EAs and teachers, not only
benefits the EA, but also teachers and their students.
Limitations
Study Limitations

The most prominent limitation of this study is the number of participants who completed
the survey, as it cannot provide an accurate sample or representation of the employed education
assistants in this district. With such a small sample, findings cannot be generalized to the
population of education assistants within this district. In fact, the number of total participants do
not even represent half of the EAs employed within a single school. It might be concluded that
this study was unable to directly answer the guiding question with such a low number of
participants.

Not only does the limited number of participants affect this study, but the voluntary
nature also introduces another limitation in terms of the lack of diversity in the group. The
majority of the participants self-identified as certified, which excludes experiences from the

majority of the employed EAs in this district, most of whom are uncertified. This only provides
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data from one small group of education assistants and restricts the range of personal experiences,
training, education background, and years worked in the profession.
Application Limitations

While it is important for teachers and administration to understand the needs of our
education assistants, there is very little this study can do to change district policies or the lack of
appropriately trained applicants. There is also a lack of continuity on training requirements
between school districts (Morin, et al, 2022).

While there appears to be a shortage of education professionals, inconsistencies in
professional standards does not protect or support certified EAs or their charges. Further,
continuing to hire uncertified or untrained EAs excludes them from being treated like education
professionals. It is possible that without this distinction EAs will not have the tools to act like
professionals in their field. This limits the life-long learning that all educators demand in the
pursuit of effective education.

Implications and Recommendations

Based on the information provided in this study, EA roles and responsibilities require
more explicit direction from the district. Only one participant was able to reference the Roles and
Responsibilities of Teachers and Teacher Assistants Handbook created by the BCTF & CUPE
(2008). This document is the reference for teachers and education assistants within BC, however
it seems that both EAs and teachers are unaware of this source. A fact that is observed from
Participant #5°s belief that they “are responsible for whatever is needed to make it easier for
[their] students.” It is unclear how performing duties like clerical work, photocopying, or

working on bulletin boards makes it easier for students.
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Gaining both EA and teacher input on future professional development training could
improve the effectiveness of training in best practices. Training received by education assistants
should be tailored to the needs of their students and build on the development of their skills
(Morin, et al 2022). While this study’s participants appreciated the opportunities that were
available to them, these workshops usually focus on informing teacher practice and not
necessarily building on paraeducator knowledge.

Additionally, training for teachers on effective guidance and collaboration with their
education assistants is required. Many teachers have not had formal or effective instruction on
how to work with and direct their paraprofessionals. 40% of this study’s participants noted that
they did not know how to make adaptations toward their students IEP goals. This demonstrates
both a lack of knowledge and direction of teachers and EAs. A study conducted by Sallese &
Vannest (2022), looked into teacher-led training and coaching of paraprofessionals. With a
manual to guide teachers, education assistants were provided explicit instruction every day. This
allowed the paraprofessionals to receive ongoing feedback and “an opportunity to refine a
previously acquired skill” (p 35). With a little bit of time together and some direction for
teachers, it is possible to provide meaningful, on the job training for education assistants that
benefit both EAs and their students. This could look like Sallese & Vannest’s study and a manual
on directing and training EAs is created. However, this could also be accomplished through in-
services provided by the district to both teachers and education assistants on collaboration and
effective training strategies.

Finally, allocating time for EAs to confer with classroom teachers and support teachers
builds a strong relationship between educators and creates a positive classroom environment.

“Having even a few hours prior to the first day of classes could go a long way in making sure
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everyone is on the same page,” (Barnes, et al, 2021, p. 112). Simply adding 15-30 minutes to EA
hours before or after school hours will allow for team members to reflect on student needs and
collaborate on strategies, as well as provide feedback or coaching to further develop EA skills
and knowledge. One Participant stated: “I wish the administrators knew how valuable it would
be for the classroom and team as a whole to allow EA’s to get paid for extra time for
collaborating with their classroom teachers. Even just 30 minutes a week to touch base with the
teachers.”
Suggestions for Further Research

Follow-up needs assessments within the district would be beneficial to identify the types
of training available and training topics required for EAs. It is important to continue to listen to
the opinions and needs of the educators who directly support students in the classroom. This
study could lead to future research into effective training strategies for EAs. Effective learning
opportunities for all educators encourages the continuation of research-based, best practice
supports for students. A study looking into effects ways to train EAS, such as the one conducted
by Brock & Carter (2015) or by Sallese & Vannest (2022), could provide more information on
how teachers can coach EAs and provide timely and appropriate feedback. This study identified
a need from EAs to receive guidance and feedback on their job. Participant #6 said: “I wish we
had more time with the teacher to make sure we are doing our job correctly. Any extra help if
needed. If there is anything we should do differently.”

Continued study into dedicated collaboration time between team members would help to
determine the quality of support provided to education assistants and their charges. This study
verified that more time to communicate is a pressing need for the continuity of best practices.

More collaboration time would also provide teachers explicit direction on how EAs can modify
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or work on their students’ IEP goals. Further study could help to determine how much time to
allocate to dedicated collaboration and what structures could be helpful for teachers and
education assistants in guiding effective collaboration.

Conclusion

Understanding the training and needs of education assistants is the best way to effectively
utilize all available tools to support our students. This study found that EAs provide multiple
supports in academics, behaviour, and social-emotional learning. So much teaching, both
directed and independent, requires ongoing, lifelong learning. EA access to meaningful training
and professional development is limited and requires further understanding on how to best
support EA knowledge. Additionally, time spent consulting and collaborating with teachers from
the support team is very restricted by availability of time. Just like teachers, education assistants
need time to debrief and reflect on supports and strategies that are working and areas that need to
change. Classroom and special education teachers have the knowledge and understanding to
collaborate with their EAs and devise additional supports. In fact, providing specific
opportunities for teachers and EAs to meet could allow for both collaboration and directed
training and feedback for EAs to continue their educational journey.

While this study identified the ongoing needs of paraeducators, it is also important to
note that these EAs are with our students everyday providing the support and care that they need.
They are dedicated to their students and their learning equally as much as the teachers. Knowing
more about their knowledge and needs can help teachers gain a better understanding on how to
direct, collaborate, and support the education assistants in their classrooms. When asked if there
was anything they wished for teachers and administrators to know, one participant stated, “...1

care deeply about all students I work with.” In order to best serve all members of the school
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community, it is important to listen to them and to continue to strive for effective, positive

change.

40



NEEDS AND KNOWLEDGE OF EDUCATION ASSISTANTS 41

References
Altschuld, J. W., & Watkins, R. (2014). A primer on needs assessment: More than 40 years of

research and practice. New Directions for Evaluation, 2014(144), 5-18.
https://doi.org/10.1002/ev.20099

Barnes, Tia N., Cipriano, Christina, & Xia, Yu. (2021). Cultivating Effective Teacher-
Paraprofessional Collaboration in the Self-Contained Classroom. Beyond Behavior, 30(2),
107-115. https://doi.org/10.1177/10742956211021858

Brock, Matthew E., Carter, Erik W. (2015). Effects of a Professional Development Package to
Prepare Special Education Paraprofessionals to Implement Evidence-Based Practice. The
Journal of Special Education, 49(1), 39-51. https://doi.org/10.1177/00224669135021882

Biggs, E. E., Gilson, C. B., & Carter, E. W. (2019). “Developing that balance”: Preparing and
supporting special education teachers to work with paraprofessionals. Teacher Education
and Special Education, 42(2), 117-131. https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406418765611

British Columbia Ministry of Education. (2016). Special education services: A manual of
policies, procedures and guidelines. Victoria, B.C: The Ministry. https://www2.gov.bc
.cal/assets/gov/education/administration/kindergarten-to-grade-
12/inclusive/special_ed_policy_manual.pdf

British Columbia Teachers Federation & Canadian Union of Public Employees. (2009). Roles
and responsibilities of teachers and teacher Assistants / education assistants: A
BCTF/CUPE joint paper. Retrieved from
https://bctf.ca/uploadedFiles/Public/Issues/InclusiveEd/RolesAndResponsibilitiesTeacher

As.pdf


https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406418765611

NEEDS AND KNOWLEDGE OF EDUCATION ASSISTANTS 42

Bronstein, B., Reddy, L. A., Glover, T. A., Wiggs, N. B., & Dudek, C. M. (2022).
Paraprofessional and teacher relationships in working with students with or at risk of
disruptive behavior disorders. The Journal of Special Education, 56(3), 123-131.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00224669211049442

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2018). Research Methods in Education: Vol. Eighth
edition. Routledge.

Goodwin, Donna L., Rossow-Kimball, Brenda, & Connolly, Maureen (2022). Students’
experiences of paraeducator support in inclusive physical education: helping or hindering?
Sport, Education and Society, 27(2), 182-195. DOI:10.1080/13573322.2021.1931835

Irvin, D. W., Ingram, P., Huffman, J., Mason, R., & Wills, H. (2018). Exploring paraprofessional
and classroom factors affecting teacher supervision. Research in Developmental
Disabilities, 73, 106-114. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2017.12.013

Mason, R. A., Gunersel, A. B., Irvin, D. W., Wills, H. P., Gregori, E., An, Z. G., & Ingram, P. B.
(2021). From the frontlines: Perceptions of paraprofessionals’ roles and responsibilities.
Teacher Education and Special Education, 44(2), 97-116.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406419896627

Marks, S. U., Schrader, C., & Levine, M. (1999). Paraeducator experiences in inclusive settings:
Helping, hovering, or holding their own? Exceptional Children, 65(3), 315-328.
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440299906500303

Morin, K. L., Nowell, S., Steinbrenner, J., Sam, A., Waters, V., & Odom, S. L. (2022). A survey
of the experiences of paraprofessionals with roles, training, and communication when
working with students with autism. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental

Disabilities, 37(2), 96-107. https://doi.org/10.1177/10883576211066897


https://doi.org/10.1177/00224669211049442
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ridd.2017.12.013
https://doi.org/10.1177/0888406419896627
https://doi.org/10.1177/001440299906500303
https://doi.org/10.1177/10883576211066897

NEEDS AND KNOWLEDGE OF EDUCATION ASSISTANTS 43

Northern Lights College (n.d.). Education Assistant Certificate. Retrieved March 9, 2023 from

https://calendar.nlc.bc.ca/preview program.php?catoid=5&poid=467&returnto=130

Sallese, M.R. & Vannest, K.J. (2022). Effects of a manualized teacher-led coaching intervention
on paraprofessional use of behavior-specific praise. Remedial and Special Education,
43(1), 27-39. https://doi:10.1177/07419325211017298

Stewart, E. M. (2019). Reducing ambiguity: Tools to define and communicate paraprofessional
roles and responsibilities. Intervention in School and Clinic, 55(1), 52-57.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053451218782431

Tutty, L., & Rothery, M. (2001). Needs assessments. In B. A. Thyer (Ed.), The handbook of
social work research methods (pp. 160-175). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications,
Inc.

Walker, Virginia L. (2017) Assessing Paraprofessionals’ Perceived Educational Needs and Skill
Level with Function-based Behavioral Intervention, Exceptionality, 25:3, 157-169, DOI:
10.1080/09362835.2016.1196443

Wiggs, N. B., Reddy, L. A., Glover, T. A., Dudek, C. M., Alperin, A., & Regan, P. (2021).
Behavior support coaching for paraprofessionals and students with externalizing behavior
disorders: A case study in a high-poverty elementary school. Journal of Applied School
Psychology, 37(3), 221-245. https://doi.org/10.1080/15377903.2020.1821272

Zanti, S., & Culhane, D. (2022). A three-phase methodology for conducting equity-focused
needs assessments. Human Service Organizations, Management, Leadership &

Governance, 46(5), 414-434. https://doi.org/10.1080/23303131.2022.2118916


https://calendar.nlc.bc.ca/preview_program.php?catoid=5&poid=467&returnto=130
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053451218782431
https://doi.org/10.1080/15377903.2020.1821272
https://doi.org/10.1080/23303131.2022.2118916

NEEDS AND KNOWLEDGE OF EDUCATION ASSISTANTS 44

Zhao, Yu, Rose, Richard, & Shevlin, Michael (2021) Paraprofessional support in Irish schools:
from special needs assistants to inclusion support assistants, European Journal of Special

Needs Education, 36:2, 183-197, DOI: 10.1080/08856257.2021.1901371



45

NEEDS AND KNOWLEDGE OF EDUCATION ASSISTANTS

Appendix A

B NIA@UBWSANHMJIP

AJIsI9AIUN puels| JaAnodUBA o7 |lels @Uesalr uosiadsal

64PAMUEIMNDIDASI8 uopeanp3 jo Aynoeq AYSIBAIUN PUE|S] JIANDJUBA
9|D"SWIO}//.SANY Josinadng uoueanp3 1§ SUY Jo Jojayaeq

, JuUapNIS d1enpels ‘uewsAny 3Jig Juapnis ‘uosiadsar ueday

Josinaadng Aynoey Jojesysanu| jedpund

"pelsalslu| 8souy}

014202 KB Ul 9|qelieAe aq [im Apnis [eul 8y |

"uoddns
uspns pue Buluresy ul sy3 poddns 1seq

0] S|00YJS pUE siayoes] ainyny apinf 1seq [Im
1ey} uciyewwiour ureb oy si Apnjs siyj jo eob ay ]

‘ABAINS 3y} 319|dUI03 0} APOI YD) 40 Yul] AY} MOJ[04

*JOLISIP |O0YIS JF B UIYIIM Sjue)sISsy |euoleanpl Aqg
papiaoid sad12eud 1saq pue ‘sdiysuone|as ‘Suiuiely 19349 Yd1ym $103e}
suiAjguapi 1e swie jeyy Apnis e uj 1Jed 2y e3 03 NOA 3)AUI 01 31| PINOM |

"(NIA) AYsJanun puejs| JaAnodueA e uoleanp3 [e1dads uj uoyeanp3
JO SIDISBIA| Y3 Ul JUIPNIS B W | pue uostadsar uedaly S| aweu AW

sjuejsIssy [euoieonp3 Buiyess

"Juedjoiped sy} Aypuspl
pINGa ey} uoljewoul
[euosiad Aue apnjoul jou
lim pue snowAuoue
Ajg1e1dwoa s Asnuns siy|

!
|
ALIS¥YIAINDN

ANVTSI 49 ANODNVA

=



NEEDS AND KNOWLEDGE OF EDUCATION ASSISTANTS

Appendix B

”/
VANCOUVER ISLAND
U: NIV ERSIHTY

Needs and of in British Colombia
Principal Investigator Faculty Supervisor
Megan Jesperson, Student Dirk Huysman, Graduate Student Supervisor
Bachelor of Arts & Education Faculty of Education
Vancouver Island University Vancouver Island University
jesperson.megan@gmail.com dirk.Huysman@viu.ca

| am a student in the Masters of Education in Special Education at Vancouver Island
University (VIU). | would like to invite you to take part in a study, which aims at
identifying factors which effect training, relationships, and best practices provided to
students by Educational Assistants within a BC school district. My hope is that my
research will contribute to the future success of teaching students with exceptionalities
by understanding how they are supported.

You are being asked to voluntarily complete this online survey. The survey includes
questions on topics such as employment, training, professional background, roles,
available supports, and collaboration time. The survey would take about 30 minutes to
complete.

There is no direct benefit to you in taking part in this study. The goal of this the research
is to contribute to the future success of Education students at Vancouver Island
University. There is a risk that some of the survey questions may make you
uncomfortable. To mitigate this risk, you are free to decline to answer any question you
do not wish to answer, or you may withdraw from participation at any time by closing
your browser. If you close your browser prior to clicking the ‘submit’ button at the end
of the survey, information you provide will not be used in the study.

The survey is anonymous — that is, no personally identifiable information will be
collected. Please do not include your name or contextual information that might
directly or indirectly identify you. If you agree to be quoted in the products of the
research (see checkbox below) quotes will be attributed to a pseudonym or code (e.g.,
‘participant #3’).
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1. | consent to participate in this research in accordance with the conditions described above.

Please be aware that Google Forms is being used to collect your survey responses.
Survey data will be stored on Google’s devices located outside of Canada, and thus data
you provide would be subject to Google’s data management and privacy policies, not
protected by Canadian privacy legislation, and may be accessed by the foreign
government/s in accordance with its/their laws (see https://policies.google.com/
privacy?hl=en-CA&fg=1).

1 will download to my personal, password protected computer and then delete all survey
data from Google’s servers not more than one month after completion of data
collection, which | expect will be January 31st, 2024. All survey data not included in the
products of the research will be deleted at the end of the project, approximately May
31, 2024.

The results of this study will be presented in a final report required for completion of my
degree and may also be used for conference publications, presentations, and published
in academic journals. Products of the research will include only aggregate data unless
you explicitly consent to be quoted (see checkbox below).

Because your personal identity will not be collected, withdrawal from the study would
not be possible once you click on the ‘submit’ button at the end of the survey.

If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study,
please contact the Vancouver Island University Research Ethics Board at reb@viu.ca or
(250) 740-6631.

Mark only one oval.

() Yes

) No

2. | consent to being quoted in the products of the research. *

Mark only one oval.

( )Yes

___JNo
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Appendix C

Understanding Needs and Knowledge of
Educational Assistants in British
Columbia

Consent

* Indiratae raauirad nuactinn
LoD TG un Sh et uln

Training, Roles, and Responsibilities

This section focuses on your training, professional development, roles within your position, and the

responsibilities you have within the job. Please answer questions as honestly and thoroughly as you can.

You are allowed to skip any questions that you do not feel comfortable answering.

3. How long have you worked as an educational assistant (EA)?
Mark only one oval.

This is my first year.
1-2 years

3-5years

5-10 years

10 or more years
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4.

7.

8.

What is the highest level of training or education you have received?
Mark only one oval.

High School Diploma
Educational Assistant certificate
Associate Degree

Bachelor Degree

What type of support do you typically provide?

Mark only one oval.

one-to-one support
two-to-one support
classroom academic support
classroom behaviour support

Other:

With how many classes do you currently work?
Mark only one oval.

1
2
3
4

5 or more

At what grade(s) level are the student(s) you support this year?

Check all that apply.

Kindergarten
Grade 1
Grade 2
Grade 3
Grade 4
Grade 5
Grade 6
Grade 7
Grade 8
Grade 9
Grade 10
Grade 11
Grade 12

How many hours in the work day to you typically spend in the classroom?
Mark only one oval.

less than an hour

1-2 hours

3-4 hours

all day
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9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

Which tasks do you typically complete most often to support your students?

Mark only one oval per row.

Some of the Most of the
Never ) ) Alway
time time

Physical or Personal Care (helping
students with specific physical or personal
needs)

Academic Instruction

Social Skills Facilitation

Monitoring or Checking Academic work

Adapting or Modifying academic materials
and lessons

completing clerical work (ie/ paperwork,
copying, grading, etc)

providing behavioural support

Do you feel your training or education prepared you in providing these supports?
Mark only one oval.

Yes
No
Not sure

Other:

In your own words, please describe what your typical day might look like. This might include
activities you take part in, interactions with students, or any daily routine.

Have you ever been responsible for providing small group instruction directed by the classroc
teacher?

Mark only one oval.

Yes
No

Maybe

What type of training did you receive in order to provide these supports for your student(s)?

Mark only one oval.

on the job training
in-service training
conference
online training

Other:

50



NEEDS AND KNOWLEDGE OF EDUCATION ASSISTANTS o1

15. How useful are these training opportunities in your current role?

Mark only one oval.

Not Useful

16. Are you able to provide input with regards to available training for EAs?

Mark only one oval.

Yes
No

Not sure

17. Describe any barriers that prevent you from gaining access to training?

18. How confident do you feel in regards to your training, knowledge, or abilities to support your
student(s)?

Mark only one oval.

Not Confident

19. In your opinion, which of the following tasks are the responsibility of an EA? (select all that
apply)

Check all that apply.

Assisting the classroom teacher in planning and implementing of student IEP goals.
Photocopying or bulletin board design.

Adapting or modifying student work.

Assisting all students in the classroom.

Small group instruction

Providing instruction or support towards IEP goals.

Other:

20. Who do you believe is your direct supervisor?

Check all that apply.

classroom teacher

learning assistance or inclusion teacher

school administrator

Director of Learning Support Services

district itinerant (ie/ occupational therapist, speach therapist, etc)

Other:
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21.

22

23.

Have you ever felt confused by your exact responsibilities as an educational assistant?

Check all that apply.

instructions from classroom teacher

direction/instruction from LAT or inclusion teacher

your role in supporting IEP goals

in how to support learning needs

in how to support behaviour needs

your role as an EA

your role in overall classroom support

making adaptations for a student(s)

behaviour interventions

documenting student support or behaviour (such as, using the White Binder or ABC chart)

Other:

What sort of education, training, or information were you provided regarding your role and
responsibilities as an educational assistant?

Do you find that your role and responsibilities as an EA change depending on the colleague
you're working with (such as teacher, LAT, inclusion, itinerant, administrator, or another EA). |
yes, please explain or provide an example.

Collaboration and Professional Relationships

This section focuses on collaboration and professional relationships with fellow educators, such as
teachers, LATSs, inclusion, itinerants, administrators, or other EAs. Please answer questions as honestly
and thoroughly as you can but remember not to include any identifying information, such as names or
schools. You are allowed to skip any questions that you do not feel comfortable answering.

24.

25.

26.

In your training or education, did you take any courses in working and collaborating with
teachers?

Mark only one oval.

Yes
No
Not sure

Other:

Since you have started working as an EA, have you ever received training or direction
regarding working or collaborating with other team members? If yes, please explain or provid
an example.

Are you invited to join formal meetings regarding the student(s) you support (such as |EP, BIF
LSP meetings or CORE team)?

Mark only one oval.

Yes
No

Not sure
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27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

If yes, when do these meetings occur? Are you paid for your time?

How would you define consultation or collaboration with other team members?

What methods do you use to communicate with the classroom teacher(s) you currently work

with?

Check all that apply.

D face-to-face
] phone or text

D email
m Other:

How often do you consult/collaborate with your classroom teacher on the following topics:

Check all that apply.

some of the most of the not not

never time time often sure applicabl
planning O O O O O O
delegatione of i
re:p?msibilities [l L L] L] O ]
prioritizing tasks L] L] L] L] Ll L]
preparing schedules ] Ll ] Ll Ll L]
ivil the job )

g O 0 O o o O
receiving feedback Il O [ [ [
managing conflict l O [ ] ]
solving problems ] ] ] O | ]

When do you typically meet with your classroom teacher(s) to discuss any of the above?

Check all that apply.
D before school
D after school
D recess or lunch
D prep times

|| classroom time (ie/ work times or transitions)

[ } Other:
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32. How often do you informally meet, consult, or collaborate with your classroom teacher(s)?
Mark only one oval.

every day

3-4 times a week
1-2 times a week
every other week
once a month
never

Other:

33. Are your provided time to meet, consult, or collaborate with your classroom teacher(s)?
Mark only one oval.

Yes
No

Not sure

34. Do you feel that this is enough time? Please explain or provide an example.

35. How valued is your input when consulting or collaborating?

Mark only one oval.

Not Valued

36. Please explain or proved an example for you above response.

37. Do you receive direction on implementing students' IEP goals?
Mark only one oval.

Yes
No
Maybe

Other:

38. Who provided direction or instruction regarding implementing support for your student(s)?
Mark only one oval.

LAT or inclusion teacher
classroom teacher

all of the above

none of the above

Other:
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39. Do you receive feedback or suggestions in order to help improve your practice?

Mark only one oval.

Yes
No
Not sure

Other:

40. Who provides feedback?

Check all that apply.

LAT or inclusion teacher
classroom teacher
administrator

Other:

41. Do you feel comfortable asking help or support?
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe

Other:

42.  Are there opportunities for collaboration with other EAs?
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No
Maybe

Not sure

43. s your work appreciated by the team members you work with?
Mark only one oval.
Yes
No

Maybe

Not sure

44.  What is one thing you wish your classroom teacher(s), LAT inclustion teacher, or administratc
knew?
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Appendix D

From: do-nat-reply-viu@researchservicescffice.com
Subject: VIU RES Approval
Date: December 14, 2023 at 5:02 PM
To: Jesperson Megan{Principal Ir igator) jesperscn.megan@ gmail.com

Ce: Huysman Dirk(Supervisor) Dirk, stman@viu ca, b @vivca

-

VANCOUVER ISLAND
uUNIVvERBITY

December 14, 2023

Ms. Megan Jesperson
Faculty of Education\Master of Education in Special Education
Vancouver Island University

File No: 102819
Approval Date: December 14, 2023
Expiry Date: December 13, 2024

Dear Ms. Megan lesperson,

The Vancouver Island University Research Ethics Board (VIU REB) has reviewed the Application for Ethical Review
of your project entitled "Understanding Needs and Knowledge of Educational Assistants in British Columbia."

We are pleased to relay that your application has been approved and, as at December 14, 2023, you are
authorized to commence the research as outlined in the approved application. This REB approval is valid for one
year less a day, until: December 13, 2024.

Throughout the duration of this REB approval, all requests for modifications to the approved ethical protocol
must be submitted via the Research Portal.

If you have any questions about the REB review and approval process, please contact the REB Office at
reb@viu.ca or by telephone at (250} 740-6631. If you encounter issues working in the Research Portal, please
contact our system administrator at romeo@viu.ca.

Sincerely,

Vioncouver Island University Research Ethics Board

Office of the Research Ethics Board

Vancouver Island University | 900 Fifth Street, Nanaimo, BC, VIR 555
Building 305, Room 460 | (250) 740-6631 | https://www2.viu.ca/reb/ | reb@viu.ca
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From: Stephen Petruccl spetrucci@pm.bo.ca N

Subject: Re: Parmission to conduction Mastars study In SD50 'SP

Date: December 18, 2023 at 5:38 AM =
To: Megan Jasperson mjesperson®pen be.ca

Hi Magan,

This looks like an interesting project. Some of the guestions in the survey may run counter to the curent *roles & responsbilties”
documeant undar which the District operates but & wil ba Interesting %o get the experience and parspecive from the ground

Proceed,
Stephen

On Maon, Dec 18, 2023 at 836 AM Megan Jesperson <mjesparsan @ pro be.cas wrote:
Good Moming Stephen,

1 am currently werking cn my thesis for my Masters in Education in Special Education and would like to conduct my study within the
district, Taled, mmmg Needs and Knowladge of Educational Assistants In Brash Columbia® and the goal of my study Is to

better und -uwhl! g and knowledge EAs in our district already have and how they can be best supported with best
practices in prof devalopmant and colaboration with teachars,

| have received REB approval from VIU's ethics board, which i can be found below. Attached is a copy of a draft of my proposal for
YOU 10 access

Thlaatudywlibooommdmwmaaurvovanda participants and the information they share wil be complataly ancrymous.
Particip will not be enc d to raveal any personal or identifying Information about themseles, thelr schools, or the studants
that they work with.

| appreciate your support and hope that you will find my study acceptable to conduct within the district.

Thank you,

Megan Jesperson (shaher)
MMMCS grade 2
miesperscn@pmbo.ca
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