
3/2/2026

1

Promoting Student Independence: 
Reducing the Reliance on 1:1 

Paraprofessionals
Patrick Mulick BCBA 

What is a Paraeducator?

The prefix para- means 
“beside”, “alongside”, 
or “next to”.

Inadvertent Detrimental Effects of 
Unnecessary Paraprofessional Proximity

Separation From 
Classmates
Student with a disability 
and paraprofessional are 
seated in the back or side 
of the room, physically 
separated from the class.  

Unnecessary Dependence

Student with a disability is 
hesitant to participate 
without paraprofessional 
direction, prompting, or 
cueing.

Interaction with Peers

Paraprofessional can create 
physical or symbolic 
barriers that interfere with 
interactions between a 
student with disabilities and 
classmates.
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Insular Relationships

Student with a disability 
and paraprofessional do 
most everything together, 
to the exclusion of others 
(i.e., teachers and peers).

Feeling Stigmatized

Student with a disability 
expresses 
embarrassment/discomfort 
about having a paraprofessional; 
makes him or her stand out in a 
negative way.

Limited Access to 
Competent Instruction

Paraprofessionals are not 
necessarily skilled in 
providing competent 
instruction: some do the 
work for the students they 
support.

Interference with 
Teacher Engagement

Teachers tend to be less 
involved when a student 
with a disability has a 
paraprofessional because 
individual attention is 
already available.

More 
Opportunities

More Adult 
Reliance

Less 
Opportunities

Less Adult 
Reliance
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Autism is a World
“My staff push me to be able to do things with 
the least amount of support necessary. They 
are constantly teaching me that I must rely 
on myself first and then ask for aid if I am not 
able to accomplish something on my own… I 
feel much more independent than I could 
have ever imagined, and that feeling alone is 
intensely gratifying.”

-Sue Ruben

Oxymorons
• Jumbo Shrimp
• Fun Run
• Original Copies
• Seriously Funny
• Indoor Recess
• Student Teacher
• Microsoft Works
• Special Educator Promoting Independence

If we are not careful, we can have…
• A preschooler who can write all their letters but does not know how to ask for 

help
• A first grader who can read at a  third-grade level but can’t transition to 

another part of the classroom without holding on to an adult’s hand
• A second grader who can multiply double digits but can’t turn in papers to the 

teacher
• A fifth grader who knows the periodic table but can’t navigate the lunch line
• A high schooler with basic computer programing skills but is unable to 

handle unexpected change

When we end 
up serving our 
students a little 
too well, we 
end up not 
serving them at 
all.  
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I’ve got a fever, 
and the only 
prescription is 
more paras!

The Auburn School District
• Home to over 17,000 students

• 11.9% access special education services

• 16 elementary schools, 4 middle schools, 3 
high schools, 1 alternative high school

• Fastest growing district in King County

• Very diverse community
• 44% of students live in multilingual 

households
• 11% of students are new to the country 

within the past two years
• 117 languages spoken

Targeted Staffing Through the Years
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Detrimental Effects of Excessive 
Para Proximity

Giangreco et al, 2005

• Separation from classmates
• Unnecessary dependence
• Interference with peer interactions
• Insular relationships
• Feelings of stigmatization
• Limited access to teacher instruction
• Loss of personal control

Building 
Support
 Process
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“Categories lead us toward 
certainty but away from 
clarity, and categorical 
thinking moves us away from 
understanding the bigger 
picture.”

-Bob Johansen

The Beginning 
• Assembled a critical mass of 

special education staff
• Reviewed district data and 

practices related to 1:1s

• Had authentic discussion 
around barriers that exist in the 
district

• Made recommendations for 
next steps

“He just needs more support.”

Support is a Verb, Not a Human
-Dr. Julie Causton 

“Support starts in knowing the student's 
strengths, needs and preferences. Then 
it's the thoughtful, intentional actions 
we take before, during and after 
instruction that help a student open to 
learning and make that learning stick. 
Sometimes support means adding 
things like novelty, visuals, tools or 
strategies and other times it means 
subtracting things like distractions or 
complexity or unpreferred formats.”
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Support is a Verb, Not a Human 
-Dr. Julie Causton

“Let's stop defining support as a person. 
Let's define it by what we do and whether it 
works. It's the thoughtful planning. It's the 
in the moment adjustments. It's the 
reflection and follow through. Let's 
remember why this matters, because 
inclusion doesn't mean more people. It 
means more possibility. And when we get 
support right, it just fades right into the 
background so students can step into the 
foreground. That's the magic of real 
inclusive support.”

Inclusive Schooling Podcast

The more inclusive a 
classroom is the less a 
1:1 paraeducator will be 
required for a student 
with a disability to be 
welcomed and properly 
supported in it. 

Floater Paraeducators

• High performing special education 
paraeducators whose job it is to 
support a student’s program getting 
back on track 

• Never assigned to one assignment for 
more than a couple of months

• Has a strong focus and goal of 
promoting student independence

• Through the guidance from Student 
Special Services, they strategically 
navigate both student and staff 
challenges
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Our Data after 4 Years and 62 Cases

Change of placement, 
but staff were better 
supported in the 
process.

Classroom support was 
needed to help get 
programs up and running, a 
class para was added for 
the year.

The student program was 
successfully maintained by the 
building, no additional staff 
needed.

Assigned a new one on one 
who was handed a 
program that was up and 
running.

Classroom support was 
needed to help get programs 
up and running, a class para 
was not added upon backing 
out.

The student moved away.

Para was determined prior to floater 
para placement; new assigned para 
was handed a well running program.
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Successfully supported 
the reduction of para 
time from an existing IEP.  

9

Floater Updates
• Created an intake and exit process

• Changed the Name to Inclusive 
Support Professional

• Changed the actual category of the 
position due to the type of work 
involved
• Supporting staff who are 

struggling to support a student
• Collaborating with many adults 

and co-creating student systems
• Coaching gen ed teachers on 

interventions
• Being flexible with start/end times

High Quality PD on 
Promoting 
Independence 

For case managers who had a 
student with a 1:1 paraeducator 
assigned, multiple opportunities 
for PD on PI were provided.  The 
course highlighted:

• Strategies to promote student 
independence

• How to lead this work with 
families and school teams

• Tools and resources
• Shifting mindsets

Sometimes the best way to forge 
a new path is through gentle 

pressure, relentlessly applied.
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More 
Opportunities

More Adult 
Reliance

Less 
Opportunities

Less Adult 
Reliance

Bad Reasons to Continue the 
Use of a 1:1 Paraeducator

• Everybody in the building loves the para, they are a part of the school, people 
would hate to see them go

• Makes it easier to find the student in a crowd, just look for the para
• The para and the student are a good match, the student enjoys the para and 

responds well to them
• The student feels safer when their para is around
• It helps to have someone following the student around all day just in case 

they escalate
• The student needs to be nudged when they stop working and the para is great 

at doing that

WHAT IF I TOLD YOU

YOUR JOB IS TO 
LOSE YOUR JOB

If there is no plan to 
remove the training 
wheels, then you 
are only training the 
child to be 
dependent on them.  

ONE DOES NOT SIMPLY

REMOVE A 1:1 
FROM AN IEP

Assurance is of little value 
to someone who does not 

trust the person who is 
giving it.  

43 44

45 46

47 48



3/2/2026

9

Removal of Targeted Staffing from IEPS
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Reduction of 1:1 Paraeducator Time
Misleading Language

• Remove the para
• Yank the para
• Dropping support
• Getting less help
• Decreasing student support

Student Centered Language

• Increasing opportunities for independence
• Progressing the student’s learning through 

the use of naturally occurring academic, 
social, and behavioral cues

• Transfer instructional control from the 
para to their teacher

• Increasing student’s ability to do it all on 
their own

• Growing the student’s ability to be a do it 
yourselfer

• Maximizing direct learning from peers and  
the highly trained teacher

• Advancing the student from being 
dependent on their own adult to be 
successful

Where Things 
Sit Today

• 65.5 1:1 Paras
• 19 Behavior 

Specialists
• 2 LPNs

Updates
Meeting with building 
principals and principal 
leadership about promoting 
independence in buildings

Moved promoting 
independence professional 
development to an 
asynchronous option

Periodically having school 
teams return to Student 
Special Services to provide 
updates on students

This work is still hard!!!!

Bringing It All Together

• Identify your messaging and mantra 
• Engage in the conversation about the practice of 

1:1 adult support and be prepared to listen
• Target PD on Promoting Independence that pairs 

with your inclusive practices and district priorities
• Create the needed structures and supports to work 

against how we are naturally wired
• Identify a system of accountability at the 

leadership level
• Start with, end with, and everywhere in-between 

discuss the why of the work

The purposes of IDEA include 
ensuring that all children with 
disabilities have available to 
them a free appropriate public 
education (FAPE) that 
emphasizes special education 
and related services designed to 
meet their unique needs and 
prepare them for further 
education, employment and 
independent living.

What are we 
preparing 
them for?  

Here’s an IDEA!
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Thank You!  
patrickmulick@gmail.com

  www.patrickmulick.com 
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