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AssTrRAcT: This study presents data on the &fjects of the proximity of instructional assissants on sty
dents with multiple disabilities who are Placed in general education elassrooms. Based on extensive
observations and interviews, analyses of the data Fighlighted eight major Jfindings of educational
significance, all related to proximity of instructional assistants. Categories of findings and discussion
include (a) interference with ownership and responsibility by ‘g;'enemf educators, (b) separation from

classmates, (c) dependence on aduls, (d) impact on peer interactions,

(¢) lLimitations on recetving

competent instruction, (f) loss of personal control (@) loss of gender idensity, and (b) interference
with instruction of other students. The arsicle concludes with implications for practice relazed to
policy development, training, classroom practices, and research,

s students with disabilities increasingly

are placed in general education schools

and classes, the use of instrucrional as-
sistants has greatly expanded. Recent nationa! fig-
" ures estimate that over 500,000 instrucrional
assistants are employed in public schools, and in-
creases are anticipated in the coming years
(Schelble, 1996). Although their changing roles
and responsibilities have gained recent attention
(Pickertr, 1986; Pickete, Faison, & Formanek,
1993), the proliferation of inscructional assistants
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in public schools often has outpaced conceptual-
ization of team roles and responsibilities, as well
as training and supervision needs of instructional
assistancs, Nowhere is this more evident than in
schools where students with severe or multiple
disabilicies are included in general education class-
rooms.

In our work in public schools, we have no-
ticed instructional assisrants playing increasingly
prominent roles in the education of students wich
disabilicies, With pressure from parents, who



want to ensure that their children are adequately
supported, and general educators; who want to
make sure they and their students are adequately
supported, the use of special education instruc-
tional assistants has become a primary mechanism
to implement more inclusive schooling practices.
Alchough we have been encouraged by situations
where students with disabilicies have been pro-
vided with previously unavailable educational op-
porwunities, we are concerned that some current
approaches to providing instructional assistant
support might be counterproductive. Current re-
search on the use of instrucrional assistants to
support students with disabilities in general edu-
cation classes is limited to a small number of
studies that sought to clarify existing roles and re-
sponsibilities (Doyle, 1995), to explore the ex-
panded use of natural supports (Erwin, 1996),
and to use activity schedules and decreased
prompts to foster greater student autonomy
(Hall, McClannahan, & Krantz, 1995).

The purpose of this study was t further ex-
tend this recent research by highlighting some of
the key issues we observed in general education
classrooms where studenes with disabilicies were
supported by instructional assistants. The nature
of these findings holds important implications for
~ evaluating how we use, train, and supervise in-
scructional assistants so that their work can be
supportive of valued educational outcomes for
students with disabilities and their peers withour
disabilities in general education classrooms.

METHOD

Research Sites and Study Participants
Throughout the 1994-95 and 1995-96 school

years, data were collected in 16 classrooms in 11
public schools in Connecticut, Massachusers,
Utah, and Vermont where students with multiple
disabilities were educated in general education
classrooms. The grade levels included preschool
(with students without disabilities), kindergarten,
and Grades 1, 2, 3, 5, and 11 (Grade 11 was pri-
marily education within incegrated community
and vocational setrings). Primary study partici-
pants included studencs with disabilities and the

adults who supported their education in th:
general education classes.

The seven female and four male studc
with disabilities all were identified as deaf-bli
though each had some residual hearing and o1
sion. The students ranged in age from 4 thro:
20 years. All of these students were reporte:
have significant cognitive delays and additic
disabilities such as orthopedic impairments (
10, 91%), health impairments (7 = 7, 64%), :
behavioral impairments (7 = 4, 36%). '

A toral of 134 educationa! team mem!
participated in this study, including 123 fem
(92%) and 11 males (8%). This number does
include the many special area teachers (e.g., p!
ical education, music, art, library), other scl.
personnel or volunteers, and classmates enco
tered in the course of our observations. Thi
four of the team members were telated serv
providers (i.e., speech/language pathologists (
14), physical therapists (n = 13), nusses (n =
occupational therapists (n = 7), itinerant teac!
of the blind and visually impaired (7 = 4), itit
ant teachers of the deaf and hearing impaired |
4), deaf-blind specialist (z = 2), orienration
mobilicy specialist (# = 1), employment speci:
(n = 1), and family support consultant (7 =
The remaining respondencs included 20 spe
educators, 17 instructional assistants, 16 gen
education teachers, 15 parents (i.e., mothers |
11), fachers [ = 4]), and 9 school administrar
In all but one classroom, one or more inst
tional assistants were assigned to support the
dent with disabilities. Four of the instrucric
assistants had completed 2 bachelor’s degree,
had graduated from high school, and one had
completed high school.

Dara Collection

This qualirative research study relied primarily
extensive classroom observations (n=110) of
students with disabilities and their teams, ave
ing 2 to 3 hr each. Observations consisted of t;
cal school day activities such as large and sr
groups with peers who did not have disabili
individual and community-based activites, lur
recess, class transitions, and individual ther
sessions. Field notes were collected using lap
computers by the five-person research team.
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Semistructured interviews were conducred
with team members in an effort 1o more fully un-
derstand the classroom observations. From May
through September 1995, the research team con-
ducted 40 semistructured jnterviews with 2 subset
of team members from each team, including re-
lated services providers ( = 14), special educators
(n=9), parents (n = 8), classroom teachers (n=
4), instructional assistants (7 = 3), and adminis-
trators (7 = 2). Interviews typically Jasted berween
45 and 75 min; they were audiotaped and later
transcribed. Each interviewer asked questions per-
taining 1o (a) how support service decisions were
made by the team historically, (b) the interactions
among classroom staff providing and receiving
suppoi‘t'(e.g., classroom teacher, instructiona! as-
sistant, special educartor, related services
providers), (c) the roles and responsibilicies of the
instructional assistants, (d) strengths and weak-
nesses of the teams’ approach to providing class-
room support, and (e) potential improvements in
the provision of supporr services.

Data Analysis

The observational and interview daca were ana-
lyzed by the first auchor inductively using categor-
ical coding (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). These
analyses were reviewed by the other research team
members in an attempt to larify the data presen-
-tation and ensure accuracy, The first author en-
sured his familiarity with the daca by (2)
participating in data collection (i.e., 31 observa-
tions, 17 interviews), (b) reviewing all transcripts
of observations and interviews conducted by
other research team members, (c) maintaining on-
going contact with research team members, and
(d) being involved with research sites over an ex-
tended period of time,

First, transcripts of observations and incer-
views were read and marked by hand using over
150 separate codes consisting of words or phrases
descriprive of text content (e.g., scrutiny, fringe,
defer); particularly descripeive passages were high-
lighted and separate notes were maintained oo
emerging themes. Each observation and interview
transcript was imported from a word processing
program into HyperQual2 (Padilla, 1992), a text-
sorting program designed to assist in qualitarive
data analysis. Each observation and interview was
reread and codes were rearranged and collapsed
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into 25 categories using HyperQual2 to generate
25 code-specific reports. Inductive analysis (Pac-
ton, 1990) was applied to the code-specific re-
pors to assist in the identificacion of themes. One
theme with extensive data pertained to the prox-
imity between the student with disabilities and
the instructional assistants. Further analysis of
this data highlighted eight distinct subchemes,
which are presented in the results.

Triangulation was employed, using a series
of techniques that can, “contribute to verification
and validation of qualitative analysis” (Patton,
1990, p. 464). Credibilicy of the finding in this
study was supported using mechods triangulation
to explore the consistency of findings generated
by different methods. In this case, extensive ob-
servations and interviews allowed for comparison
across time at the same sites. Additonally, this al-
lowed for comparison of whar was acrually ob-
served with what people reported in their
interviews. Triangulation of sources was also used
to explore the consistency of different dara
sources using the same method. For example, be-
cause teams were studied, it provided a unique
opportunity to explore the nature of participant

responses to the same issues queried during inter-
views.

RESULTS

One of the most prominent findings that
emerged from the data was that instructional as- |
sistants were in close proximity to the students
with disabilities on an ongoing basis. This was ev-
idenced by (a) the instructional assistant main-
taining physical contact wich the student (e.g.,
shoulder, back, arms, hands) or the scudent’s
wheelchair; (b) the instructional assiscant sitting
in a chair immediately nex to the child; (c) the
scudent sitting in the instructional assistanc’s lap
when classmates were seated on the floor; and (d)
the instructional assistant accompanying the stu-
dent with diszbilities to virtually every place the
student went within the classroom, school build-
ing, and grounds. :
Although study paricipants indicated thar
some level of close proximity berween students
with disabilities and instructional assistants was
desirzble and sometimes essential (e.g., rtactile



signing, instructional interactions, health manage-
ment), they also recognized that unnecessary and
excessive adult proximity was not always necessary
and could be detrimental to students. As one
mother who had observed her son’s classroom
stated:

A talendar fime in the morning she (instruc-

tiona! assistant) doesn’t have to be right by his

side. She could kind of walk away. She doesn’t

have to be past of his wheelchair. That's what it’
fecls like. T just think that he could break away a

titde bit (from the instructional assistand) if he

were included more into all the activides with

the regular classroom teacher.

A speech/language pathologist from the same
tearn independently stated, “1 think there is some
" unnecessary mothering or hovering going on.”
Analysis of the data revealed eight sub-
themes pertaining to proximity berween instruc-
tional assistants and students with disabilities that
are presented in the following sections {see Figure

1)

Interference with OQwnership and Responsibility
by General Educators

Maost of the classroom teachers in this sample did
not describe their role as including responsibilicy
for educating the student with disabilides who
was placed in their class. Team members reported
that the proximity and availability of the instruc-
donzl assistants created a readily accessible oppor-
tunity for professional staff to avoid assuming
responsibility and ownership for the education of
students wich disabilides placed in general educa-
tion classrooms. ’

Different expectations regarding the role of
the classroom teacher was a point of conflict
within many of the teams. As one related services
provider stated, “She (the classroom teacher)
doestit take on direct instruction (of the students
with disabilities). In fact, ... she stated at meet-
ings that she doesn't see that as her tole. And 1
disagree with that. I mean sheisa teacher.”

Although special educators and related ser-
vices providers were involved in each case, almost
universally it was the inscructional assistants who
were given the responsibility and ownership for
educating the students with disabilides. Teachers
were observed having limited interactions with
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the student with disabilities, propordonally
than those with other class members. Invol

ment by the teachers that did occur most of

was limited to greetings, farewells, and occasio
praise. Instructional interactions occurred less ©
quently (e.g., being called on to answer a quest
in class). A special educator summed up the n
for dlarification sought by many educational t
members when she said, “What should the cl:
room teacher’s role be? Even in our most succ:
ful sicuacions we ‘don’t have a lot of classro
reachers who are saying, ‘1 have teaching respo:
bility for this kid.” Most teams we observed |
not confronted this issue. “We haven't as a te
come out and said, ‘All right, what is the role
the classroom teacher in teaching this child?””

Data consistently indicated that it was
instructional assistants, not the professional st
who were making and implementing virtually”
of the day-to-day curricular and instructional
cisions. One speech pathologist said, “[Wle (
team) have talked about this many times.
have our most seriously challenging students w
instructional assistants.” A special educator
plained, “The reality is that the inscructional
sistants are the teachers. Though I'm 1
comforeable with them having to make as m:
instructional decisions.” An experienced inste
cional assistant explained, “I never get that k
of information (abour instruction related iss
and planning). I just wing it”

The instructional assistants demonstra
uafertered autonomy in their actions through:
the day as evidenced by entering, leaving, =
changing teacher-directed whole class activit
whenever they chose with no evidence of const
ing the teacher. As one instructional assistant s
“We do not do a lot of what the class does.
what I think he can do.” She justified her role
decision maker by saying, “I am the one d
works with him all day long.” Instructional as
tants reported becoming increasingly comforrta
with their role as the primary Instructor for
ccudent with disabilities, as one stated, “[We 2
the only people who really feel comfortable w
Holly.” .
The instructional assistancs in this study
ported thac they received mostly on-the-job tra
ing from other instructional assistants by talk
with each other and job shadowing so that p
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FiIiGURE 1

Problems Related to Instructional Assistant Proximity

Interference with Ownership and Responsibility by General Educators

* “I'm not sure how Holly is going to be involved in this activity, but that’s her aide’s job.”
(Physical education teacher) -

* - “The teachers tend to kind of let the individusl (assistants) kind of run the program.” (Mother
of a student with disabiliries) .

Separation from Classmates

* Aninstructional assistant waited undil 2l the other students had lined up at the reacher’s direc-
tion and had filed out of the ¢lassroom before prompting the student wich disabilidies to leave
the room, trailing the group by abour 10 yards.

In the middle of an activity, after James had one turn, the instructional assistanc quiedy re-
moved him from the group while the class continued their activity.

Depender_xcc on Adults

During 2 large group literacy activity, the instructional assistant had positioned herself near
the back of the group, a few feet away from Annie (the student with diszbilities). Annie
looked away from the teacher and toward her instructional assistant every few seconds as the
instructional assistant offered her signed instructions (e.g., look at the teacher, sit down).
After a couple of minutes, Annie walked back to the instructional assistant and sac on her lap.
Impact on Peer Interactions

“A shadow is not necessarily good. It’s more of 2 stigma. I rezlly hadn’t considered the face

that Mrs. Kinney (the instructional assistant) is always very close to Jaime; although there are

times when she is out on a break or whatever and he is in very capable hands with his peers. I

think it would be better to have her integrated more in the classcoom and maybe not feel that

she needs to hover so much. (Classroom teacher)

“It (close proximity of instructional assistants) may be kind of intimidating to them (peers). It
. : PR :

may sort of be a barrier to them interacting with him. (Speech/language pathologist)

Limitations on Receiving Competent Instruction '

* In arempring to use discrimination learning to teach the differences berween named objects,

pictures, symbols, or colors, lessons yielded little because the inscructional assistants demon-

strated limited knowledge or application of basic instructional design issues such as position

bias, use of negative exemplars/distracters, and establishing mastery criteria prior to introduc-
ing new items.

Loss of Personal Control

* Did Holly really want to eat lunch apart from her classmates in 2 separate room? Did Helen
really want to play the marh game wich an adult rather than a classmate like all the ocher scu-
dents were doing? :

Loss of Gender Identity >

* Loss of gender identity was most commonly observed in reference to bathroom use when a
male student was taken into 2 women’s bathroom by a female instructional assisrant.
Interference with Instruction of Other Students '

* An occupational therapist reported that the students without disabilities were more distracted

by the instructional assistant doing different activities than by the “noises” of the student with
disabilities.

Exceprional Children . | 1



terns of interaction by instructional-assistants
were passed on. Inservice training thar a small
number received typically was conducted in
groups that included only other instructional as-
sistants. Ironically, experienced professionals who
said things like, “We do not have the training to
work with these high needs kids” turned over the
education of their most challenging students to
instructional assistants, many of whom were high
school educated, had no previous classroom expe-
rience, and had minimal training. As one special
educator acknowledged, from a logical perspec-
tive, “It doesn’t make sense.” )

In one site where an instructional assistant
was not present, the classroom teacher, with sup-
port from special educators and related services
providers, successfully assumed the primary role
for instructing the student with disabilicies. She
directed his instructional program, spent time
teaching him within groups and individually,
used sign, language to communicate with him,
and included him in all class activities, This
teacher stated, “You know the teacher needs to be
the one whe makes the decisions a lot because she
is working with Mark (student wich disabilities)
and she knows Mark and knows which areas he
needs help in.” A special educator in this site ac-
knowledged that not every aspect of this student’s
individualized education program (IEP) requires
significant support and that some aspects of the
IEP, “left wo the regular educator would be just
fine.” The specialist for the deaf-blind on this
tearn said, “I think 2 lot of it (the teacher’s success
with the students with disabilities) is that she has
high expectations for Mark. She does nort do for
him; instead she shows him how td do chings. She
considers him very much part of the class.”

Separation from Classmates

Instructional assistants were regularly observed
separating the student with disabilities from the
class group. For example, when it was time to go
to a special area class (e.g., art, music, physical ed-
ucation) one instructional assistant consistently
left class a couple minutes befare the rest of the
class to wheel the student with disabilicies to the
specialty classroom. Y s

Even when the students were basically sta-
tionary, such as seated on 2 rug to hear a story, the
instructional assistant often physically separated
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the student with disabilities from the group

positioning him on the fringe of the group (e
the farthest away from the reacher). Instructio
assistants reported that their positioning of :

student allowed them to leave the activity wh

ever they chose. ;

Somerimes separation from the class -
curred during circumstances where the march -
tween class activity and the student’s individ
needs appeared highly compatible. For examj

. Annie entered the classroom during an individ

writing time, As the instructional assistant bey
an adapted writing activity using large chare pa;
and markers, 2 second instructional assistant :

. proached her and said, “She can do this wric:

just as easily in the other room as here.” W
that prompt, the instructional assistants separa:
Annie from the class without consulradon wi
or resistance from, the classroom teacher.

Dependence on Adulrs

Instructionzl assistants in close proximity to s
dents with disabilities were observed prompti
most every behavior exhibited by the students
this study (e.g., using writing implements, usi
gestures, following instructions, using material
There was little evidence of fading prompts to «
crease dependence and encourage students ©
spond to other people (e.g., school staff, pee
and more naturally occurring cues (e.g., the pr
ence of cerwain toys or school supplies). Alcers
tively, an instructional assistant who w
cognizant of Helen's dependence on her, encot
aged her to do things for herself through redix
tion, especially when the student soug
unneeded assistance with tasks such as dressi
and grooming.

An example of dependence on adules w
observed on the schoo! playground during rece
The scudent with disabilicies was being shadow-
on a large wooden play strucrure by an instru
tional assistant, The student was capably crossi:
a2 wooden bridge where safety was not a concer
The student charged toward the bridge, letting |
of her assistant’s hand. A few steps onto tl
bridge she stopped abrupely and quietly warn:
back toward the instrucdional assistant who w
only 2 foot behind her. The instructional assista-
smiled, saying; “You know me. I sdck right wi
you.” The student reached back and took the it
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St LILLIOLAL A3ISIANTS Nand Instead of crossing the
short span of the playground bridge on her own.
- Sometimes the school system'’s dependence on in-
structional assistants was so strong that when the
instructional assistants were absent, the family
-was asked to keep the child home from school or

the mother was asked to be the substiture inscruc-
tional assistant.

Impact on Peer Interactions

Data indicated that close proximity of instruc-
tional assisants had an impact on interacrions be-
tween students wich disabilities and their
classroom peers. As one special educaror shared:

Sometimes I think it inhibits her relationship
with her peers because a lot is done for Holly
and Holly doesn't have the opportunity to incer-
act with her peers because there is always some-
body hovering over her, showing her what to do
or doing things for her. I'd like to get the in-
structional assistanc away from Holly 2 licde bic
moze so that peers will have a chance to get in
there and work more with Holly.

A classroom téacher offered her perspectives

on how instructional assistancs mighs be used dif-
ferently.

I would definitely prefer having a pa.r_aprofe:s'-
sional assigned to the classroom and then just as
necessary to have her work with a child (with
special educational needs) when there is 2 spe-
cific activity, but not exclusively to work with
just that child. I think it is importanc for cwo
reasons. One is thac you don’t want to give the
child any extra stigma thar is associated wich 2
special educadion label. Second is thac it is more
healchy for the paraprofessional to work wich
other children so thar he or she doesn’t get

burned ouc with working with just one child all
the time.

Interference with peer interactions did not occur
in all cases. Some team members said that if the
instructional assistant was well liked by the other
children it had a positive impact on the studenc
with disabilicies’ access to peers. As a physical
therapisc described, “I have alsa seen ic (proximicy
of instructional assistants) be very, very positive,
in that the instructional assistant is really well

liked and has done 2 lot to establish wonderful
friendships for the student.”

Exeeptional Children

Conversely, if the instructional assistant was
not well liked it had a corresponding negartive im-
pact. Sometimes the close proximity students had
with instructional assistants led peers to perceive
them as 2 package deal. As one mother cautiously
shared, “I don’t know 'if I should say this or nor,
but a lot of it was that kids didn’t like the aide, so
they would stay away from Annie for thar rea-
son.”

When teachers assigned students to stu-
dent-directed pairs or small groups, instructional
assistants were often observed dominating the
group’s interactions. In some cases, the involve-’
ment of the instructional assistant was 5o om-
nipresent thar children without disabilities simply
left the group with the instructional assistant and
joined a different group with only classmates, no
adults. In other cases when students wichout dis-
abilities inidated interactions, they were rebuffed
by the instructional assistant, Ronny (a student
withour disabilities) asked the instructional assis-
tant, “Do you want me to help Jamie?” She an-
swered, “No, not yet.” Ronny was never asked
back to assist his classmate. Ac other times in-
structional assistants interrupted initations made
by peers. For example, in a physical education
class, Michael went over to Jaime and began to
run with him in his wheelchair to participate in
the activity. The inscructional assistant inter-
rupted this interaction saying to Michael, *If you .
want to run, I'll push Jaime.” After a hesitant
pause, Michael relucrantly gave way to the in-
structional assistant. Ar times, prolonged close
adult proximity adversely affected peer involve-
ment even when the instructional assistanc was
not present. As one special educator shared:

We've uied (reducing adule proximiy) ... like
in the lunchroom. Like putting Maria or any of
the other students (with disabilities) in the
Iunchroom and then backing off a little bit. Buc
I think that it (close adult proximity) has been
done for so long, that the peers have stayed away
for so long, that they are just kind of hesitant to
jump right in and do anything,

When the instructional assistanc was not in close
proximity to the student with disabilicies, peers
were more likely to fill the space the instructional
assistant had vacated. The following example is
typical of what we observed,
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As the instructional assistant Jeaves momentarily
to get some materials, Mallory (student withour
disabilities) walks over to Elena (student with
disabilities). She puts her hand gently on her
shoulder and calmly says "easy hands” in re-
sponse to Elena being 2 bit rough with her baok.
Elena rurns to look at Mallory and then makes
some vocalizations 2nd moves her hands as Mal-
lory talks to her about her book. As the instruc-
tional assistant starts to return, Mallory stops
talking with Elena and recurns to her seat,

Limitations on Receiving Competent
Instruction

Observations and interviews indicated that stu-
dents in this study partcipated in classroom ac-
tivicies that typically were not planned by trained
professional staff. While several ream members
praised the work of instructional assistants in
their “caregiving duties” (e.g., feeding, dressing),
they expressed concerns about thelr role as assis-
“tants of instruction. '

Many classroom teachers expected capabili-
ties and performance from instructional assistants
that were potentially unrealistic, As one teacher
explained, “My problem is that I will be teaching
a class and my expectations are that the parapro-
fessional will get the gist of what I am doing and
glean some kernel out of it that can be used right
then on the spot.” Making such on-the-spot deci-
sions requires 2 depth of instructional knowledge
and skill that many paraprofessionals and profes-
sionals do not possess.

When instructional assistants are assigned
to 2 task, many of them say they feel compelled to
go through the motions of an activiry even when
it seems apparent to them that their efforts are
not being effective. As one instructional assistant
explained, “Sometimes it gers discouraging be-
cause he is asleep, but I try. I just feel like I'm
baby-sitting. I don't feel like I'm doing what I am
supposed to be doing.” This instructional assis-
tant was observed repeatedly contnuing to speak
to the student and presenting activiry-related ob-
jects, even though it was obvious thar the student
was asleep. In other cases, instructional assistants
would both ask and answer questions posed to
students with disabilities. “Would you like 1o
paint the turkey?” (after a 1 sec pause with no ob-
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servable response) “You would!”, then the actv

would begin.
Loss of Personal Control

“When students have significant communicatic

motor, and/er sensory difficulties, it can be
challenge for students to advocare for themselv
express their preferences, or at times to reject ¢
decisions of the adults who control most aspe
of their personal daily functions at school {(e.
eating, tolleting, mobility, selection of leisure :
tivities, choice of friends with whom to spe:
time). A vision specialist put it succinetly wh
she pointed out the limited opportuniries |
choices provided to students wich disabilides wi
“can’t verbalize and say ‘stop talking to me li
that’ or can’t run away.” Instructional assistar
frequently made such choices for the stude
under their supervision. In cases where stude
communication is unclear, we are left to wond
if the decisions are those the student would mak |
As one parent wondered, “I think it would be i
timidating for me if I was a kid. Just beir
watched over all the time.”

The following examples from our observ
tions, presented as questions, highlight the kin.
of decisions made every day that represent a lo
of personal control by the students:

+ Did Mary really want her cheeseburger dippe
in applesauce before she ate each bite?

+ Did James really need to be excused from t
fun acrivities in the gymnasium early to ha.
his diapers changed? )

» Did James really want to stay inside during r
cess because it was too cold outside?

Loss of Gender Identity by Students with
Disabilities

In cases where the instructional assistant and th
student were the opposite gender we observe
some interactions that suggested the gender of th
student with disabilities was secondary to the gen
der of the instructional assistant. For example, th:
gender of the instructional assistant supersede:
that of the student with disabilicies in a physica
education class. The teacher divided the class inu
two groups for warm-up activities. The gitls wer
directed to take five laps around the gym and th
boys were directed to do jumping-jacks. As the
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physical education teacher said, “OK. Let’s gol”,
the female instructional assistant grabbed James
wheelchair and began running around the gym
with him along with all the other girls. When the
activity was switched, she assisted him in moving
his arms to partially participate in jumping-jacks,
again with the girls.

Inserference with Instruction of Other Students

Students without disabilities did not seem to be
distracted much by idiosyncratic behaviors of
their classmate with disabiliies (e.g., coughing,
vocalizations, stereotyped body movements) or
commeon classroom sounds and movements (e:g.,
small group discussions, questions being asked of
the teacher, talk among classmates, computers,
“pencil sharpener being used, doors and drawers
being opened and closed). However, in some cases
instructional assistant behaviors were observed to
cause distraction during large group lessons
taught by the teacher, During these times, if the
instructional assistant began doing a different ac-
tivity with the student wich disabilicies in the
midst of the teacher’s large group activity (e.g.,
reading a story, playing a game, using manipula-
tive materials), those scudents without disabilities
closest to the instructional assistane turned their
ateention away from the teacher and toward the
instructional assistant, :

DISCUSSION

Although many team members acknowledged
thar instructional assistants can and do play an
important role in educacing children with disabil-
ities, our interviews and observations identified 2
series of concerns regarding their proximity to the
students they are assigned to support. These data
are limited to the cases thar were studied, and any
generalization to other situations should be ap-
proached cautiously, especially considering the
modest number of sites, the limited geographic
distribution of sites, and their homogeneity in
terms of serving students witch multiple diszbili-
ties in general education classrooms,

 Itis hoped that results from this study can
be used ro address relaced issues and practices in

other situations where students with disabilicies -

are supported using instructional assistants, Too

Exceprional Children

often students with disabilities are placed in gen-
eral education classrooms without clear expecta-
tions established among the team members
regarding which professional staff will plan, im-
plement, monitqr, evaluate, and adjust instruc-
tion. This absence of clarity helps create an
environment in which the instructiona! assistant
directs a student’s educational program and main-
tains excessive proximity with the student. We be-
lieve this occurs not because instructional
assistants seize control, but rather because instruc-
tional assistants are the people in the most subor-
dinate position in the school hierarchy. When
supervisory personnel (e.g., classroom teachers,
special educarors) engaged in limited planning
and implemention of instruction for the student
with disabilities, the responsibility fell to the assis-
tants. These obsefvations highlight that some de-
cisions abour the use of instructional assistants are
not necessarily rational, but rather may be driven
by teachers’ (a) fear of difference or change, (b)
adherence to customary routines, (c) a reluctance
to add another substantial task to what many per-
celve as an already extensive set of responsibilities,
or (d) lack of knowledge and/or suppert for
teaching the student wich. disabilities. Inscruc-
tional assistants can play a valuable educational
role in assisting the teaching faculty, buc generally
we believe it is inappropriate and inadvisable to
have instructional assistants serve in the capacity
of “teacher.”

Although awareness of the effects of prox-
imiry is 2n imporant first step in addressing s
potential hazards, teachers and instructional assis-
tants may need specific training in basic instruc-
tional methods designed to fade assistance and
encourage students to respond to natural cues
(e.g., chaining, time delay procedures, errorless
learning, fading, cue redundancy, task analyses,
correction procedures that use nacurally occurring
cues 2s prompts for the nexc steps; Alberto &
Troutman, 1995; Snell, 1992). Otherwise adults
may inadvertently be strengchening the student’s
cue and prompt dependence, To some extent,
many students are initially dependent on cues and
supports from the adults who teach them. This
starting point needs to change so that adults are
increasingly aware of fading their sup ports to
allow students greater autonomy, While capable
learners can often overcome less chan scellar

-
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teaching approaches, those students with more
significant learning difficulties often require more
precise planning and instrucdon in our efforts 10
help them learn. We believe that this problem is
not zn issue of placement location, since these
same problems can exist in special education
classes. Therefore, the concern over increasing in-
structional integrity is appropriately an importént
issue that can and should be addressed within the
context of general education classrooms. We sug-
gest that the classroom involvement of instruc-
dional assistants must be compatible within the
context of the broader plan for the classroom that
is developed and implemented by the classroom
team for the benefit of all the students.

cONCLUSIONS AND
IMPLICATIONS FCOR PRACTICE

The findings of this study demonstrate thar there
are 2 number of areas of concern regarding the
roles of instructional assistants who support the
education of students with diszbilities in gener
cducation settings. The following is 2 list of con-
siderations for furure policy development, school-
based practices, training, and research. ‘

« School districts need to rethink their policies
on hiring instructional assistants for individual
students. We suggest that alternatives be ex-
plored that include hiring assistants for the
classroom rather than an individual student.
This would allow general and special educa-
tion teachers to distribute instructonal assis-
cancs time 2ad job responsibilities more
equitably to benefit 2 variery of students, both
with and withou disabilities.

« School staff and families need to reach agree-
ment on when students need the close proxim-
ity of an adult, when that proximity can be
appropriately provided through natural sup-
ports such as classmates, and when to appro-
priately withdraw supports that require close
proximicy.

+ School staff and community members (e.g.,
classroom teachers, special educators, parents)
need awareness training on the effects and po-
tential harm to children caused by excessive
adult proximicy; such as described in this study
(e.g., loss of personal control, loss of gender
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identicy, interference with peer interactions,
dependence on adults). )

+ School teams need to explicidy clarify the mle
of the classroom teacher as the instructional
Jeader in the classroom including their roles
and responsibilities as the teacher for'their stu-

" dents with disabilities. It is the classroom
reacher’s role to direct the activites of the

‘ lasstoom, including the activides of instruc-
tional assistants in their charge.
School staff (e.g., classroom teachers, instruc-
dlonal assistants) should be afforded training in
basic inscructional procedures thart facilitate
learning by students with special educational
nesds in the context of typical classroom acriv-
ities. Addifionally, training should specifically
include approaches related to decreasing de-
pendence and fading prompts often associated
with excessive and prolonged proximity of
adults.

« Scudents with disabilities need to be physically,

programmaticaﬂy, and intéractionally included
in classroom activities that have been planned

by a qualified teacher in conjunction with sup-
pore staff as needed (e.g., special educators, re-
lated services providers). Such changes in
practice should decrease problems associated
with scudents wich disabilicies being isolated
within the classroom. .

« Instructional assistants should be provided
with competency-based training that includes
ongoing, classroom-based supervision by the
teacher.

¢ Instrucdonal assistants should have opperwuni-
ties for input into instructional planning based
cn their knowledge of the student, but the ul-
timate accountability for planning, imple-
menting, monitoring, and adjusting
inscruction should rest with the professional
staff, just as it does for all other students with-
out disabilidles.

« Use of instructional assistants in general edu-
cation classrooms must increasingly be done in
ways that consider the unique educational
needs of all students in the class, rather than

' jus those with disabilicies. ‘

+ TResearch on the aforementioned items should
be ongoing in order to explore cfficacious ways
of supporting students in our schools.
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This study suggests thart assigning an in-
tructional assistant to a student with special edu-
ational needs in a general education class,
hough intended to be helpful, may somertimes re-
ult in problems associated with excessive, pro-
onged zdult proximity. In quescioning the
:urrent use of instructional assistants, we are not

uggesting thar instructional assistants not be used

>r that the field revert to historically ineffective
~ays of educating students with disabilicies (e.g.»
special education classes, special education
schools). We are suggesting thar our furure policy
development, training, and research focus on dif-
ferent configurations of service delivery that pro-
vide needed supports in general education
classrooms, yet avoid the inherent problerms asso-
ciated with our current pracrices. Undoubtedly,
these service provision variations will necessarily
need to be individualized and Hexible to account
for the diverse variations in students, teachers,
schools, and communities across our country. We
hope that by raising the issues presented in this
study, we can extend the nadional discussion on
practices to support students with varying charac-
teristics in general education classrooms and take
corresponding actions thar will be educacionally
credible, financially responsible—helping, not
hovering!
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