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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to explore para-educator perspectives on implementing social
development strategies for students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). In the academic
setting, students with ASD, receiving services through an individualized education plan (IEP),
have the option to receive para-educator support.
Social development growth opportunities naturally occur throughout the school day, placing
para-educators in situations where implementing social development support can enhance this
growth. How do para-educators perceive this role as social development supporters? Do they feel
equipped to implement social development support in the general education setting?
This study used a mixed methods design, through a survey. Systems thinking approaches were
utilized to explore para-educator perspectives on the delivery of social development skills to
students with autism spectrum disorder.
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Chapter I: Introduction

Introduction
Approximately 1 in 54 children each year are identified as living with autism spectrum
disorder (ASD) (CDC, 2020). State and national averages for students diagnosed with ASD have
experienced dramatic increases in prevalence since 2001 (Cardinal, 2020). A core deficit in
children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is social functioning. Social functioning deficits
include limited interactions with peers and adults, lack of eye contact, inappropriate behaviors,
literal thinking, and inability to understand perspectives beyond oneself (Syriopoulou-Delli,
2018). In the academic setting, students with ASD, receiving services through an individualized
education plan (IEP), have the option to receive para-educator support. Academic and social
support for individuals living with autism are mandated through state and federal programs such
as IDEA, FAPE, and the IEP (U.S. Department of Education, 2022).
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a law that ensures Fair and
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) for students living with a disability. Students living with a
disability may require support in the academic setting to succeed and ensure FAPE. These
supports are outlined in an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) and include, but are not limited
to, adequate resources (such as para support) through special education and related services for
student success, as well as supports that prepare students for future career endeavors, and
independent living skills (U.S. Department of Education, 2022).
The introduction of this study addressed the state and federally mandated academic
supports available to students with autism. Exploring para-educator perspectives on their role in
supporting social development for students with autism, in the academic setting, was examined
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throughout this research. Background of the para-educator support, the limitations and delimitations within this study, a definition of terms and a summary of this first chapter complete
this introduction.
Problem Statement
A core deficit in children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is social functioning.
Social functioning deficits include limited interactions with peers and adults, lack of eye contact,
inappropriate behaviors, literal thinking, and inability to understand perspectives beyond oneself
(Syriopoulou-Delli, 2018). In the academic setting, students with ASD, receiving services
through an individualized education plan (IEP), have the option to receive para-educator support.
Are best practices being implemented when the task of social development is largely supported
by para-educators, with varied levels of social support training, who spend the most time with
students with ASD, during the school day? Many para-educators have not received adequate
training to support social development needs for students with ASD in the general education
setting (Patterson, 2006). Do para-educators feel the training they receive aligns with the support
they provide their students with autism?
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to explore para-educator perspectives on implementing social
development strategies for students with autism spectrum disorder.
This study is a mixed methods design. Para-educators led this study with subjective
feedback on training and implementation of social-emotional learning skills. The following
research questions were used in this study:
RQ1: How do para-educators support learners with autism in social emotional development in
the academic setting?
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RQ2: Does the training you receive on social support for students with Autism meet the social
support you provide your students with on a daily basis?
Perspectives within this study were from para-educators working with students in K-12
special education settings. The para-educators surveyed all worked with students that were
identified as individuals with autism spectrum disorder.
Background of the Problem
A characteristic of ASD is impairment in social skills. These deficits may present through
repetition, inability to participate in a reciprocal conversation, lack of empathy and/or ability to
understand multiple perspectives, abnormalities in tone of voice, and engagement in interest only
conversation with the inability to identify social cues of disinterest (Vasilica,2018).
Encouragement and role modeling of appropriate social skills in an environment in which
social skills can be directly applied, and in which individuals have the opportunity for social
acceptance, is an essential service that para-educators provide in the general education setting.
Para-educators may not be well prepared to deliver the social skills training necessary for student
social acceptance in the general education setting (Mazurek-Charles, 2010).
Children diagnosed with ASD are more likely to have at least one service in place for life
and are four times more likely to need services through the school years (Garbacz, 2016). Family
members become care coordinators due to the lifetime needs associated with ASD. Expectations
vary depending on the age and type of services implemented for the individual living with ASD.
Lifetime supports may include behavioral supports as individuals with autism transition through
school and independent or supported living settings, or communication supports such as speech
therapy, and implementation of communication devices.
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Many para-educators have not received adequate training to support social development
needs for students with ASD in the general education setting (Patterson, 2006). Para-educators
may be delivering social development skills training to students with ASD without background
skills necessary for student success. (Koegel, 2014).
Limitations/Delimitations
The limitations of this study include varied para-educator years of experience in working
with students with autism; varied training and service implementation methods across districts;
bias related to para-educator perspective on their role in social emotional development of
learners with autism.
Delimitations of this study include that this study was only for students identified as
having ASD. This study is also limited to para-educators that specifically work with students that
are identified as having ASD.
Definition of Terms
For the purposes of this study, the following terms are be used:
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD): social skills impairment, nonverbal communication,
speech delays or tone concerns, need for repetition in behavior, and other characteristics that
vary in severity and intensity (autismspeaks.org).
Para-Educator: teacher aide that academically and behaviorally supports students with
disabilities in the general education classrooms/setting (Ratcliff, 2011).
Social development: development of skills involving communication through reciprocal
and appropriate conversation, body language, perspective taking, and appropriate behaviors
(Syriopoulou-Delli, 2018).
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Summary
Children diagnosed with ASD are more likely to have at least one service in place for life
and are four times more likely to need services through their school years (Garbacz, 2016).
Evidence-based systems such as visuals, reinforcement methods, and other behavioral
interventions, paired with practices specific to individualized student needs build a framework
focused on systems thinking for ASD student success in social development (Anderson, 2018).
Para-educators may be delivering social development skills training to students with ASD
without clarity in perception of expectations or appropriate levels of skills training (Koegel,
2014).
This chapter introduced the purpose of this study, to explore para-educator perspectives
on implementing social development strategies for students with autism spectrum disorder.
Findings of previous studies measured fidelity and success for para-educators in implementing
social skills support but did not include inquiry about para-educator perspectives on training to
support their responsibilities (Koegel, 2014; Patterson, 2006).
Chapter Two provides a review of literature, the historical overview of the problem
within this study, best practices for social development learning, and the theoretical framework
of this study.
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Chapter II: Review of the Literature
Introduction
Inclusive classroom settings naturally produce increased opportunities for social growth
and peer involvement for children with ASD (Mazurik-Charles, 2010). Para-educators provide
student support for academic success in the inclusive classroom setting. Opportunities for student
social success in the inclusive classroom as well as during unstructured times, such as lunch and
recess, are also supported by paraeducators (Koegel, 2014). Social development growth
opportunities naturally occur throughout the school day, placing para-educators in situations
where implementing social development support can enhance this growth. How do paraeducators perceive this role as social development supporters? Do they feel equipped to
implement social development support in the general education setting?
The purpose of this study is to explore para-educator perspectives on implementing
social development strategies for students with autism spectrum disorder. The literature reviewed
examines a historical overview of para-educator social development support for students with
ASD, best practices for social development training and learning, as well as the theoretical
frameworks of systems thinking and social learning theory in relation to social skills
development.
Historical Overview of the Problem
Several studies have researched parent/caregiver and organizational perspectives on
social needs of children with autism spectrum disorder. Collaborative involvement and decision
making between parents, providers and administration are necessary for child/student focused
practices (Lindsay,2016).
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Para-educator perspectives on implementing social development skills have less
extensive research done and are necessary in building collective approaches to meeting the needs
of students with autism. Collective approaches maximize academic and social success and
positive outcomes for students with autism. Interpretation of inclusive practices can be
inconsistent across settings. Barriers exist in equal opportunities for training and resources to all
stakeholders involved in the support of students with autism (Saggers, 2019).
Best Practices for Social Development Learning
Are best practices being implemented when the task of social development is largely
supported by para-educators who spend the most time with students with ASD, during the school
day? Many para-educators have not received adequate training to support social development
needs for students with ASD in the general education setting (Patterson, 2006).
Direct training and peer-led models are two forms of social development skills training
that build peer interaction skills. Direct training done through classes taught through pull-out
services or offsite clinical services does support social skills growth but doesn’t always transfer
across settings (Kasari, 2012). Peer-led models, in which prompting, and guidance is provided to
the student with ASD have demonstrated more success in transferability across settings. Peer-led
models with adult assistance, such as with a para-educator have been implemented as a best
practice for engrained and transferable social development learning.
Evidence-based systems such as visuals, reinforcement methods, and other behavioral
interventions, paired with practices specific to individualized student needs build a framework
focused on systems thinking for ASD student success in social development (Anderson, 2018).
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Theoretical Framework
The purpose of this study was to explore para-educator perspectives on implementing
social development strategies for students with autism spectrum disorder. Parent/caregiver
expectations, leadership support and understanding, and para-educator perspectives on current
and developing practices are necessary for student growth on goals outlined in individualized
education plans (IEPs). Identifying systemic approaches, to collective practices, that implement
evidence based social development strategies, are necessary in ensuring fidelity and growth
centered goal support. Theoretical frameworks that support this study are Social Learning
Theory and Systems Thinking.
Social Learning Theory
“Social learning theory states that norms, attitudes, expectations, and beliefs arise from
an interaction with the cultural or social environment around an individual” (Hammer, 2011, p.
1396). Observation and internal mental states are involved in learning new skills. Social
learning theory is impacted by internal mental states, such as intrinsic motivation, which
impacts an individual’s desire to apply learning to situations or events. (Cherry, 2019).
Low levels of social motivation, such as that necessary for social growth in
communication and interactions has been identified as a deficit for individuals with ASD
(Uljarevic, 2021). Exploring the implementation of social development strategies, with
consideration for deficits in social motivation, and emphasis on a collective approach to
providing support, lead to a need to implement a system thinking approach to this research.
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Systems Thinking
Systems Thinking is based on collective approaches and all the parts involved in possible
outcomes (Morganelli, 2020). Systems thinking relies on feedback to maximize resources and
efficiency (CFI, 2020). The systems thinking approach can be implemented in organizations
through involvement of all employees versus the “command-and-control format” of only
involving leadership in the design and support of the system (CFI, 2020). “Systems thinking
often involves moving from observing events or data, to identifying patterns of behavior
overtime, to surfacing the underlying structures that drive those events and patterns” (Goodman,
2018). This study connects systems thinking approaches to explore the big picture, identifying
the systems in place that support social development for students with autism spectrum disorder,
and rethink how current practices are best supporting student needs in social development.
Summary
Evidence-based systems such as visuals, reinforcement methods, and other behavioral
interventions, paired with practices specific to individualized student needs build a framework
focused on systems thinking for ASD student success in social development (Anderson, 2018).
Identifying systemic approaches, to collective practices, that implement evidence based social
development strategies, are necessary in ensuring fidelity and growth centered goal support.
Theoretical frameworks that support this study are Social Learning Theory and Systems
Thinking. Exploring the implementation of social development strategies, with consideration
for deficits in social motivation, and emphasis on a collective approach to providing support,
lead to a need to implement a system thinking approach to this research. Chapter Two provided
a review of the literature, including a historical overview of the problem, best practices for
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social development learning, and the theoretical frameworks of Social Learning Theory and
Systems Thinking. Chapter Three explores the research design and methodology of this study.
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Chapter III: Research Methodology

Introduction
Previous studies have researched parent/caregiver and organizational perspectives on
social needs of children with autism spectrum disorder (Garbacz, 2016). Para-educator
perspectives on implementing social development skills have less extensive research done and
are necessary in building collective approaches to meeting the needs of students with autism
(Ratcliff, 2011).
Inclusive classroom settings naturally produce increased opportunities for social growth
and peer involvement for children with ASD (Mazurik-Charles, 2010). Para-educators provide
student support for academic success in the inclusive classroom setting. Opportunities for student
social success in the inclusive classroom as well as during unstructured times, such as lunch and
recess, the latter are primarily supported by paraeducators (Koegel, 2014). Social development
growth opportunities naturally occur throughout the school day, placing para-educators in
situations where implementing social development support can enhance this growth. How do
para-educators perceive this role as social development supporters?
Research Design
The study design was a mixed methods design and consisted of combined, anonymous
survey results, from local and surrounding (similar sized) southern Minnesota school districts.
Para-educators, from southern Minnesota school districts were asked to complete one
anonymous survey (5 questions + 1 question confirming consent to participate) to provide
feedback on service delivery of social development skills to the students they work with. No
teachers or pupils were surveyed through this research.
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The survey was sent to each school district's Special Education Director or leadership
team, which was then forwarded via mass emails to para-educators within each district. Results
did not specify which district or which para completed the survey.
The data is subjective, based on individual para-educator's experiences, and beliefs. This
data was analyzed for similarities to provide guidance in how to lead the social development of
student's living with autism.
The expected outcome is to explore para-educator perceptions within their role in social
development of students with autism to guide strategic planning of professional development.
How do para-educators support learners with autism in social emotional development in the
academic setting? Does the training they receive on social support for students with autism meet
the social support they provide their students with on a daily basis? Para-educators often spend
more time with the student than the teacher does and have a very important role in social
development for our students (Mazurik-Charles, 2010).
Sample and Setting
Participants were from southern Minnesota school districts. They were asked to complete
a brief survey about their role in social development practices. The survey consisted of five
questions, online, and took an average of six and a half minutes to complete. The research and
survey design for this study was approved for exemption from the IRB (Appendix A).
Participants needed to be 18 years of age and working as a para-educator with students
exceptional in the area of autism. Participation was completely voluntary, and participants were
informed of their choice to stop participating or withdraw from the study at any time. Fourteen
participants responded to the survey.
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Instruments
Participants completed an online survey through Microsoft Forms. The survey was sent
to each participant via email from their Special Education Director or School Leadership Team.
Responses were collected and securely stored through Winona State University’s Microsoft
account.
Data Collection Procedure and Storage
Data was collected through survey responses entered through Microsoft Forms. All
responses were anonymous. The design settings for the survey were set to allow anyone to
respond to ensure that responses outside of the researcher’s organization would be collected, to
accept responses, and to send a customized thank you message to all participants upon
completion of the survey. To keep the survey anonymous, the box marked “record names” was
unchecked. The option for email notifications to be sent to the researcher upon each survey
completion was declined. The survey, and a letter of intent was sent to school leaders throughout
southern Minnesota, who then disbursed the survey to para-educators via inter-school email.
Microsoft Forms collected responses, as well as configured the average time to complete each
survey, and averaged data in a user-friendly format.
The data was stored through the researcher’s Winona State Microsoft Forms Office
account. All data was anonymous. The researcher was the only one with access to the stored
data. Anonymous data necessary for research design was included in the results and appendix
section of this thesis.
The general geographical location of all districts that participated was shared, but no
identifiable information about the districts or individual’s that participated was shared
throughout the researcher’s data collection and reporting.
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Participation Records and Confidentiality of Data:
No record of participation or non-participation was taken. Para-educators needed to
consent to the survey prior to completing the survey. This piece was implemented into the
anonymous survey, and non-consenting individual results were not recorded. Survey results do
not indicate which school district the para-educator response originated from.
Special education directors/school leadership, at each district, forwarded the research
survey email to all para-educators in their school district. This approach ensured that
confidentiality was maintained across participants. Survey results were collected via Microsoft
Forms without any identifiable information from the participant.
Data storage will cease upon acceptance of the researcher’s thesis from Winona State
University, by no later than September 1, 2022. The survey was approved by the Winona State
IRB for research intents within this thesis.
Data Analysis
Survey data was collected within Microsoft Forms and interpreted for purposes of this
study by the researcher. Data was combined by Microsoft Office Forms in a user-friendly format,
interpreted by the researcher and content analyzed throughout this thesis.
To ensure fidelity of the research to include responses only relevant to autism specific
learners, the following statement was included with each survey question: Think about only the
students you serve that are exceptional in the area of autism spectrum disorder.
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Summary
Survey data was collected within Microsoft Forms and interpreted for purposes of this
study by the researcher. Data was combined by Microsoft Office Forms in a user-friendly format,
interpreted by the researcher and analyzed throughout this thesis.
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Chapter IV: Results
Introduction
Social development growth opportunities naturally occur throughout the school day,
placing para-educators in situations where implementing social development support can
enhance this growth (Koegel, 2014).
How do para-educators perceive this role as social development supports? The purpose of
this study is to explore para-educator perspectives on implementing social development
strategies for students with autism spectrum disorder.
This chapter first reviews the sample population survey. Next, this chapter reviews the
survey questions utilized to collect the data from the para-educator population surveyed. Lastly,
this chapter summarizes the results obtained from the survey, which are discussed in more detail
throughout chapter five.
Description of Sample
The survey population consisted of para-educators within similar sized school districts,
throughout southern Minnesota. Para-educator’s identification, location, or years of service were
not collected. Para-educator’s surveyed were asked to answer survey questions based on current
or previous work with students exceptional in the area of autism spectrum disorder.
Data Analysis
Survey data was collected within Microsoft Forms and interpreted for purposes of this
study by the researcher. Data was combined by Microsoft Office Forms in a user-friendly format,
interpreted by the researcher, and analyzed throughout this thesis.
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Survey question #1: Consent to participate. This is closed ended question. “Yes”
responses continued through the survey. “No” responses were instrducted to close the survey
window to end the survey session.
Survey question #2: How do you support learners with autism in social emotional
development in the academic setting? (Ex: role modeling, social cues, redirection, etc.). This
question was open-ended and required participants to type in a response.
Responses to this survey question can be found in the table below. Responses included:
cues and redirection; work; social stories; modeling and visual; role modeling; best support;
visuals; social cues; role model; student.

Survey question #3: Does the training you receive on social support for students with
autism, meet the social support you provide your students with on a daily basis? This question
was multiple choice with the options of “yes”, “no”, and “not sure.”
Responses to this survey question can be found in the table below. Forty-three percent of
participants answered “yes,” indicating they do feel that the training they receive meets the social

18

support they provide students with on a daily basis. Thirty-six percent of participants answered,
“no,” and 21% of participants answered “unsure” to this survey question.

Survey question #4: On a scale of 1 to 5 stars (1= no, not at all important, and 5=yes,
very important), how important do you feel your role is in the social development of students
with autism spectrum disorder? This question required participants to complete a rating scale by
selecting the number, between 1 (not at all important) and 5 (very important), that matched their
beliefs.
Responses to this survey question can be found in the table below. Participants averaged
4.57 out of 5 stars regarding importance in the role the para-educator serves in social
development of students with autism spectrum disorder. Eighty-five percent of participants rated
themselves between a 4 and a 5 for level of importance. Seventy two percent of participants
answered they feel very important (score of 5) in their role in social development of students
with autism spectrum disorder. Fourteen percent of participants answered they feel important
(score of 4), and fourteen percent of participants answered they feel somewhat important (3).
None of the participants answered not important (2) or not at all important (1).
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Survey question #5: Below are listed several social skills areas that are commonly
implemented in elementary education social development. Which skill do you feel most
confident supporting students within the general education setting (select one)? Participants were
required to select one of the following options: anger management; conflict resolution;
perception/understanding others’ point of view; active listening/communication; problem
solving; boundaries (personal space); appropriate/inappropriate communication.
Responses to this survey can be found in the table below. Fifty percent of participants
indicated they felt confident supporting students with active listening and communication.
Fifteen percent of participants indicated they felt most confident supporting students with
problem solving. Fifteen percent of participants felt confident support students with appropriate
and inappropriate communication. Seven percent of participants indicated they are most
confident supporting learners with anger management. Six percent of participants indicated they
felt most confident support learners with perception and understanding others. Seven percent of
participants did not respond to this survey question. None of the para-educators surveyed felt
most confident supporting students with conflict resolution or boundaries and personal space.
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Survey question #6: Below are listed several social skills areas that are commonly
implemented in elementary education social development. Which skill do you feel least
confident supporting students within the general education setting (select one)? Participants were
required to select one of the following options: anger management; conflict resolution;
perception/understanding others’ point of view; active listening/communication; problem
solving; boundaries (personal space); appropriate/inappropriate communication.
Responses to this survey question can be found in the table below. Forty-three percent of
participants indicated lower levels of confidence in supporting ASD students with anger
management in the general education setting. Thirty-six percent of participants indicated less
confidence in support learners with perception and understanding others. Seven percent of
participants indicated decreased confidence in supporting students with conflict resolution.
Seven percent of participants indicated lower levels of confidence in supporting students with
problem-solving skills while in the general education setting. Seven percent of participants did
not respond to this survey question. None of the participants answered least confident in the
areas of active listening and communication, boundaries (personal space), and
appropriate/inappropriate communication.
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To ensure fidelity of the research to include responses only relevant to autism specific
learners, the following statement was included with each survey question: Think about only the
students you serve that are exceptional in the area of autism spectrum disorder.
Summary
This study was a mixed method design. Fourteen para-educators provided this study with
feedback on training and implementation of social emotional learning skills. The survey utilized
in this research was based on the following research questions: RQ1: How do para-educators
support learners with autism in social emotional development in the academic setting? RQ2:
Does the training you receive on social support for students with autism meet the social support
you provide your students with on a daily basis?
Research question 1 responses included: cues and redirection; work; social stories;
modeling and visual; role modeling; best support; visuals; social cues; role model; student.
Research question 2 responses: 43% of respondents answered “yes,” indicating they do feel that
the training they receive meets the social support they provide students with on a daily basis.
36% of respondents answered, “no,” and 21% of respondents answered “unsure” to this survey
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question. Survey results were shared within this chapter and will be discussed more in-depth
throughout Chapter V.

23

Chapter V: Discussion and Conclusions
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to explore para-educator perspectives on implementing
social development strategies for students with autism spectrum disorder. Throughout this final
chapter, the findings will be examined through discussion, conclusions, and recommendations
for future research.
Discussion and Conclusions
Fourteen para-educators responded with feedback on training and implementation of
social emotional learning skills. The survey utilized in this research was based on the following
research questions (Appendix B):
RQ1: How do para-educators support learners with autism in social emotional
development in the academic setting?
RQ2: Does the training you receive on social support for students with autism meet the
social support you provide your students with on a daily basis?
Research question #1 was addressed through survey question #2: How do you support
learners with autism in social emotional development in the academic setting? (Ex: role
modeling, social cues, redirection, etc.). The highest response was social cues, with 31% of
participants indicating they support students with social cues. This aligns with social learning
theory in that social cues are obtained through observation and internal mental states involved
in learning new skills. Social learning theory is impacted by internal mental states, such as
intrinsic motivation, which impacts an individual’s desire to apply learning to situations or
events. (Cherry, 2019). Low levels of social motivation, such as that necessary for social growth
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in communication and interactions has been identified as a deficit for individuals with ASD
(Uljarevic, 2021). Social learning theory is involved in the design of social skills development.
Social cues need to be taught through a system thinking approach to increase
effectiveness in obtaining desired results, as well as increase familiarity of cues when social
motivation is low. “Systems thinking often involves moving from observing events or data, to
identifying patterns of behavior overtime, to surfacing the underlying structures that drive those
events and patterns” (Goodman, 2018). Para-educators regularly observe student behavior
patterns, identify behaviors needing support, and decide what social learning strategy to
implement to best support the student.
Research question #2 was addressed through survey question #3 in which 43% of
participants indicated they do feel they receive adequate training to support ASD learners with
social support. Thirty-six percent of participants said no, and 21% were unsure. This aligns with
a previous study done by Karen Patterson (2006) on the responsibilities of paraprofessionals. In
her study she found that paraprofessionals (para-educators) varied in levels of training which
impacted the fidelity of social skills services implemented. Another study, conducted by Koegel
(2014), found that para-educators who received short, formal training were more successful in
implementing effective social skills strategies with fidelity. Both Patterson and Koegel measured
fidelity and success for para-educators in implementing social skills support, but neither study
inquired about para-educator perspectives on training to support their responsibilities.
Leadership Implications
Review of the literature and survey results from this research lead me to believe that a
system thinking strategy of appreciative inquiry would be a good first step when implementing
training or classroom support strategies. Leadership involves analyzing and interpreting data and
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experiences to figure out what is working well within the culture and climate of the workplace
community. In a school setting, the culture and climate are key in obtaining educational and
professional goals.
This study connects systems thinking approaches to explore the big picture, identifying
the systems in place that support social development for students with autism spectrum disorder,
and rethink how current practices are best supporting student needs in social development. As a
leader it is imperative to implement programming that supports team members growth as well as
focusing on the strengths more than the deficits when making change.
The research conducted within this study indicated that 47% of participants surveyed felt
least confident supporting students with anger management. Thirty-one percent of participants
felt least confident supporting students with perception/understanding others. When participants
were asked to select the social support skill they felt most confident in supporting students with,
54% responded active listening/communication. Requesting input and then implementing that
feedback into training and programming demonstrates investment in fostering a positive
workplace culture in which individuals feel valued.
Recommendations for Future Research
A limitation to this research study was in research participant background information.
Future studies could remain anonymous while also obtaining respondent’s age, years of service,
and additional training or certifications received. This would be beneficial in understanding what
types of training and support to offer at individual school districts.
Questions were asked throughout the survey to gain insight into what social skills paraeducators feel most and least confident in supporting. The information obtained indicated para-
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educators feel more confident in providing active listening support and less confident in
providing anger management support to students. Further research might explore or compare
these areas to current and future professional development, as well as additional areas for
training and support. Additional research could also compare para-educator retention rates with
level of training and support provided.
One of the survey questions asked throughout this research inquired about the
responsibility of implementing social support to students and importance levels para-educators
felt their role in this area was. The results indicated all participants found importance in their role
as a social skills support, with 85% of participants answering 4 or 5, averaging 4.7 out of 5 in
importance level. From a leadership perspective this is incredibly valuable as it demonstrates
investment in the work all of the research participants do.
Summary
Exploring the implementation of social development strategies, with consideration for
deficits in social motivation, and emphasis on a collective approach to providing support, lead
to a need to implement a system thinking approach to social development support. Including
para-educator perspectives on social development for the students they directly work with, is
essential in developing effective strategic plans, ensuring student support needs are met and in
practicing collaborative approaches.
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