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Executive Summary

Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) are essential members of school
communities, offering crucial support to students with significant care needs
to help them attend school and access education. At present, approximately
23,000 SNAs are working in lIrish schools. In 2022, the Department of
Education established the Special Needs Assistant Workforce Development
Unit (SNAWDU) within its special education division. This unit was formed
to take a more strategic and holistic approach to SNA policy development,
improve service delivery, and ensure ongoing review and reform of the SNA
role, as necessary.

The planning process involves active engagement and collaboration with a
range of internal and external stakeholders. As part of this effort, the
Department commissioned the DCU Centre for Inclusive Pedagogy to carry
out an independent scoping review of the role of Special Needs Assistants
and paraprofessionals.

The scoping review has the following aims:

1. To examine the role and duties of the special needs assistant (or
international equivalent) in schools, under three separate areas, in
order to answer the four research questions.

2. To document the use of frameworks in published, peer-reviewed
literature to guide the role of SNAs and/or paraprofessionals in
supporting care needs and independence development in
mainstream primary, post-primary and special school settings for
children and young people receiving SNA and/or paraprofessional
support.

3. To describe the frameworks and constructs used as well as the
theoretical underpinnings of the frameworks, where stated.

4. To determine how transferrable these frameworks are to the Irish
context.

5. To propose frameworks that may be applicable to the development
of the SNA role in the Irish context (Department of Education, 2024)
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Research Questions

Q.1 What does the empirical literature tell us about the role of SNAs and/or
paraprofessionals in facilitating and reinforcing learning for students?

Q.2 What frameworks or models of SNA and/or paraprofessional support
provide evidence of the impacts of such support on student learning?

Q3: What evidence is there to show that practice in the Irish context aligns
with policy in relation to the role of SNAs in fostering independence in
children with special education needs, where appropriate?

Q.4 What evidence is there to show that SNAs and/or paraprofessional
play a positive role in supporting children and young people to access
holistic education by carrying out duties such as assisting students to
engage socially with peers and others, assisting with transitions and
equipping students with essential life skills? (Department of Education,
2024)

Using a methodological framework outlined by Arksey and O’Malley (2003)
the scoping review is in six sections. The first section is an additional review
of existing reviews in order to give a broad overview of the evidence base
in relation to the research questions. This is followed by a focus on the four
research questions. The findings are then discussed, ensuring all relevant
Irish research on special needs assistants is included. The review
concludes with the following recommended framework arising from the
findings and appropriate to the Irish context.

Table 1 - Framework for Deployment

Key areas of | Key principles Risks with absence of key

focus principles

Role Clear definition of role and SNA takes primary
responsibilities under the responsibility for teaching

supervision of principal and | students with complex needs
teacher and in the context of
a rights-based approach to
quality appropriate
education Students with the most complex
needs are taught by

10
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Part of a team supporting
general, special education
teachers and therapists in
creating positive, productive,
and safe learning
environments for all
students

Defining the role in terms of
support for care and
learning at a class level and
teacher level as well as
focusing on specific
students gives greater
flexibility in deployment to
support inclusive practices

SNAs should be responsible
for assisting with care and
non-instructional tasks
allowing teachers more time
for direct student teaching
and learning, and for
providing supplemental,
teacher directed support

inappropriately qualified staff
and have less access to general
and specialised teaching

SNAs making pedagogical
decisions without professional
oversight

Ambiguous expectations
attached to the role

The role should be valued
as part of a collaborative
team and include a career
structure with opportunities
for promotion

SNA feelings of isolation, a lack
of professional respect,
frustration, being assigned
responsibilities without
adequate training or supervision

SNAs can feel undervalued and
underutilised, especially in
decision-making processes
regarding student support

The role should not be
viewed as the primary
support for inclusive

Negative correlation between
SNA support and students'
academic progress

11
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education in schools and
complementary supports
such as additional
specialised teachers, co-
teaching, expert therapeutic
interventions and peer
support should be explored

SNAs frequently focused on
task completion, reducing
opportunities for dialogue and
engagement with the teacher or
ignoring student understanding,
skill development or task quality

SNA over reliance on verbal
prompting and intervening too
soon

Over support hindering self-
management skills and the
promotion of independence

Students with disabilities
and special educational
needs should have equitable
access to both general and
specialised teaching
instruction regardless of the
deployment of a SNA

Curriculum differentiation,
individually appropriate
learning, planning for all and
organising in-class support
are teacher responsibilities

Access to a SNA is interpreted
as differentiation and support,
leading to a reduction in the
need for direct teacher
instruction

Support for learning is
always designed by and
under the supervision of a
teacher

SNA decides how to work with
students

Support for learning does
not include teaching new
concepts, skills and
knowledge to students

12
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SNAs can play an important
role in facilitating and
enabling student
participation in and
reinforcement of learning,
which is valued by the
students

Students value support
when they are consulted

Over-reliance on SNA - Close
supportive relationship with
SNA which could become a
barrier to full participation with
peers

Support for learning includes
practice, maintenance and
generalisation of skills and
reinforcement within the
student’s natural
environment, using
predetermined, evidence-
informed strategies selected
by the teacher based on
their relevance and benefit
to the student. These may
include, for example, visual
supports, modelling of AAC
and functional
communication, prompting,
and prompt fading, etc

Inadequate preparation and
supervision to ensure SNAs are
implementing support for
learning strategies with fidelity

SNAs may prioritise task
completion over understanding/
learning

Support for learning includes
academic development,
independent living and
functional life skills,
behaviour and social and
emotional wellbeing

13
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Promoting student Negative impact on
independence is a key development of independence
component of the role when SNAs have not been
encompassing cognitive, appropriately prepared with
social, emotional, evidence-informed skills that aid
behavioural and physical support fading e.g. scaffolding,
dimensions effective prompting and prompt
fading

Students become dependent on
the SNA and fail to make
adequate progress in
independent skills when
appropriate scaffolding for
support and support fading is
not employed

SNAs should encourage
students to take ownership
of their work

Students with disabilities can
become separated from their
peers through inappropriate
SNA deployment

Students can be over
dependent, over reliant and
develop learned helplessness

Students partnered with SNAs
instead of class peers for paired
work

No planned reduction in support

SNA education | A graduated and SNAs receive very limited
and ongoing differentiated education and | induction, training, guidance,
learning training programme is supervision and feedback

required that is reflective of
the different roles,
responsibilities, contexts,

14
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settings, student age profiles
and complexity of need

Opportunities for SNAs and
teachers to complete
professional learning
together is vital in
developing clarity around
roles and responsibilities
and in meeting student
needs

Ongoing learning for SNAs
should be tailored to
identified priority needs for
development in specific
contexts delivered at school-
level

Skills-based professional
development which includes
modelling, rehearsal and
performance feedback
should be key components
of professional learning for
SNAs

The identification of skills for
inclusion in SNA
professional learning should
be guided by an evidence-
informed framework that
draws on the research
literature, incorporates
student voice, and takes into
account the contextual
factors and professional
judgments of both teachers
and SNAs

The professional expertise for
choosing evidence-informed
practices for specific students
can be absent from some
school environments

15




PANS O hC

With appropriate training
SNAs can support
academic, communication,
social, emotional, behaviour
and independence
outcomes under teacher
supervision

Inadequate training and
supervision can result in
inappropriate practices with
students

SNAs require CPD
alongside teachers in
understanding the variations
in types of support
(proximity/rotation/prompting
etc.) with careful
consideration of visibility of
the support/wishes of the
student

Visibility/proximity of SNA
support can be a barrier to
participation

CPD should have a specific
focus on fostering student
independence and
preparation for life after
school, framed within the
school’s inclusive ethos

SNAs require targeted
professional development in
human rights-based
approaches to positive
behaviour support, trauma-
informed support, co-
regulation and low arousal
strategies, as well as
nurture-based and
restorative practices

In contexts where these
models are adopted to
support students with
complex needs and Tier 3

16
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behavioural support
requirements, schools must
also have access to
appropriate therapeutic and
clinical supports to ensure
that these strategies are
implemented consistently,
ethically, and in accordance
with best practice

Any such behavioural
support should be
supplemental to that
provided by highly qualified
teachers

SNA compensation for or
covering up of inadequate
teacher initial and professional
learning for inclusive education

Access to CPD for SNAs
should be widely available
and strategically aligned with
national policy and should
not be constrained by
barriers including financial,
proximity or time

Provision of ad-hoc and one-off
CPD as opposed to sustained
school-based support

Collaboration
and
Communication

The professional standards
for principals/designated
persons should include the
management, mentoring
and coaching of SNAs and
initial teacher education and
continuing professional
learning should include
preparation for working
collaboratively with SNAs

Teachers can feel unprepared
to meet the needs of SEN
students, leading them to shift
responsibility onto SNAs

Schools should adopt a
pyramidal approach to SNA
coaching and supervision, in
which the
principal/designated

Absence of a designated
leadership role or post of
responsibility that incorporates
supervision models or
establishes structured pathways

17
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person—adept in skills-
based coaching models and
professional supervision—
support their teacher
colleagues to provide
targeted, student-specific
coaching and supervision in
dyads with the SNAs they
work with daily

for collaboration between
teachers and SNAs.
Establishing this as a leadership
priority is necessary to create a
functioning pyramidal approach
to SNA professional
development

Time for collaborative
planning between teachers
and SNAs is essential in
understanding roles in the
learning process

Limited collaboration between
teachers and SNAs and
opportunities for joint planning

Inadequate communication,
feedback and collaboration
between teacher and SNA

Deployment

Deployment of SNA support
should be clearly linked to
the individualised planning
in place for each student
and specifically refer to the
student’s identified care
needs. SNAs should be
involved in meetings
regarding development and
review of student support
plans

Level of support needs to
take into account student
changing needs over time
and plan for transitions
between education phases

Insufficient attention to shared
input in individualised planning

Student views on the approach
to SNA support are not
considered leading to a feeling
that it is intrusive or stigmatising

Insufficient consideration is
given to the views of students

18




PANS O hC

Student input and due who have communication
weight of influence is differences

essential in deployment of

SNA support

Deployment should be
considered within the wider

context of overall supports
for inclusive education Lack of accountability for

deployment

Deployment of SNAs should
be subject to external quality
assurance monitoring

Background

Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) play a vital role in schools by providing
additional adult support to help students with significant care needs attend
school and access education. Currently, around 23,000 SNAs are employed
across schools in Ireland. Their responsibilities are outlined in Circular
30/2014 and the NCSE Toolkit for the Deployment of SNAs (Department of
Education, 2024). In 2022, the Department of Education established the
Special Needs Assistant Workforce Development Unit (SNAWDU) within its
special education section. This unit was created to adopt a more strategic
and comprehensive approach to developing SNA policy, enhancing service
delivery, and ensuring adequate attention is given to reviewing and
reforming the role as needed.

The development of the plan is taking place through active consultation and
collaboration with both internal and external stakeholders. As part of this
process the Department contracted DCU Centre for Inclusive Pedagogy to
conduct a scoping review on the role of Special Needs Assistants and or
paraprofessionals. The purpose of this scoping review is to identify and

19
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examine the range of frameworks and approaches relating to SNAs and/or
paraprofessionals found in published, peer-reviewed literature. The focus is
on how these models support the care needs and promote the development
of independence in children and young people across primary, post-primary,
and special school settings.

It is important to note that while the stated role of the Special Needs
Assistants scheme in Ireland does not include a pedagogic role
internationally similar roles under a variety of titles often do. These include
terms such as teaching assistant, paraeducator, instructional assistant,
educational assistant, teacher’'s aide, or classroom assistant. In the
literature the term “paraprofessional” is often used to capture the totality of
these roles. It is this wider conceptualisation which informs the current
review.

The scoping review has the following aims:

1. To examine the role and duties of the special needs assistant (or
international equivalent) in schools, under three separate areas, in
order to answer the four research questions.

2. To document the use of frameworks in published, peer-reviewed
literature to guide the role of SNAs and/or paraprofessionals in
supporting care needs and independence development in
mainstream primary, post-primary and special school settings for
children and young people receiving SNA and/or paraprofessional
support.

3. To describe the frameworks and constructs used as well as the
theoretical underpinnings of the frameworks, where stated.

4. To determine how transferrable these frameworks are to the Irish
context.

5. To propose frameworks that may be applicable to the development
of the SNA role in the Irish context (Department of Education, 2024)

Research Questions

Q.1 What does the empirical literature tell us about the role of SNAs and/or
paraprofessionals in facilitating and reinforcing learning for students?

20
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Q.2 What frameworks or models of SNA and/or paraprofessional support
provide evidence of the impacts of such support on student learning?

Q3: What evidence is there to show that practice in the Irish context aligns
with policy in relation to the role of SNAs in fostering independence in
children with special education needs, where appropriate?

Q.4 What evidence is there to show that SNAs and/or paraprofessional play
a positive role in supporting children and young people to access holistic
education by carrying out duties such as assisting students to engage
socially with peers and others, assisting with transitions and equipping
students with essential life skills? (Department of Education, 2024)

21
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Methodology

The scoping review uses the methodological framework outlined by Arksey
and O’Malley (2003). Mays, Roberts, & Popay (2001, p.194) define scoping
studies as aiming “to map rapidly the key concepts underpinning a research
area and the main sources and types of evidence available and can be
undertaken as stand-alone projects in their own right, especially where an
area is complex or has not been reviewed comprehensively before.”

Arksey and O’Malley (2003) outline four purposes of scoping reviews, and
two of these are relevant to the present review:

1. To summarise and disseminate research findings: this kind of
scoping study might describe in more detail the findings and range of
research in particular areas of study, thereby providing a mechanism
for summarising and disseminating research findings to
policymakers, practitioners and consumers who might otherwise lack
time or resources to undertake such work themselves.

2. To identify research gaps in the existing literature, this type of
scoping study takes the process of dissemination one step further by
drawing conclusions from existing literature regarding the overall
state of research activity. Specifically designed to identify gaps in the
evidence base where no research has been conducted, the study
may also summarise and disseminate research findings as well as
identify the relevance of full systematic review in specific areas of

inquiry.

The present review consists of the following stages used for the research
questions:

Stage 1: identifying the research question
Stage 2: identifying relevant studies
Stage 3: study selection

Stage 4: charting the data

Stage 5: collating, summarising and reporting the results

22
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In addition to the above, existing systematic, narrative and meta-analysis
reviews in the area are reviewed. This review of reviews approach gives a
stronger indication of the weight of evidence in the field and gaps in current
research.

The following template was used to collate review information: Author, year
of publication, country, educational context (mainstream, primary, post-
primary, special schools, special classes, early intervention classes in
primary schools), aims and research questions, methodology, participant
profile (special needs assistant and those that engage with SNAs i.e.
teacher; principal; student; parent; student teacher), findings/outcomes
(frameworks; role; models; qualifications; education and training provided;
views on; experiences of; practices; facilitators and barriers; learning;
participation; engagement; wellbeing; support; independence; impact of;
holistic development), implications and limitations.

Search strategy

The following search string was identified as yielding the most suitable
results and utilised the Title, Abstract and Keyword headings within the
databases:

The following Boolean search string was applied:

(‘special needs assistant’ OR ‘teaching assistant’ OR ‘paraeducator’ OR
‘instructional assistant’” OR ‘educational assistant’ OR ‘teacher aide’ OR
‘classroom assistant’ OR ‘paraprofessional’ OR ‘additional needs assistant’
OR ‘instructional aide’ OR ‘inclusion support assistant’)

AND

(‘intellectual disabilit* OR ‘developmental disabilit* OR ‘learning disabilit*
OR ‘special education® OR ‘special educational need™)

AND where applicable

(‘Primary’ OR ‘K-12’ ‘Post-primary’ OR ‘secondary school’ OR ‘high school’
OR ‘middle school’ OR ‘special school’ OR ‘special class’)

AND where applicable

23
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(‘systematic review’ OR ‘scoping review’ OR ‘narrative review’ OR ‘meta-
analysis’)

AND where applicable
(‘inclusive education’ OR ‘inclusion’)

AND (for Research question one)
(‘learning’ OR ‘reinforcement’)
AND (for Research question two)

(‘model’ OR ‘framework’ OR ‘role’ OR ‘deployment’)
AND (for research question three)
(‘independence’)

(‘Ireland’ OR ‘Republic of Ireland’ OR ‘Irish’)

AND (for Research question four)

(‘holistic’ OR ‘holistic education’ OR flife skills’ OR ‘life skills’ OR ‘functional
skills’ OR ‘functional living skills’ OR ‘independent skills’ OR ‘independent
living skills’ OR ‘daily living skills’ OR ‘transition* OR ‘social’ OR ‘social
skills’ OR ‘peer interactions)

Databases used included: SCOPUS, Academic Search Complete, British
Education Index, EBSCO, ERIC, Taylor & Francis Journals, SAGE, Google
Scholar, What Works Clearinghouse, hand searches.

Criteria of inclusion: since 2004, peer reviewed, English language and full
text available. For each of the four research questions and for the review of
reviews, a Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) chart has been provided alongside a list of the
references cited.

Structure of the Report

This scoping review is in six sections. The first section is a review of existing
reviews in order to give a broad overview of the evidence base in relation to
the research questions. The following four sections focus on the specific
research questions outlined in the remit. Across the research question
reviews and, in the discussion, all relevant Irish research on special needs
assistants is included. The final section is a discussion of the findings with
recommendations for a possible framework appropriate to the Irish context.

24
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Review of Existing Reviews

For the review of existing reviews, systematic reviews, literature reviews,
meta-analyses and quality reviews published in databases were included.
The initial searches yielded 181 results. With duplicates removed there were
100 articles for review. Following the title screening of each article, 70 were
excluded as not deemed relevant. The remaining 30 articles were subject
to full text screening, and six articles were removed as they pertained to
third level support (Fig 1). Twenty-four reviews were identified within the
timeframe which used the following terms: teaching assistant, teacher
assistant, paraeducator, paraprofessional and special needs assistant.
Many of the reviews cover a wide range of issues such as role, impact,
deployment and eight of the reviews relate to training in relation to
interventions or professional learning needs and materials (Table 2). The
review presents the key findings from each study in chronological order. The
discussion of the findings and implications are in the final section of the
report.
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Figure 1- PRISMA - Review of Reviews

Much of the research on teaching assistants/paraprofessionals is small
scale- often doctoral studies- with small or moderate sample sizes. It tends
to be mostly qualitative with self-reporting from teaching assistants or
teachers. There are a few notable large-scale studies, and these are
highlighted in the review. In this context it is useful to do a review of existing
reviews to get a better sense of patterns of key findings over time and
contexts. As will be seen from the reviews there is a consistency in key
findings as related to role, education and training, collaboration,
communication and planning where it is possible to extract some guiding
principles for development and to highlight potential challenges with
inappropriate deployment, role confusion and ambiguity and unintended
consequences arising from these practices.

26

B8 I



PANS O hC

Table 2 - Review of Reviews

Included Articles

Alborz, A., Pearson, D., Farrell, P. and Howes, A. (2009). The impact of
adult support staff on pupils and mainstream schools. Technical report.
London: EPPI-Centre, Social Science Research Unit, Institute of
Education, University of London.
https://pure.manchester.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/56692772/FULL TEX
T.PDF

Cajkler, W., & Tennant, G. (2009). Teaching assistants and pupils'
academic and social engagement in mainstream schools: Insights from
systematic literature reviews. International Journal of Emotional
Education,1(2), 71-90. https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/17808/

Farrell, P., Alborz, A., Howes, A., & Pearson, D. (2010). The impact of
teaching assistants on improving pupils’ academic achievement in
mainstream schools: a review of the literature.8, Educational Review,
62(4), 435-448. https://doi-
org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/00131911.2010.4

Giangreco, M., Suter, J.C. and Doyle, M.B. (2010). Paraprofessionals in
inclusive schools: a review of recent research. Journal of Educational
and Psychological Consultation, 20 (1), pp.41-57.

Rispoli, M., Neely, L., Lang, R., & Ganz, J. (2011). Training
paraprofessionals to implement interventions for people with autism
spectrum disorders: A systematic review. Developmental
Neurorehabilitation, 14(6), 378-388.

Douglas, S. N. (2012). Teaching Paraeducators to Support the
Communication of Individuals Who Use Augmentative and Alternative
Communication: A Literature Review. Current Issues in Education,
15(1)._https://cie.asu.edu/ojs/index.php/cieatasu/article/view/906

Brock, M.E. and Carter, E.W. (2013) A systematic review of
paraprofessional- delivered educational practices to improve outcomes
for students with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Research
and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 38 (4), pp.211-221.

Walker V. L., Smith C. G. (2015). Training paraprofessionals to support
students with disabilities: A literature review. Exceptionality, 23(3), 170—
191._https://doi-org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/09362835.2014.986606
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Clarke, E., & Visser, J. (2016). Teaching Assistants managing
behaviour—-who knows how they do it? A review of literature. Support for
learning, 31(4), 266-280.

Sharma, S. and Salend, S.J. (2016). Teaching assistants in inclusive
classrooms: a systematic analysis of the international research.
Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 41(8), pp.118-134.

Walker, V. L., Douglas, K. H., & Chung, Y. C. (2017). An Evaluation of
Paraprofessionals' Skills and Training Needs in Supporting Students
with Severe Disabilities. International Journal of Special Education,
32(3), 460-471.

National Council for Special Education (2018). Literature Review relating
to the Role of the Special Needs Assistant. Trim: NCSE.

Douglas, S. N., Uitto, D. J., Reinfelds, C. L., & D’Agostino, S. (2019). A
systematic review of paraprofessional training materials. The Journal of
Special Education, 52(4), 195-207.

Walker V. L., Douglas K. H., Douglas S. N., D’Agostino S. R. (2020).
Paraprofessional-implemented systematic instruction for students with
disabilities: A systematic literature review. Education and Training in
Autism and Developmental Disabilities, 55(3), 303—317.

Brock, M.E. and Anderson, E.J. (2021). Training Paraprofessionals who
Work with Students with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities:
What Does the Research Say? Psychology in the Schools, 58(4),
pp.702-722. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22386

Reddy, L. A., Alperin, A., & Glover, T. A. (2021). A critical review of the
professional development literature for paraprofessionals supporting
students with externalizing behavior disorders. Psychology in the
Schools, 58(4), 742-763.

Jackson, C., Sharma, U., Odier-Guedj, D., & Deppeler, J. (2021).
Teachers' perceptions of their work with teacher assistants: A systematic
literature review. Australian Journal of Teacher Education (Online),
46(11), 69-88.

Walker V. L., Carpenter M. E., Lyon K. J., Button L. (2021). A meta-
analysis of paraprofessional-delivered interventions to address
challenging behavior among students with disabilities. Journal of
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Walker VL, Coogle CG, Lyon KJ, Turf M. (2021a). A meta-analytic
review of paraprofessional-implemented interventions for students with
autism spectrum disorder. Psychol Sch. 58: 686—701.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22380

Walker, V. L., Kurth, J., Carpenter, M. E., Tapp, M. C., Clausen, A., &
Turner, E. L. (2021b). Paraeducator-delivered interventions for students
with extensive support needs in inclusive school settings: A systematic
review. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities,
46(4), 278-295. https://doi.org/10.1177/15407969211055127

Borosh, A. M., Newson, A., Mason, R. A., Richards, C. D., & Collins
Crosley, H. (2023). Special Education Teacher-Delivered Training for
Paraeducators: A Systematic and Quality Review. Teacher Education
and Special Education, 46(3), 223-242. https://doi-
org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1177/08884064231160575

Lewis G. (2023). The classroom deployment of teaching assistants in
England: a critical review of literature from 2010 to 2020. Educational
Review. March 2023:1-17. doi:10.1080/00131911.2023.2184773

O’Connor Bones, U., Courtney, C., Montgomery, A., & Campbell, A.
(2023). Classroom assistant roles and deployment models: an
international scoping review. Educational Review, 1-15. https://doi-
org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/00131911.2023.2281229

Martin, G., Lemons, C. J., & Haddad, Y. E. (2024). The Effects of
Paraeducator-Implemented Interventions on Student Literacy Skill
Acquisition: A Review. Remedial and Special Education, 46(1), 79-90.
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Review of Reviews

Alborz, A., Pearson, D., Farrell, P. and Howes, A. (2009) The impact of
adult support staff on pupils and mainstream schools. Technical report.
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London: EPPI-Centre, Social Science Research Unit, Institute of
Education, University of London.

The Alborz et al (2009) review builds on an earlier review from Howes et al
(2003). There were 35 studies selected for review with 15 from England and
Wales and 20 from the US. The review did not include teaching assistants
working in special schools or special classes. This was a systematic review
of international data from English-language peer-reviewed publications on
the use of TAs in inclusive classrooms from the previous 10 years
concerning: the roles of TAs; the impact of TAs on students, educators, and
inclusive education; and the factors that influence the performance of TAs.
Importantly, for the present review, this review did not include support staff
in special schools or in separate special classes.

Thirty-five papers were selected for in-depth review following analysis which
included the quality of the research methodology which was graded. There
were two main research questions:

- What is the impact of adult support staff on the participation and
learning of students and on mainstream schools?

- What are the support processes that lead to these outcomes?

The findings regarding the impact of Teaching Assistants on the
participation of students with special educational needs (SEN) presented a
mixed picture. Some evidence suggested that the close proximity between
students with disabilities and TAs was linked to (a) interference with
teachers’ responsibility, and (b) the separation of these students from their
peers. The deployment of TA support can foster dependency on the TA,
which may become a barrier to active participation (Alborz et al. 2009).

Moyles & Suschitzky (1997) found that TA staff helped students remain on-
task and that their assistance contributed to a calmer, more structured
learning environment. Hemmingsson et al. (2003) found that students felt
TAs could both support and hinder their participation. The key observation
was that students preferred to work independently to be more like their
peers but were also willing to accept help when it supported interaction with
their classmates. The review indicates that properly trained and supported
TAs can positively impact the progress of individual students or small
groups, especially in developing basic literacy skills.
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Furthermore, ‘sensitive’ TA support can enhance pupil engagement in both
learning and social activities, helping them interact with their peers and
class teacher. This support is most effective when it reflects awareness of
when students need to make independent choices and take action on their
own. The review found that there is relatively little research exploring the
specific processes through which support staff impact teaching (Alborz et al
2009).

The use of TA support enables teachers to engage students in more
creative and practical activities, as well as spend more time working with
smaller groups or individuals. Class-related workload is somewhat reduced
when working with a TA, but the teacher’s role may shift to become more
managerial as their responsibilities increase. Having an adult presence in
the classroom helps teachers feel supported and less stressed. Knowing
that students are receiving more attention and support was reported to
improve teachers' job satisfaction (Alborz et al. 2009).

The team found that collaborative teaching styles, involving TAs working
with small groups, helps to promote learning support as a regular part of an
‘inclusive’ environment where all students are supported. TAs can act as
intermediaries between teachers and parents, encouraging communication
with families, though care is needed to maintain direct contact between
parents and teachers.

Another key finding is that TA staff can facilitate differentiated instruction,
helping teachers address a diverse range of abilities in the classroom.
Cremin et al. (2005) showed that varied TA deployment models led to
increased engagement, not because of the model per se, but because of
the enhanced collaboration and planning between teachers and assistants.
This finding underscores the importance of integrated teamwork in
reinforcing learning and supporting inclusive practices.

The review suggests that the deployment of TAs has been successful in
supporting teachers on multiple levels and providing benefits to students.
To maximise these benefits, it's crucial to ensure TAs receive effective
management, training, and a clear career path. Collaborative working is
essential for maximising the effectiveness of TA support. Teachers need
training in these approaches, and the ongoing impact of this training should
be reflected in professional standards for teachers. Progress was more
noticeable when TAs supported students in distinct, well-defined areas of
work or learning. The findings suggest that individual support should be
combined with group work to encourage participation from all students in
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class activities. The importance of allocated time for teachers and TAs to
plan lessons was clear. When support is integrated into standard school
practice, with individualised planning for each pupil, it helps to reduce the
stigma associated with supported students (Alborz et al., 2009).

Cajkler, W., & Tennant, G. (2009). Teaching assistants and pupils'
academic and social engagement in mainstream schools: Insights from
systematic literature reviews. International Journal of Emotional
Education,1(2). 71-90. https://centaur.reading.ac.uk/17808/

Cajkler and Tennant (2009) report on a series of systematic literature
reviews examining the role of teaching assistants. The first two reviews
explored stakeholder perspectives—including those of students, teachers,
TAs, headteachers, and parents—regarding the contributions of TAs to
academic and social engagement. Four key areas of TA contribution were
identified: supporting students’ academic and social participation, promoting
inclusion, maintaining positive relationships with stakeholders, and assisting
teachers. The third review focused on TA training. Despite inconsistent
training opportunities in both the UK and the USA, the available evidence
highlighted the positive impact of training on TAs’ confidence and skill
development.

The Cajkler and Tennant (2009) review presents robust evidence that TAs
contribute significantly to both academic and socio-academic engagement
for students in mainstream classrooms. This includes their direct role in
supporting instructional activities and acting as mediators between teachers
and students. According to the reviews, TAs frequently provide direct
academic support by explaining, reinforcing, and clarifying teachers’
instructions, which enhances students’ understanding and engagement with
learning activities.

Teaching assistants generally viewed themselves as integral to students’
education. While some recognised their presence could unintentionally
hinder students’ academic and social integration, most believed they were
fostering independence and supporting academic progress. Blatchford et al.
(2004), cited within the review, reinforce this by stating that TAs contribute
to learning through “repetition, practice, reiteration and consolidation” (p. 7).
Teachers appreciated the flexibility and support that TAs provided, which
allowed for more inclusive classroom practices. Headteachers also
acknowledged TAs' valuable role in promoting inclusion, though some
expressed concerns about the potential for student overdependence. In
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response, certain schools took steps to clearly define TA responsibilities
(Cajkler and Tennant, 2009).

Students often saw TAs as approachable adults who listened and helped
the teacher manage the classroom. However, some students perceived TA
involvement as intrusive or unhelpful (Jarvis, 2003; Bowers, 1997). Parents,
on the other hand, generally viewed TAs as essential to their child’s
education and inclusion (Cajkler and Tennant, 2009).

Training opportunities for TAs exist in the UK, USA, and elsewhere, but have
developed in a relatively uncoordinated way despite efforts such as the UK’s
Specialist Teaching Assistant (STA) programme and the No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) criteria in the US. Where implemented, these programmes
were reported to increase TAs’ confidence, subject knowledge, and
instructional skills. Training often led to greater self-esteem and job
satisfaction, though the specific mechanisms behind these improvements
were unclear. In some instances, increased training led to frustration among
TAs who, becoming more critically aware, began to challenge teacher
practices (Cajkler and Tennant, 2009).

Both UK and US studies identified similar issues, though US research
placed greater emphasis on inclusion—particularly the challenge of
supporting students without impeding their independence. Long-term
effects of training remain under-researched, with few longitudinal studies
available (Cajkler and Tennant, 2009). One exception was Hutchings
(1997), which collected post-training feedback a year later, while Swann &
Loxley (1998) examined how training influenced TA involvement in
instruction but concluded that training alone was insufficient to significantly
reshape TA roles without broader support, especially from teachers.

Most training programmes emphasised instructional skills or inclusion, but
few addressed the interpersonal communication skills needed to effectively
collaborate with parents. Additionally, non-verbal communication skills such
as gesture, gaze, and posture received little attention. The studies also
provided limited evidence of the direct impact of training on student
outcomes (Cajkler and Tennant, 2009).

Cajkler and Tennant argue based on their review that the deployment of
teaching assistants is often based on the assumption that having additional
adults in the classroom is inherently beneficial and they point to evidence of
high-quality work being carried out by TAs. However, they argue that it is
important to be cautious before assuming that such support is always

33



PANS O hC

effective. Typically, less qualified and lower paid than teachers, they are
often tasked with the most challenging instructional responsibilities, such as
helping students who struggle to grasp the teacher’s input. In addition, they
point out that TAs were often introduced without much thought given to team
dynamics or collaboration.

Further studies from both Europe and the US have raised concerns about
the risk of TAs inadvertently isolating students and reducing autonomy in
overprotective or exclusive support systems. These findings also highlight
the importance of training TAs to engage with students in ways that promote
authentic interaction, autonomy, and inclusion (Cajkler and Tennant, 2009).

Farrell, P., Alborz, A., Howes, A., & Pearson, D. (2010). The impact of
teaching assistants on improving pupils’ academic achievement in
mainstream schools: a review of the literature. 8, Educational Review,
62(4), 435—-448. https://doi-
org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/00131911.2010.486476

Farrell et al. (2010) draw on similar data to the Alborz et al (2009) review.
They included studies that provided empirical data that addressed the
impact of adult support on pupil learning within mainstream schools
between the ages of three and sixteen. A total of nine targeted intervention
studies were reviewed in relation to academic achievement. All but one
study concluded that trained and supported teaching assistants, whether
working one-on-one or with small groups, significantly improved literacy and
language outcomes for primary-aged children compared to those who did
not receive TA support. Trained TAs working with children with literacy
difficulties facilitated statistically significant progress (Savage & Carless,
2008). Interventions delivered with high fidelity, proper training, and ongoing
support were as effective when delivered by TAs as by qualified teachers
(Boyle et al., 2007; Miller, 2003; Grek et al., 2003).

However, the reviewers point out that some of the studies involved TAs and
Senior Learning Teaching Assistants (SLTAs) with higher qualifications and
experience than typical TAs, suggesting that effectiveness may depend on
training and background. In Boyle et al. (2007) the assistants had
psychology degrees and experience of working with children.

Farrell et al. (2010) conclude that when properly trained and supported, TAs

can positively influence primary students' academic progress, particularly in
literacy and language development. However, they also caution that despite
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these findings, broader studies linking TA presence to academic progress
in primary schools suggest that TAs, in general, have no measurable
impact.

Giangreco, M., Suter, J.C. and Doyle, M.B. (2010). Paraprofessionals in
inclusive schools: a review of recent research. Journal of Educational and
Psychological Consultation, 20 (1), pp.41-57.

The major findings from 32 identified studies were categorised into key
areas. These included the hidden financial and educational costs of high
paraprofessional turnover, including recruitment, screening, training, and
orientation efforts. Frequent turnover disrupts students' Ilearning
experiences and strains team dynamics. Research suggests improving
working conditions and recognising paraprofessionals as valued members
of collaborative teams to enhance retention (Giangreco et al., 2010).

Giangreco et al. (2010) highlight that paraprofessionals can facilitate
learning when they receive proper supervision and training. When deployed
as part of a collaborative framework with clearly defined roles,
paraprofessionals can effectively embed teacher-led instruction, promote
peer interaction, and help deliver inclusive education (McDonnell et al.,
2002; Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005).

However, the review cautions that when paraprofessionals take on roles
without oversight, or when their instructional input becomes primary rather
than supplementary, students may lose access to certified teaching and
peer engagement opportunities (Giangreco & Broer, 2005). Students
themselves reported mixed experiences, with some expressing
appreciation for the emotional support paraprofessionals provided, while
others described their presence as socially limiting (Broer, Doyle, &
Giangreco, 2005). These insights underscore the importance of balancing
support with autonomy and social inclusion.

Studies indicate that many paraprofessionals still lack adequate training,
particularly in managing behavioural challenges. Paraprofessionals have
been successfully trained to: Embed teacher-planned instruction
(McDonnell et al., 2002); facilitate social interactions (Causton-Theoharis &
Malmgren, 2005; Devlin, 2005); implement social stories (Quilty, 2007). The
review found continued discussion on the extent of paraprofessionals' roles
in instruction, planning, assessment, communication with parents, and
clerical duties (Chopra et al., 2004; Davis et al., 2007). Clearly defining roles
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ensures that students with disabilities have appropriate access to qualified
general and special educators (Giangreco et al., 2010).

Some studies found that paraprofessionals were making instructional
decisions without professional oversight, reducing the time special
educators spent on direct instruction (Giangreco & Broer, 2005). A focus
group study emphasised that paraprofessionals feel most effective when
they are respected as integral team members connecting students, parents,
teachers, and service providers (Chopra et al., 2004).

The review outlined a number of challenges faced by paraprofessionals.
These include feelings of isolation, low pay, and a lack of professional
respect, frequently being assigned teacher-level responsibilities without
adequate training or supervision. This lack of support can negatively affect
student interaction, as research shows that paraprofessional proximity may
reduce peer interactions, particularly for students with emotional and
behavioural disorders (Malmgren & Causton-Theoharis, 2006).

Supervision gaps also contribute to the issue, with special educators
spending only 2% of their time supervising paraprofessionals (Giangreco &
Broer, 2005). While some students view paraprofessionals as protective
figures, offering emotional support and protection from bullying, they also
report that relying on paraprofessionals limits their social and academic
opportunities (Broer, Doyle, & Giangreco, 2005). Furthermore, over 80% of
schools have reported minimal involvement from general education
teachers with students with disabilities, with some students becoming overly
dependent on paraprofessionals, resulting in stigmatisation and physical
separation from their peers (Giangreco & Broer, 2007).

Giangreco et al. (2010) outline a range of recommendations consistent with
increasing inclusive capacity in schools taking their review findings on
board. To enhance inclusion and support in schools, it is crucial to consider
the social validity of paraprofessional support and to increase teacher
engagement with students with disabilities. Schools should also involve
students in decisions about their support to ensure their needs are
effectively met. Research suggests that alternative support strategies, such
as peer support, can be a viable alternative to paraprofessional reliance.
Carter et al. (2005) found that pairing students with disabilities with peers
rather than a paraprofessional led to improved academic and social
outcomes. However, addressing concerns in inclusive education requires
more than just improving paraprofessional practices; schools should explore
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alternative models that enhance the capacity of both general and special
educators (Giangreco & Broer, 2005).

A comprehensive three-pronged approach is suggested to improve special
education support structures. This approach should focus on strengthening
training and support for current paraprofessionals, developing clear
decision-making models for when paraprofessional support is appropriate,
and exploring alternatives to excessive dependence on paraprofessionals.
Additionally, paraprofessionals should be primarily responsible for providing
supplemental, teacher-directed instruction and assisting with non-
instructional tasks such as clerical work, materials preparation, and
personal care, allowing educators more time for direct student instruction
(Giangreco et al., 2010).

Rispoli, M., Neely, L., Lang, R., & Ganz, J. (2011). Training
paraprofessionals to implement interventions for people with autism
spectrum disorders: A systematic review. Developmental
Neurorehabilitation, 14(6), 378-388.

Rispoli et at (2011) identified 12 studies that met the inclusion criteria for
this systematic review. These studies were assessed on: (a) participant
characteristics, (b) the interventions implemented, (c) training procedures,
(d) outcomes, and (e) the certainty of evidence. A total of 39
paraprofessionals, including teacher aides and rehabilitation staff,
participated in the 12 studies. Paraprofessionals were trained to implement
various interventions, including social stories, prompting, Picture Exchange
Communication System (PECS), Discrete Trial Training (DTT), Pivotal
Response Training (PRT), incidental teaching, and activity schedules.
Training procedures involved written and verbal explanations, modelling,
video demonstrations, role-playing, and feedback. Positive outcomes were
reported in 92% of the studies. Training procedures included instructional
videos, written guidelines, verbal instructions, supervised practice,
modelling, role-playing, and feedback from supervisors.

Rispoli et al. (2011) outline weaknesses in the studies chosen. Although all
studies reported the gender and age of paraprofessional participants, there
was limited information regarding their educational background, cultural
factors, and previous experience with behavioural interventions. These
factors are likely to impact the ease with which paraprofessionals develop
intervention implementation skills during training.
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Douglas, S. N. (2012). Teaching Paraeducators to Support the
Communication of Individuals Who Use Augmentative and Alternative
Communication: A Literature Review. Current Issues in Education,
15(1). https://cie.asu.edu/ojs/index.php/cieatasu/article/view/906

Douglas (2012) examined the impact of training paraeducators to provide
effective communication support to individuals using augmentative and
alternative communication (AAC). Results from seven studies indicated that
training paraeducators in communication support strategies led to positive
changes in the communication behaviours of both the paraeducators and
AAC users.

Reviewed studies suggested that when paraeducators were taught to use
communication strategies, such as prompting, modelling, and responding to
communicative attempts, they demonstrated improved communication
behaviours. This included increased frequency of prompts, greater use of
open-ended questions, and more opportunities for students to engage in
communication (Douglas, 2012). Students using AAC exhibited increased
communication turns, enhanced message complexity, more spontaneous
interactions, and, in some cases, a reduction in challenging behaviours.
Training was often brief yet effective, with maintenance of skills observed in
several studies up to 12 months post-training, although results varied by
study (Douglas, 2012).

Although research in this area remains limited, this review offers promising
evidence supporting paraeducator training as an effective approach to
enhancing the communication development of individuals with complex
communication needs (CCN) (Douglas (2012). Training that incorporated
structured strategy instruction—such as pre-assessment, explicit
explanation of strategies, guided practice, and feedback—Ied to improved
use of communication techniques by paraeducators. These included
strategies like prompting, recognising communicative attempts, and
appropriately responding to those attempts. Importantly, when
paraeducators implemented these techniques, positive outcomes were also
observed for individuals with CCN, such as increased use of AAC devices,
more complex responses, and more frequent initiations. Given this
evidence, it is recommended that paraeducators working with individuals
with CCN receive well-designed communication partner training as a matter
of best practice (Douglas, 2012).
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Brock, M.E. and Carter, E.W. (2013). A systematic review of
paraprofessional- delivered educational practices to improve outcomes
for students with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Research
and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 38 (4), pp.211-221.

Although these studies were implemented in elementary, middle, and high
school settings, most students (n = 36; 87.8% of all participants across
studies) were under 12 years old and were served in elementary/primary
school settings. Paraprofessionals implemented instruction in general
education classrooms (n = 4; 30.8%), self-contained/special classrooms
within integrated schools (n =4; 30.8%), a combination of inclusive and self-
contained settings (n = 2; 15.4%), and special schools specifically for
students with disabilities (n = 3; 23.1%). Reported student special education
categories included Autism (n = 26; 63.4%), intellectual disability (n = 8;
19.5%), cerebral palsy (n = 5; 12.2%), and multiple disabilities (n = 2; 4.9%).

Brock and Carter (2013) systematically reviewed 13 experimental studies in
which paraprofessionals were taught to implement instructional and support
strategies with students who have intellectual and developmental
disabilities. There were two key research questions:

- To what extent have paraprofessional-implemented educational
practices been shown to improve outcomes for elementary and
secondary students with intellectual and developmental disabilities?

- What professional development strategies enable paraprofessionals
to implement these strategies with fidelity?

The inclusion criteria included: First, the studies evaluated the effectiveness
of educational strategies implemented by paraprofessionals for elementary
and secondary students with intellectual and/or developmental disabilities
in a school setting. Second, the studies involved a comparison between an
experimental group, where paraprofessionals received training and support
to implement educational strategies, and a control group, where
paraprofessionals did not receive any training. Third, the researchers
employed either a single-case or group experimental design to assess the
effectiveness of the educational strategy.

A total of 40 paraprofessionals provided instruction or support to students

with intellectual and/or developmental disabilities (IDD) across the reviews.
When available, paraprofessional ages ranged from 19 years to 59 years.
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Experience in special education varied from no experience to as much as
12 years. Educational backgrounds ranged from a high school diploma to a
bachelor’s degree.

Efficacy of Paraprofessional-Delivered Instruction and Support

The review found strong evidence that, when appropriately trained,
paraprofessionals can effectively deliver educational interventions that
improve a range of student outcomes, including academic performance,
communication, social engagement, and independence (Brock & Carter,
2013). In 10 of the 13 studies, researchers experimentally assessed the
impact of paraprofessional-delivered instruction or support on student
outcomes. The strategies included the use of alternative and augmentative
communication (AAC), facilitating social interactions, discrete trial training,
prompting, a combination of prompting and positive reinforcement, visual
support strategies, time delay, social stories, pivotal response training, and
incidental teaching. Across these ten studies, there were 29 instances of
experimental effects out of 35 planned opportunities. These
paraprofessional-implemented practices led to improvements in academic
outcomes (McDonnell et al., 2002), communication outcomes (Bingham et
al., 2007; Hall & Macvean, 1997; Ryan et al., 2008), social outcomes
(Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005; Licciardello et al., 2008; Robinson,
2011), increased independence (Hall et al., 1995), and reduced problem
behaviours (Dib & Sturmey, 2007; Martella, Martella, Macfarlane, & Young,
1993; Quilty, 2007).

The findings also emphasised that professional development is essential.
Effective training packages typically included modelling, performance
feedback, and written or verbal instruction, often followed by structured
follow-up sessions (e.g., Barnes et al., 2011; Casey, 2011). Without such
ongoing support, paraprofessionals were unlikely to maintain fidelity or
generalise skills across settings (Hall et al., 2010). The duration of the initial
training session was reported in eight of the 13 studies, ranging from 20
minutes to eight hours (M = 2.26 hours). Twelve of the 15 studies described
follow-up training after the initial session, with eight specifying the length
(ranging from 20 minutes to 6 hours). In nearly all studies (12 of 13), training
was provided by a member of the research team.

Importantly, the review reinforced that paraprofessionals should act under

the supervision of qualified teachers, with clearly defined and focused roles.
Brock and Carter caution against assigning paraprofessionals as primary
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instructional agents—a practice shown to negatively affect both instructional
quality and student inclusion (Giangreco & Broer, 2007). All professional
development packages involved one-on-one training sessions where the
trainer met individually with paraprofessionals.

Each of the 13 studies included an initial verbal or written explanation of the
educational practice. The majority of studies (n = 10) included modelling the
strategy and offering performance feedback. Ten out of 13 studies tested
whether paraprofessional training led to improved implementation fidelity or
increased paraprofessional behaviours linked to the instructional or support
strategy. Out of 35 planned opportunities, there were 29 demonstrations of
experimental effects. Follow-up data were collected in seven studies.
Maintenance data showed improved implementation compared to baseline
levels. In two studies (Bingham et al., 2007; Leblanc, Ricciardi, & Luiselli,
2005), paraprofessionals maintained implementation fidelity at criterion
levels after training (Brock and Carter, 2013).

Brock and Carter (2013) highlight that guidelines for utilising
paraprofessionals should emphasise that their instruction and support
supplement teaching from highly qualified teachers, with the teacher taking
responsibility for all instructional planning and pedagogical decisions. While
paraprofessionals can be valuable members of instructional teams, their
roles should be specific and well-defined. This review highlights that careful
planning and foresight are crucial for paraprofessionals to effectively
support students with individualised goals and complex needs.

With adequate training, paraprofessionals can implement evidence-based
practices that significantly improve educational outcomes for students with
IDD. Across the studies, paraprofessionals learned to implement various
educational practices. Paraprofessionals applied these strategies to
improve key outcomes for students with IDD, such as academic
achievement (Spooner et al., 2012), independence (Hall et al., 1995),
reduced challenging behaviours (Horner, Carr, Strain, Todd, & Reed, 2002),
and communication and social skills, which are critical for building
friendships (Wentzel & Looney, 2007).

This review could not explore whether higher levels of formal education are
linked to more effective implementation, but it shows that paraprofessionals
with varying educational backgrounds and experience can successfully
implement instructional strategies when given proper training (Brock and
Carter, 2013).
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The review outlined how professional development packages most often
included three key components: (a) a description of the educational
practice, (b) modelling of the practice, and (c) performance feedback.
Modelling is a best practice in teacher professional development (Casey,
2011) and is part of coaching models that have shown efficacy with special
educators (Fox, Hemmeter, Snyder, Binder, & Clarke, 2011). Significantly
for this review none of the studies involved teachers in delivering
paraprofessional training. It remains unclear whether teacher-led training
would have similar impacts as the training provided by researchers (Brock
and Carter, 2013).

The Brock and Cater (2013) review recommend that paraprofessional
instruction and support should always be supplemental to the guidance of
highly qualified teachers, who should remain responsible for all planning
and pedagogical decisions. Paraprofessionals should receive clear
directions to implement specific interventions for designated students, with
well-defined roles and clear expectations. Training should be focused on
paraprofessionals' roles and designed to achieve observable outcomes that
benefit students. Professional development should extend beyond one-time
workshops to include follow-up sessions that support the generalisation of
intervention strategies in the classroom.

They further caution that without intentional emphasis on generalising skills
to the classroom, paraprofessionals may not effectively apply the
intervention  strategies taught during professional development.
Professional development programmes should incorporate research-
backed components such as modelling and performance feedback.
Teachers should carefully select instructional strategies for
paraprofessionals that directly target individualised student goals, such as
functional communication and social skills for students with cerebral palsy,
autism, and multiple disabilities (Brock and Carter, 2013).

Walker V. L., Smith C. G. (2015). Training paraprofessionals to support
students with disabilities: A literature review. Exceptionality, 23(3), 170—
191. https://doi-org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/09362835.2014.986606

The aim of this literature review was to examine intervention research
studies in which paraprofessionals received training relevant to students
with disabilities. A total of thirty studies were systematically reviewed to
identify (a) characteristics of the study participants and settings, (b) features
of paraprofessional training and the paraprofessional-implemented
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interventions evaluated, (c) the quality of the studies, and (d) implications
for practice and future research areas. Overall, paraprofessional training
and the subsequent interventions for students led to positive outcomes.
Their findings provide strong evidence that paraprofessional-delivered
interventions, when paired with appropriate training, can lead to improved
educational outcomes for students with disabilities. Across these studies,
paraprofessionals were trained in a variety of instructional strategies, most
commonly in discrete trial training, embedded instruction, prompting, and
support for communication and social skills.

Specific data from the review linked to outcomes for students were that 73%
of the studies included student performance measures, with 86% of those
showing positive results in student behaviour or skills following
paraprofessional intervention. The vast majority of these outcomes were
validated through direct observation, often under naturalistic conditions
such as inclusive classrooms. The review found that training which that
allowed for real-life application of skills yielded better results (see also Dunst
et al., 2010).

Training sessions were commonly delivered through workshops, lectures,
classes, and classroom-based methods. However, several studies lacked
key characteristics of study quality (Walker and Smith, 2015). There were
364 paraprofessional participants in the 30 reviewed studies who received
training applicable to students with disabilities, with an average of 12
paraprofessionals and range of 1 to 213 paraprofessionals (Walker and
Smith, 2015).

Most paraprofessionals (25, 83%) had some form of college education,
which included a bachelor's degree (10, 33%), college education without a
degree (7, 23%), and graduate-level education or a degree (2, 7%). Fewer
studies indicated that the highest level of education for paraprofessionals
was a high school diploma or a certificate of high school equivalency (12,
40%). The highest level of education for paraprofessionals was not reported
in 12 studies (40%). Paraprofessional training mainly emphasised
knowledge of teaching techniques (e.g., discrete trial training, embedded
instruction, prompting strategies; 24, 80%) and communication and social
skills for individuals with disabilities (14, 47%). Training in other areas was
less common, including topics such as inclusion, teamwork, and the
paraprofessional's role (7, 23%), as well as behaviour management or
positive behaviour support (6, 20%). Areas that were rarely addressed in
training included paraprofessional knowledge of specific disabilities (3,
10%), social interactions and relationships with students (2, 7%),
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assessment (1, 3%), commercially available curricula (1, 3%), and family
involvement and partnership (1, 3%). Walker and Smith (2015) evaluated
the quality of the research as generally poor. For example, while 96% of
studies assessed fidelity of implementation, only 10% addressed the fidelity
of the training itself. Moreover, follow-up support and data on generalisation
or maintenance of paraprofessional skills were infrequent, indicating a need
for sustained coaching to embed practices. Walker et al. (2020, 2021,
2021a, 2021b) revisited this area in subsequent reviews covered below.

Clarke, E., & Visser, J. (2016). Teaching Assistants managing
behaviour—-who knows how they do it? A review of literature. Support for
learning, 31(4), 266-280.

The Clarke and Visser (2016) review focuses primarily on the ambiguity
associated with the role of Teaching Assistant and the consequences of
this. They outline how the role of Teaching Assistants has been the subject
of much debate and scrutiny. They cite research by O’Brien and Garner
(2002), Dixon (2003), Vincett et al. (2005), Blatchford et al. (2007), and
Hammersley-Fletcher and Adnett (2009) who questioned the benefits of
expanding the TA role and whether the drive to increase their numbers was
truly for the benefit of students or primarily for the benefit of the education
system.

Despite claims regarding the potential benefits of TAs in areas like
behaviour management (DfEE, 1997; DfE, 2001; HMI, 2002; DfES, 2003;
Blatchford et al., 2004; Symes & Humphrey, 2011), concerns arose about
the adequacy of their training and the risks of over-reliance on TAs in
managing students' behaviour (Clarke and Visser, 2016). Graves (2011)
suggested that TAs’ “goodwill” and “dedication” were at risk of being
exploited, with TAs being expected to work beyond their defined roles. A
significant issue in contextualising TAs' responsibility for managing

behaviour is the ambiguity surrounding their role.

Although TAS' roles are often described as “multifaceted,” there remains a
lack of consensus on their specific responsibilities, especially in behaviour
management (Graves, 2013). Graves further cautioned that the TA role is
often defined only in the negative, such as being “not teachers,” which
obscures the true nature of their responsibilities (Clarke and Visser, 2016).
Devecchi et al. (2011) described the fluidity of the TA role as both a blessing
and a curse, with TAs occupying a professional liminal space, marked by
contentious personal boundaries. However, this fluidity can lead to conflict,
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as there is no clear agreement on what the TA role should entail (Clarke
and Visser, 2016).

Research by Hammersley-Fletcher and Qualter (2009) found that how
teachers view their own role often dictates the relationships they form with
TAs. Teachers who saw themselves as the only ones capable of meeting
students' needs were less likely to collaborate effectively with TAs, in
contrast to those with a more expanded view of professionalism. Webster
et al. (2012) supported earlier research by Rose (2000) and Cockroft and
Atkinson (2015), demonstrating that when teachers are given the
opportunity to reflect on their practices, they can develop a more meaningful
understanding of the TA role, which ultimately influences its effectiveness,
either positively or negatively (Clarke and Visser, 2016).

Clarke and Visser (2016) outline how the boundaries between teachers and
TAs have been a recurring theme in the literature. They cite numerous
studies (Thomas, 1992; Rose, 2000; Moran & Abbott, 2002; Mansaray,
2006; Devecchi & Rouse, 2010; Hancock et al., 2010; Butt & Lowe, 2011;
Webster et al., 2012) that have highlighted the lack of a uniform
understanding of the roles and responsibilities of teachers and TAs. Collins
and Simco (2006) found that although TAs were able to clearly define their
roles, children and parents often failed to acknowledge the boundaries
between teacher and TA responsibilities. This confusion may stem from
what Hancock et al. (2010) described as “boundary crossing,” where TAs
move in and out of their role and the teacher’s role. Mansaray (2006)
observed that TAs often occupy a “liminal” space, acting as both teachers
and not teachers, and this ambiguity affects their authority and their
relationship with students (Clarke and Visser, 2016).

Tucker (2009) pointed out that this role confusion could lead to conflict and
mistrust between teachers and TAs, particularly when TAs need to establish
their own “clearly identifiable space” in the classroom. Fletcher and Qualter
(2009) found that teachers' personal sense of responsibility for students
often made it difficult for them to share control in the classroom (Clarke and
Visser, 2016). Edmond and Price (2009) suggested that the
professionalisation of the TA role has sometimes exacerbated these issues
by preventing meaningful inter-professional dialogue and joint decision-
making. They also argued that the lack of clarity regarding “professional
status” had a negative impact on the progression of training for TAs, a point
later supported by Graves (2013).
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Managing behaviour in the classroom is another area where conflicts arise
due to the differing roles of teachers and TAs (Clarke and Visser, 2016).
They cite Butt and Lowe (2011) who found that although TAs expressed a
desire for more training in behaviour management, teachers typically
viewed this as their responsibility, not the TAs'. This perspective contrasts
with that of children, parents, and even TAs themselves, who saw managing
behaviour as part of the TA’s role (Tucker, 2009; Butt & Lowe, 2011).
Research by Rubie-Davies et al. (2010) using lesson transcripts revealed
significant differences in how teachers and TAs manage behaviour, with
TAs more likely to react to behavioural issues while teachers focused on
prevention.

The Clarke and Visser (2016) review outlines how further research (Rubie-
Davies et al., 2010; Webster et al., 2011) suggested that the reactive nature
of TAs' behaviour management may stem from limited time spent with
teachers in planning sessions, which remains a persistent issue. Despite
this, the introduction of planning, preparation, and assessment (PPA) time
has led many schools to increase the role of TAs, particularly higher-level
teaching assistants (HLTAs), extending the time TAs spend teaching
(Blatchford et al., 2012). However, research by Blatchford et al. (2007)
indicated that the direct pedagogical role of TAs often outweighed their
support for teachers and schools. Webster et al. (2012) and Webster (2014)
highlighted that schools and parents still viewed TAs as primarily
responsible for supporting students with special educational needs (SEN),
reinforcing entrenched attitudes toward the role of TAs (Clarke and Visser,
2016).

Collaboration between teachers and TAs has been hindered by a lack of
training and opportunities for joint planning. Blatchford et al. (2011) found
that three-quarters of teachers reported having no formal time to plan or
discuss lessons with TAs, which led to brief and ad hoc discussions.
Gerschel (2005) noted that the lack of prior notice and the need for TAs to
interpret teaching in real time was a source of frequent frustration. Webster
et al. (2012) further reported that both teachers and TAs considered
preparation and feedback time to be less effective, emphasising the reliance
on TAs’ goodwill. These issues were echoed in Sharples et al. (2015), where
TAs reported going into lessons without adequate preparation (Clarke and
Visser, 2016).

The mismatch between the training provided to TAs and the demands of
their increasingly complex roles is another area of concern raised in this
review. Research (DfEE, 1997; O’'Brien & Garner, 2002; Smith et al., 2004;
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Groom & Rose, 2005; Gerschel, 2005; Tucker, 2009; Symes & Humphrey,
2011; Sharples et al., 2015) has shown that TAs receive insufficient training
for the scope of their responsibilities. Without proper training, TAs often
resort to relying on common sense and personal experience, as noted by
Galton and MacBeath (2008), who found that some TAs drew on their own
experiences as parents to fill the gaps in their training (Clarke and Visser,
2016).

Graves (2011) pointed out that, despite being highly valued, informal
learning lacked the recognition necessary for professional conversations
and reflective practice with colleagues. Webster et al. (2011) also found
dissatisfaction with the training opportunities available to TAs. The
effectiveness of any training TAs do receive is further influenced by in-
school factors such as the attitudes and support of senior leadership teams
(Tucker, 2009). For higher-level teaching assistants (HLTAs), who often
take on whole-class responsibilities and manage behaviour, the tension
surrounding training becomes particularly evident. Edmond and Price
(2009) and Graves (2013) argued that basing HLTA standards on
competence indicators rather than higher education qualifications assumes
that necessary skills can be gained on the job, which has led to concerns
about the adequacy of such training (Clarke and Visser, 2016).

The deployment of TAs is another area that contributes to their role
ambiguity and isolation. Gerschel (2005) described the deployment of TAs
as “complex and ill-defined,” noting that schools often struggled to place
TAs with specific classes, leading to fragmentation. This fragmentation
hindered the development of strong, collaborative relationships between
teachers and TAs. Gerschel further warned that inconsistent deployment
resulted in “internal exclusion,” where TAs worked with withdrawal groups
outside the classroom, further distancing them from the teacher-student
interaction. This sense of isolation was echoed in Mackenzie's (2011)
research, where one respondent described her role as isolating due to the
peripatetic nature of her deployment, which prevented her from building
relationships with staff. Whittaker and Kikabhai (2008) cautioned that such
isolation could lead TAs and the students they worked with to become
“devalued and disengaged” from the broader school community, resulting
in a loss of connection to the daily life of the school (Clarke and Visser,
2016).

The Clarke and Visser review paints a picture of confusion and conflict

around role and the management of behaviour in schools. The lack of clarity
around role definition, opportunities for collaborative planning and practice
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with teachers and the culture of classrooms with teachers assuming total
ownership of learning and behaviour contributes to the confusion and
conflict evident in the literature.

Sharma, S. and Salend, S.J. (2016). Teaching assistants in inclusive
classrooms: a systematic analysis of the international research.
Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 41(8), pp.118-134.

Studies were included in the Sharma and Salend (2016) review if they: (a)
were based on primary empirical research on TAs (e.g. impact studies,
surveys, case studies, experimental research, single subject designs,
observational research, qualitative studies involving interviews, audio
recording, artifact analysis, and focus group discussions); and (b)
investigated issues related to (1) the efficacy of TAs, (2) the experiences,
perceptions, training, and roles and responsibilities of TAs, (3) the
relationships between TAs and students with disabilities and TAs and
teachers, and (4) the perceptions of students, and teachers regarding TAs.

Roles of Teaching Assistants (TAs) in Inclusive Classrooms

Thirty-seven studies (61%), conducted across 11 countries, explored the
roles of TAs in inclusive classrooms. TAs reported performing various non-
instructional roles, including administrative and clerical tasks; providing
personal care support; acting as intermediaries between teachers and
students; monitoring students in non-classroom activities (Sharma and
Salend, 2016). Interviews with students with disabilities identified TAS’ roles
as caregivers, friends, protectors, and educators (Broer et al., 2005). TAs
contribute significantly to pedagogy, assessment, socialisation, and
behaviour management (Sharma and Saland, 2016). TAs also make key
decisions regarding educational programmes for students with disabilities
(Cameron, 2014; Liston et al., 2009).

Sharma and Salend (2016) found that the primary instructional roles include
individualised and small group instruction and managing student behaviours
(Cameron, 2014; Carter et al.,, 2008; Gibson et al., 2014; Fisher &
Pleasants, 2012; Harris & Aprile, 2015; Hughes & Valle-Riestra, 2008;
Patterson, 2006; Webster & Blatchford, 2013). While their presence can
increase access to the curriculum and reduce student anxiety, they often
operate with limited oversight, raising concerns about instructional quality
(Giangreco & Broer, 2005; Radford et al., 2011).
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Other instructional responsibilities include assessing student performance,
fostering peer interactions, facilitating communication among educators and
families, preparing materials, advocating for students, and promoting self-
determination skills (Devecchi et al., 2012; Carter et al., 2008; Gibson et al.,
2014; Fisher & Pleasants, 2012; Liston et al., 2009; Howard & Ford, 2007;
Lane et al., 2012).

Factors Influencing the Role of TAs

Variability in TA roles arises from unclear responsibilities and limited
collaboration with teachers (Egilson & Traustadottir, 2009). TA roles differ
based on setting, motivation, and teacher receptivity (Brown & Stanton-
Chapman, 2014). Diverging views on TA roles between teachers and TAs
impact role execution (Keating & O’Connor, 2012; Butt & Lowe, 2012). Age,
experience, and philosophical differences influence TA-teacher
relationships (Appl, 2006). TA responsibilities vary by students’ grade levels
and disability categories (Carter et al., 2008; Takala, 2007).

Twenty-one studies (34%) conducted across nine countries assessed the
impact of TAs. Teachers reported TAs positively influencing student
learning, job satisfaction, stress levels, and workload (Haycock & Smith,
2011; Webster et al., 2010). TAs were found to promote inclusion,
engagement, and peer socialisation (Angelides et al., 2009; Webster et al.,
2010).

Concerns Regarding TA Efficacy

Studies from the US and UK highlight concerns about TAs unintentionally
undermining inclusion and student independence through separate
instructional practices. Observations reveal TAs frequently teach students
with disabilities separately, reducing whole-class participation and teacher
interaction (Cameron, 2014; Webster & Blatchford, 2013, 2015). TA
proximity negatively impacts peer interactions (Malmgrem & Causton-
Theoharis, 2006). Research indicates TAs employ less effective teaching
practices, potentially hindering student progress (Radford et al., 2011;
Rubie-Davis et al., 2010; Angelides et al., 2009; Tompkins et al., 2012;
Webster et al., 2010; Gray et al., 2007). Students report that while TAs
support academic and social development, their presence can also limit
peer interaction and autonomy (Egilson & Traustadottir, 2009; Rutherford,
2011; Tews & Lupart, 2008; Ward, 2011; Whitburn, 2013).
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Factors Influencing TA Performance

The review analysed thirty studies (49%) conducted across six countries
which explored factors affecting TA performance. It found that effective TA
training and supervision enhance student literacy and social-behavioural
outcomes. Factors supporting TA efficacy include clear communication,
defined roles, planning time, targeted training, and performance feedback
(Angelides et al., 2009; Brown & Stanton-Chapman, 2014; Cockroft &
Atkinson, 2015; Docherty, 2014; Keating & O’Connor, 2012; Liston et al.,
2009; Symes & Humphrey, 2011; Wasburn-Moses et al., 2013). Effective
TA-teacher teams share student and instructional information and maintain
flexible roles (Devecchi & Rouse, 2010).

Performance is hindered by unclear job expectations, limited professional
development, inadequate communication, and lack of supervision (Cockroft
& Atkinson, 2015; Docherty, 2014; Egilson & Traustadottir, 2009; Fisher &
Pleasants, 2012; Howard & Ford, 2007; Lehane, 2015; Logan, 2006). Other
challenges include feeling undervalued, low pay, heavy workloads, and
minimal supervision (Brown & Stanton-Chapman, 2014; Symes &
Humphrey, 2011; Fisher & Pleasants, 2012; Patterson, 2006; Deveechi et
al., 2012; Giangreco et al., 2013).

In summary, Sharma and Salend (2016) found the deployment of teaching
assistants (TAs) often fails to align with best practices, leading to confusion
about their roles, insufficient training, and an overreliance on them for
student instruction. This gap between the roles defined by policy and those
actually carried out by TAs results in students with disabilities receiving
separate instruction and fewer opportunities for interaction with teachers.
They argue that it is important for countries and school districts to reevaluate
their TA policies to ensure they support effective inclusive education
practices.

Alternatives, such as co-teaching, peer support, and more specialised
teachers, should also be considered as viable options. If TAs are to continue
being utilised, it is crucial to establish clear role definitions, encourage
collaboration, provide training, and regularly monitor data. Educators must
take responsibility for student learning, supervise TAs, and create a
collaborative environment for the benefit of all students (Sharma and
Salend, 2016).
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National Council for Special Education (2018). Literature Review relating
to the Role of the Special Needs Assistant. Trim: NCSE.

The National Council for Special Education (NCSE) (2018) conducted a
literature review relation to the role of the special needs assistant driven by
the following question:

- In the context of the Special Needs Assistant scheme, is there
evidence (and if so, where) for impact of different types of support for
children and students with different additional needs in an
educational context/for educational purposes?

The NCSE (2018) review involved an extensive search of over 900 sources,
ultimately focusing on 20 relevant studies, eight of which were systematic
or thematic reviews (included also in the present review given the time
overlap), and twelve that reported on specific interventions. Although the
selected studies adhered to experimental methodological designs, many
were limited by small sample sizes and other factors that reduced the
strength and generalisability of their findings.

The review found that the evidence on the effectiveness of
paraprofessionals in improving student outcomes is limited and often
inconsistent. Some studies showed mixed results in terms of student
engagement with peers and teachers, as well as academic performance.
However, students tended to benefit more when paraprofessionals received
targeted training, especially in areas like literacy support. There is also
evidence suggesting that the presence of paraprofessionals can sometimes
unintentionally hinder the inclusion of students with special educational
needs. For instance, physical proximity between paraprofessionals and
students has been shown to affect classroom engagement.

Certain studies indicated that paraprofessionals could successfully deliver
early literacy interventions, particularly in developing phonological and early
reading skills. Despite this, the overall strength of the evidence is weakened
by the small scale of many studies. Some research also pointed to positive
effects of paraprofessionals in reducing inappropriate behaviour and
improving academic performance, though methodological limitations were
common.

Training emerged as a crucial factor in the success of paraprofessional
interventions. Nevertheless, much of the literature lacks detail about the
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nature and quality of such training, the characteristics of those being trained,
and the specific interventions implemented (NCSE, 2018). Additionally,
research has shown that students who received peer support often
outperformed those supported solely by adults, highlighting the potential
benefit of incorporating peer involvement into support strategies.

The review concluded that while paraprofessionals can contribute positively
to the education of students with disabilities—particularly when well-trained
and used appropriately—there is a need for caution regarding their overuse.
The review also highlights the urgent need for more comprehensive
research that clearly defines the roles, training, and responsibilities of
paraprofessionals to better evaluate their impact (NCSE, 2018).

Douglas, S. N., Uitto, D. J., Reinfelds, C. L., & D’Agostino, S. (2019). A
systematic review of paraprofessional training materials. The Journal of
Special Education, 52(4), 195-207.

Douglas et al (2019) conducted a review of 26 paraprofessional training
materials using a rubric that assessed their alignment with federal legislation
and professional standards, as well as their incorporation of research-based
adult learning methods. The findings revealed that while many training
materials aligned with federal legislation, there was variation in their content
focus, adherence to paraprofessional standards, and use of adult learning
strategies. Based on the review, three training materials were identified as
exemplifying high-quality training. Douglas et al (2019) discuss the features
of these materials, offer recommendations for practice, suggest
improvements for training materials, highlight limitations, and propose
directions for future research.

The three training materials incorporating the highest number of key
components necessary for high-quality training, helping paraprofessionals
acquire the skills and knowledge needed to support the education of
individuals with disabilities were:

Lasater M., Johnson M., Fitzgerald M. (2006). Paraeducators: Lifelines in
the classroom training modules series. Horsham, PA: LRP Publications.

Pickett A. L., Faison K., Formanek J. (2007). A core curriculum & training
program to prepare paraeducators to work in inclusive classrooms serving
school age students with disabilities (3rd ed.). New York: City University
of New York.
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Pickett A. L., Faison K., Formanek J., Woods J. (2007). A core curriculum
& training program to prepare paraeducators to work in transitional
services and supported employment (3rd ed.). New York: City University
of New York.

Each of these materials fully aligned with federal legislation, which
emphasises the teacher's role as the supervisor, and provided support to
develop a strong knowledge base and skills outlined in the paraprofessional
standards (Douglas et al 2019). Additionally, these materials used a
combination of research-based instructional strategies to support adult
learners, including active engagement, instructor guidance, and
connections to classroom settings. In line with Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (USA) (IDEA) requirements to ensure paraprofessionals
possess the knowledge and skills necessary to assist children with
disabilities, these training materials fostered skill development in natural
environments through modelling, observation, and/or performance
feedback. For instance, Lasater and colleagues (2006) incorporated
assignments in each module where paraprofessionals created action plans,
discussed them with supervising teachers, and engaged in self-reflection.
The teachers also provided feedback, which was documented in the
paraprofessional’s portfolio (Douglas et al. 2019).

Walker V. L., Douglas K. H., Douglas S. N., D’Agostino S. R. (2020).
Paraprofessional-implemented systematic instruction for students with
disabilities: A systematic literature review. Education and Training in
Autism and Developmental Disabilities, 55(3), 303-317.

The goal of this systematic literature review was to summarise single-case
intervention studies that involved paraprofessional-implemented systematic
instruction for students with disabilities. The review underscores the
significant potential of paraprofessionals to facilitate learning when
adequately trained and supervised. In the 19 studies reviewed, 60
paraprofessionals received training to implement systematic instruction,
with most focusing on naturalistic language strategies, least-to-most
prompting, pivotal response training, or discrete trial training. Researchers
provided paraprofessional training in most cases, utilising both didactic and
experiential methods. Paraprofessionals mainly worked with autistic
students focusing on social and communication skills in one-on-one
instructional settings. Within a subset of 13 studies that reported student
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outcomes, 85% reported positive academic and behavioural student
outcomes and 90% reported positive effects on paraprofessional
behaviours (Walker et al., 2020). This evidence supports the capacity of
paraprofessionals to deliver structured interventions effectively and
contribute meaningfully to student progress when working under
professional supervision.

Notably, paraprofessionals who received training through a combination of
instructional methods tended to show greater implementation accuracy,
aligning with broader research on adult learning strategies. However, a key
concern highlighted was that in many studies, generalisation and
maintenance of student outcomes were not sufficiently assessed, pointing
to a gap in long-term impact evaluation. Importantly, the review also flags a
need for increased involvement of teachers in both training and supervising
paraprofessionals, as current models often depend heavily on external
trainers. The authors argue for better teacher preparation programmes and
systemic changes to ensure sustainable and effective paraprofessional
support (Walker et al., 2020).

Jackson, C., Sharma, U., Odier-Guedj, D., & Deppeler, J. (2021).
Teachers' perceptions of their work with teacher assistants: A systematic
literature review. Australian Journal of Teacher Education (Online),
46(11), 69-88.

In this systematic review Jackson et al. (2021) explore teachers' perceptions
of their collaboration with teaching assistants (TAs). A total of twenty-six
studies were analysed from 2000 to 2018 to understand teachers' thoughts,
beliefs, and impressions regarding their work with TAs. The review identified
ten key perceptions related to the way teachers interact with TAs, which
were then grouped into four main themes: roles and responsibilities,
planning and pedagogy, leadership, and interpersonal relationships. These
are outlined below in Table 3.
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Table 3 - Teachers' Perceptions of their Work with Teacher Assistants from

Jackson et al. (2021)

Theme

Findings

Author(s)

1. Roles and responsibilities 1.1

2.1

2. Planning and pedagogy

22

31

3. Leadership

32

4. Interpersonal relationships 4.1

42

TAs’ roles and responsibilities need to be clearly
defined to avoid confusion and
misunderstandings.

Clearly defined TA roles lead to more equitable
access to teachers for all students.

‘When teachers plan how to use TAs in advance
and communicate the plan with TAs. support for
all students is improved.

The pedagogical responsibilities given to TAs
should be commensurate with their level of
training.

Including TAs in planning, monitoring, and
reviewing students' personalised goals can help to
clarify the differing support roles both the teacher
and TA provide.

Teachers would benefit from training in
recruitment, supervision and leadership of TAs.

Teachers should receive training in how to
facilitate specific targeted training for TAs in
areas such as pedagogical skills, intervention
programs, and literacy/numeracy support.

Schools should establish an inclusive culture
through appropriate policies and inclusive
practices that factor in the work of TAs and how
they can be supported in their role.

Including TAs in the 'communication loop’ leads
to improved support for students.

TAs are likely to feel more valued and appreciated
when their relationships with teachers are
collaborative.

Angelides, Constantinou & Leigh (2009): Butt & Lowe
(2012): Douglas. Chapin & Nolan (2015): Giangreco.
Edelman & Broer (2003): Gibson, Paatsch & Toe
(2016): Wallace, Shin. Bartholomay & Stahl (2001):
Webster, Blatchford & Russell (2013): Wilson &
Bedford (2008).

Butt (2016b): Cameron (2014); Webster, Blatchford &
Russell (2013).

Angelides. Constantinou & Leigh (2009): Berry. Petrin.
Gravelle & Farmer (2011): Biggs. Gilson & Carter
(2016): Biggs. Gilson & Carter (2019): Douglas. Chapin
& Nolan (2015): Drecktrah (2000): Giangreco. Edelman
& Broer (2003): Groom & Rose (2005); Lewis &
McKenzie (2009); Wallace. Shin. Bartholomay & Stahl
(2001): Wilson & Bedford (2008).

Angelides, Constantinou & Leigh (2009): Butt & Lowe
(2012): Giangreco & Broer (2007): Giangreco. Broer &
Suter (2011); Harris & Aprile (2015).

Giangreco & Broer (2007): Giangreco, Edelman & Broer
(2003): Groom & Rose (2005).

Angelides, Constantinou & Leigh (2009): Berry. Petrin,
Gravelle & Farmer (2011); Biggs. Gilson & Carter
(2016): Biggs. Gilson & Carter (2019): Douglas. Chapin
& Nolan (2015): Drecktrah (2000): Giangreco. Edelman
& Broer (2003): Groom & Rose (2005); Lewis &
McKenzie (2009): Wallace. Shin. Bartholomay & Stahl
(2001): Wilson & Bedford (2008).

Britton, Collins. Ault & Bausch (2015): Brock & Carter
(2016): Butt & Lowe (2012); Giangreco. Edelman &
Broer (2003): Wallace, Shin. Bartholomay & Stahl
(2001).

Biggs. Gilson & Carter (2016): Butt (2016a): Devecchi
& Rouse (2010); Giangreco, Broer & Suter (2011);
Giangreco, Edelman & Broer (2001): Groom & Rose
(2005): Wilson & Bedford (2008).

Butt (2016a): Douglas, Chapin & Nolan (2015); Groom
& Rose (2005); Wallace, Shin, Bartholomay & Stahl
(2001): Wilson & Bedford (2008).

Biggs. Gilson & Carter (2016); Devecchi & Rouse
(2010): Giangreco, Edelman & Broer (2001).

Jackson et al (2021) outline that the implications of this research extend to
universities, school leaders focused on inclusion, and teachers who work
closely with TAs on a daily basis. Firstly, teachers consistently reported that
when TA roles were clearly defined and distinct from those of teachers,
outcomes for students improved (Douglas et al., 2015; Giangreco et al.,
2003). Confusion about responsibilities, especially when TAs were
expected to deliver primary instruction, was found to impede effective
practice and reduce equitable teacher-student interactions (Webster et al.,
2013; Butt & Lowe, 2012).

TAs providing excessive one-on-one support sometimes unintentionally

isolated students or substituted teacher engagement, which has been
shown to undermine inclusive learning experiences (Blatchford et al., 2011).
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Teachers need to understand the roles and responsibilities of TAs in order
to make informed decisions about how best to utilise their support. In-
service teachers should receive training and guidance on how to collaborate
effectively with TAs. Additionally, universities should review their initial
teacher education programmes to ensure that they are preparing new
educators to make sound decisions about TA deployment.

Secondly, teachers should plan for the effective use of TAs and
communicate the planned approach with them ahead of lessons. Evidence
strongly suggests that student learning is enhanced when teachers plan in
advance how TAs will be used and share this with TAs. Studies revealed
that pre-planning helped avoid student over-reliance on TAs, enabled
broader learning support across classrooms, and increased teacher
engagement with students with disabilities (Webster et al., 2013; Groom &
Rose, 2005). Adequate time must be allocated for collaboration between
teachers and TAs to ensure that the desired outcomes are achieved with
the support of TAs.

Thirdly, fostering a whole-school inclusive culture promotes more
collaborative and inclusive working relationships between teachers and
TAs. Teachers acknowledged their lack of preparation for supervising and
guiding TAs (Douglas et al., 2015; Wallace et al., 2001). The review found
that effective teacher leadership and role modelling are key to optimising
paraprofessional input in classrooms. Teachers valued structured training
for TAs in delivering specific pedagogical supports such as literacy
interventions and social skill development. Programmes in which TAs were
trained by teachers or inclusion leaders to implement evidence-based
strategies (e.g., prompting, fading, literacy support) led to improved student
outcomes and higher fidelity of intervention implementation (Britton et al.,
2015; Brock & Carter, 2016).

Lastly, teachers should prioritise building and maintaining collaborative
relationships with the TAs they work with. By fostering an inclusive and
communicative environment, teachers play a critical role in ensuring that
TAs feel valued and integrated into the school community. TAs who were
included in the ‘communication loop’ and treated as valued team members
were more effective, motivated, and perceived as contributing positively to
inclusive classroom environments (Biggs et al., 2016; Devecchi & Rouse,
2010).
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Brock, M.E. and Anderson, E.J. (2021). Training Paraprofessionals who
Work with Students with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities:
What Does the Research Say? Psychology in the Schools, 58(4),
pp.702-722. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22386.

Brock and Anderson (2021) conducted a systematic review of 36
experimental studies published between 2012 and 2019, focusing on the
training of paraprofessionals to implement educational practices for
students with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD). The review
builds upon earlier work by Brock and Carter (2013) and addresses gaps
such as the feasibility of real-world training models and the need for more
robust, scalable interventions. This review focused on K-12 students with
intellectual and/or developmental disabilities.

Interventions were implemented in a range of settings including self-
contained classrooms within public schools (n = 11; 31%), general
education classrooms (n = 10; 28%), a combination of self-contained
(special classes) and general education classrooms (n = 4; 11%), inclusive
non classroom settings (e.g., cafeteria, conference room, hallway; n = 5;
14%), other non-classroom settings (i.e., copy room and mail room; n = 2;
6%), and separate schools for students with disabilities (n = 4; 11%) (Brock
and Anderson, 2021).

This was a systematic review of experimental studies that tested the efficacy
of paraprofessional- implemented interventions for students with
developmental disabilities. The review identified 36 studies published 2012—
2019. The review was guided by the following research questions:

- How has the rate of publication changed for studies that focus on
training paraprofessionals who serve students with IDD over the last

7 years (i.e., from 2012 to October 2019)?

- What interventions have paraprofessionals been trained to
implement, and under what conditions were they implemented?

- How were paraprofessionals trained to implement these
interventions, and who delivered the training?

- What was the efficacy of training on paraprofessional
implementation, and implementation on student outcomes?
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Thirty-six studies met inclusion criteria. Studies used a single-case design
(n = 28) or were randomised-controlled trials (n = 4). Specific single-case
designs included multiple baselines across participants (n = 21), multiple
baseline across behaviours (n = 9), multiple baseline across both
participants and behaviours (n = 1), and a combination design (i.e., a
reversal design embedded within a multiple baseline across behaviours
design; n =1).

The review found consistent evidence that when paraprofessionals are
properly trained, they can implement interventions with high fidelity and
contribute to improved outcomes for students with IDD. These outcomes
include gains in academic skills, social communication, and behavioural
regulation. The positive effects on students were observed across a range
of settings and instructional contexts, including peer interaction facilitation,
communication support using AAC (augmentative and alternative
communication), and implementation of behaviour intervention plans.

Intervention Strategies

Paraprofessionals received training to implement peer-mediated
interventions, including peer support arrangements (n = 6), social networks
(n=1), and a recess-based intervention (n = 1). They were also taught basic
instructional techniques such as systematic prompting (n = 6), positive
reinforcement (n = 3), a combination of prompting and reinforcement (n =
1), and discrete trial training (n = 3). Other strategies included facilitating
communication and interactions (n = 8), using video modelling or video
prompting (n = 4), and implementing function-based behaviour intervention
plans (n = 3).

The interventions targeted various outcomes, including academic
performance (n = 7), social skills (n = 9), communication (n = 6), managing
challenging behaviours (n = 4), daily living skills (n = 3), vocational skills (n
= 2), or a combination of these (n = 5) (Brock and Anderson, 2021).

Professional Development Approaches

In eight studies (12%), training was conducted by a special education
teacher who also supervised the paraprofessionals which was a gap
identified in previous reviews (Alborz et al., 2009) (Brock and Anderson,
2021). In 28 studies (78%), a researcher delivered the training. In the review
of 34 studies, 29 (85%) exclusively used one-on-one training, while three
studies combined group orientation with one-on-one coaching. In two
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studies, training was conducted in a group setting where all participants
focused on the same intervention for the same student. All incorporated
multiple training strategies. The most common approaches included
performance feedback (n = 33), explaining the intervention (n = 30),
modelling the intervention (n = 23), and providing a rationale for improving
student outcomes (n = 21) (Brock and Anderson, 2021).

Effectiveness of Training on Paraprofessional-Delivered Interventions

The review found that in 20 single-case design studies that evaluated
paraprofessional implementation, there were 78 opportunities to
demonstrate an experimental effect, with success in 69 instances. Most
studies showed consistent effectiveness, except for three. Randomised
controlled trials provided standardised effect size measures. Two such trials
tested paraprofessional implementation, with Brock and Carter (2015)
reporting an effect size of d = 2.67 and Kretzmann et al. (2015) reporting d
=1.05.

Characteristics of Effective Paraprofessional Training

Performance feedback is particularly important for paraprofessionals, who
often report receiving little structured feedback on their job performance
(Carter et al., 2009). This finding in relation to lack of feedback echoes
findings in the Irish context. Research supports the effectiveness of
combining an implementation checklist, modelling, and performance
feedback, an approach validated in previous meta-analyses (Brock and
Anderson, 2021). Two key strategies used in over half of the review studies
were, planning, supporting paraprofessionals in developing structured plans
seen as crucial because they should not be expected to create intervention
plans independently (Giangreco, 2010). And secondly, role-play, providing
opportunities to practise with feedback before working with students helps
minimise errors during actual implementation (Brock and Anderson, 2021).

Brock and Anderson (2021) report that emerging and promising evidence
suggests paraprofessional training can be delivered beyond traditional in-
person, one-on-one formats (Brock & Carter, 2013). Some studies explored
alternative training delivery methods, including: Fully online training (Walker
& Snell, 2017); hybrid online/in-person training (Brock & Carter, 2015; Brock
etal., 2017; Da Fonte & Capizzi, 2015; Mason et al., 2017); teleconference-
based training (Fischer et al., 2019); group-based in-person training (Asmus
et al., 2017; Brock & Carter, 2015; Carter et al., 2016; Foreman et al., 2014;
Heinrich et al., 2016).
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A notable development reported in the review is that nearly 20% of studies
involved special education teachers delivering training to paraprofessionals
they supervised. Piloting teacher-led training provides insights into the
feasibility of large-scale implementation. Continued research on
paraprofessional training models will enhance recommendations for how
schools can best train and support paraprofessionals (Brock and Anderson,
2021).

Effective paraprofessional training generally includes a combination of key
instructional strategies: modelling, use of fidelity checklists, role play, guided
planning, and performance feedback. This approach aligns with best
practices in implementation science and was found to significantly enhance
both implementation fidelity and student outcomes. The most successful
interventions incorporated multiple training components and provided
ongoing support over time. Notably, performance feedback was particularly
effective when used in conjunction with modelling. This combination helps
paraprofessionals both understand and correct their practice in situ (Brock
and Anderson, 2021).

Expanding the Role of Paraprofessionals

Brock and Anderson (2021) argue that the success of paraprofessionals in
implementing evidence-based interventions is encouraging, particularly as
these interventions address critical needs for students with IDD (Wong et
al., 2015). Video modelling and prompting are particularly effective for
teaching multi-step skills and fostering student independence (Wong et al.,
2015). They further argue that given that paraprofessionals frequently
manage challenging behaviours (Carter et al., 2009), training them in
evidence-based behaviour modification techniques is essential. In this
context the work of Carolan (2024) is significant in the Irish situation. This is
covered in depth elsewhere in this report.

They report on one study where paraprofessionals supported peer-
mediated interventions, such as peer support arrangements and peer
networks. Ironically this can help reduce reliance on paraprofessionals,
promote peer interactions, and support friendships among students with
IDD and their peers (Brock & Huber, 2017).
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Practical Implications

Brock and Anderson (2021) outline a number of implications of their review.
The findings support the recommendation that paraprofessionals should
have clearly defined roles with an emphasis on structured interventions and
support strategies. Student outcomes improve significantly when
paraprofessionals follow specific intervention strategies rather than
providing general support. Peer support arrangements led by
paraprofessionals increase peer interactions, promote engagement in
general education, and maintain teacher involvement (Brock & Huber,
2017).

Education systems and schools should design paraprofessional training
programmes that incorporate evidence-based strategies such as modelling,
implementation checklists, and performance feedback. Training should also
include structured planning for implementing strategies with specific
students and role-play exercises to enhance practice opportunities.
Continuous training and feedback are critical to ensuring long-term
implementation fidelity. Research shows that single-session workshops,
though common in schools, are ineffective at sustaining implementation
fidelity or improving student outcomes. Instead, repeated feedback and
hands-on coaching are far more effective (Brock & Carter, 2015; Hall et al.,
1995; Brock and Anderson, 2021).

At a system level time and resources for training and supervising
paraprofessionals is essential. At school level collaborative planning time
for teachers and paraprofessionals needs to be provided and opportunities
for constructive feedback. There are also professional learning implications
for teachers in an expanded role of staff management and planning (Brock
and Anderson, 2021).

Reddy, L. A., Alperin, A., & Glover, T. A. (2021). A critical review of the
professional development literature for paraprofessionals supporting
students with externalizing behavior disorders. Psychology in the
Schools, 58(4), 742-763.

Reddy et al. (2021) represents the first comprehensive review of the
training, methodologies, and outcomes reported in the professional
development literature for paraprofessionals working with students with, or
at risk for, externalising behaviour disorders. A total of 16 studies involving
332 paraprofessionals and 852 children and adolescents were reviewed
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and analysed based on 44 variables across four categories: Professional
development components, intervention components, methodologies used
and reported outcomes. Strengths of the literature included the use of
multicomponent professional development, training on implementation,
attention to paraprofessional characteristics, and estimates of inter-rater
reliability.

All studies reported outcomes for paraprofessionals and/or students;
however, the specifics of professional development (PD) components and
the interventions delivered varied. The review suggests the role of
paraprofessionals in facilitating and reinforcing learning for students,
particularly those with or at risk for complex behaviour profiles, is both
significant and nuanced.

Most studies utilised single-case designs or descriptive case studies to
assess effectiveness. Weaknesses included the lack of inclusion and
exclusion criteria, insufficient attention to student characteristics, limited use
of adult experiential learning methods, poor monitoring of implementation
fidelity, and a lack of statistical testing (Reddy et al. 2021).

Reddy et al (2021) conducted a comprehensive literature search (1979—
2018) on studies using the key terms of paraprofessional, paraeducator,
instructional assistant, educational assistant, teacher aide, classroom aide,
instructional coach, coaching, training, PD, development, and education.
Positive results were reported in all studies that included at least one
outcome measure. Nine out of the 16 studies showed improvements in
paraprofessional knowledge and/or skills, including instructional support,
behaviour management techniques, intervention fidelity, use of praise, and
academic exam scores following professional development training.

A key finding of this review was that most studies employed a
multicomponent PD approach (involving four or more components) to train
and support paraprofessionals. Reddy et al (2021) suggest that using a
comprehensive PD framework may enhance paraprofessional learning,
provide ongoing support, and facilitate the transfer of skills to the classroom.
This approach may be especially beneficial for paraprofessionals working
with students who have externalising behaviour disorders, as these
students often have complex and evolving learning and social needs.

Paraprofessionals were often the primary agents implementing behaviour

support plans and instructional strategies. Their responsibilities included
one-to-one and small group instruction, classroom behaviour management,
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and fostering social-emotional development (Reddy et al., 2021, p. 743).
Many were tasked with executing interventions recommended by school
psychologists, such as behavioural prompts, reinforcement strategies, and
social skills training. In many cases, paraprofessional training was
associated with improvements in student on-task behaviour, reductions in
behaviour related issues, and enhanced social engagement. For example,
Malmgren et al. (2005) demonstrated that a three-hour training led to
increased peer interactions for students.

Reddy et al. (2021) outline the professional development components of the
interventions: The "Rationale" explains the importance of training and/or
selected interventions, often linking objectives or goals with the training or
intervention. The "Description" component offers an explanation of the
training or intervention itself. The "Intervention Script" provides
paraprofessionals with explicit directions on what to say when implementing
the intervention with students. A "Fidelity Checklist" is a printed list of
intervention steps that is shared with paraprofessionals to ensure accurate
implementation. "Training Materials" include resources that are provided
during the training. "Modelling" involves in-person or video demonstrations
of how to implement the intervention. "Role Playing" allows
paraprofessionals to practice the intervention or strategies with other adults.
"Feedback" is given after implementation, where paraprofessionals receive
guidance on improving their knowledge or skills. "Self-Monitoring" involves
paraprofessionals tracking their own performance or behaviour. A "Lecture"
component includes a didactic element in the training. Lastly, "Follow-Up"
refers to monitoring paraprofessional practices after the training to ensure
continued improvement.

Several studies noted that paraprofessionals valued PD that respected their
professional input and provided practical, classroom-relevant strategies.
Programmes that fostered a sense of collaboration between teachers and
paraprofessionals, such as the Child Teacher Relationship Training model
(Helker & Ray, 2009), saw higher levels of implementation and student
behaviour improvement.

Jones B. T., Erchul W. P., Geraghty C. A. (2021). Supplemental reading
interventions implemented by paraprofessionals: A meta-analysis.
Psychology in the Schools, 58(4), 723—741. https://doi-
org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1002/pits.22427
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Jones et al. (2021) used meta-analytic methods to examine two key

questions:
- How effective are paraprofessionals in delivering reading
interventions?

- In which specific areas are they most effective?

A literature search spanning 2001 to 2017 identified 76 studies, of which
nine met the established inclusion criteria and were coded for demographic
details and six common reading outcome areas. Paraeducators were able
to facilitate significant positive effects for student growth in phonological
awareness (ES = 0.51), decoding (ES = 0.61), and spelling (ES = 0.86).
They found that the aggregate ES across all studies was 0.51 (95% CI:
0.28-0.81).

While results should be interpreted cautiously due to the small sample size
and variability among studies, the findings suggest that paraprofessionals
show strong potential as effective providers of reading interventions (Jones
et al., 2021). The authors argue that paraprofessionals are most effective
when their support is supplemental to teacher instruction. Their contribution
includes small-group or one-to-one support using scripted, evidence-based
interventions. Studies that demonstrated the greatest success ensured
paraprofessionals received initial training, ongoing coaching, and fidelity
checks  throughout implementation.  Effective  paraprofessional
implementation was associated with structured training sessions (e.g., two
days to several hours), scripted materials, and performance monitoring.

Walker V. L., Carpenter M. E., Lyon K. J., Button L. (2021). A meta-
analysis of paraprofessional-delivered interventions to address
challenging behavior among students with disabilities. Journal of
Positive Behavior Interventions, 23(2), 68—80. https://doi-
org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1177/109830072091147

The aim of this meta-analysis was to systematically review and summarise
single-case intervention studies involving paraprofessional-delivered
behavioural interventions for students with disabilities. The descriptive
findings indicate that, across the studies reviewed, paraprofessionals
primarily provided behavioural support to autistic students, those with
intellectual disabilities, and multiple disabilities, all of whom exhibited a
range of challenging behaviours in both inclusive and non-inclusive school
environments. Overall, training was mostly provided by researchers and
resulted in positive outcomes for paraprofessional implementation.
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Additionally, paraprofessional-delivered behavioural interventions led to
improvements in both student challenging and appropriate behaviours, with
effect size estimates being significantly higher for interventions targeting
early childhood-aged students and those conducted in inclusive school
settings. A small number of studies (17) met the inclusion criteria which is a
limitation with this review. A total of 41 students received paraprofessional-
implemented intervention. Student age ranged between 4 and 16 years (M
= 8.78 years). A total of 41 paraprofessionals implemented interventions to
address a variety of distracting (46%), disruptive (44%), and destructive
(41%) behaviours. Most interventions addressed noncompliance (37%),
disruptive verbal behaviour (32%), and physical aggression toward others
(28%) (Walker et al., 2021).

Collectively, these findings offer promising evidence that the majority of
paraprofessionals can effectively (a) implement behavioural support when
provided with proper training, and (b) demonstrate competencies in special
education paraprofessional roles related to instruction and behaviour
management (Walker et al., 2021). This review establishes that trained
paraprofessionals can be highly effective in reinforcing learning by
improving behavioural readiness to learn. The ability to reduce disruptive
behaviours and encourage appropriate alternatives directly supports access
to instruction, peer interaction, and classroom participation, core to learning
facilitation.

However, the findings also underscore systemic gaps. There is a pressing
need for better-defined paraprofessional roles, access to ongoing
supervision, and investment in evidence-based training programs to
maximise learning outcomes (Walker et al., 2021).

Walker VL, Coogle CG, Lyon KJ, Turf M. (2021a). A meta-analytic
review of paraprofessional-implemented interventions for students with
autism spectrum disorder. Psychol Sch. 58: 686—701.
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.22380

The goal of this meta-analysis was to summarise single-case design studies
in which paraprofessionals implemented interventions for autistic students
in school settings. Paraprofessionals, when provided with adequate training
and deployed strategically, can significantly enhance educational outcomes
for autistic students. Walker et al. (2021a) found that interventions delivered
by paraprofessionals produced large to very large effects, especially in
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inclusive settings and whole-group instructional formats. These findings
reinforce the critical role of SNAs and paraprofessionals in reinforcing
learning, particularly in communication and social domains. However, they
also signal a need for schools to develop internal training capacity to sustain
effective practices.

Walker et al. (2021a) conducted a descriptive analysis of participant and
intervention characteristics, study quality, and estimated the intervention
effect using Tau-U across student participants. Overall, paraprofessional-
delivered interventions led to large to very large improvements across a
variety of student outcomes and intervention conditions. Interventions
provided by paraprofessionals in inclusive school settings and in whole-
group instructional arrangements resulted in significant changes in student
outcomes compared to those delivered in self-contained classrooms or
through one-on-one and small group instructional formats (Walker et al.,
2021a).

A total of 59 autistic students participated in paraprofessional-implemented
interventions in school settings across the 23 studies reviewed, with 90% of
the students being male and 10% female. Most of the students were in
Grades K-5 (72%), while fewer were in Grades 6-8 (14%) or at the early
childhood level (14%). Additional diagnoses reported among the students
included speech and language or other health impairments (17%),
intellectual disability or developmental delay (14%), and sensory
impairments (e.g., visual and hearing impairments; 2%) (Walker et al.,
2021a).

The paraprofessional participants' ages ranged from 18 to 60, with an
average age of 34 years. Twenty percent of the paraprofessionals held a
high school diploma, while 43% had some level of college education.
Specifically, 20% had a four-year degree, 12% had some college
experience, 9% held a two-year degree, and 2% had a graduate degree
(Walker et al., 2021a).

Paraprofessionals implemented interventions targeting a variety of skills
and behaviours in student participants. A significant proportion of students
(78%) received interventions aimed at improving communication and social
skills, while fewer students received interventions focused on challenging
behaviours (24%), academic skills (5%), life skills (e.g., domestic tasks;
3%), and other skills (e.g., fluency development, following routines; 3%).
The interventions were conducted in both inclusive settings with peers
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without disabilities (48%) and non-inclusive settings separate from peers
without disabilities (46%).

The instructional formats employed by paraprofessionals varied: one-on-
one instruction (32%), small group instruction (25%), and whole group
instruction (20%). In the majority of cases (85%), the paraprofessional was
the sole school staff member delivering the intervention. However, special
education teachers (12%), general education teachers (2%), and the
researcher (2%) were also involved in the implementation, though this
occurred in a limited number of cases (Walker et al., 2021a).

All paraprofessionals received training related to the intervention as part of
the study. This training was delivered by researchers (88%), trainers in other
roles (e.g., school staff trainers, online training programmes; 7%), and
special education teachers (5%). Most paraprofessionals (87%) received
specific training outside of applied settings (e.g., discussions, review of
training materials, role-playing with other adults, video models), while fewer
(63%) received experiential training within applied settings (e.g.,
performance-based feedback, coaching). In over half of the cases (59%),
the impact of training on paraprofessional outcomes was experimentally
evaluated using a multiple baseline design, while the remaining 41% of
cases were not evaluated.

Walker et al. (2021a) calculated Tau-U for each student participant and their
corresponding intervention outcome measures, resulting in Tau-U scores
for 95 different outcome measures across the 59 student participants. The
overall aggregate Tau-U score across all students was 0.81 (standard
deviation = 0.46; range = 0.00-1.00), indicating a large to very large change
in student behaviour, with scores ranging from no change to very large
changes (Walker et al 2021). The maijority of Tau-U scores (65%) reflected
a large to very large change, while the remaining scores indicated a
moderate change (17%), large change (14%), and small change (4%) in
student behaviour.

Paraprofessional-implemented interventions resulted in statistically
significant differences in student outcomes depending on the setting, x*(1,
N = 89) = 5.63, p = .02. Tau-U scores were significantly higher when the
intervention was implemented in inclusive school settings (M = 0.85)
compared to non-inclusive school settings (M = 0.72). Additionally, the
instructional arrangement also contributed to significant differences in
student outcomes, x*(2, N = 78) = 7.56, p = .02. Follow-up pairwise
comparisons revealed that Tau-U scores were significantly higher for
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students who received intervention during whole group instruction (M =
0.96) compared to those who received one-to-one paraprofessional support
(M =0.78; p <.05/3). Similarly, Tau-U scores were significantly higher for
students who received intervention during whole group instruction (M =
0.96) compared to those who received paraprofessional support in small
group instruction (M = 0.81; p < .05/3) (Walker et al., 2021a).

The review presents several key findings that have significant implications
for both practice and future research. First, they found that
paraprofessional-implemented interventions generally resulted in positive
student outcomes across various autistic students and intervention
conditions. This aligns with findings from other paraprofessional literature
reviews (e.g., Brock & Carter, 2013; Rispoli et al., 2011; Walker & Smith,
2015), suggesting that paraprofessionals can be effective in supporting
autistic students in school settings when provided with proper training.

Additionally, the review found that the setting and instructional arrangement
in which the intervention was delivered significantly influenced student
outcomes. Student outcomes were notably more positive when
interventions were implemented in inclusive, general education settings
compared to non-inclusive, self-contained settings. This highlights the
valuable role paraprofessionals play in inclusive classrooms, where general
education teachers often face challenges in supporting the unique needs of
autistic students. Interventions focusing on social and communication skills
may be particularly conducive to inclusive settings, where opportunities for
peer interactions and communication are more readily available, leading to
more noticeable improvements in these areas. Importantly,
paraprofessional supports were effective across both inclusive and non-
inclusive settings, with substantial improvements in student outcomes
observed in both contexts (Walker et al., 2021a).

Walker et al. (2021a) also found that student outcomes were particularly
strong when intervention was delivered in a whole group instructional
arrangement. Whole group instruction, common in inclusive, general
education classrooms, fosters peer-to-peer interactions and provides
autistic students with opportunities to benefit from observing peer models,
promoting appropriate behaviours. As a result, social and communication
skill development was more pronounced in whole group settings.

This review found that the majority of research focuses on paraprofessional

support for primary aged autistic students. Few studies included early
childhood, or post primary settings. Another key finding is that most
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interventions focused on social and communication  skills.
Paraprofessionals play a key role in facilitating peer relationships and
promoting socially appropriate skills, contributing to a more inclusive
classroom culture, however, they argue that it is essential to avoid over-
relying on paraprofessionals in inclusive settings (Walker et al., 2021a).

The training provided to paraprofessionals also emerged as an important
finding. In most cases, researchers delivered paraprofessional training, a
common practice in paraprofessional training studies. Although this
researcher-led training generally resulted in effective intervention
implementation, special education teachers are typically responsible for
supervising and training paraprofessionals. Thus, it is recommended that
teachers be directly involved in the training process. School psychologists
can also play a crucial role in overseeing paraprofessional training and
supervision contributing their expertise to develop, implement, and monitor
training practices while collaborating with a range of school personnel,
including special and general education teachers. Relying on external
experts for ongoing training may not be a sustainable approach. To support
teachers in becoming effective paraprofessional trainers, schools may
consider assigning professionals, such as school psychologists, to lead and
support paraprofessional training initiatives. Teachers, in turn, can benefit
from targeted instruction on paraprofessional supervision and training as
part of their teacher education programmes, as this competency is often
lacking in current teacher preparation (Walker et al., 2021a).

These findings support a growing consensus in the literature:
paraprofessionals can be highly effective in supporting autistic students
across various domains of learning and behaviour, provided they receive
structured training and are supported within collaborative, inclusive
frameworks. Walker et al. (2021a) underscore that while researcher-led
training is currently the norm, sustainable impact depends on empowering
school-based professionals—such as special educators and school
psychologists—to lead training and supervision efforts. The consistency of
high student outcomes in inclusive, whole-group instructional contexts
further highlights the importance of embedding paraprofessional practice
within inclusive pedagogical models.

Walker, V. L., Kurth, J., Carpenter, M. E., Tapp, M. C., Clausen, A., &
Turner, E. L. (2021b). Paraeducator-delivered interventions for students
with extensive support needs in inclusive school settings: A systematic
review. Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities, 46(4),
278-295. https://doi.org/10.1177/15407969211055127

69


https://doi.org/10.1177/15407969211055127

PANS O hC

Walker et al. (2021b) conducted a systematic review of the subset of
intervention studies focused on paraeducators who support students with
what they term extensive support needs (ESN) in inclusive settings. The
purpose of this review was to synthesise single-case research studies
involving paraeducator-delivered interventions for students with ESN in
inclusive school environments. Their findings suggest that research
primarily has focused on communication and social skills interventions that
involved paraeducator-facilitated peer supports in core academic classes
and in art, music and physical education. These interventions were most
commonly embedded within naturalistic classroom routines rather than
isolated or pull-out models, supporting inclusive pedagogy.

Overall, paraeducator-delivered interventions resulted in improved student
outcomes. Likewise, paraeducator training, which typically included an oral
description, modelling, and/or performance feedback, was effective in
improving paraeducator implementation of the target interventions. The
review reported that most training was delivered by researchers rather than
school staff, raising questions about the sustainability of such models in
real-world school settings. Future efforts should emphasise building internal
capacity among school personnel, including special educators and school
psychologists, to lead training and support.

A total of 63 paraeducators provided interventions to students with ESN in
inclusive school settings. On average, the paraeducators were 42.1 years
old (ranging from 18 to 69 years). Their reported educational backgrounds
included: high school diploma (22.6%), 4-year college degree (12.9%),
some college experience (11.3%), 2-year college degree (11.3%), and
graduate degree (1.6%); for 40.3% of the paraeducators, the educational
level could not be determined. In terms of experience, paraeducators had
an average of 6.6 years (ranging from less than 1 year to 19 years) in their
role. Additionally, 38.7% of paraeducators had not received prior training
related to the target intervention, while only 4.8% had received such
training; for more than half of the cases (56.5%), this information was not
available (Walker et al., 2021b).

Overall, paraeducator-delivered interventions in inclusive school settings
led to positive student outcomes. The combined Tau-U across studies with
primary student-dependent measures indicated a large to very large
improvement in student outcomes (0.88, p < .001, 90% CI = [0.75, 1.00]).
Similarly, paraeducator training resulted in positive outcomes for
paraeducators, including enhanced implementation fidelity. The combined
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Tau-U across studies with primary paraeducator-dependent measures
reflected a large to very large change in paraeducator outcomes (0.83, p <
.001, 90% CI = [0.73, 0.86]) (Walker et al., 2021b). These findings are
especially noteworthy given the diverse demographics of students with
ESN, which include individuals with autism, intellectual disabilities, multiple
disabilities, and those eligible for alternate assessments.

Walker et al. (2021b) highlight several key findings that have significant
implications for both practice and future research directions. First, they
found that paraeducator-delivered interventions led to positive outcomes for
students with ESN in inclusive settings. Additionally, paraeducator training
resulted in high levels of implementation across a range of interventions, an
outcome also observed in studies of paraeducators supporting students with
IDD in both inclusive and non-inclusive settings. Consistent with recent
reviews, training that included skill descriptions, modelling, and
performance feedback contributed to accurate intervention delivery by
paraeducators.

Second, they found that paraeducator training was primarily delivered by
researchers, which is a common limitation in paraeducator intervention
studies and has been noted in other reviews. Only 15.1% of cases involved
a special education teacher supporting paraeducator intervention
implementation in inclusive settings, and no studies involved general
education teachers providing training to paraeducators. The review calls for
school-based staff—especially special educators—to take a more active
role in delivering training and recommends exploring professional
development pathways for teachers to learn how to supervise
paraprofessionals effectively.

Third, paraeducators were more likely to provide whole-group and
independent work arrangements, rather than traditional one-on-one
support. Unlike other literature reviews covering a wide range of intervention
areas (e.g., academic, social, communication, challenging behaviour,
vocational), the interventions in this review predominantly focused on social
and communication interactions between students with ESN and peers
without disabilities in inclusive settings (Walker et al., 2021b). Although most
outcomes were positive, the review also urged caution against over-reliance
on paraeducators for support delivery in inclusive classrooms. Alternatives
such as peer-mediated supports and collaborative teaching models may
provide more sustainable and socially integrative approaches.
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Borosh, A. M., Newson, A., Mason, R. A,, Richards, C. D., & Collins
Crosley, H. (2023). Special Education Teacher-Delivered Training for
Paraeducators: A Systematic and Quality Review. Teacher Education
and Special Education, 46(3), 223-242. https://doi-
org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1177/08884064231160575

Previous research indicates that paraeducators can implement skills with
high fidelity when provided with experiential training or coaching; however,
most studies have involved researchers serving as trainers for
paraeducators (Borosh et al., 2023). This review focused on training
delivered by special education teachers (SETs) who may offer a more
sustainable framework for development. They conducted a systematic and
quality review of research on SET-delivered training aimed at improving
paraeducators’ skill implementation for supporting students with disabilities.
They identified 11 studies with moderate or high methodological rigour and
found that behavioural skills training was the most commonly used method
by SETs to train paraeducators. The studies were conducted between 2016
and 2021. Borosh et al. (2023) synthesised contextual variables such as
participant characteristics, target skills, and procedural fidelity to summarise
the strengths and gaps in the existing research.

In studies reporting the highest level of education for paraeducator
participants (n = 10), 26% (n = 9) of paraeducators had a high school
diploma, 26% (n = 9) had completed an associate degree or two years of
college, 43% (n = 15) held bachelor’s degrees, and 5% (n = 2) had master’s
degrees. The paraeducators’ experience working with students with
disabilities ranged from 4 months to 31 years, with an average of 8.3 years
of experience. For the special education teachers, a total of 27 SET
participants served as trainers and/or coaches for the 41 paraeducator
participants across the 11 studies. Of these teachers, 96% (n = 26) were
female and 4% (n = 1) were male (Borush et al. 2023).

The training provided by SETs most commonly focused on evidence-based
practices such as prompting strategies, reinforcement, data collection, and
communication facilitation—particularly for students with autism and
intellectual disabilities. Student outcomes, although secondary in most
studies, showed positive trends including increased academic engagement,
improved communication, and reductions in challenging behaviours.

While this is a relatively small set of studies, this review supports other

findings that highlight the growing trend of using SETs as interventionists to
improve paraeducators’ skills. By equipping special educators with the skills
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necessary to effectively train and coach paraeducators, researchers can
help bridge the ongoing research-to-practice gap in the field (Borosh et al.,
2023). While it's promising that research on SET-delivered training for
paraeducators is gaining attention, some gaps in the literature remain. For
instance, a few studies did not specify the strategies used to prepare SETs
to deliver training and/or coaching to paraeducators (Borosh et al., 2023).

The authors emphasise that increasing collaboration time during the school
day and embedding supervision and training into SETs' roles are critical
next steps. They recommend integrating paraprofessional supervision
content into teacher preparation programmes to better equip future SETs
for this responsibility.

Lewis G. (2023) The classroom deployment of teaching assistants in
England: a critical review of literature from 2010 to 2020. Educational
Review. March 2023:1-17. doi:10.1080/00131911.2023.2184773

A process of systematic review was undertaken, with 20 peer-reviewed
articles from 2010 to 2020. It was guided by two research questions:

- What descriptions and understandings of TA classroom support
practices in England can be found in the literature?

- How can the theory of practice architectures be used to produce new
understandings of these practices to those found in the literature?

The review covers key studies covered in other reviews including the DISS
Study (Blatchford et al. 2012; Rubie-Davies et al., 2010; Webster et al.,
2010) which represents the most comprehensive investigation of Teaching
Assistant deployment in England, involving a wide range of participants,
including students, senior leaders, teachers, and support staff across
primary, secondary, and special schools. The findings of the study revealed
a negative correlation between TA support and students' academic
progress, even after adjusting for other influencing factors. Several
challenges were identified, including insufficient teacher professional
learning in effective collaboration with TAs, limited time for joint planning
and feedback, and an over-reliance on TAs to support students with
complex needs.

These issues often led to unintended consequences, such as the
segregation of these students from their teachers. Instead of fostering
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interaction, TAs frequently focused on task completion, reducing
opportunities for dialogue and engagement with the teacher. Systematic
observations reinforced these concerns, showing that students receiving TA
support were often isolated due to frequent withdrawal from class and the
constant presence of a TA, an arrangement that was intended to be helpful
but often had counterproductive effects (Webster & Blatchford, 2013).

Case study data further illustrated the segregation occurring within
classrooms, where TAs took on significant planning and teaching roles,
while teachers relied on them for verbal differentiation. Both teachers and
TAs exhibited gaps in their understanding of how to meet the needs of these
students effectively (Webster & Blatchford, 2015). A study involving 49
secondary school students (Blatchford & Webster, 2018) revealed that the
support for those with special educational needs (SEN) was often measured
by the number of TA hours allocated rather than the quality of the support
provided. Moreover, both teachers and TAs lacked a clear framework to
guide their roles in supporting these students.

The Lewis (2023) review also focuses on how cultural and discursive factors
shape TA deployment practices, with four studies examining the negotiation
of roles within these practices. Bland and Sleightholme (2012) conducted a
survey of 28 Year 5 and 6 students, finding that students saw TAs as more
than just functional support providers. They emphasised the emotional and
interpersonal aspects of the TA role rather than formal qualifications. Wren's
(2017) study of 11 SEN students and their TAs revealed a disconnect
between the roles as perceived by the two groups. While students valued
academic support, TAs were more focused on behaviour management,
suggesting that students had little influence over how TAs were deployed.

Watson et al. (2013) conducted a participatory workshop with 12 teaching
support staff, teachers, and managers, revealing informal hierarchies and
professional liminality among TAs. Their findings emphasised the
importance of relational and emotional elements in defining professionalism,
challenging traditional rigid professional boundaries. In a similar vein,
Lehane (2016) used critical discourse analysis to explore the experiences
of eight secondary school TAs, highlighting ethical and moral tensions in
their work. TAs navigated complex relationships, trying to maintain positive
teacher relations while feeling frustrated by insufficient SEN provision.
Lehane's study conceptualised TA deployment through metaphors of
institutional constraint and social mediation.
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The influence of material and economic factors on TA deployment is also
explored in the Lewis (2023) review, where four studies examine the role of
economic structures in shaping TA practices. Hammersley-Fletcher and
Lowe (2011) investigated how workforce remodelling affected teacher and
TA practices, finding that TAs were increasingly responsible for whole-class
teaching. This shift raised concerns about the dilution of teaching as a
specialised profession.

Basford et al. (2017) explored TA management in primary schools and
found that teachers often felt unprepared to meet the needs of SEN
students, leading them to shift responsibility onto TAs. A lack of training and
absence of clear performance evaluation frameworks contributed to role
ambiguity and feelings of marginalisation among TAs. Bennett et al. (2017)
compared the autonomy-supportive teaching styles of TAs and teachers,
revealing that TAs tended to adopt more controlling approaches, and called
for further research to understand the factors influencing TA autonomy.
Slater and Gazeley (2019) conducted a multiple-case study across three
secondary schools, identifying six typologies of TA support and
emphasising the fluidity of roles between teachers and TAs. The study also
highlighted how classroom arrangements shaped TA deployment practices.

Finally, Lewis (2023) focuses on the social-political structures influencing
TA deployment, exploring the complex relationships between students,
teachers, and TAs. Devecchi and Rouse (2010) critiqued managerial
perspectives on teacher-TA collaboration, arguing that effective
partnerships rely on shared resources, collective decision-making, and
mutual recognition of autonomy. Emira (2011) surveyed 58 TAs and higher-
level teaching assistants (HLTAs) to explore leadership and management
perspectives, highlighting a moral dimension to leadership that emphasised
collaboration over hierarchical structures. Mackenzie (2011) examined the
lived experiences of 13 TAs, who acknowledged school hierarchies but
valued communication and collaboration as key components for inclusion.

The study also captured the physical and emotional demands of TA work.
Roffey-Barentsen and Watt (2014) conducted focus groups with 11
supporting adults, revealing that their professional expertise was often
underutilised. TAs felt undervalued, especially in decision-making
processes regarding pupil support. Cockroft and Atkinson (2015) used a
case study approach to explore the conditions affecting primary learning
support assistants (LSAs), identifying barriers such as training limitations,
communication gaps with teachers, and systemic budget constraints. TAs
prioritised relationships with students over standardised academic
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measures, which created tensions with performance-driven educational
policies. Bowles et al. (2018) interviewed 11 primary TAs, using a
scaffolding model to analyse their pedagogical strategies. While TAs
provided emotional and curricular support, the study found a lack of heuristic
teaching, suggesting a need for further training in this area. The research
underscored the importance of relational literacy in effective TA deployment.

Further insights from Lewis (2023) underscore the importance of relational
pedagogy and nuanced understandings of classroom interactions in TA
deployment. For instance, Bowles et al. (2018), discussed in the review,
explored how TAs use scaffolding strategies through roles categorised as
support, repair, and heuristic. While TAs regularly provided emotional,
curricular, and behavioural support—such as praise, repetition, and
modelling—there was a noted gap in their use of heuristic strategies, often
due to limited training in these more complex pedagogical approaches. This
finding highlights the importance of investing in professional learning that
equips TAs to deliver not only task-based support but also promotes
metacognitive engagement with learners.

Additionally, the review draws attention to the significance of “relational
literacy’—the ability of TAs to intuitively adjust their approach based on a
child’s mood or cues—underscoring that effective TA practice goes beyond
technical skills and involves affective and responsive capacities cultivated
through experience and situated practice. This affirms the broader view that
TA deployment is not only a matter of logistical support but also deeply
embedded in the social fabric of classroom life. Finally, Lewis (2023)
expands the debate by positioning TA deployment as a complex and
contextually contingent practice, shaped by localised school cultures,
material conditions, and discourses of inclusion. He argues for the
continued development of flexible, theory-informed models such as the
WPR (Wider Pedagogical Role) to better support the enactment of equitable
and effective support practices in classrooms.

In conclusion, these studies highlight the multifaceted nature of TA
deployment, shaped by cultural, economic, and social-political factors. They
point to challenges such as role ambiguity, inadequate training, and
systemic inequities, while also emphasising the importance of relationships
and professional identity in shaping TA practices.

O’Connor Bones, U., Courtney, C., Montgomery, A., & Campbell, A.
(2023). Classroom assistant roles and deployment models: an
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international scoping review. Educational Review, 1-15. https://doi-
org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/00131911.2023.2281229

This scoping review aims to examine the broader international literature to
contextualise the role and deployment of Classroom Assistants (CAs) within
mainstream schools in Northern Ireland. A systematic review of studies
published between 2012 and 2022 identified 41 studies for analysis. It
excluded literature reviews in the search which is pertinent to the current
review. The review identified four interconnected functional domains within
the CA role: pedagogical, pastoral, behavioural, and organisational. Models
of deployment were categorised as withdrawal-based, itinerant, unit-
specific, one-to-one, and class support. The findings revealed persistent
systemic, structural, and individual-level barriers that have hindered the
development of a coherent understanding of the role and its contributions
(O’Connor Bones et al., 2023).

O’Connor Bones et al. (2023, p. 10) suggest that “The collective literature
has vividly signposted conflicting exemplars of how and where assistants
can be (mis)used in the classroom, with the porous nature of the role
characterised as a hybrid of responsibilities, heterogeneity of tasks and
imprecise deployment practices, often with little connectivity.” Similar to
other reviews the findings suggest evidence highlighting the blurred
boundaries between the roles of teachers and assistants underscoring the
inherently contradictory nature of current deployment practices. This
ambiguity has raised important questions regarding classroom
accountability and its implications for pupil learning. Key concerns include
assistants operating without a clear understanding of their role descriptions,
assuming responsibilities that exceed their qualifications and expertise, and
the potential negative impact on teaching and learning outcomes resulting
from diminished direct interaction between teachers and students (O’
Connor Bone et al., 2023).

In addition to identifying role ambiguity and deployment inconsistencies, the
review highlighted the multidimensional nature of Classroom Assistants'
contributions. The pedagogical role involved simplifying content, reinforcing
curriculum delivery, and occasionally introducing new material—tasks that,
in some contexts, exceeded intended CA responsibilities and raised
concerns about role drift (Griffin & Blatchford, 2021). The pastoral role
emerged as particularly valued by students, offering emotional security,
stability, and social scaffolding, particularly for students with special
educational needs (Maher & Vickerman, 2018; Wren, 2017). Behavioural
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responsibilities, including the use of praise and managing routines, were
widely reported, though they often lacked a structured behaviour
management framework. The organisational domain—encompassing
transitions, resource preparation, and lesson setup—was found to be
foundational, yet frequently underacknowledged in deployment models.

The review also cautioned against one-to-one deployment models, which
risk isolating students and reducing opportunities for peer interaction and
teacher engagement. In contrast, class-wide support models were
associated with more collaborative and inclusive practices. These findings
underscore the need for clearer role definitions, enhanced professional
development, and structured collaboration time between teachers and
classroom assistants to optimise student learning outcomes and clarify
accountability (O’Connor Bones et al., 2023).

Martin, G., Lemons, C. J., & Haddad, Y. E. (2024). The Effects of
Paraeducator-Implemented Interventions on Student Literacy Skill
Acquisition: A Review. Remedial and Special Education, 46(1), 79-90.
https://doi-org.dcu.idm.oclc.org/10.1177/07419325241234080

Martin et al. (2024) synthesised findings from 19 studies that explored
paraeducator-led early literacy interventions, detailing each study’s
descriptive features, methodological rigor, and instructional outcomes.
Methodological quality was assessed using the Council for Exceptional
Children’s quality indicators. Notably, this is the first systematic review to
examine paraeducator-delivered early literacy instruction in elementary
settings across both single-case and group research designs, while also
applying a standardised set of quality indicators to evaluate study quality
(Martin et al., 2024). The findings indicate that, when provided with
appropriate training and oversight, paraeducators can support student
progress in areas such as phonological awareness, word reading, fluency,
comprehension, and spelling.

After calculating standardised mean difference effect sizes for each
outcome measure, Martin et al. (2024) found that 10 out of 13 studies using
word reading measures reported significant effects. Similarly, significant
effects were observed in four of nine studies using decoding measures, four
of six studies assessing phonological knowledge, seven of 11 studies
measuring fluency or spelling, and six of 11 studies evaluating reading
comprehension. Among the studies utilising single-case research designs,
functional relations indicating improvements in student literacy outcomes
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were identified in all 12 cases. The review found that studies incorporating
multiple training methods—such as modelling, role-playing, and
performance feedback—were linked to positive outcomes in paraeducator
training and acceptable levels of implementation integrity (Martin et al.
2024). Other training components—such as providing a rationale for the
importance of instructional practices, supporting paraeducators in collecting
student data to guide individualised instructional adjustments, and teaching
self-monitoring strategies—were used less frequently across the studies
(Martin et al., 2024).

In addition to these findings, Martin et al. (2024) noted that most
paraeducator training was researcher-delivered, often through brief yet
intensive formats, typically under three hours, indicating the feasibility of
scalable professional development models. However, the authors
emphasised the need for future research to focus on school-led training,
particularly by teachers and school leaders, to improve sustainability.
Although the interventions generally yielded promising outcomes, the
studies reviewed often lacked long-term follow-up and disaggregated
student-level data, limiting understanding of the interventions’ impact over
time and across disability categories.
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Research Question One

What does the empirical literature tell us about the role of SNAs and/or
paraprofessionals in facilitating and reinforcing learning for students?

Search Findings

Identification of studies via databases and hand searches

Identification

Records identified after database
search (n = 198)

Duplicate records removed (n
=56 )

Screening

=

Titles and abstracts screened
(n=142)

Records excluded
(n =89)

Assessed for eligibility (n =53)

Excluded
(n = 26)

Included

Studies included in review
(n=27)

Figure 2 - PRISMA - Research Question One
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Publication Years

The timeframe for studies within the review spans from 2008 to 2024,
reflecting over fifteen years of empirical inquiry into the role of
paraprofessionals—primarily teaching assistants (TAs), special needs
assistants (SNAs), and learning support assistants (LSAs)—in supporting
the inclusion and learning of students with special educational needs (SEN).
The earliest study included is Shevlin et al. (2008), which examined the
systemic transition toward inclusive educational policy in the Republic of
Ireland, while the most recent contributions include McClelland et al. (2024)
and Zakai-Mashiach (2024), focusing respectively on classroom assistants
supporting students with visual impairments and autistic students reflecting
on one-to-one TA support in Israeli high schools.

Research Locations

The research is notably diverse. A significant proportion of the studies
originate in Ireland, including Logan (2010), Zhao et al. (2021), Giriffin-
O’Brien (2018), and Griffin & Blatchford (2021), all of which focus on SNAs
in Irish primary and post-primary contexts. A substantial number of studies
also stem from England, such as Bowles et al. (2017), and Pinkard (2021),
offering valuable perspectives from the UK’s extensive research tradition on
TAs. Additional studies contribute insights from Australia, South Africa,
Czech Republic, pan-European contexts, and Israel, underscoring the
global relevance of the paraprofessional role in navigating the challenges of
inclusion.

Research was conducted in:

Ireland (Logan 2010; Griffin-O’Brien, 2018; Griffin & Blatchford 2021;
Zhao et al. 2021)

England (Pinkard 2021; Bowles et al., 2017)

Australia (Harris & Aprile 2015)

South Africa (Cassim & Moen, 2020; Fleisch & Schoer, 2024)
Czech Republic (Némec et al., 2015)

European-wide comparisons (Breyer et al., 2021)
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Israel (Zakai-Mashiach, 2024)

Research Settings

The research settings explored across the literature primarily comprise
mainstream primary schools, with some studies extending to post-primary,
special schools, and early years education. Across all settings, the central
concern is the integration and support of students with disabilities,
behavioural or learning difficulties, autism, and/or those facing social
disadvantage. Several studies also examine contexts with targeted support
schemes, such as Ireland’s DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunity in
Schools) initiative.

Settings included:

Mainstream primary schools (predominantly)

Post-primary/secondary schools (e.g., Zhao et al., 2021)
- Special schools (e.g., Shevlin et al., 2008)

- Inclusive classrooms supporting students with SEN, disabilities, and
autism

- Early years/Foundation Phase settings (e.g., Fleisch & Schoer, 2024)

Study Participants

Samples ranged from small, qualitative groups to large national surveys
(e.g., 814 SNAs in Griffin-O’Brien, 2018).

Research Aims

Participants in the studies vary widely but consistently include TAs/SNAs
themselves, often complemented by teachers, school leaders, special
educational needs coordinators (SENCOs), and in many cases, students
and parents. Notably, recent studies such as Zakai-Mashiach (2024) and
Pinkard (2021) foreground the voices of children and young people with
SEN, a welcome shift toward participatory and rights-based research
approaches. In terms of scale, methodologies range from in-depth case
studies involving a small number of participants (e.g. Roffey-Barentsen &
Watt, 2014) to large-scale national surveys (e.g. Griffin-O’Brien, 2018, with
over 800 SNAs).
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The aims of the studies cluster around several core themes. A dominant
concern is to describe and evaluate the real-world roles, responsibilities,
and deployment practices of paraprofessionals within inclusive settings.
Many studies critique the expansion of these roles beyond their intended
remit, particularly into areas of instruction, behavioural intervention, and
curriculum support—despite policy definitions that frame such roles as
primarily ‘care’-focused.

A second major aim is to examine how paraprofessional support influences
pupil learning, inclusion, and particularly independence, with Griffin &
Blatchford (2021) offering the first systematic observational study in Ireland
to evaluate SNA impact on autonomy. A third thread explores the
professional status, training needs, and job satisfaction of SNAs and TAs,
often highlighting their marginalised position within school hierarchies.
Several studies (e.g. Zhao et al., 2021) advocate for clearer role definitions,
better initial training, and sustained professional development opportunities
to support paraprofessionals’ effectiveness and well-being.

Methodologies and Limitations

Methodologies included across the studies have important limitations that
are acknowledged. Many of the qualitative studies rely on small, purposive
samples, which, while rich in detail, limit generalisability. The reliance on
self-reported data introduces the potential for bias, particularly in studies
relying heavily on interviews and surveys. In observational research, such
as Griffin & Blatchford (2021), while reliability checks were implemented,
the relatively short observation periods constrain the ability to make broader
longitudinal inferences about pupil outcomes. Across countries, a persistent
limitation is the variability in how paraprofessional roles are defined,
supervised, and professionalised, making cross-context comparisons
difficult.

Findings

This review examines empirical literature to explore how SNAs and
paraprofessionals facilitate and reinforce student learning, aiming to inform
future workforce development planning. The evidence highlights four major
themes: the critical role of training and professional development, the
importance of clear role definition and collaboration with teachers, the risks
of over-reliance on one-to-one support, and the shift towards more inclusive,
student-centred deployment models. Taken together, these findings affirm
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the essential contribution of SNAs to inclusive education while underscoring
the need for thoughtful, evidence-informed deployment practices.

Training and Professional Development are Critical in Access to
Learning Activities

The capacity of Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) and paraprofessionals to
facilitate and reinforce student learning is closely bound to the quality,
consistency, and relevance of the training and professional development
they receive. Although SNAs are often deeply committed to supporting
students, their effectiveness depends significantly on whether they are
equipped with structured, evidence-informed preparation. Where
professional development is lacking or narrowly focused on care rather than
pedagogy, their ability to support meaningful learning outcomes is
constrained. The empirical literature consistently demonstrates that
effective support requires more than goodwill or experience; it demands a
robust understanding of instructional strategies and alignment with inclusive
educational objectives.

Research by Radford, Bosanquet, Webster, and Blatchford (2015) and
Bowles, Radford, and Bakopoulou (2018) indicates that SNAs and teaching
assistants who receive targeted instruction in scaffolding strategies are
better equipped to foster autonomy, support metacognitive development,
and avoid over-directing students. Benstead (2021) similarly notes that
without sufficient pedagogical preparation, SNAs often rely on intuition or
informal, ad-hoc advice, leading to variability in practice. Johnson’s (2018)
evaluation of the Fischer Family Trust Wave 3 literacy intervention illustrates
this clearly: when assistants were trained in specific literacy strategies and
provided with clear instructional frameworks, they facilitated measurable
improvements in students’ reading and writing. These findings underline the
transformative potential of structured, pedagogically focused training.

International studies reinforce this conclusion. Griffin-O’Brien (2018) found
that SNAs who participated in professional development promoting student
independence were more effective in avoiding dependency models. Breyer,
Lederer, and Gasteiger-Klicpera (2021) similarly observed that formal
qualifications among European learning support assistants correlated with
higher quality educational assistance. Fleisch and Schoer’s (2024) study in
South African foundation phase classrooms further strengthens the case:
when teaching assistants were trained to deliver structured literacy
interventions, students' letter knowledge improved significantly. In contrast,
assistants without such preparation provided more generalised, less
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impactful support, demonstrating the crucial role of focused professional
learning.

Despite this strong evidence, the broader picture remains one of
inconsistency. In the Irish context, Kerins et al. (2018) and Shevlin et al.
(2008) report that professional development opportunities for SNAs are
often fragmented, sporadic, and narrowly framed around care and
compliance. Many SNAs, in the absence of systematic instructional training,
fall back on experience or informal peer support. While this can yield
valuable practical knowledge, it also results in considerable variability in the
quality and coherence of student support. Banville (2019) further
emphasises that in areas such as physical education, where active inclusion
is critical, SNAs require preparation that addresses both care and
instruction. Without this dual focus, their involvement can unintentionally
limit participation rather than promoting it.

A further complicating factor is the ambiguity surrounding the SNA role itself.
Although Department of Education guidance, such as Circular 30/2014,
outlines the role primarily in terms of care and access, studies like Keating
and O’Connor (2012) reveal that, in practice, SNAs frequently engage in
instructional support tasks. Without formal training for these pedagogical
responsibilities, SNAs are often left navigating complex academic demands
without the requisite skills or frameworks. This not only undermines the
quality of the support provided but also places SNAs in a professionally
vulnerable position, asked to perform duties for which they have not been
adequately prepared.

Beyond questions of training content, the method of professional
development delivery significantly influences outcomes. Zhao, Rose, and
Shevlin (2022) found that isolated workshops or external courses, while
helpful in raising awareness, have limited impact on sustained practice.
Instead, school-embedded, ongoing professional development, integrated
into classroom practice and supported by regular mentoring and feedback,
proves far more effective in building the competencies needed for inclusive
support. Radford et al. (2015) similarly highlight the value of coaching
models and feedback cycles in consolidating new skills. Training that is
directly tied to classroom realities strengthens not only the individual
capacity of SNAs but also their collaboration with teachers, creating more
coherent support structures for students.

A growing body of evidence supports the direct involvement of special
education teachers in the professional development of SNAs (Walker,
Carter & Wills, 2021; Zhao, Rose & Shevlin, 2022). Embedding learning
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within the school community ensures that SNAs’ preparation aligns with
curricular goals and the broader educational ethos. It also fosters a stronger
sense of shared responsibility between teachers and SNAs, enhancing the
overall coherence and quality of support. In the absence of such integration,
SNAs may struggle to link their work meaningfully to instructional aims,
resulting in fragmented or redundant efforts.

The evolving emphasis on inclusive education further necessitates a
broader reimagining of SNA training. Professional development must
extend beyond practical strategies to include human rights principles,
trauma-informed practice, positive behaviour support, and strategies for
promoting autonomy and peer engagement (Breyer et al., 2021; Banville,
2019; Zhao, Rose & Shevlin, 2022). Equipping SNAs with this wider skill set
is essential to moving beyond deficit-oriented models of support and
ensuring that they can contribute fully to inclusive, student-centred
environments. Without investment in these areas, SNA practice risks
remaining reactive, fragmented, and, in some cases, counterproductive.

Taken together, the empirical evidence makes clear that SNAs and
paraprofessionals have the potential to be highly effective facilitators of
student learning, inclusion, and autonomy. However, this potential can only
be realised if they are adequately prepared for the educational aspects of
their roles. High-quality professional development is not an optional
enhancement but a fundamental requirement. Without systemic investment,
support will continue to depend heavily on individual initiative, leading to
variability, inconsistency, and limited long-term impact on student
outcomes.

Clear Role Definition and Collaboration with Teachers

A consistent theme across the empirical literature is that SNAs and teachers
play fundamental roles in facilitating and reinforcing student learning.
Although the presence of SNAs within classrooms has undoubtedly opened
pathways to greater inclusion, the absence of well-defined responsibilities
and inconsistent integration into the teaching team frequently undermines
the effectiveness of their support. Several studies highlight that ambiguity
surrounding the SNA role is persistent and widespread. In the Irish context,
Shevlin, Winter, and Flynn (2008) found that although policy documents
attempt to delineate the SNA’s function as primarily focused on care and
access, SNAs in practice frequently engage in a much broader range of
instructional activities. Logan’s (2010) multi-case study similarly
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demonstrated that SNAs were regularly observed supporting students
during core academic lessons by clarifying tasks, scaffolding learning, and
maintaining attention. While this extended role often emerged in response
to student needs and practical classroom demands, it occurred largely
without formal guidance or structured professional boundaries.

This lack of clarity can lead to fragmented support. Harris and Aprile (2015)
found that unclear expectations surrounding teacher aide roles resulted in
confusion, duplication of effort, and compromised instructional coherence.
Maher and Vickerman (2017) similarly reported that SENCOs and Learning
Support Assistants (LSAs) in England often found their roles stretched far
beyond formal job descriptions, frequently without corresponding training or
collaboration. The consequences of such ambiguity are significant: when
SNAs operate without clear definitions, their support risks becoming
inconsistent, duplicative, or even counterproductive. Keating and O’Connor
(2012) observed that differing teacher expectations led to inconsistencies in
SNA practice and occasional tensions around professional boundaries.
Without a shared understanding, SNAs may inadvertently provide
conflicting guidance, replicate instructional efforts, or drift into teaching
duties for which they are unprepared, ultimately undermining both
instructional coherence and student trust in support structures.
Internationally, similar patterns emerge. Breyer, Lederer, and Gasteiger-
Klicpera (2021) found that across five European countries, role clarity and
structured collaboration with teachers were critical to effective LSA practice.
Where LSAs were treated as integral team members rather than ancillary
aides, student outcomes improved significantly.

In contrast, when SNAs work closely and collaboratively with teachers, their
contribution to reinforcing learning is markedly enhanced. Zhao, Rose, and
Shevlin (2022) argue that paraprofessional support is most effective when
carefully aligned with teacher-led instruction, with SNAs operating as part of
a coordinated team rather than as isolated aides. This collaboration enables
SNAs to reinforce key learning objectives, maintain consistency in
instructional approaches, and complement broader classroom goals. Griffin
and Blatchford (2021) similarly contend that structured collaboration through
shared planning, professional learning communities, and co-reflection
maximises the positive impact of SNA involvement. Radford, Bosanquet,
Webster, and Blatchford (2015) further found that deliberate integration of
SNAs into classroom planning significantly enhances their capacity to
scaffold learning, allowing their support to become more intentional and
pedagogically aligned.
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The significance of structured collaboration is emphasised by Griffin and
Blatchford (2021), who found that students benefited most when SNAs were
active participants in classroom planning and instructional delivery rather
than passive observers. In such models, SNAs extend the reach of the
teacher, providing targeted assistance that reinforces engagement without
supplanting the teacher’s primary instructional role. Achieving this level of
collaboration, however, requires more than goodwill; it necessitates
deliberate organisational structures and a professional culture that values
inclusive practice. Zhao, Rose, and Shevlin (2022) highlight the importance
of embedding SNAs into collaborative planning sessions, involving them in
professional development activities, and fostering open, sustained
communication between teachers and SNAs. Where SNAs are fully
integrated into the educational community and participate meaningfully in
planning processes, their role is more clearly understood, and their impact
on learning is significantly strengthened.

International studies mirror these findings. Némec et al. (2015) observed
that in Czech schools supporting socially disadvantaged students, teaching
assistants integrated into pedagogical teams were far more effective in
enhancing access to learning than those working independently. Similarly,
Fleisch and Schoéer's (2024) study in South African classrooms
demonstrated that the successful delivery of structured literacy interventions
by teaching assistants depended critically on close coordination with class
teachers and a shared understanding of instructional goals. The
international literature thus reinforces the view that integration, shared
planning, and explicit collaboration are central to effective paraprofessional
practice.

Ultimately, the evidence points to a clear conclusion: clarity of role and
strong collaboration with teachers are not ancillary concerns but essential
conditions for effective SNA practice. Without explicit role definitions, joint
planning structures, and inclusion within professional communities, even
highly committed and skilled SNAs may struggle to provide consistent, high-
quality support. Establishing clear professional boundaries, promoting
collaborative instructional design, and embedding SNAs within coordinated
teaching frameworks are therefore critical steps towards ensuring that SNA
support meaningfully facilitates student learning in ways that are ethical,
inclusive, and sustainable.

Risks of Over-Reliance and One-to-One Models
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While SNAs and paraprofessionals provide invaluable support to students
with disabilities and additional needs, the empirical literature consistently
cautions against the risks associated with over-reliance, particularly through
sustained one-to-one support models. Although originally designed to
facilitate access to learning, one-to-one arrangements can, if poorly
managed, inadvertently undermine student independence, restrict peer
interaction, and create long-term barriers to educational engagement.
Research by Griffin and Blatchford (2021) offers one of the most detailed
critiques of the one-to-one model, observing that constant proximity
between a SNA and a pupil in Irish mainstream primary schools often led to
significant reductions in interactions with teachers and classmates. Rather
than promoting inclusion, such arrangements sometimes resulted in
physical and social isolation within classrooms intended to foster
participation. Instead of reinforcing learning, intensive adult support
displaced natural opportunities for students to engage independently with
the curriculum, develop problem-solving skills, and build peer relationships.
Similarly, Radford, Bosanquet, Webster, and Blatchford (2015) and Bowles,
Radford, and Bakopoulou (2018) found that excessive prompting and adult-
led correction fostered prompt dependency, whereby students relied heavily
on adult cues rather than developing autonomous learning strategies.

These concerns are echoed in student voice research. Zakai-Mashiach
(2024), in her study of autistic students' experiences in mainstream high
schools, found that many participants felt infantilised or overly monitored by
their one-to-one assistants, describing a loss of agency and missed
opportunities to experience manageable academic challenges. Although
intensive support is often well-intentioned, aiming to protect and assist, it
can unintentionally diminish students' confidence and sense of ownership
over their learning. Griffin-O’Brien (2018) similarly noted that while strong
SNA-student relationships can promote emotional security, they can also
create dependency patterns that are difficult to disrupt, a dynamic further
explored by Pinkard (2021), who cautioned that an over-reliance on
emotional support could compromise the development of resilience. Horgan
(2024) adds that although emotional bonds can foster trust, they must be
carefully managed to avoid curtailing students’ growth in autonomy.

The phenomenon of prompt dependency introduces additional complexity.
Griffin and Blatchford (2021) observed that while verbal prompts from SNAs
can initially support task engagement, persistent prompting risks
undermining students’ initiative and critical thinking. Over time, constant
adult direction can entrench passive learning behaviours, diminishing
motivation and the capacity for independent problem-solving. Goodwin,
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Rossow-Kimball, and Connolly (2022) extend these findings to inclusive
physical education, where paraeducators' efforts to protect students from
perceived risks often limited their participation in physical activities crucial
for developing competence and confidence. Across academic contexts, the
principle remains consistent: over-protective support, even when well-
meaning, insulates students from the essential experiences of challenge,
trial, and perseverance that underpin deep learning and resilience.

International research reinforces these concerns. Némec et al. (2015),
studying teaching assistants in the Czech Republic, found that poorly
coordinated one-to-one support often led assistants to substitute for
teachers rather than complement classroom instruction, thereby weakening
both instructional quality and broader inclusion efforts. This substitution
effect marginalised students from whole-class activities, undermining their
educational and social engagement. Compounding these risks is the
systemic absence of clear training for SNAs on how to fade support
strategically. Shevlin et al. (2008) and Kerins et al. (2018) highlight that
without explicit frameworks for scaffolding and gradual withdrawal, SNAs
are rarely equipped to support students' transition from assisted to
independent learning. In the absence of structured professional
development, high levels of assistance may be maintained even when no
longer necessary.

The solution lies not in abrupt withdrawal of support but in the adoption of
dynamic, responsive models. Researchers such as Goodwin, Rossow-
Kimball, and Connolly (2022), and Griffin and Blatchford (2021) advocate
for strategies that progressively reduce assistance as students'
competencies grow. Techniques like strategic distancing, graduated
prompting, and peer-mediated support foster autonomy without
compromising inclusion. Rather than creating dependency through
indefinite support, these models aim to empower students by aligning the
intensity of assistance with their evolving readiness. Moreover, involving
students themselves in shaping their learning support plans is highlighted
as a key protective strategy. Horgan (2024) and Zakai-Mashiach (2024)
argue that student participation ensures that assistance remains
empowering, responsive to individual aspirations, and focused on fostering
autonomy and agency.

Taken together, the empirical literature presents a compelling case for
rethinking one-to-one models of support. While intensive individualised
assistance is critical at specific points, its continuation without adaptation
risks doing more harm than good. A more nuanced, student-centred
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approach—focused on scaffolding, dynamic fading, peer engagement, and
collaboration with teachers—offers a stronger foundation for reinforcing
meaningful learning and sustainable inclusion. Without a deliberate shift
towards these practices, well-intentioned support may ultimately entrench
dependency and limit the very educational opportunities it seeks to
enhance.

Shift Toward Inclusive, Student-Centred Deployment

A notable evolution within the empirical literature is the growing call for a
shift away from traditional deficit-based models of SNA and
paraprofessional deployment towards more inclusive, student-centred
approaches. Rather than viewing SNAs merely as providers of
individualised support to "fix" student deficits, contemporary research
increasingly advocates for models that embed SNAs within broader
pedagogical teams, promote autonomy, and foster meaningful participation
in inclusive classrooms. This reimagining of the SNA role carries profound
implications for how learning is facilitated and reinforced.

The limitations of traditional deployment models are well documented. As
highlighted by Shevlin et al. (2008) and Griffin and Blatchford (2021), the
historical approach of assigning a SNA directly to a single student often
stems from reactive models focused on individual impairments rather than
inclusive system design. Although these arrangements are often motivated
by a desire to secure educational access, they can inadvertently lead to
segregation within the classroom, limit opportunities for peer engagement,
and create unnecessary dependency on adult support. Breyer, Lederer, and
Gasteiger-Klicpera (2021) reinforce these findings, demonstrating that
models attaching SNAs to individual students risk isolating rather than
including them. International evidence similarly underscores these
concerns. Némec et al. (2015) observed that in Czech schools,
paraprofessionals assigned solely to students with perceived "problems"
often operated separately from the main instructional team, reducing
students' opportunities for full participation. Fleisch and Schoéer (2024)
report parallel findings in South African early years classrooms, where
teaching assistants were most effective when complementing whole-group
instruction rather than working in isolation.

In response, researchers such as Walker, Carter, and Wills (2021) and
Sharma and Salend (2016) advocate for a reconceptualisation of SNA
deployment that positions paraprofessionals as integral members of
collaborative, student-centred learning environments. These models
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emphasise proactive, systemic strategies that anticipate diverse learner
needs, deploying SNAs flexibly to support all students as necessary.
Radford, Bosanquet, Webster, and Blatchford (2015) and Bowles, Radford,
and Bakopoulou (2018) similarly stress that SNAs are most effective when
promoting peer interaction, scaffolded independence, and collaborative
learning, rather than providing constant, individualised attention that may
unintentionally reinforce difference. Central to this reconceptualisation is the
role of peer-mediated support. Walker, Carter, and Wills (2021) argue that
SNAs should facilitate direct engagement between students and their peers,
rather than acting as permanent intermediaries. In this model, SNAs shift
towards enabling authentic peer relationships and collaborative learning,
thereby promoting social inclusion alongside academic growth.

Embedding SNAs within teaching teams is another key strategy identified
by Zhao, Rose, and Shevlin (2022), who argue that paraprofessionals
should participate actively in collaborative planning, instruction, and
assessment. Such integration ensures that support strategies align with
curricular goals and inclusive values, fostering a shared responsibility for
student success. By treating SNAs as active contributors rather than
auxiliary aides, schools can create more coherent, effective, and inclusive
learning environments. This collaborative approach also strengthens the
consistency of instructional delivery, supporting deeper, more sustainable
forms of inclusion.

Realising this vision requires a deliberate investment in professional
development. Fleisch and Schoéer (2024) underscore the necessity of
training SNAs in adaptive teaching strategies, scaffolding techniques, and
behaviour support. Zhao, Rose, and Shevlin (2022) further highlight that
such training must be sustained, context-specific, and embedded within
whole-school approaches to inclusion. Training efforts that isolate SNAs
from the broader school community risk reinforcing marginalisation;
effective professional learning must involve teachers and school leaders
alike to ensure coherent, team-based practice.

Another core dimension of student-centred deployment is the promotion of
autonomy and independence. Horgan (2024) and Zakai-Mashiach (2024)
both demonstrate that students express a strong desire for support that
enables, rather than restricts, independent engagement with learning.
Inclusive models therefore emphasise scaffolding rather than substitution:
providing targeted assistance when necessary but gradually transferring
responsibility to students as their skills develop. This approach aligns with
Griffin and Blatchford’s (2021) advocacy for support calibrated to emerging
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student competencies, with assistance fading systematically to promote
self-efficacy.

Importantly, involving students in decisions about their support structures is
increasingly recognised as a best practice. Horgan (2024) and Zakai-
Mashiach (2024) underline the importance of student voice in ensuring that
support strategies are empowering, respectful, and tailored to individual
aspirations. Participatory planning not only reinforces autonomy but also
embodies a rights-based approach to inclusion, recognising students as
active agents in their education rather than passive recipients of support.

The emotional and relational dimensions of SNA support also benefit from
this inclusive, student-centred framework. Pinkard (2021) and McClelland
et al. (2024) emphasise that positive relationships with SNAs can
significantly enhance student engagement and emotional well-being. Within
an inclusive model, however, relational support is intended to foster
confidence, resilience, and independence rather than dependence. When
grounded in trust and respect for students’ emerging agency, emotional
support becomes a foundation for risk-taking and academic perseverance.

Achieving this shift requires systemic, not merely individual, change. School
leaders have a critical role in setting expectations, allocating resources, and
cultivating cultures of collaboration and shared responsibility. As Sharma
and Salend (2016) argue, policy frameworks must move beyond deficit-
driven, reactive allocation models and invest proactively in inclusive
infrastructures that benefit all learners. Without such systemic
commitments, efforts to reposition SNAs as collaborative agents of inclusion
will remain piecemeal and unsustainable.

Finally, the literature points to the ethical imperatives underpinning this shift.
Embedding SNAs within inclusive teaching teams, promoting autonomy,
and fostering participation are not simply matters of pedagogical preference;
they are obligations grounded in human rights principles and the pursuit of
educational equity. As Zhao, Rose, and Shevlin (2022) remind us, genuine
inclusion is not achieved by placing students with additional needs into
mainstream classrooms alone. True inclusion requires transforming those
classrooms into spaces where all students are valued, engaged, and
supported to flourish.

Conclusion
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This review explored what the empirical literature reveals about the role of
SNAs and paraprofessionals in facilitating and reinforcing student learning.
The evidence consistently demonstrates that while SNAs can significantly
enhance inclusion, engagement, and independence, their impact is shaped
by how their roles are defined, supported, and integrated within school
teams. Effective practice relies on structured deployment, sustained
professional development, and strong collaboration with teachers, enabling
SNAs to scaffold learning without fostering dependency. Overall, the
findings affirm that SNAs are vital contributors to inclusive education and
that thoughtful policy and workforce planning are essential to harness their
full potential.
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Research Question Two

What frameworks or models of SNA and/or paraprofessional support
provide evidence of the impacts of such support on student learning?

Search Findings

Databases used to identify relevant frameworks or models of SNA and/ or
paraprofessional support included: Academic Search Complete; Education
Research Complete; Scopus; British Education Index, and Google Scholar.
This was supplemented with the use of hand searching to identify relevant
grey literature for example reports and official documents not indexed in
scholarly databases.

In line with the criteria for inclusion, sources published prior to 2004, not in
the English language or not relating to primary or post-primary education
were removed, resulting in 38 publications. Following full text screening, a
further 19 publications were removed because no model or framework was
proposed or because there was no consideration of student learning. One
study was removed because the focus was teaching assistants in higher
education. In total 19 publications were included in the review.
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Publication Years

The 19 included publications were published between 2009 and 2024 with
nine published since 2022.

Research Locations

In addition to four Irish publications (DES, 2014; Griffin & Blatchford, 2021;
NCSE, 2024; O’Connor-Bones et al., 2023; there were six UK studies
Blatchford et al., 2009; Government of Jersey, 2023; Sharples et al., 2018;
Department for Education 2019; Skipp and Hopwood, 2019, Webster et al.
2013), three from Canada (Government of Northwest Territories, 2022;
Government of Manitoba, 2024; Province of Nova Scotia Department of
Education, 2009), three from Australia (Butt, 2016; DECYP, 2012; South
Australian School Leaders, 2023), and one each from New Zealand
(Ministry of Education, 2022; Sweden (latridou, 2016) and the US
(Giangreco et al., 2010).

Research Settings

Reflecting the diverse terminology used and differing conceptualisations of
the role internationally, the term ‘teaching assistant’ was used exclusively in
the UK studies with ‘teacher assistant’ or ‘educational assistant’
predominantly used in publications from Canada and Australia,
‘paraprofessional’ used in the US and ‘teacher aide’ in New Zealand.
Notably, in Sweden two assistant roles are identified namely ‘teaching
assistant’ and ‘pupil assistant’ intended to support teachers and students
with special educational needs respectively.

Methodology

Most of the publications (n=19) comprised guidance or toolkits for schools
(for example DES, 2014; DECYP, 2012; Province of Nova Scotia, 2009)
while nine presented frameworks or models for the deployment of
assistants. Of the nine publications in which frameworks or models were
proposed seven were based on empirical studies providing evidence of the
impacts of SNA/ paraprofessional support on student learning (Blatchford,
2009; Butt, 2016; Department for Education, 2019; Ministry of Education,
2022; Giangreco et al., 2010; Sharples et al., 2018; Webster et al., 2013).
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Frameworks

The scoping review clearly indicates that few countries provide an in-depth
framework or model for the deployment of assistants or paraprofessionals
and that within this there is limited evidence of the differential impacts of the
frameworks and models that are utilised. Internationally, as in the lIrish
context most of the information available on how assistants or
paraprofessionals should be deployed is based on broad job descriptions
(DECYP, 2012; Government of Manitoba, 2024) with limited specific
guidance for schools. Internationally few studies have focused specifically
on exploring the differential impact of models of deployment of assistants in
classrooms. However, analysis of the literature available suggests that
internationally six main frameworks for deployment can be identified as
follows:

Whole Class Deployment

- In-class Targeted Support

- Withdrawal Intervention Delivery
- Itinerant Model

- Unit Support

- One-to-One Model

Description of Frameworks and Related Constructs in
Published Literature

In this section each of the frameworks will be briefly described, discussed
and critically analysed to identify their strengths and limitations. Thereafter
the applicability of each framework and associated constructs to the Irish
context will be evaluated focusing on their relevance to local practices,
policies and the needs of learners receiving SNA support in Irish schools.

Whole-Class Deployment

In this instance assistants provide general support to the whole class (Butt,
2016; Department for Education, 2019; Ministry of Education, 2022;
Government of Jersey, 2023). This model is used primarily at primary school
level, where itis reported that ‘teaching assistants’, or ‘classroom assistants’
in the NI context (O’Connor Bones, Courtney, Montgomery & Campbell,
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2023) act as ‘an extra adult’ in the classroom who supports the class teacher
in meeting the needs of all children with and without additional needs (Butt,
2016; latridou, 2016). The whole class model positions the TA as a general
classroom aide supporting both teaching and learning through assisting with
behaviour, routines, and group work as well as individualising learning
content to meet the needs of the children (Government of Northwest
Territories, 2022). This model of deployment suggests that students of all
abilities get some time with a teacher and some time with an assistant.
Flexibility of deployment is a key construct within this model in which
assistants can pivot quickly to where help is needed, assist in differentiating
tasks, and ensure smooth classroom flow. However, without clear planning
and defined roles, this approach can lead to underutilisation. There is a risk
of assistants being underutilised, relegated to peripheral or administrative
tasks, providing minimal academic impact. As the Education Endowment
Foundation (EEF) notes, TAs are most effective when used for instructional
purposes, not logistical support (Sharples et al., 2018).

Strengths of Whole Class Deployment

This model can lead to benefits in relation to improved classroom
management. For example, assistants deployed across a whole class can
assist in maintaining order and managing classroom routines, freeing the
teacher to focus on instruction (Blatchford et al., 2012). It is also suggested
that there is an increase in student engagement due to the presence of the
assistant who can help students stay on task, particularly those who may
need more supervision or encouragement to participate (Webster et al.,
2013). This model of deployment allows for timely intervention as assistants
are available to provide immediate support to learners who struggle to
understand instructions or tasks, helping reduce frustration and learning
delays (Sharples et al., 2018). A further benefit of this model is the
opportunity to provide inclusive support for diverse learners. Whole class
deployment ensures that support is spread more equitably across the
classroom, rather than limited to targeted learners which can help prevent
dependency and stigma.

Limitations of Whole Class Deployment

This model has received criticism due to the lack of targeted intervention
that it provides. It is suggested that without a focus on specific learners, the
impact of assistant support on individual progress, especially for students
with special educational needs, may be limited (Blatchford et al., 2009).
There is also a risk of role ambiguity because when assistants are deployed
across the whole class, their roles may become unclear, leading to
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inefficiencies or overlap with teacher duties (Giangreco et al., 2010). A
further risk of whole class deployment is that assistants may end up
performing administrative or behavioural roles rather than contributing
directly to learning, thereby diminishing their potential educational impact
(Webster et al., 2013).

Conversely, some authors suggest that it is advantageous for assistants to
engage in routine administrative tasks freeing up instructional time for the
class teacher (Blatchford et al., 2012). Reduced instructional impact is also
a limitation as evidence suggests that when assistants lead instruction
without adequate training, learning outcomes may not improve and can
even decline, especially for lower-attaining students (Blatchford et al.,
2009).

Conclusion

Whole class deployment of assistants can contribute significantly to
classroom management and general learning support. However, its
effectiveness hinges on clearly defined roles, appropriate training, and
strategic use to ensure that assistants enhance rather than merely
supplement the teacher’s role. A blended approach that combines whole
class support with targeted intervention may offer the most benefit to
learners, especially those with additional needs.

In-class Targeted Support

Allocating assistants for targeted in-class support was the most reported
mode of deployment by secondary schools and the second most common
method of deployment in primary schools (Butt, 2016; Department for
Education, 2019). In-class targeted support refers to the deployment of
assistants to work with individual students or groups of learners within the
classroom. In contrast to whole class deployment, this model focuses on
delivering structured, intentional assistance to students who have been
identified as needing additional help, typically learners with additional needs
(DES, 2014; Ministry of Education, 2022; NCSE, 2024) or students learning
English as an additional language (EAL), low prior attainment, or learners
deemed to be at risk of underachievement. Targeted support can involve
pre-taught vocabulary, scaffolding of complex tasks, or support during
independent work. This model allows assistants to tailor their interactions to
the needs of individual learners while the teacher continues to lead whole-
class instruction. Notably, while the tasks carried out by in-class targeted
assistants were similar to those engaged in by whole-class assistants, in
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addition, they were being deployed for further support, such as
differentiating or delivering lesson content, managing student behaviour and
anxiety, and implementing coping strategies for specific learners.

In-class targeted support keeps assistants focused on specific students or
small groups, without removing them from the learning environment thus
bridging the benefits of inclusion with personalised attention and allowing
assistants to reinforce the teacher’s input and monitor progress in real time.
However, this support must be carefully managed. Effective targeted
support relies on close alignment with teacher planning, clear
communication, and the assistants’ understanding of learning objectives.
Research by Blatchford et al. (2009) shows that students receiving constant
attention from an assistant in-class often interacted less with the teacher,
potentially lowering expectations. As such assistants must be trained to
scaffold learning and promote independence rather than inadvertently
replacing teacher interaction.

Strengths of In-class Targeted Support

A key strength of in-class targeted support is that assistants can adapt
explanations and tasks to the specific learning needs of students enhancing
curriculum access (Sharples et al., 2018). One-to-one or small group
support can create a safe space and increase confidence for learners to ask
questions and engage more freely (Webster et al., 2013). This model allows
for the effective use of classroom time, as students can receive immediate
feedback and correction, helping to address misconceptions as they arise
(Blatchford et al., 2009). When assistants are well-trained and deployed
using evidence-based frameworks, targeted support can lead to
measurable gains, especially in literacy and numeracy (Sharples et al.,
2018).

Limitations of In-class Targeted Support

One of the limitations of this model is that it poses a risk of separation from
teacher instruction. Learners receiving constant support from assistants
may spend less time interacting with the teacher, potentially leading to
dependency and reduced academic challenge (Blatchford et al., 2009). The
quality of the interactions between assistants and the learners they support
depends on training and planning. In the absence of high-quality training
and close coordination with teachers, targeted support may be misaligned
with curriculum goals (Giangreco et al., 2010). Stigmatisation and social
isolation have also been identified as significant limitations of the in-class
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targeted support model. Learners in receipt of targeted support may be
identified as "different," thus impacting their self-esteem or peer
relationships (Webster et al., 2013). Moreover, constant support and
proximity may unintentionally lead to learners being less likely to engage
and interact with peers and teachers ( Butt, 2016; Griffin & Blatchford, 2021)
Furthermore, the effectiveness of targeted support varies greatly depending
on how it's implemented and if the support provided by assistants is reactive
rather than planned, the benefits are reduced (Sharples et al., 2018).

Conclusion

In-class targeted support has strong potential to accelerate the progress of
learners who require additional support, especially when underpinned by
clear planning, adequate training, and close collaboration between teachers
and assistants. However, it must be carefully managed to avoid unintended
consequences such as dependency, reduced teacher interaction, or social
segregation. Best practice involves using targeted support flexibly and
strategically, complementing, not replacing, the teacher’s role in designing
and leading learning.

Withdrawal Intervention Delivery

Primary and secondary schools also reported deploying assistants to
withdraw learners from the classroom for intervention delivery (Butt, 2016;
Department for Education, 2019). Like targeted in-class support, this model
is commonly used for learners with additional needs who have individual
support plans, those with low prior attainment, or those deemed to be at risk
of underachievement. Withdrawal intervention delivery involves assistants
working with individual learners or small groups outside the classroom,
typically in a separate space, to deliver targeted interventions. Interventions
generally took place either in addition to class taught lessons such as at
lunchtime or tutor time or instead of class taught lessons by withdrawing
students from different subjects or lessons. This model removes learners
with additional needs individually or in small groups from the classroom for
structured sessions designed to address specific learning needs relating to
literacy, numeracy, language development, or social-emotional learning.

Assistants may use evidence-based programmes or bespoke materials
developed in collaboration with the class teacher or special educational
needs coordinator (SENCo). The main interventions detailed were bespoke
activities to prepare for or reinforce work done in class or bought-in
evidence-based interventions typically in numeracy or literacy.
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Interventions were also used to address specific areas of need in speech
and language or occupational therapy, or for learners with social and
emotional learning needs or to support independence and inclusion. In
practice most schools stated that they deployed assistants flexibly across
these different roles.

Strengths of Withdrawal Intervention Delivery

This model provides highly focused support in a quieter, low distraction
setting which allows for intensive, individualised instruction tailored to
specific learning goals (Sharples et al., 2018) and has been found effective
for the use of evidence-based interventions. When using structured,
research-backed programs, withdrawal sessions can lead to significant
academic gains, especially in literacy and phonics (Slavin et al., 2009;
Sharples et al., 2018). Working in a smaller, supportive environment can
boost learner confidence and engagement, particularly for learners who
struggle in whole-class settings (Webster et al., 2013). Assistants can more
easily track learners’ progress in small-group settings and provide
immediate feedback. This model allows for focused, uninterrupted learning
time away from the potential distractions of the classroom. Some students
benefit from withdrawal interventions, where they receive structured, small-
group or 1:1 instruction outside the classroom. This model is praised for its
precision—interventions can be timed, targeted, and based on assessed
need.

Limitations of Withdrawal Intervention Delivery

With this model, students may miss key parts of whole-class teaching,
including broader curriculum content or social learning experiences as they
are withdrawn from the class for additional support (Blatchford et al., 2009).
Furthermore, the effectiveness of withdrawal interventions depends heavily
on how well the assistant understands the content and pedagogical
strategies of the programme being delivered (Sharples et al., 2018; South
Australian School Leaders, 2023). This can lead to low quality instruction
which is often carried out by an unqualified assistant without oversight from
a teacher. If not closely coordinated with the teacher’s planning, withdrawal
sessions can become disconnected from classroom learning, reducing their
long-term impact and causing fragmented learning (Webster et al., 2013).
Moreover, repeated withdrawal from the main class can cause student
isolation and stigma through marking students as "different," thus impacting
their self-esteem and peer relationships (Giangreco et al., 2010).
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Conclusion

Withdrawal intervention delivery can be a highly effective approach for
addressing specific learning gaps and supporting vulnerable learners—
particularly when interventions are structured, time-limited, and aligned with
classroom learning. However, the key trade-off is inclusion. This model
works best when it is time-limited, aligned with class objectives, and
integrated into the child’s wider curriculum journey. Withdrawal intervention
delivery by assistants must be carefully balanced with inclusive practices to
ensure students do not become isolated or miss essential aspects of the
wider curriculum. Strong collaboration between assistants and teachers is
essential to maximise the benefits of this approach while mitigating its
drawbacks. Being taken out of class can cause learners to miss valuable
peer learning and social development, become distanced from their teacher,
peers, and curriculum and negatively impact their self-esteem. Furthermore,
unless well-coordinated, the content may diverge from classroom teaching,
leading to fragmentation.

This model is considered the least inclusive of support and raises important
questions regarding the duty of care obligation of teachers when learners
are removed from their class.

The Itinerant Model

The itinerant model refers to the deployment of assistants who work across
multiple classrooms, year groups, or even schools, rather than being
assigned to a single class or student. This model is typically used to address
fluctuating or widespread needs, such as targeted interventions, behaviour
support, language development, or cover for absent staff. The itinerant
model is especially common in schools with limited resources or specialist
support needs. Assistants working in this capacity may be specialists (e.g.
EAL, speech and language, or behaviour support) or generalists used
flexibly. Within this model, the assistant works across several classes or
settings with different teachers and multiple learners throughout the day or
week, providing support where and when it is most needed. The teacher
acts as host educator until the assistant arrives to take on the role of primary
educator and gives the assistant instruction about the lesson and support
required.
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Strengths of the Itinerant Model

The itinerant model facilitates assistants who may bring specialist skills or
specific expertise and specialist skills for example in relation to EAL, autism
or behaviour in working across multiple settings or classrooms reaching
more students and staff across the school (Webster et al., 2013) and can
provides the opportunity to build staff capacity by modelling strategies and
sharing good practice across different classes (Sharples et al., 2018). It
enables the flexible use of resources, as schools can allocate assistant
support strategically across multiple classes or students, responding to real-
time needs (Giangreco et al., 2010). This can be a cost-effective way to
maximise impact across the school, particularly where resources are tight,
or needs vary.

Limitations of the Itinerant Model

The downside of this model is the lack of continuity and potential
misalignment of support for learning. Assistants may be held responsible
for complex teaching tasks for which they are not qualified such as
differentiation, reteaching, and reinforcing learning. Relationships are
harder to build, and the TA's ability to monitor long-term progress is
reduced. Moreover, this model demands strong leadership and planning to
avoid inconsistency in support. This model can lead to isolation,
stigmatisation, and marginalisation of the learner.

Due to the lack of continuity within this role, assistants in itinerant roles may
struggle to form deep, trusting relationships with students due to limited
contact time (Blatchford et al., 2012). There can also be an inconsistency in
support with this model which may lead to fragmented intervention or
support that lacks follow-through (Webster et al., 2013). Scheduling and
communication can be complex, requiring strong systems to ensure
assistants are deployed effectively and productively (Giangreco et al.,
2010). A further limitation of this model of deployment is the potential
undervaluing of the role, as itinerant assistants may feel less embedded in
school teams or less involved in planning, which can reduce their
professional satisfaction and effectiveness (Sharples et al., 2018).

Conclusion

The itinerant model offers flexibility and the opportunity to share assistants’
specialist expertise across a wider group of learners and staff. When well-
managed, it can be a cost-effective way to deliver targeted support and
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enhance inclusive practice. However, its effectiveness depends on strong
communication, planning, and consistency of support. Without these, there
is a risk that learners may not receive sustained, coherent help and that
assistants may feel disconnected from classroom teams and planning
processes.

The Unit Support Model

The so-called Unit Support Model refers to the deployment of assistants
within specialist units or resource bases that are attached to mainstream
schools. These units often cater to students with significant or complex
additional needs, such as autism, profound and multiple learning difficulties
(PMLD), or social, emotional and mental health (SEMH) needs, who require
more intensive and specialised support than is typically provided in a
standard classroom environment. Assistants working in these units support
teaching, personal care, and therapeutic interventions, often in smaller
group settings with a higher adult-to-student ratio. Students may be taught
exclusively in the unit or have a blended schedule that includes some
integration into mainstream classes. The unit model enables assistants to
support learners in the same year level and across classes.

Strengths of Unit Support Model

A benefit of this model is the highly individualised support. Units are
designed to meet complex learning, sensory, or behavioural needs with
tailored approaches, often incorporating specialist staff and equipment
(Webster et al., 2013). The model allows for the creation of a safe and
predictable environment, with smaller group sizes, consistent routines, and
low-stimulation settings which are beneficial for learners with sensory or
emotional regulation difficulties (Giangreco et al., 2010). Staff in units often
receive specialist training, making them more confident and effective in
delivering bespoke interventions (Sharples et al., 2018). Learners can
benefit from interaction with mainstream peers when ready, while still
receiving the focused support they need (Blatchford et al., 2012).

Limitations of Unit Support Model

With this model there is a risk of segregation, as learners may have limited
interaction with their mainstream peers, reducing opportunities for social
integration and inclusive learning (Giangreco et al., 2010). There is also the
risk of stigma and labelling: Being educated in a unit can carry stigma,
potentially affecting students’ self-esteem and long-term expectations
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(Webster et al., 2013). The quality of support can vary significantly between
units depending on funding, staff training, and school ethos (Blatchford et
al., 2009). Some students in units may not access the full breadth of
mainstream curriculum content, limiting their academic development and
progression routes (Sharples et al., 2018).

Conclusion

The Unit Support Model can provide a vital, specialist learning environment
for learners with complex needs, ensuring safety, emotional security, and
tailored instruction. When well-integrated with the wider school and
supported by inclusive values, it can offer both focused intervention and
meaningful inclusion opportunities. However, careful planning is needed to
avoid social isolation and to ensure that learners have equitable access to
curriculum and peer interaction. Strong leadership, clear inclusion policies,
and ongoing staff development are essential to the success of this model.

The One-on-One Model

The One-on-One Model involves assigning an assistant to support a single
learner, typically with significant special educational needs or disabilities
(SEND), such as those with autism, developmental delays, or physical
impairments. This assistant may assist the learner across all lessons and
school activities, providing academic support, behaviour management,
communication assistance, and/or personal care. In the UK this model is
often used as part of an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP) provision,
or when a learner requires a high level of individualised support to access
the curriculum and school life safely and effectively. This model places an
assistant in a classroom with a learner and again reduces time with the
teacher and peers. When using this model, learners with a disability or
learning difficulty received most of their teaching instruction from an
assistant rather than a qualified teacher.

Strengths of One-to-One Model

Intensive, tailored support is provided within this model, where the learner
receives constant, personalised assistance, which can lead to better
engagement and progress, particularly in managing behaviour,
communication, or academic tasks (Giangreco et al., 2010). It allows for
improved access and inclusion, as learners with complex needs are more
likely to remain in mainstream settings when supported 1:1, facilitating
access to peer interaction and wider learning opportunities (Sharples et al.,
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2018). Consistent one-on-one pairing fosters trust and emotional security,
especially for learners with attachment or anxiety-related needs (Webster et
al., 2013). Assistants can adapt materials and break down tasks in real time,
supporting the student's immediate learning needs, thus implementing
differentiated learning.

Limitations of One-to-One Model

With this model there is a risk of overdependence as learners may become
overly reliant on their assistant, reducing opportunities for independent
learning and interaction with teachers and peers (Blatchford et al., 2009;
South Australian School Leaders, 2023). Reduced teacher-student
interaction may occur as evidence shows that learners supported 1:1 by
assistants often have less direct contact with the classroom teacher,
potentially lowering expectations and limiting teacher feedback (Alborz et
al., 2009; Webster et al., 2013). Constant adult presence can unintentionally
limit a child’s opportunities to form friendships or learn through peer
interactions, thus causing social isolation (Giangreco et al., 2010).
Furthermore, the success of this model depends heavily on the assistant’s
skills, training, and ability to promote independence rather than dependence
(Sharples et al., 2018). The allocation of one-to-one assistant support can
create a culture of dependency on the TA and hence be a barrier to
participation (Giangreco et al., 2010).

Conclusion

The One-on-One Model can be essential for learners with profound and
complex needs, helping them access learning and school life more fully.
However, it must be implemented with a clear strategy that promotes
independence, inclusion, and regular interaction with teachers and peers.
Effective use of this model includes regular review of its necessity,
structured planning, and investment in high-quality training for assistants.
Without these, it risks limiting rather than enhancing a learner’s educational
and social development.

111



PANS O hC

Table 4 - Summary of Framework Characteristics

Model

Key Features

Strengths

Limitations

(a) Whole Class Support

TA supports teacher in the main
classroom with general duties and
group work.

- Flexible classroom support
- Helps manage large classes
- Can assist multiple students
- Promotes inclusivity

- May be used for non-
teaching tasks

- Risk of unfocused support
- Limited impact without
direction

(b) In-Class Targeted

TA focuses on specific individuals or

- Tailored to student needs

- May reduce teacher-student

- Fewer distractions
- Builds confidence

Support groups within the classroom. - Promotes inclusion interaction
- Less disruptive to learning - Can isolate students in class
- Immediate feedback possible - Requires skilled
coordination
(c) Withdrawal Students are withdrawn for small - Highly focused support - Loss of class learning time
Intervention Delivery group or 1:1 session outside the class. | - Effective for structured - Risk of stigma
programmes - Disconnected from class

curriculum

students with complex needs,
sometimes with partial mainstream
inclusion.

- Safe, structured environments
- Trained specialist staff
- Flexible inclusion

(d) Itinerant Model TA moves between classes/groups - Efficient resource use - Lack of consistency
offering flexible or specialist support. | - Shares expertise across school - Weak student relationships
- Supports inclusion goals - Complex coordination
- Reduces overreliance needed
(e) Unit Support Model | TA works in specialist classes for - Individualised, intensive support - Risk of segregation

- Limited curriculum access
- Potential stigma or isolation

(f) One-on-One Model

TA is assigned to support one student fi

time, often with high-level SEND.

- Highly personalised

11= Promotes access and safety
- Builds trust
- Supports independence if
managed well

- Can foster overdependence
- Reduces teacher interaction
- May socially isolate student
- Dependent on TA quality
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Research Question Three

What evidence is there to show that practice in the Irish context aligns
with policy in relation to the role of SNAs in fostering independence in
children with special education needs, where appropriate?

Search Findings

Four databases were selected to produce the most relevant results:
Academic Search Complete; Education Research Complete; Scopus;
British Education Index and were all accessed via the DCU online library.
The final comprehensive searches were conducted in March 2025 with
additional hand searching of reference lists and the utilisation of Google
Scholar, which yielded 120 total results prior to application of exclusion
criteria to the articles. Following removal of results that were published prior
to the year 2004, or not available in English, this was reduced to 118 articles.
The results were then de-duplicated, resulting in 91 articles for review.
Following the title screening of each article, 54 were excluded as not
deemed relevant. The remaining 37 articles were subject to full text
screening, a further 19 articles were removed due to results not conducted
in the Irish context, not reporting on empirical research, not reporting on the
role of the SNA in relation to independence/participation, resulting in 18
articles for inclusion in the review.
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Figure 4 - PRISMA - Research Question Three

The final 18 articles were summarised in a data extraction table created in
Google Sheets. The headings used in the data extraction process were
based on examination of existing scoping reviews in the field along with
guidance from the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) guiding article.

In contrast to a traditional systematic review, the articles were not subjected
to quality assessment, however, gaps in data reporting were noted in the
extraction process. Findings of the 18 articles are presented under the data
extraction headings.
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Publication Years

The studies were published between 2008 and 2024, with 13 of the 18
published since 2014 (Banville, 2019; DE, 2024; Griffin & Blatchford, 2021;
Griffin-O’Brien, 2018; Horgan, 2024; Kelly et al., 2014; Kelly, 2019; Kerins
et al., 2017; Mannion, 2024; NDA & NCSE, 2017; Daly et al., 2016; NCSE,
2018; Zhao et al., 2021).

Research Settings

The eighteen studies were conducted in the Republic of Ireland, with four
studies conducted in mainstream primary schools (Griffin-O’Brien, 2018;
Griffin & Blatchford, 2021; Logan, 2011; NCSE, 2011), and six studies
conducted in mainstream post-primary schools (Banville, 2019; Hogan,
2019; Kelly, 2019; Kerins et al. 2017; Mannion, 2024, McCormack, 2012).
Four studies were conducted across multiple contexts including schools
(DE, 2011; 2024; Daly et al., 2016; NCSE, 2018; Zhao et al., 2021) and one
study included post-primary, special schools and post-school destinations
(NDA & NCSE, 2017). Of note, only one study exclusively examined the
special school context in isolation (Kelly et al., 2014) with Shevlin et al.
(2008) examining mainstream primary and special schools.

Study Participants

As this scoping review included articles that captured the experiences of
multiple stakeholders, the study participants varied. Some studies were
multi-informant employing a variety of stakeholder perspectives while others
focused solely on one key stakeholder. Eight studies were multi-informant,
capturing the voice of SNAs, alongside school staff, parents, students and
external stakeholders (DE, 2011; Logan, 2011; NCSE, 2011; 2018; NDA &
NCSE, 2017; Shevlin et al., 2014; Zhao et al. 2021). Two studies exclusively
captured the voice of the student (Griffin & Blatchford, 2021; Horgan, 2024).
One study included the voice of the student alongside SET and SENCO
(Mannion, 2024), one included the student and the SNA that supported
them (Kelly, 2019) with two other studies including the student, SNA and
teachers (Griffin-O’Brien, 2018; McCormack, 2012). One study engaged
teachers and SNAs (Banville, 2019) with two studies capturing staff
perspectives, including SNA and Principal (Kerins et al., 2017),
Administrative Principal in special schools (Kelly et al., 2014), Principal,
Deputy Principal and SET (DE, 2024).

The number of participants was explicitly identified in seventeen of the
eighteen studies. A total of 2811 participants were listed, with the smallest
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number of participants being four and the largest number of participants
being 891. Additionally, the NCSE (2018) study included a further 37
stakeholder groups, reviewed outcomes for 291 students, reviewed the
operation of the scheme in 25 schools, 334 survey participants, and 22
participants that provided written submissions.

*The NCSE (2018) study also reports on the NDA & NCSE (2017) study so
for reporting purposes, they have only been included once.

Research Aims

Research question three was the only question to specifically examine the
literature related to the Irish context, aiming to identify evidence to show that
practice in the Irish context aligns with policy in relation to the role of SNAs
in fostering independence in children with special education needs. As such
the research aims of the studies included varied. While some studies
specifically set out to examine the role of the SNA within the Irish context,
others had broader aims regarding participation of students within the
education system, yet their findings highlighted the key role of the SNA.
Only two studies explicitly aimed to examine the role of the SNA in the
context of developing student independence, demonstrating a dearth of
research specifically addressing the research question. The articles
included in this review are presented under the headings which reflect their
main research aim: roles and responsibilities; operationalisation of current
SNA scheme; CPD needs of SNAs; and other research aims.

Roles and responsibilities

Two studies explored the roles and responsibilities of SNAs, in the context
of support for inclusion in mainstream primary schools (Logan, 2011) and
facilitating inclusion in mainstream post-primary PE provision (Banville,
2019). Additionally, two further studies aimed to identify the role and duties
of SNAs from the perspective of school leaders, as well as issues related to
recruitment, retainment and training needs (DE, 2024) and explore the role
of the SNA in conjunction with training needs in one mainstream post-
primary school (McCormack, 2012).

Operationalisation of current SNA scheme

A number of studies aimed to capture the operationalisation of the current
SNA scheme in the Irish context. This included an examination from a value
for money review across school settings (DE, 2011), the quality of SNA

118



PANS O hC

provision and effectiveness of current policy (Zhao et al., 2021), and a
comprehensive review of the current SNA scheme to identify the best way
to support students with additional care needs (NCSE, 2018). Two studies
considered the level and nature of students' independence/dependence on
SNA support and the practices which hindered or supported students
(Griffin-O’Brien, 2018; Griffin & Blatchford, 2021).

CPD needs of SNAs

Two studies explicitly aimed to examine the CPD needs of SNAs. The first
study focused on training needs of SNAs in post-primary mainstream
settings (Kerins et al., 2017), while the second study examined the
effectiveness of school-based CPD for SNAs, as facilitated by the school
SENCO (Kelly, 2019). Additionally, one study examined the current SNA
role alongside training needs (McCormack, 2012) and one aimed to identify
the training needs from the perspective of school leaders (DE, 2024).

Other Research Aims

Seven of the eighteen studies included in this review did not explicitly set
out to capture the role or responsibility of SNAs or the success of the current
SNA scheme in the Irish context. However, their findings illustrated that the
role or impact of the SNA was notable, particularly in the context of
alignment of policy with practice regarding the role of the SNA more broadly
and also within the context of facilitating independence.

Two studies captured the experiences of students in post-primary
mainstream schools; one participatory study which explored experiences
and perspectives of students with ID in mainstream post-primary education
and the barriers and facilitators to participation in decision making (Mannion,
2024). Horgan (2024) sought to capture the lived experiences of autistic
students in mainstream post-primary school while also aiming to identify
barriers and facilitators to participation. Two other studies aimed to explore
how well young people with disabilities were prepared for life after school
(NDA & NCSE, 2017) and to capture stakeholder views on the challenge of
responding to increasing student diversity in primary schools (Shevlin et al.,
2008).

Two studies explored curriculum and educational provision, with the NCSE
(2011) examining how students with SEN access the primary curriculum
and the Daly et al. (2016) evaluating the educational provision for children
with ASD across four school contexts (mainstream classes, special classes,
special schools, home tuition and July Education Programme). Finally, one
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study investigated the reasons for the increasing number of students with
SEN transferring to special schools from mainstream at post-primary age
and identify what burden this places upon special schools (Kelly et al.,
2014).

Limitations

The limitations of the research were reported in most studies. Seven of the
eighteen studies reported on postgraduate research in Ireland at Masters
and Doctorate level (Banville, 2019; Griffin-O’Brien, 2018; Horgan, 2024;
Kelly, 2019; Logan, 2011; Mannion, 2024; McCormack, 2012). With the
exception of the Banville (2019) and Griffin-O’Brien (2018) studies which
had 551 and 891 participants respectively, the other five were small in scale
in terms of number of participants and the number of school sites included.

Additionally, the remaining eleven studies reported on limitations of
generalisability, sampling strategies and divergence in participant views. As
many studies included observations, concerns over researcher bias and
social desirability of participants were noted. The variation in participant type
and sectors represented was also described as a limitation. Some studies
that included the voice of the student noted that more age-appropriate or
participatory methodologies may have yielded more data.

Methodologies

The eighteen studies employed a range of methodologies including
qualitative, action research, case studies, quantitative, mixed method,
phenomenological and participatory. Eight studies employed a mixed
method approach (DE, 2011), survey, observation and case studies (Griffin-
O’Brien, 2018; Griffin & Blatchford, 2021; Zhao et al., 2021), quantitative
surveys followed by qualitative focus groups (Banville, 2019) and interviews
(McCormack, 2012), and observations with interviews (Logan, 2011, NCSE,
2011).

Two studies used purely quantitative methods in the form of quantitative
surveys (Kelly et al., 2014; Kerins et al., 2017). Seven studies were
qualitative in nature, employing surveys, interviews, focus groups and case
studies (NDA & NCSE, 2017; Shevlin et al., 2008), focus groups (DE, 2024)
and interviews combined with student observation and document analysis
(Kelly, 2019; Daly et al., 2016). One study employed a phenomenological
approach (Horgan, 2024). Only one of the eighteen qualitative studies
employed a participatory method using Photovoice (Mannion, 2024). The
NCSE (2018) study employed various methodologies across eight research
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strands including literature review, document analysis, surveys, written
submissions and interviews.

Key Findings
Role of the SNA

There is a strong emphasis within the Irish based literature that the current
conceptualisation of the SNA role in general, is no longer fit for purpose,
“not properly thought out” (Shevlin et al., 2008, p. 147) with stakeholders
calling for a reconceptualisation of the role (Mannion, 2024) citing an evident
policy-practice gap in current education settings where the potential for the
role of the SNA has not been fully realised (Mannion, 2024; NCSE, 2011;
Zhao et al., 2021).

Viewing the role through the lens of facilitating student independence, it is
widely acknowledged that SNAs play an important role for students with
SEN in this regard (DE, 2024), while recognising that striving for student
independence takes place within a broader context of whole school ethos
and policy for inclusion (Logan, 2011; NDA & NCSE, 2017). In current Irish
policy, as outlined in Circular 0030/2014, there is a clear aspiration for
students with SEN to “graduate as young independent adults” (p.15). The
Circular consistently reiterates that the SNA should not act as a “constant
personal assistant” (p.14) and that levels of SNA support should be aligned
with the identified level of need. This was supported by an earlier DE review
into the operation of the SNA scheme which identified that SNA deployment
to students should be explicitly linked to their identified needs, with a pro-
active focus on continuing development of students’ independence (DE,
2011).

Recognising that the needs of students will likely develop and change over
time however, there remains a lack of flexibility within the current scheme.
The NCSE (2018) comprehensive review of the SNA scheme identified that
while it has largely worked well, the current model is described as a “blunt
instrument” (NCSE, 2018, p.21), hampering the capacity to respond to
increasing student diversity (Kelly et al. 2014) which requires a broader
range of options to address students' care and support needs.

While for some students, particularly students with physical disabilities, the
traditional caretaking and organisational support continue to be core
elements of the role (Zhao et al., 2021), this is not truly representative of the
type of duties that many SNAs are engaged in. The continued role over-
expansion (DE, 2011) and lack of role clarity (DE; 2024; Shevlin et al., 2008)
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have led to the emergence of some SNAs engaging in teaching roles
(NCSE, 2018) and a divergence from a medical or care role to an
educational support role (Banville, 2019; Daly et al., 2016; Kelly et al., 2014;
Logan, 2011; Shevlin et al., 2008).

In the absence of specific dissemination of examples of best practice of SNA
support for facilitating independence (Shelvin et al., 2008), some literature
has described the reluctance by SNAs to fully embrace the principles of
independence as outlined in Circular 0030/2014. Owing to the constraints
of the current allocation model, SNAs expressed concern over their own job
security when supporting students to become more independent
(McCormack, 2012) with the perception that greater levels of student
independence, leading to lower level of support needed from the SNA, will
lead to redundancy of the SNA role. Such concerns were noted by Griffin-
O’Brien (2018) who outlined that the permutation of SNA support should be
based on whole-class level rather than at an individualised one-to-one level.

Banville (2019) also noted that in the context of SNAs supporting students
accessing PE at mainstream post-primary level, there were concerns that
when SNA support is removed, independence may diminish without the
right support for inclusion as there was a perception that some teachers
were not sufficiently prepared to meaningfully include students with SEN in
the lessons, with examples provided of SNAs being directed to lead
separate physical activities for students with SEN. Rather, it is argued by
Logan (2011), that success in developing student independence should be
recognised as opposed to punished through a redevelopment of
Government policy. While the DE (2011) review of the current model of
allocation found it to be largely effective, it noted that the effectiveness of
the scheme had been compromised by the continuing over-expansion of the
role and over-allocation of SNA posts.

Over-Dependence

Gaps in the provision of therapeutic supports (NCSE, 2018) combined with
the lack of clarity on roles and responsibilities (DE, 2024; Shevlin et al.,
2008) have resulted in various practices becoming established within and
across education settings, resulting in some students not being sufficiently
prepared for life after school (NDA & NCSE, 2017; NCSE 2018). While
Circular 0030/2014 cautions against SNA support creating a culture of over-
dependency, over-shadowing and creating barriers to social engagement
with peers or development of independent living skills, findings from this
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review illustrate that there is a clear theme of over-reliance evident within
the Irish education system.

In one of the few studies to focus on the special school context, Kelly et al.
(2014) examined the factors which contributed to increasing numbers of
students transitioning from mainstream to special schools at the post-
primary age. The responding principals reported difficulties experienced by
students in mainstream schools as over-dependence on SNA support for
the level of student need, particularly with regard to academic engagement,
also noted by Griffin & Blatchford (2021). Kelly et al. (2014) also noted social
difficulties encountered due to obstacles to social interaction created by the
presence of a SNA. Similar findings were noted by Horgan (2024) where
autistic students in mainstream post-primary settings expressed concerns
about the level of visibility of support which students described as causing
embarrassment, with more subtle and skilful methods of support being
preferred.

This visibility of support and consideration of students’ own preferences was
a feature across much other Irish literature. While students in McCormack
(2012) study highly valued the support provided by the SNA in enabling
them to access mainstream post-primary education, a lack of consultation
between the student and SNA regarding matching their needs with the most
suitable type of support led to challenges, particularly with the level of
physical proximity to the students in social engagements. Griffin-O’Brien
(2018) and Giriffin & Blatchford (2021) also noted that an over-reliance on
SNA support was evident in almost all classrooms in all sample mainstream
primary schools with a lack of consultation of student voice in matching
needs to levels of support. Griffin-O’Brien (2018) and Giriffin & Blatchford
(2021) also noted the high levels of SNA support resulted in lower levels of
whole-class participation and engagement with the class teacher.

The NCSE (2011) examination of the implementation of the curriculum in
junior classes at primary level, identified that while there is an evident close
supportive relationship between the SNA and the student, it could create a
barrier to social interaction with other students with a theme of over-reliance
on the SNA evident. Interestingly, while parents and staff in the Zhao et al.
(2021) study described the SNA as vital in enabling students’ social
interactions with peers, students themselves had concerns about the
support in social settings, with the desire for it to be as unobtrusive as
possible.
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Good Practice

Despite the challenges of role ambiguity, this review identified some positive
practices within the Irish education sector. The Daly et al. (2016) NCSE
commissioned research evaluated the educational provision for autistic
students across various primary and special education settings. Their in-
school observations, interviews and consultations with students identified
positive practices within schools regarding the facilitation of independence,
with evidence that SNAs and teachers had an active understanding of and
were progressively working towards independence for their students.

Positive practice was also noted by Zhao et al. (2021) in their study of the
role of the SNA in Irish primary, special and post-primary schools. They
noted that SNAs and resource teachers were aware of the SNA role in
promoting independence with the responding students displaying both
positive and negative attitudes towards the types of support received.
Mannion (2024) reported that post-primary students in four mainstream
schools highly valued and respected the SNA, and although the role was
viewed as limited, findings indicated that SNAs enabled participation in
learning. School leaders too identified that SNAs play a vital role in
facilitating student participation in learning and reinforcing learning in a
recent DE (2024) consultation with principals and deputy principals.
However, they also identified the need for greater clarity on the role and that
the development of SNA skill sets to effectively work in the role need greater
consideration.

Requirement for CPD

The concern regarding lack of access to CPD was expressed widely across
the articles included in this review, with the literature consistently indicating
that SNAs require access to a variety of high quality CPD prior to and during
their employment (Kerins et al., 2014). This includes CPD which supports
their understanding of the types and variations of support that promote and
foster independence for students with SEN, something that had been clearly
outlined in the governing Circular (DE, 2014).

While SNAs have been noted to strive towards facilitating independence for
the students they support, they are currently doing so without access to CPD
and receive little support on the various strategies and skill development to
do so (Shevlin et al., 2008). Research illustrated that there is a significant
dearth of CPD available to SNAs (Kelly, 2019) with barriers of time, financial
and proximity evident within the current limited offering of “ad-hoc” CPD
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available (Kelly, 2019; Kerins et al., 2014, p. 40; McCormack, 2012). While
this report identifies CPD needs across a broad spectrum of professional
learning areas, specific considerations are required in the context of
fostering independence. Developing a robust understanding of the
permutations of support types is essential to meeting the aims of the current
Circular 0030/2014, in preparing students for life after school, with a
particular focus described in the literature on CPD that is skills based (DE,
2024; Horgan, 2024) and employs evidence-based frameworks (Griffin-
O’Brien, 2018; Griffin & Blatchford, 2021) for independence development.

Principals and SNAs in the Kerins et al. (2017) study identified the need for
CPD focused on strategies to encourage student independence. The NDA
& NCSE (2017) report identified that while SNAs can support preparation
for life after school, further consideration needs to be given to the CPD
needs of SNAs in this regard. Similarly, a general lack of preparedness to
support independence with a need for CPD and whole school support was
described by Griffin-O’Brien (2018), with Daly et al. (2016) describing the
need for an examination of CPD at a national level with clearer articulation
of appropriate forms of SNA support, particularly at post-primary level.

In a small-scale study, Kelly (2019) evaluated the design, implementation
and impact of school-based CPD for SNAs, facilitated by the SENCO within
the school. Findings demonstrated that CPD for SNAs can be effectively
facilitated by a suitably qualified teacher with key factors for success
identified as a familiar staff member, with relevant qualifications, with
knowledge of the specific school context and students which fostered peer
support and collaboration.

Conclusion

This review specifically examined the literature related to the Irish context,
aiming to identify evidence to show that practice aligns with policy in relation
to the role of SNAs in fostering independence in children with special
education needs. While eighteen articles were included, the majority of them
had broader research aims, examining the role of the SNA in the context of
inclusion, the operationalisation of the scheme, CPD needs of SNAs among
others. Limited research has been conducted in examining the role through
the lens of facilitating independence, with the NDA & NCSE (2017)
identifying that while SNAs have a role in preparing students for life after
school, it is within a broader context of school ethos towards inclusion.

This review identified that the role of the SNA has experienced
“‘inappropriate expansion” (DE, 2011) in an effort to meet the needs of an
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increasing diversity of student need, with schools requiring “systemic
support” to become more inclusive settings (Shelvin et al., 2008, p.149).
This occurs against a backdrop of lack of available, relevant and evidence-
based professional learning, prior to and during employment for SNAs.

Within this review, the lack of consultation with students regarding the types
of support they require, and desire is notable, with proximity and visibility of
support a concern for students in independently experiencing social
interactions. The provision of high quality CPD at a national level would
support SNAs in accessing skills based CPD which could support the
application of various permutations of support such as proximity, prompting
and rotation which would actively support student independence.
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Research Question Four

What evidence is there to show that SNAs and/or paraprofessionals can
play a positive role in supporting children and young people to access
holistic education by carrying out duties such as assisting students to
engage socially with peers and others, assisting with transitions and
equipping students with essential life skills?

Search Findings

A total of 218 records were identified through database and manual
searches. After the removal of 96 duplicates, 122 studies remained for initial
screening. Following title and abstract review, 68 studies were excluded for
not aligning with the research questions. The remaining 54 full-text articles
were assessed for eligibility. Of these, 22 were excluded for the following
reasons: absence of empirical data (n = 16), lack of focus on student
outcomes (n = 5), or unavailability of the full manuscript (n = 1). As a result,
32 articles met the inclusion criteria and were retained for analysis. Figure
5. depicts the screening and selection process following the PRISMA flow
diagram format.
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Publication Years

Though the search parameters extended back to 2004, twenty-three of the
thirty-two included studies (72%) were published after 2015, reflecting a
growing contemporary research interest in paraprofessional roles within
inclusive education.

Research Locations

The literature spans educational systems in the Global North,
encompassing Europe, North America, Australia, and New Zealand. The 32
studies retained for this review were predominantly conducted in the United
States, which accounted for the majority of the evidence base. A smaller
number of studies were carried out in the United Kingdom and lIreland,
reflecting the prominence of paraprofessional and teaching assistant
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models within inclusive education systems in these regions. Additional
studies were undertaken in Australia, New Zealand, Spain, Switzerland, and
the Netherlands, offering insights from a range of mainstream and special
education contexts.

Research Settings

The majority of the studies included in the review for research question four
were conducted in mainstream educational settings, including inclusive
primary and secondary school classrooms where students with disabilities
were supported alongside their typically developing peers. A smaller
number of studies took place in special education settings, including self-
contained special education classrooms and special schools. Additionally,
three of the included studies were situated either fully or partially in early
childhood education settings and preschool classrooms.

Study participants

Across the 32 included studies, participant numbers varied widely
depending on study design. The smallest studies involved as few as three
participants (e.g., single-case intervention studies such as Moudry Quilty,
2007), while the largest study, Blatchford et al. (2009), included
observational data from 686 students across 49 schools. Overall, the total
number of participants across all primary empirical studies exceeded 2,500,
reflecting a considerable but uneven evidence base in terms of sample size
and representativeness. Participants included paraprofessionals, students
with a range of disabilities (autism, intellectual disability, and behavioural
disorders), peers without disabilities, teachers, and in some cases, school
leaders and parents, providing a broad view of the paraprofessional role
within a range of educational contexts.

Research Aims

The body of research included in the review addressing research question
four aimed to investigate the role and impact of paraprofessionals in
supporting the educational experiences of students with disabilities within
mainstream and inclusive settings. A substantial number of studies focused
on evaluating whether paraprofessionals could be effectively trained to
support specific intervention strategies related to holistic education, such as
social engagement, communication skills, behavioural regulation, and life
skills acquisition. Systematic reviews within the included literature sought to
synthesise evidence regarding the effectiveness of paraprofessional-led
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practices and the features of successful professional development
programmes. Collectively, the research aimed to build an evidence base for
optimising the paraprofessional role in promoting inclusive educational
outcomes while identifying barriers and enablers to effective practice.

Limitations

Several methodological limitations were evident across the included
studies. A significant proportion (50%) employed single-case experimental
designs with small sample sizes, limiting the generalisability of findings
beyond the immediate school contexts. Although these designs allowed for
detailed examination of individual interventions, they often lacked control
groups and randomisation, restricting the ability to establish causal
inferences. Many studies also relied heavily on observational and self-report
measures, which are susceptible to bias and variability in implementation
fidelity. Only a few studies adopted large-scale, longitudinal, or randomised
controlled designs, resulting in limited evidence regarding the sustained and
systemic impacts of paraprofessional support. Finally, role ambiguity, along
with variations in paraprofessional qualifications and training, introduced
further complexity into the evidence base, making cross-study comparisons
and synthesis more challenging.

Methodologies

The studies retained to answer research question four in this review
employed a range of methodological approaches, with a predominance of
small-scale, single-case experimental designs. Sixteen of the thirty-two
studies (50%) utilised single-case designs, most commonly multiple-
baseline or multiple-probe approaches across participants, often
incorporating structured training, video modelling, coaching, and fidelity
monitoring (Brock & Carter, 2016; Feldman & Matos, 2012; Koegel et al.,
2014).

Several studies adopted more robust methodologies, including a cluster
randomised controlled trial (Reddy et al., 2022), a clinical case study
embedded within a larger RCT (Alperin, 2020), and a large-scale naturalistic
observational study employing systematic coding and multilevel statistical
modelling (Blatchford et al., 2009).

In addition, systematic reviews incorporating formal quality appraisal were

included (Alborz et al., 2009; Brock & Anderson, 2020; Reddy et al., 2020;
Sharma & Salend, 2016; Sutton et al., 2018; Walker et al., 2020; Walker et
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al., 2021). A smaller number of studies employed mixed-methods designs,
integrating observations, interviews, surveys, and document analysis
(Griffin & Blatchford, 2021; Zhao et al., 2021). Both of these studies,
conducted in Ireland, provide a richer understanding of the contextual and
relational factors influencing the deployment and effectiveness of support
staff working in the Irish educational system.

Whilst the variable methodologies employed across the review offer
valuable insights into educational practice, the predominance of small-
sample, single-case studies limits the generalisability of findings and
underscores the need for further large-scale, longitudinal research. The
following sections synthesise the evidence regarding the ways in which
support staff contribute to holistic educational outcomes, beginning with
their role in promoting social engagement and peer interactions.

Findings The Role of Support Staff in Enabling Holistic Education

Paraprofessionals—referred to as Special Needs Assistants (SNAs) in
Ireland and Spain, Teaching Assistants (TAs) in the UK, Australia, the
Netherlands, and Switzerland, and paraprofessionals or paraeducators in
the United States—are increasingly recognised as essential to inclusive
education. Their work supports the broader development of learners with
special educational needs (SEN), extending beyond academic achievement
to encompass social, emotional, and life skills.

This review synthesises evidence from 32 peer-reviewed sources,
comprising primary empirical studies and secondary analyses in the form of
systematic reviews. The literature discussed in the following paragraphs
includes findings pertaining to the impact of paraprofessional support on
holistic education outcomes. While findings point to generally positive
effects, the effectiveness of paraprofessional involvement on holistic
education is closely linked to structured professional development,
intentional role deployment, and sustained collaboration with teacher
colleagues.

Promoting Social Engagement and Peer Interaction

A well-documented contribution of paraprofessionals is facilitating social
engagement for students with special educational needs (SEN). Evidence
from multiple countries indicates that support staff can significantly enhance
students’ social experiences when appropriately prepared and supervised.
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In the United States, paraeducators have been shown to foster peer
interactions among autistic students experiencing behaviours of concern
through structured approaches such as Pivotal Response Treatment and
peer-mediated interventions (Kim et al., 2017; Malmgren et al., 2005;
Robinson, 2011). Research conducted by Kim et al. (2017) and Koegel et
al. (2014) provides strong evidence that paraprofessionals, when offered
brief and targeted professional development, can implement social
facilitation strategies with high fidelity in inclusive educational environments.
These targeted interventions have been shown to enhance social
engagement and peer interaction, thereby supporting the development of
communication skills and fostering friendships among students within
inclusive school contexts.

Professional development (PD) that encouraged less intrusive support and
more facilitative behaviours was associated with increases in student-
initiated interaction (Causton-Theoharis & Malmgren, 2005; Feldman &
Matos, 2012). Brock and Carter (2016) and Brock et al. (2016)
demonstrated that paraprofessionals can effectively implement peer
support arrangements that foster meaningful social interaction and reduce
isolation among students with disabilities in inclusive classrooms. Their
findings emphasise that such outcomes are most likely when PD is teacher-
delivered, context-specific, and embedded within regular classroom
practice.

In Ireland, SNAs provided emotional reassurance and behavioural support
to promote social participation. However, concerns have been raised about
the potential for over-reliance on one-to-one support, leading to social
segregation (Zhao et al., 2021; Griffin & Blatchford, 2021). Similarly, in the
Netherlands, TAs working with students with profound intellectual and
multiple disabilities (PIMD) facilitated sensory inclusion and peer contact.
However, success depended on thoughtful peer matching and curriculum
adaptation (Haakma et al., 2021).

A rigorous large-scale observational study employing systematic moment-
by-moment coding and multilevel statistical modelling identified the complex
impacts of support staff on pupil engagement and classroom interactions
(Blatchford et al., 2009). Conducted across 49 mainstream schools, the
study found that the presence of teaching assistants increased students'
individualised attention, overall classroom engagement, and active
interactions with adults. However, it also led to a reduction in direct teacher—
pupil interactions, highlighting potential unintended consequences of
additional adult support. Complementing these findings, Alborz et al. (2009)
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reported that positive social outcomes are more likely when teaching
assistants' roles are carefully coordinated with teachers and designed to
facilitate, rather than replace, peer engagement.

Supporting Transitions and Behavioural Regulation

Although less commonly studied, the roles of paraprofessionals in
supporting transitions—both daily and developmental—are increasingly
recognised. In Ireland, consistent SNA presence during school transitions
has been found to reduce anxiety and support emotional regulation for
students with special educational needs (Zhao et al., 2021). SNAs
contribute to the continuity of care, classroom orientation, and reinforcement
of behavioural norms.

In the US, studies have shown that paraprofessionals can effectively
support transitions and behavioural regulation when they receive PD in
evidence-based practices. Evidence from a large-scale cluster randomised
controlled trial (Reddy et al., 2022) and a clinical case study embedded
within a larger RCT project (Alperin et al., 2020) suggests that Behaviour
Support Coaching for Paraprofessionals (BSC-P) can reduce disruptive
behaviours and improve student engagement. In early education,
paraprofessionals implementing functional communication training helped
students develop self-regulation and transition readiness through the use of
alternative communication (AAC) methods (Gregori et al., 2022; Walker et
al.,, 2021b). Paraeducator-led peer interventions have also improved
structured transitions and routine participation among students with
extensive support needs (Walker et al., 2021b). In Australia, TAs facilitating
structured social groups were found to enhance transitions into peer-based
learning environments and foster a sense of belonging (Sutton et al., 2018).

Facilitating Life Skills and Independence

There is substantial evidence that paraprofessionals can support life skills
development when prepared through appropriate PD (Lépez-de-la-Fuente
et al., 2021). In the US, systematic instruction delivered by
paraprofessionals has enabled autistic students with co-occurring
intellectual disabilities to acquire vocational and workplace readiness skills
(Seaman et al., 2017; Britton et al., 2015). Paraprofessionals have also
successfully delivered systematic instruction targeting adaptive routines,
particularly when prepared through skills-based coaching (Walker et al.,
2020). A systematic review of 13 single-case studies by Brock and Carter
(2013) found that paraprofessionals can successfully deliver systematic
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instructional interventions, including prompting strategies and
augmentative communication supports, that promote life skills for students
with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Although this review
applied rigorous selection and coding methods, the primary studies it
synthesised were small-scale, underscoring the need for larger studies.

Preparing paraprofessionals to use interventions such as Social Stories™
has yielded improvements in emotional regulation and behavioural
outcomes, which are foundational to the further development of life skills
(Moudry Quilty, 2007). These skills often generalised across contexts and
were maintained over time, demonstrating the potential for lasting impact.
Additionally, studies from the UK and Ireland caution that overly directive or
protective support can undermine students’ autonomy and hinder their
development of independence (Griffin & Blatchford, 2021; Sharma &
Salend, 2016). Clearly defined roles and ongoing professional development
are essential to ensure that support promotes, rather than impedes,
functional independence.

Conclusion

Collectively, the reviewed literature provides significant evidence that
paraprofessionals can positively contribute to holistic education when they
are adequately prepared, clearly guided, and meaningfully integrated into
inclusive teaching teams. However, the predominance of small-scale and
single-case research designs underscores the need for large-scale,
longitudinal, and experimentally robust studies to examine the systemic and
sustained impacts of paraprofessional involvement in holistic education.
Across the reviewed studies, paraprofessionals benefited most from
professional development that was structured, sustained, and embedded
within day-to-day practice. Approaches incorporating modelling, in situ
coaching, performance feedback, and collaborative planning with
classroom teachers were consistently associated with high implementation
fidelity and improved student outcomes (Brock & Anderson, 2020; Reddy et
al., 2020; Sam et al., 2022; Walker et al., 2021c).

The literature demonstrates that the paraprofessional role can be especially
impactful in promoting peer interaction, emotional and behavioural
regulation, and the acquisition of life skills. Nonetheless, issues of role
ambiguity, limited professional development, and the potential for fostering
dependency remain critical concerns. Addressing these challenges through
targeted policy and practice—emphasising inter-professional collaboration
and evidence-informed professional learning—will be essential to optimise
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the contributions of paraprofessionals to inclusive education. Future
research should prioritise longitudinal, large-scale studies to better
understand the sustained effects of paraprofessional support on inclusive
educational outcomes across diverse contexts.
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Discussion and recommended framework for Irish context

Context

Any discussion of the role of SNAs/paraprofessionals needs to be situated
in the broader context of the aims of inclusive education and the rights of all
students, but particularly those historically marginalised, to a quality
appropriate education. Across all systems but particularly in wealthier
nations there has been a huge expansion in the numbers of teacher
assistants. At the time of the passing of the Education Act in 1998 in Ireland
there were 299 SNAs in the system. There are now over 23,000 (DES, 2001;
Department of Education, 2024). There are 282,900 full time equivalent
(FTE) teaching assistants in England, an increase of 61,400 since 2011
when the census began collecting support staff information (Department for
Education, 2023). In the US the teaching assistant workforce in 2022 was
1,354,741 people (83.3% women and 16.7% men) with an average annual
growth of 15.7% between 2018 (1,170,933) and 2022 (1,354,741) (Data
USA, 2025).

This expansion is echoed in other areas of public service. The increasing
presence of TAs in education mirrors a broader trend of integrating
paraprofessionals across public services. In fields like health, social work,
law, and policing, paraprofessionals have taken on roles that blend
educational and care functions (Webster and De Boer, 2021). However, in
the education space less attention has been paid to the rationale for the role
within the context of a broader conceptualisation of inclusive education.

Many of the reviews over the last twenty years have overlapping time frames
which results in some studies featuring in several reviews. This is
particularly the case around those focusing on role and impact with many
reviews relying on the publications arising from the most comprehensive
study to date on paraprofessionals: the landmark publication ‘Deployment
and Impact of Support Staff (DISS) by Blatchford, Russell & Webster,
(2012). This empirical research was large scale in terms of respondents but
also comprehensive in methods of data collection. It had 700 pupil and 100
TA observations, 17,800 survey responses and 470 interviews.

Subsequently these three authors feature heavily across reviews since this
date. Building on the DISS study, Webster and Blatchford (2013, 2015)
present findings from the Making a Statement Study (MaST) project, which
examined the educational experiences of 48 primary-aged students (aged
9-10) with statements of special educational need in England. Using a
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mixed-methods approach, the study confirmed and extended previous
findings, showing that these students often experienced physical and
pedagogical separation from both their peers and teachers. This separation
was largely due to their frequent withdrawal from the classroom and the
near-constant presence of a TA—a practice rooted in good intentions but
ultimately problematic (Webster & Blatchford, 2013).

Further insights from case study data revealed the mechanisms by which
such within-classroom segregation occurs. Notably, TAs often assumed
substantial responsibility for the planning and delivery of these students’
curricula. In addition, these authors conducted two other significant studies:
Special Educational Needs in Secondary Education (SENSE) study
(Blatchford & Webster, 2018; Webster & Blatchford, 2019) and on the
effective deployment of teaching assistants (EDTA) arising from the
recommendations of the DISS project. This involved 40 teachers and TAs
across ten schools (Webster et al., 2012). Along with Giangreco, these
authors are among the most highly cited in the field. Likewise in relation to
professional training and learning, five of the reviews were led by Walker
(2015, 2020, 2021, 2021a. 2021b) resulting in different angles being taken
from some of the same studies across the reviews.

In reviewing existing reviews of teaching assistants, paraprofessionals or
special needs assistants a number of consistent findings emerge across the
reviews. These need to be taken in the context that there are only a few
large-scale studies and most of the reviews rely on small scale qualitative
studies, self-reporting and single case designs. There are far less studies
focusing on the post primary age range and most studies have been
conducted in the UK, USA and Australia. Webster and De Boer (2021) are
critical of the absence of larger international comparative studies of teaching
assistants, studies with large sample sizes, and multi- method longitudinal
studies taking school and classroom processes into account. They argue
that the field has yet to replicate the scale and scope of the DISS project in
the UK (Blatchford et al., 2012). UNESCO (2020) is also critical of the limited
data on teaching assistants internationally. Despite the criticisms regarding
the presence of larger-scale studies, the studies from the current review
show a marked increase in research activity after 2015, reflecting intensified
interest in paraprofessional deployment and impact.

Taking these caveats into account, the findings present a mixed picture of
promising practices, high satisfaction with teaching assistants from
teachers, successful professional learning and interventions alongside
concerns about over reliance, inappropriate pedagogical practices,
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inadequate training, over dependency, and negative impacts on student
academic, social and independence outcomes (e.g. Jackson et al., 2021;
Walker et al., 2021). Many of the core findings are similar across settings,
contexts and over the twenty-year timeframe of the review.

Giangreco (2021) one of the foremost researchers in the area presents a
hard-hitting critique in a paper written for a rare special issue on teaching
assistants in the European Journal of Special Needs Education. Giangreco
(2021) asks:

- How have so many schools ended up extensively and potentially
over reliant on TAs?

- How have such practices been perpetuated?
- What might we do about it?
He highlights concerns around over-reliance on teaching assistants:

‘I suppose it is tempting, if the only tool you have is a hammer, to treat
everything as if it were a nail.” (Maslow 1966, pp. 15—16). This human
tendency to be on a familiar tool to the exclusion of other potentially more
appropriate tools (known as Maslow’s Hammer) interferes with generating
new and better solutions to important problems — yet we persist. In inclusive
educational contexts, often TAs are the hammer — an effective tool well-
matched to certain functions yet not suited to others. In schools where TAs
are treated as Maslow’s Hammer, they are a primary, sometimes nearly
exclusive, tool to educationally and socially include students with certain
disabilities.” (Giangreco, 2021, p281).

Key concerns regarding the overuse of teaching assistants include the
assignment of those with the lowest pay and level of qualifications, and often
inadequately supervised to support students with the most complex learning
and behavioural challenges, frequently in undefined roles. This can lead to
unintended negative consequences, such as reduced teacher engagement,
social separation in classrooms, interference with peer interactions,
increased student dependence, stigmatisation, limited access to qualified
instruction, and a loss of autonomy or identity (Giangreco, 2021).

Additionally, the "training trap" is a common misconception, where minimal

training is assumed to prepare TAs for extensive instructional
responsibilities, despite the fact that they are not fully equipped to support

144



PANS O hC

students at the level of qualified teachers (Giangreco, 2021). Double
standards are evident when students with disabilities receive primary
instruction from TAs, a practice that would not be deemed acceptable for
non-disabled peers (Giangreco, 2021).

Moreover, there is a general lack of alternative support strategies to reduce
reliance on TAs, and decision-making about their use is often based solely
on student deficits without considering broader classroom and school
factors. This contributes to the TA dilemma, where issues of preparedness,
instructional roles, and compensation intersect, leading to negative
outcomes such as frustration, exploitation, and a lack of professional
respect. These challenges also raise legal and ethical concerns related to
resource allocation (Giangreco, 2013).

Giangreco (2021) argues that the ongoing challenges in effectively
implementing inclusive education cannot be attributed to teaching
assistants nor are they likely to be resolved solely through interventions
focused on TA-related supports—such as hiring practices, role clarification,
training, or supervision. He further maintains that in the absence of definitive
evidence identifying the most effective service delivery models to support
inclusive education—particularly models that directly challenge the findings
of the DISS project (Blatchford et al., 2012)—it is essential that collaborative
team structures involving school staff, families, and students are fostered.
By adopting shared principles and evidence-informed practices, schools
can collectively engage in ongoing learning, reflection, and innovation in
inclusive education (Giangreco, 2021). He suggests that as well as focusing
on assessment of student characteristics schools need to examine their own
attitudes and practices, particularly for bias.

Rationale for expansion of the role

In relation to reviewing models of deployment a number of issues emerged.
It is argued that assigning TAs to teachers, rather than specific students,
can foster consistent, productive teacher-TA partnerships (Giangreco,
2021). The limited research available on this topic indicates that teachers
tend to be more engaged with students with disabilities when a teaching
assistant is assigned to the classroom as a whole, rather than to a specific
student (Giangreco, Broer, & Edelman, 2001). Butt (2016, p.995) in
Australia “identified five different models of TA support and deployment. It
was found support models used in mainstream schools were generally
inequitable — if students did not have a disability or learning difficulty they
received instruction primarily from a qualified teacher, but if students had a
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disability or learning difficulty, they received instruction from a TA who may
have had no qualifications, no involvement in planning, limited supervision
and unclear reporting; and no clear duty statement requirements.” Butt
(2016) argues that the role of the TA as a facilitator, a helper, a teacher’s
assistant and as a link between students, teachers and peers (Rutherford
2012) is a more appropriate role for TAs.

The Effective Deployment of Teaching Assistants (EDTA) project in the
English context sought to develop and evaluate alternative strategies for the
utilisation of teaching assistants. The findings indicated potential benefits in
models where classroom support was restructured, particularly those in
which teachers reduced the amount of time spent delivering whole-class
instruction, thereby avoiding the relegation of assistants to passive
supervisory roles. In these revised models, teachers engaged more
frequently with individual students and small groups, while assistants took
on a broader classroom management role. Post-intervention analysis
revealed a significant shift: teaching assistants were spending considerably
less time with lower-attaining students and those with special educational
needs (SEN), while teachers’ direct engagement with these students
increased in comparison to pre-intervention practices.

In the Irish context with moves towards a more inclusive system a more
flexible model could have merits but not without appropriate preparation to
support learning in evidence-informed ways under teacher supervision
(Keating and O Connor, 2012; Kerins et al., 2018; Logan et al., 2019; Griffin
and Blatchford, 2021; Carolan, 2023). In addition, there will still be a need,
as Carolan (2023) outlines, for more specialised support for students with
more complex needs receiving one to one SNA support under the
supervision of a teacher or therapist. Morrissey (2020) outlines four different
iterations of the SNA scheme in Ireland as the system works on a fifth. His
analysis points to contradictions in the purposes of the scheme as
implemented regarding the extent to which it supports inclusive education
in mainstream classes as against creating additional demand for special
classes and schools.

Given the mixed picture of research findings, which are also in evidence in
the Irish context, there is concern about developing better models of
deployment. Griffin and Blatchford (2021) conducted a detailed
observational study examining the nature of support of twenty special needs
assistants in Irish primary classrooms. This study due to its robust design
represents the strongest recent evidence for actual practice in Irish schools.
The findings indicate that target students receiving SNA support
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experienced significantly higher levels of individualised interaction
compared to their peers, whose engagement was primarily with the class
teacher in a whole-group instructional format. While these SNA interactions
were generally positive and academically focused, they often resulted in
reduced opportunities for engagement with teachers, classmates, and
independent learning activities. Notably, 87% of observed academic tasks
were not differentiated, despite the majority of target students presenting
with learning difficulties. In practice, SNAs frequently acted as informal
agents of differentiation, facilitating access to curriculum content, a function
that extends beyond their formally prescribed non-instructional role.
However, the study also identified a significant overreliance on verbal
prompting, with minimal use of visual or gestural strategies.

This pattern of support was associated with potentially negative outcomes,
including prompt dependency, diminished learner autonomy, and learned
helplessness. Griffin and Blatchford (2021) argue for a reconceptualisation
of the SNA role, proposing a shift toward a structured "edu-carer" model.
This model positions the SNA as a scaffold between teacher instruction and
pupil independence, emphasising gradual release of support to foster self-
regulation and inclusive learning. To ensure this shift avoids further role
ambiguity, they advocate for clearly defined, evidence-based frameworks to
guide the practical implementation of this intermediary role.

In Ireland there is an opportunity to redefine the role in the context of
inclusive education and meeting the needs of all learners. However, given
the very different contexts in which SNAs work there is a need for flexibility
in deployment with large differences between roles depending on student
complexity of need and type of setting. The rationale for SNA deployment
around support for student personal intimate care, medical, safety and
behaviour needs remains highly relevant and valued but need not be
restricted to this in the context of support for learning for all under teacher
supervision. The challenge here given what we know from the research
literature will be in defining the role in a way that encapsulates the care
components and the support for learning elements that could enhance
student learning and independence while ensuring those with the most need
have access to teachers with the most expertise.

Findings from research question four of this review support a role for
paraprofessionals in support for holistic education, indicating that
paraprofessionals, when prepared through structured, skills-based
professional development, can significantly contribute to students' social
engagement, behavioural regulation, and acquisition of life skills (Brock &
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Anderson, 2020; Reddy et al., 2020; Sam et al., 2022; Walker et al., 2021b).
However, the evidence also reinforces that paraprofessional effectiveness
depends on clearly defined role boundaries, active collaboration with
teachers, and sustained professional learning opportunities. In continuing to
restrict the SNA role the evidence suggests that this will just lead to further
inappropriate practices in the learning and independence domains and to a
loss of opportunity to build on the positive attitudes and experience of SNAs
in the system in building capacity for inclusive education.

As Giangreco (2021) argues the role of TAs should only be considered once
there is clarity on the role of teachers in meeting the needs of students with
disabilities and special educational needs. Going back to the aims of
inclusive education and meeting the needs of all students will necessitate
looking at alternatives to over reliance on SNA support. In this vein the
findings of The Altered Provision Project (APP) are relevant and significant
as the only study to explore alternatives to SNA support in the Irish context
(Casserly et al. 2018). This project was introduced as an alternative support
model for students with Emotional Disturbance/Behaviour Disorder (EBD).
Instead of the standard allocation of 32 hours of Special Needs Assistant
(SNA) support for students with significant care needs, the thirteen schools
participating in the APP received 11 hours of additional teaching time. The
evaluation found that, depending on the specific needs of individual
students, a combination of additional teaching hours and/or SNA support
may be necessary (Casserly et al., 2018).

Casserly et al. (2018) found that across all school contexts, there was
widespread recognition of the important role Special Needs Assistants
(SNAs) play in addressing the primary care needs of students with Special
Educational Needs (SEN). Several schools noted that, depending on the
complexity of students’ needs and the number of students with Emotional
and Behavioural Difficulties (EBD) in a class, the presence of both an
additional teacher and a SNA was essential. It was also acknowledged that
SNAs often maintained a consistent presence throughout the school day,
particularly in supporting students with EBD during transition periods.
However, concerns were raised regarding the potential for over-reliance on
SNA support, which, in some cases, may contribute to feelings of alienation
and stigma among students (Casserly et al., 2018).

Despite these concerns, all participating schools affirmed the value of both
the Alternative Provision Programme (APP) and the SNA Scheme within the
broader continuum of support, noting that students’ needs evolve over time.
One of the key strengths of the programme was the promotion of
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collaborative approaches among teaching staff, particularly through team-
teaching practices. These approaches encouraged shared responsibility for
behaviour management and contributed to the enhancement of learning for
students with EBD in many of the pilot schools (Casserly et al., 2018). This
project underlines the importance of the most appropriate support for
addressing student needs.

Despite growing interest, there is currently no empirical research addressing
the advantages and disadvantages of assigning the same TA to follow a
student across multiple grade levels (Giangreco, 2021). Proponents of this
approach argue that it supports smoother transitions by offering continuity,
familiarity, and stability for both the student and their family, while also
providing informed assistance to new teachers. Critics, however, express
concerns that this practice may increase student dependence, reduce
teacher engagement and responsibility, and hinder necessary systemic
improvements in inclusive educational practices (Giangreco, 2021).

Sharma and Salend (2016) in their review present a strong argument to
suggest that education systems need to examine alternatives to the use of
teaching assistants in inclusive classrooms as well as developing policies
and practices that support more appropriate deployment of
paraprofessional support. Frameworks such as suggested by Walker et al.
(2021b) and Sharma and Salend (2016) reposition SNAs and
paraprofessionals as facilitators of inclusive learning rather than merely as
auxiliary caregivers or behaviour managers. This shift challenges
longstanding deployment models in which paraprofessionals are assigned
to individual students based on deficits, often resulting in one-to-one support
arrangements that, while well-intentioned, can inadvertently promote
dependence and social isolation. Reframing their deployment around
collaboration and equity rather than deficit and segregation holds potential
to enhance both the educational outcomes and the social experiences of
students with disabilities. This will only work in the context of shared
professional learning opportunities, and this area also presents education
systems with challenges.

Professional learning

The review of the literature highlights several issues in relation to
professional development and learning. These include the appropriateness
of the focus for learning so as not to be counterproductive for inclusive
education and who is the best placed to provide the right supports to
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students, the evidence for effective interventions and how professional
development should be implemented. These will be discussed in turn.

Appropriate focus

In the context of the research around TA training Giangreco (2021) strikes
a cautionary note. He challenges the findings on professional learning
research for teaching assistants showing they are capable of acquiring and
applying knowledge and skills when provided with high-quality instruction
and consistent coaching or supervision. Such research risks overlooking
more significant and innovative questions that could lead to deeper,
systemic improvements in inclusive education (Giangreco, 2021, p.289): “It
is not enough to say, ‘We found an effective way to improve training of TAs’
when the implementation of that effective training may inadvertently
exacerbate double standards, increase stigmatisation, interfere with teacher
engagement, extend the training trap, and other known concerns.”
However, given that SNAs are participating in supporting learning it is
important that clear parameters and training are in place which outlines what
is appropriate in this regard for teachers and SNAs. A key question here is
who is the most appropriate staff member for providing support?

The literature underscores significant concerns about inconsistent role
clarity and inadequate professional development. The National Council for
Special Education (2018) noted that poorly defined roles and minimal
collaboration with qualified teaching staff can diminish the efficacy of
paraprofessional support and may even hinder inclusion. This aligns with
findings by Giangreco et al. (2010), who cautioned that over-reliance on
paraprofessionals—particularly in  one-to-one  arrangements—can
unintentionally isolate students from their teachers and peers, reducing
meaningful engagement with the curriculum and fostering dependency.
Several studies also identified that paraprofessionals are often tasked with
instructional duties beyond their training or expertise, raising ethical and
pedagogical concerns (Blatchford et al., 2012; Lewis, 2023).

However, the evidence also emphasises that sustained collaboration with
teachers, clear role definition, and ongoing supervision are essential to
ensuring that professional learning efforts lead to meaningful and ethical
improvements in inclusive practice, rather than inadvertently reinforcing
dependence or undermining student autonomy (Griffin & Blatchford, 2021;
Reddy et al., 2022). However, most training interventions were delivered by
researchers rather than school-based personnel, highlighting a need for
more sustainable, school-led professional development pathways. Recent
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research (e.g., Borosh et al., 2023; Jackson et al., 2021) advocates for the
role of special education teachers in training paraprofessionals, ensuring
alignment with school culture and long-term implementation.

Similarly, Sharma and Salend (2016) underscore the need for education
systems to not only improve paraprofessional practices but to rethink the
very rationale for their deployment. They recommend shifting from reactive
support strategies (based on student deficits or behavioural challenges)
towards proactive, system-level responses that embed paraprofessionals
within inclusive pedagogies. This includes collaborative planning, shared
professional learning, and redefined roles that align more closely with
evidence-based inclusive teaching practices.

Without a comprehensive professional learning programme with much of it
shared between SNAs and teachers, tailored to school-based needs and
underpinned with leadership support the necessary changes in culture and
practices will be less than satisfactory. Professional learning for SNAs in an
expanded role only makes sense in the context of professional learning for
principals and teachers in meeting the needs of students with more complex
needs and understanding how SNAs/Teaching Assistants can support the
process. In the context of support for learning this should encompass the
practice, maintenance, and generalisation of skills within the student’s
natural environment. These may include, for example, using visual
supports, modelling of AAC and functional communication, prompting, and
prompt fading.

Effective student interventions

With appropriate professional learning, Special Needs Assistants can
effectively contribute to academic achievement, communication, social-
emotional development, behavioural regulation, and the promotion of
student independence, under the guidance and supervision of qualified
teaching staff. Based on the extensive body of empirical literature reviewed,
special needs assistants and paraprofessionals play a pivotal but complex
role in facilitating and reinforcing learning for students with disabilities and
additional needs. Their involvement in classrooms, particularly in inclusive
settings, has been associated with a broad range of student outcomes—
some positive and some more ambiguous—reflecting a field characterised
by variability in training, deployment models, and expectations.

A consistent theme across studies is the potential for paraprofessionals to
support academic skill acquisition when they are adequately trained and
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supervised. For instance, Martin et al. (2024) demonstrated that
paraeducator-led early literacy interventions, when supported by structured
training protocols, can yield significant improvements in word reading,
phonological awareness, and reading fluency. Similarly, Walker et al.
(2021a) found that paraprofessionals delivering interventions for autistic
students were able to produce large to very large gains in communication
and social skills, particularly when interventions occurred in inclusive,
whole-group settings. These findings suggest that, when provided with
targeted training and clear instructional goals, paraprofessionals can
contribute meaningfully to the academic progress of students with a range
of learning profiles.

To enhance their capacity to support students, SNAs require targeted
professional development in evidence-based approaches grounded in
human rights. These should include positive behaviour support, trauma-
informed practices, co-regulation techniques, low-arousal approaches, as
well as nurture-based and restorative methodologies. In educational
settings where these frameworks are employed to address the needs of
students with complex profiles and Tier 3 behavioural support requirements
(individualised and intensive), it is imperative that schools have access to
specialised therapeutic and clinical resources. This ensures the ethical,
consistent, and evidence-informed implementation of support strategies.

Effective professional development

Lane (2021) in a concluding comment on a special journal issue on training
and paraprofessionals summarises the key findings. There is a growing
consensus around the importance of high-quality professional development
for paraprofessionals, emphasising the need for learning experiences that
incorporate modelling, constructive and respectful performance feedback,
and dedicated time and support to ensure not only access to these
opportunities but also successful implementation through ongoing coaching
and supervision. This calls for a shift away from traditional “stand-and-
deliver” professional learning formats toward more sophisticated, practice-
based professional development models that are rooted in applied learning
and real-world implementation (p. 766).

Training emerges as a decisive factor in shaping outcomes. Reviews by
Brock and Carter (2013), Walker et al. (2020), and Borosh et al. (2023) all
found that the quality, intensity, and delivery method of training significantly
influenced both the fidelity of paraprofessional practice and student learning
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outcomes. Programmes incorporating behavioural skills training—
combining modelling, rehearsal, and feedback—were particularly effective.

Findings from the scoping review reinforce this potential, demonstrating
that structured, skills-based professional development models—such as
Behavioural Skills Training (BST) (Brock & Carter, 2016; Carolan, 2024),
coaching and video modelling (Ledford et al., 2017; Sam et al., 2022), and
in-situ feedback (Gregori et al., 2022)—consistently improved
paraprofessional competencies across diverse educational contexts.
Within these studies, many of the paraprofessional trainers were teachers
or teachers operating under the supervision of a research team (Brock &
Carter, 2016; Brock et al., 2016; Carolan, 2024; Causton-Theoharis &
Malmgren, 2005; Feldman & Matos, 2012; Gregori et al., 2022; Ledford et
al., 2017; Robinson, 2011; Sam et al., 2022).

This body of research demonstrates a potential framework whereby
properly prepared teachers can impart specific evidence-informed
strategies and support for learning practices to their paraprofessional
colleagues. Several of the reviewed studies describe this approach as a
‘pyramidal model of professional development, wherein senior educators or
school staff working in a therapeutic role provide initial instruction to
teachers, who subsequently coached paraprofessionals in implementing
evidence-based practices (Brock & Carter, 2016; Gregori et al., 2022;
Ledford et al., 2017; Sam et al., 2022).

Walker et al. (2021b), in their systematic review of paraeducator-delivered
interventions for students with extensive support needs (ESN), found that
the most promising outcomes emerged in contexts where paraprofessionals
worked collaboratively with general education teachers, supported group
instruction, and promoted peer-mediated learning. These findings reinforce
the idea that when paraprofessionals are integrated into classroom teams—
rather than positioned as one-to-one aides—students benefit from
increased peer interaction, greater access to teacher-led instruction, and
more authentic participation in the classroom community.

A pyramidal model of professional learning, coaching and supervision
should be adopted to build capacity within schools. In this model, senior
teaching staff—equipped with expertise in skills-based coaching and
professional supervision—mentor their teaching colleagues. These
teachers, in turn, provide structured, student-centred coaching and
supervision in collaboration with the SNAs with whom they work closely. In
addition, the introduction of therapeutic support services in schools provides
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opportunities  for  professional learning and coaching  for
SNAs/paraprofessionals in relevant areas.

Currently, there is no formally designated leadership role or post of
responsibility that encompasses supervision structures or facilitates
sustained collaboration between teachers and SNAs. Establishing such
roles as a leadership priority is critical to embedding a sustainable model of
professional development and supervision for SNAs within the school
system.

Such professional learning has implications for teacher preparation and
teacher professional learning. In an expanded paraprofessional role that
encompasses both general support and a more targeted structured support
role there is a question of what is best placed in initial teacher education
and what is best done in the teacher professional learning space. Input on
working with another adult, collaboration, co-planning and understanding
roles around responsibility for design and implementation of learning and
support for learning is essential in initial teacher education. Leadership of
professional learning for SNAs/paraprofessionals deployment, supervision,
coaching and mentoring require additional skills and knowledge for
principals and senior teachers.

A recent study conducted in an Irish special school provides valuable novel
evidence on SNA professional development within the Irish context
(Carolan, 2024). The study evaluated the effectiveness of a bespoke
training package employing a coaching model of PD known as Behavioural
Skills Training (BST) to develop evidence-informed competencies among
school staff supporting students with severe and profound intellectual
disabilities and complex needs. Using a complex mixed-methods design
including six two-hour workshops, the research found that both SNAs and
teachers achieved comparable skill mastery in Positive Behaviour Support
(PBS) and related evidence-based practices. Participants rated the training
as highly relevant, practical, and enjoyable, with 88% of enrolled students
subsequently having units from the package integrated into their individual
education plans (IEPs). Both teachers and SNAs valued the joint training
approach; teachers reported that attending training alongside their SNA
colleagues enabled faster and more widespread implementation of new
practices, while SNAs highlighted feelings of increased professional
recognition. Nevertheless, the study identified barriers to sustained
implementation, including inconsistent classroom leadership and a lack of
structured follow-up support. Although conducted within a single special
school setting, these findings align with wider patterns identified in the
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scoping review, reinforcing the importance of school-level, skills-based
professional development and interprofessional collaboration in optimising
the contributions of paraprofessionals within education.

In conclusion, Lane (2021) identifies two priorities: (a) the adoption of data-
informed approaches to assess and respond to paraprofessionals’ learning
needs, including identifying relevant content areas and optimal delivery
methods; and (b) the integration of explicit instruction and hands-on,
practice-based experiences in preservice and in-service teacher
preparation programmes, equipping educators with the skills to effectively
supervise, train, and support paraprofessionals in inclusive settings.

Future research

Giangreco (2021) identifies several key areas where gaps remain in the
current literature. These include: (a) identifying effective alternatives to the
overreliance on teaching assistants (b) examining inclusive service delivery
models, such as staffing configurations in schools and classrooms,
particularly at the secondary level where special educators and TAs may be
assigned by subject area rather than across multiple disciplines; (c)
capturing student and family perspectives; (d) evaluating the benefits and
drawbacks of TAs transitioning with students across grade levels; (e)
developing processes that involve students in decisions regarding their own
support; (f) investigating TA deployment strategies that enhance teacher
engagement and instructional practices; (g) learning from international or
school-based models that achieve inclusion without depending heavily on
TAs for instruction; (h) implementing and assessing independence plans
aimed at gradually reducing one-to-one TA support; (i) understanding peer
perspectives and peer-mediated support systems; and (j) evaluating how
school self-assessment practices influence access to high-quality inclusive
education.

Further research is needed to explore various perspectives on TA utilisation.
This includes parents' views, experiences of students with different types of
disabilities, perceptions of students without disabilities regarding TA roles
and effectiveness, and studies developing and validating alternatives to TA
support. There is also a call for large-scale, international comparative
studies involving diverse participants and employing multi-method,
longitudinal approaches. Such studies can provide policymakers and
practitioners with comprehensive insights beyond simplistic analyses
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attempting to link TA presence directly to academic outcomes without
considering broader classroom dynamics (Webster and De Boer, 2021).
The findings from research question four of this review corroborate these
concerns. Half of the retained studies employed small-scale single-case
experimental designs, often focused narrowly on immediate behavioural or
social outcomes (Brock & Carter, 2016; Feldman & Matos, 2012; Sam et al.,
2022). Very few studies adopted large-scale, longitudinal, or international
comparative methodologies. These methodological patterns underscore the
pressing need for broader research approaches to better inform
paraprofessional deployment in inclusive education settings.

Based on the findings of the present review, the knowledge of current
practices in schools and in the context of moving towards a more inclusive
education system the following framework for the deployment of
SNAs/paraprofessionals is recommended (Table 5). The framework is
structured around the key issues of role, education and ongoing learning,
collaboration, communication and deployment. Given the mixed picture of
the research findings the framework also includes a section on potential
challenges or pitfalls to be avoided.
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Framework for deployment of SNAs/teaching
assistants/paraprofessionals in the Irish context

Table 5 - Framework for Deployment

Key areas of
focus

Key principles

Risks with absence of key
principles

Role

Clear definition of role and
responsibilities under the
supervision of principal and
teacher and in the context of
a rights-based approach to
quality appropriate
education

Part of a team supporting
general, special education
teachers and therapists in
creating positive, productive,
and safe learning
environments for all
students

Defining the role in terms of
support for care and
learning at a class level and
teacher level as well as
focusing on specific
students gives greater
flexibility in deployment to
support inclusive practices

SNAs should be responsible
for assisting with care and
non-instructional tasks
allowing teachers more time
for direct student teaching
and learning, and for

SNA takes primary
responsibility for teaching
students with complex needs

Students with the most complex
needs are taught by
inappropriately qualified staff
and have less access to general
and specialised teaching

SNAs making pedagogical
decisions without professional
oversight

Ambiguous expectations
attached to the role
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providing supplemental,
teacher-directed support

The role should be valued
as part of a collaborative
team and include a career
structure with opportunities
for promotion

SNA feelings of isolation, a lack
of professional respect,
frustration, being assigned
responsibilities without
adequate training or supervision

SNAs can feel undervalued and
underutilised, especially in
decision-making processes
regarding student support

The role should not be
viewed as the primary
support for inclusive
education in schools and
complementary support
such as additional
specialised teachers, co-
teaching, expert therapeutic
interventions and peer
support should be explored

Negative correlation between
SNA support and students'
academic progress

SNAs frequently focused on
task completion, reducing
opportunities for dialogue and
engagement with the teacher or
ignoring student understanding,
skill development or task quality

SNA over reliance on verbal
prompting and intervening too
soon

Over support hindering self-
management skills and the
promotion of independence

Students with disabilities
and special educational
needs should have equitable
access to both general and
specialised teaching
instruction regardless of the
deployment of a SNA

Access to a SNA is interpreted
as differentiation and support
leading to a reduction in the
need for direct teacher
instruction
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Curriculum differentiation,
individually appropriate
learning, planning for all and
organising in-class support
are teacher responsibilities

Support for learning is
always designed by and
under the supervision of a
teacher

SNA decides how to work with
students

Support for learning does
not include teaching new
concepts, skills and
knowledge to students

SNAs can play an important
role in facilitating and
enabling student
participation in and
reinforcement of learning,
which is valued by the
students

Students value support
when they are consulted

Over-reliance on SNA - close
supportive relationship with
SNA which could become a
barrier to full participation with
peers

Support for learning includes
practice, maintenance and
generalisation of skills and
reinforcement within the
student’s natural
environment, using
predetermined, evidence-
informed strategies selected
by the teacher based on
their relevance and benefit
to the student. These may
include, for example, visual

Inadequate preparation and
supervision to ensure SNAs are
implementing support for
learning strategies with fidelity

SNAs may prioritise task
completion over understanding/
learning
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supports, modelling of AAC
and functional
communication, prompting,
and prompt fading, etc

Support for learning includes
academic development,
independent living and
functional life skills,
behaviour and social and
emotional wellbeing

Promoting student Negative impact on
independence is a key development of independence
component of the role when SNAs have not been
encompassing cognitive, appropriately prepared with
social, emotional, evidence-informed skills that aid
behavioural and physical support fading e.g. scaffolding,
dimensions effective prompting and prompt
fading

Students become dependent on

SNAs should encourage the SNA and fail to make
students to take ownership adequate progress in
of their work independent skills when

appropriate scaffolding for
support and support fading is
not employed

Students with disabilities can
become separated from their
peers through inappropriate
SNA deployment
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Students can be over
dependent, over reliant and
develop learned helplessness

Students partnered with SNAs
instead of class peers for paired
work

No planned reduction in support

Education and A graduated and SNAs receive very limited
ongoing differentiated education and | induction, training, guidance,
learning training programme is supervision and feedback

required that is reflective of
the different roles,
responsibilities, contexts,
settings, student age profiles
and complexity of need

Opportunities for SNAs and
teachers to complete
professional learning
together is vital in
developing clarity around
roles and responsibilities
and in meeting student
needs

Ongoing learning for SNAs
should be tailored to
identified priority needs for
development in specific
contexts delivered at school-
level
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Skills-based professional
development which includes
modelling, rehearsal and
performance feedback
should be key components
of professional learning for
SNAs

The identification of skills for
inclusion in SNA
professional learning should
be guided by an evidence-
informed framework that
draws on the research
literature, incorporates
student voice, and takes into
account the contextual
factors and professional
judgments of both teachers
and SNAs

The professional expertise for
choosing evidence-informed
practices for specific students
can be absent from some
school environments

With appropriate training
SNAs can support
academic, communication,
social, emotional, behaviour
and independence
outcomes under teacher
supervision

Inadequate training and
supervision can result in
inappropriate practices with
students

SNAs require CPD
alongside teachers in
understanding the variations
in types of support
(proximity/rotation/prompting
etc.) with careful
consideration of visibility of
the support/wishes of the
student

Visibility/proximity of SNA
support can be a barrier to
participation
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CPD should have a specific
focus on fostering student
independence and
preparation for life after
school, framed within the
school’s inclusive ethos

SNAs require targeted
professional development in
human rights-based
approaches to positive
behaviour support, trauma-
informed support, co-
regulation and low arousal
strategies, as well as
nurture-based and
restorative practices

In contexts where these
models are adopted to
support students with
complex needs and Tier 3
behavioural support
requirements, schools must
also have access to
appropriate therapeutic and
clinical supports to ensure
that these strategies are
implemented consistently,
ethically, and in accordance
with best practice

Any such behavioural SNA compensation or covering
support should be up of inadequate teacher initial
supplemental to that and professional learning for
provided by highly qualified | inclusive education

teachers
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Access to CPD for SNAs
should be widely available
and strategically aligned with
national policy and should
not be constrained by
barriers including financial,
proximity or time

Provision of ad-hoc and one-off
CPD as opposed to sustained
school-based support

Collaboration
and
Communication

The professional standards
for teachers should include
the management, mentoring
and coaching of SNAs and
initial teacher education and
continuing professional
learning should include
preparation for working
collaboratively with SNAs

Teachers can feel unprepared
to meet the needs of SEN
students, leading them to shift
responsibility onto SNAs

Schools should adopt a
pyramidal approach to SNA
coaching and supervision, in
which the
principal/designated
person—adept in sKkills-
based coaching models and
professional supervision—
support their teacher
colleagues to provide
targeted, student-specific
coaching and supervision in
dyads with the SNAs they
work with daily

Absence of a designated
leadership role or post of
responsibility that incorporates
supervision models or
establishes structured pathways
for collaboration between
teachers and SNAs.
Establishing this as a leadership
priority is necessary to create a
functioning pyramidal approach
to SNA professional
development

Time for collaborative
planning between teachers
and SNAs is essential in
understanding roles in the
learning process

Limited collaboration between
teachers and SNAs and
opportunities for joint planning
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Inadequate communication,
feedback and collaboration
between teacher and SNA

Deployment

Deployment of SNA support
should be clearly linked to
the individualised planning
in place for each student
and specifically refer to the
student’s identified care
needs. SNAs should be
involved in meetings
regarding development of
student support plans

Level of support needs to
take into account student
changing needs over time
and plan for transitions
between education phases

Student input and due
weight of influence is
essential in deployment of
SNA support

Deployment should be
considered within the wider
context of overall supports
for inclusive education

Insufficient attention to shared
input in individualised planning

Student views on the approach
to SNA support are not
considered leading to a feeling
that it is intrusive or stigmatising

Insufficient consideration is
given to the views of students
who have communication
differences

Lack of accountability for
deployment
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Deployment of SNAs should
be subject to external quality
assurance monitoring
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