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What problems do we run 

into when a 1:1 adult is 

assigned to a student?



The Mindset

The Strategies

The Structures

Promoting Independence



What is a Paraeducator? 

The prefix 

para- means 

“beside”, 

“alongside”, 

or “next to”. 



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

▪ Provocation of problem behaviors





More 

Opportunities

More Adult 

Reliance

Less 

Opportunities

Less Adult 

Reliance







When we end up 
serving our 
students a little 
too well, we end 
up not serving 
them at all.  



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



The Independence Minded Educator

Your need to be independent 

is more important than my 

need for this to be done 

quickly, perfectly, and without 

struggle.



The Independence Minded Educator

Every time I do something for 

my student, I deny them an 

opportunity to do it on their 

own. Each time I deny them a 

chance to do something at 

least partially on their own, I 

rob them of a more 

independent future.  



The Independence Minded Educator

I am not here to do 

the job for you, I am 

here to help you get 

the job done.  



The Independence Minded Educator

I am not here to help 

you, I am here to help 

you help you.  



The Independence Minded Educator

I am here to witness 

your success through 

helping you with less!  



The Independence Minded Educator

I bring kids power 

when I seem just like 

a wallflower!     



The Independence Minded Educator

I am here to spread 

the “can do” glitter, 

not be a baby sitter!   



The Independence Minded Educator

Here comes the 

BOOM of my student 

being independent in 

this room!  



The Independence Minded Educator

I do the wave when at 

school I am not your 

fave!   



The Independence Minded Educator

Giving too many cues 

and too many clues 

only lights the 

dependent fuse!     



The Independence Minded Educator

I raise the roof when 

my student fixes their 

own goof!     



The Independence Minded Educator

Despite all your quirks, 

get ready for fireworks!  

Somehow, someway, I 

will make this your 

Independence Day!



The Independence Minded Educator

I make a difference 

by fading assistance!



The Independence Minded Educator

I am your aide, 

not your maid.



The Independence Minded Educator

A good educator 

never quits, we just 

quietly fade away.



Supplement, not Supplant

It’s not about giving them a smaller mountain to 

climb, it’s about giving them the hand they need to 

help get up the same mountain everyone else is 

climbing.  



The goal is to be more inclusive, 

not more intrusive.



What is more important, 
inclusion or independence?



Academic 
Skills 

“Learning to 
Learn” Skills

Receptive 
Language

Expressive 
and 

Spontaneous 
Language

Social Skills

Functional 
Routines

Building Foundational Skills 



STAR Approach: Pathways to Inclusion

The STAR 

Program/

Links Curriculum

Themes First!

Academic Teaching Units

SOLER

Modified General Education Curriculum

Routine Essentials/Routine Teaching 
Units

SOLER Classic

Tier 1
All Students 

Tier 2
Small Groups

Tier 3
Individualized Instruction 



Linking Instruction to Routines

Lessons

Routine 
Pre-Teaching 
Activities and 

Materials

(e.g., 
simulations, 
small group, 

visual 
supports, etc.) 

Routines



Teaching Routines: Identifying Skills

◼ What skills does a student need to participate in the “Purchasing Food 

in the Cafeteria Routine?”

▪ Shout out some skills!

◼ How else do we learn new routines?

▪ Modeling – watching others!

▪ Prompting – a little help when needed!

▪ Visuals – signs, pictures, lists!

▪ Reinforcement – social praise, internal or external motivation!



Tier 1 Supports for Educators

Common Language How to Prompt and 

Fade

Independence Scale



Examples of Tier 1 Supports



Environmental and Behavior Supports



Partner Practice: Routines

◼ Form small groups (3–4 people)

◼ Review the behavior visual 
supports

◼ Brainstorm routines where 
these visuals can help students 
understand “what to do”

◼ Think about routines that often 
need extra support or where 
teachers have shared 
challenges

◼ Discuss: How can these visuals 
make routines smoother and 
more effective?



How Can Visuals Make Routines Smoother 
and More Effective?



Use Tools to Focus on Quantity and Quality



Examples of Tier 2 Supports

◼ Identify and teach skills to increase access to Tier 1 instruction: 

▪ Small group instruction includes academic, social, and communication 

skills 

▪ Focus on development of SEL for more independence in group settings 

▪ Continued focus on independence in all routines 



Examples for Tier 3 Classrooms: 
Primary and Secondary Model Sites



Tier 3 Video Examples: Pre-Teaching 
Skills for Secondary Routines

Video image of a student working on money skills at discrete trial. Video image of a student purchasing an item at the school store.

https://cdn.jwplayer.com/previews/ONDML8f4-CeEBvWnE
https://cdn.jwplayer.com/previews/G3iGmUOx


Include All Stakeholders



Support and Train Paraprofessionals

◼ Research Shows:

▪ Paraprofessionals actively 

desire more training on 

evidence-based practices 

(EBPs)

▪ Investment in paraprofessional 

training leads to increased 

skills

▪ Training improves job 

satisfaction and staff retention

▪ Contributes to schools' 

capacity building to better 

serve students' needs

◼ Topics May Include:

▪ Basic Behavior Principles

▪ Teaching New Behaviors

▪ Understanding Reinforcement

▪ Using Visual Supports

▪ And more!

Workshops can be full day, 

half-day, or mini-trainings, as 

well as asynchronous options!



Provide Comprehensive Workshops: 
STAR, Links, and SOLER

◼ Learn to use curriculum-based 

assessments to identify skills to teach

◼ Apply evidence-based practices with 

demos, video examples and hands-on 

practice

◼ Simplify data collection with practical 

strategies built into learning sessions

◼ Create structured learning 

environments with visuals & supports



Free Support for Caregivers, Educators, 
and Community Members

◼ Free monthly webinars for 

caregivers, educators, and 

community members 

◼ Each session is one hour, 

includes a certificate of 

completion, and a recording 

will be sent to everyone who 

registers along with session 

handouts.



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

▪ 111 languages spoken



Targeted Staffing Through the Years
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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



What If?

▪ What if we created a paraeducator position specifically 

designed to help student programs get up in running?  

▪ What if that position was staffed by seasoned veterans who 

had the filter of promoting independence?  

▪ What if that position was not housed or supervised from a 

building, but rather from Student Special Services?   



Para Floaters

▪ High performing special education 

paraprofessionals 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





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.

13

2

3

25

2

2

5.5

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.



Assurance is of little value 

to someone who does not 

trust the person who is 

giving it.  



The Independence Plan

▪ An independence plan is a required part of a student’s IEP when the 

student accesses 1:1 adult support.  It is a tool in which the IEP team 

clarifies the steps that will be taken so that the student can become 

less dependent on their assigned 1:1 adult and more independent 

with the ability to transition to existing classroom structures while 

still being successful.  This involves targeting the role of the 1:1 

adult throughout the day and the strategies that can be used to 

build up the student’s skill set to function on their own.  Goals from 

the IEP are cross referenced to ensure that independence is a 

priority in the student’s plan and next steps are considered as the 

student advances their ability to navigate their school day. 









Reduction of 1:1 Paraeducator Time

Misleading Language

▪ Remove the para

▪ Yank the para

▪ Dropping support

▪ Getting less help

▪ Decreasing student support

Growth 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



Asking a parent if they are 
ready to remove a 1:1 from an 
IEP is like asking a teacher if 
they feel completely ready for 

the first day of school.
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Where Things Sit Today

▪ 70 1:1 Paras

▪ 17 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



Here’s an IDEA!

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?  





THANK YOU!!!

patrickmulick.com

patrickmulick@gmail.com

starautismsupport.com

shelli.glendenning@starautismsupport.com

http://www.patrickmulick.com/
mailto:patrickmulick@gmail.com
mailto:shelli.glendenning@starautismsupport.com
mailto:shelli.glendenning@starautismsupport.com
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