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Abstract. Paraprofessionals have become one of the most consequential yet under-theorizedresources in secondary schools enrolling growing numbers of English learners. This paperexamines the role paraprofessionals play in supporting English language acquisition at thesecondary level, arguing that their instructional value depends less on their presence in aclassroom than on how their work is structured, trained, and coordinated with the classroomteacher of record. Drawing on recent research on paraprofessional training, ESL instructionaldesign, and teacher collaboration, the paper synthesizes evidence that paraprofessional supportfunctions best not as a fixed accommodation but as a calibrated, evolving relationship between aparaprofessional and an ESL or content teacher. The paper introduces an original model, theParaprofessional-Teacher Collaborative Continuum, which describes three progressive stages ofcollaboration, moving from high-support co-teaching toward data-calibrated fading ofparaprofessional involvement as a student's proficiency develops. The model is intended to bescalable across secondary schools serving substantial immigrant populations. Implications arediscussed for training pipelines, collaborative planning structures, and the broader connectionbetween paraprofessional practice and educational equity, since consistent, well-coordinatedlanguage support during secondary school shapes students' subsequent access to college andcareer opportunity.Keywords: paraprofessionals, English language acquisition, secondary education, teachercollaboration, ESL support, educational equity, immigrant students.
IntroductionAs secondary schools across the United States enroll increasing numbers of immigrant andEnglish-learner students, paraprofessionals, also called teacher assistants or paraeducators, havebecome a routine part of how language support is delivered [8; 21]. Their role, however, isfrequently defined more by staffing convenience than by instructional design, a gap that mattersgiven how directly structured language support shapes multilingual students' academictrajectories, including access to advanced coursework and postsecondary opportunity [12; 6].Achievement research consistently shows structural gaps tied to immigrant and language-minority status [2; 13], and unlike gaps rooted in isolated individual factors, these gaps respondto how schools organize support, including who delivers it and how well that delivery iscoordinated with the teacher of record [8].Paraprofessionals sit at an unusual intersection in this system. On one hand, a growing bodyof evidence shows that trained paraprofessionals can meaningfully raise literacy and language
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outcomes [1; 15]. On the other hand, the same literature repeatedly cautions that paraprofessionaleffectiveness is conditional: it depends heavily on training quality, defined scope of practice, andongoing supervision, rather than being an automatic function of adding another adult to the room[3; 4; 11]. Much of the strongest evidence on paraprofessional training, however, comes out ofspecial education rather than ESL-specific contexts [22; 23; 24; 25], leaving an open question abouthow these lessons should translate to secondary language acquisition specifically.This paper argues that the central lever for paraprofessional effectiveness in secondary ESLcontexts is not training in isolation, but the structure of collaboration between theparaprofessional and the ESL or content teacher of record. Drawing on the training, instructional,and collaboration literatures, the paper proposes the Paraprofessional-Teacher CollaborativeContinuum, an original three-stage model describing how paraprofessional involvement shouldevolve as students progress, moving from intensive co-delivery toward a more autonomous,teacher-led model as language proficiency develops. The remainder of the paper reviews therelevant literature, describes the analytic approach used to build the model, presents thesynthesized findings, and discusses implications for practice, scalability, and future research.Literature Review2.1 Immigrant and Language-Minority Achievement GapsResearch on immigrant and language-minority achievement provides the backdrop againstwhich paraprofessional support should be understood. Borgen [2] found that immigrant students'academic disadvantage is frequently obscured when researchers rely on average outcomes ratherthan differential effects across subgroups, a finding with direct implications for how individualschools read their own data. Sprong and Skopek [21] traced achievement gaps by migrationbackground to the earliest years of formal schooling, suggesting that by the time students reachsecondary school, gaps have typically compounded over years of prior schooling. Finch, Herna ndezFinch, and Avery [8] showed that both national policy context and school-level factors shapeimmigrant student performance, reinforcing that structural, school-based decisions are a majordriver of outcomes. Holzman, Sa nchez Salazar, Chukhray, and Guo [12] documented how Englishlearners are disproportionately excluded from college-level coursework in high school, withconsequences that extend into postsecondary opportunity. Curran, Pacheco, Boza, Harris-Walls,Tan, and Deig [6] add that achievement trends for multilingual learners vary considerably acrosssubgroups, and Johnson [13] similarly found meaningful variation in growth trajectories amongEnglish learners, underscoring that any support model needs to account for heterogeneity ratherthan treat English learners as a single group.2.2 Evidence for Paraprofessional EffectivenessA direct evidence base supports the claim that paraprofessionals can meaningfully affectstudent outcomes. Aurora and Farkas [1] found that paraprofessional instructional assistantsmeasurably raised reading performance among Latina/o first graders in a low-income district.Martin, Lemons, and Haddad [15] reviewed paraeducator-implemented literacy interventions andfoundmeasurable skill gains when interventionswere clearly specified and consistently delivered.Trausch, Brock, and Anderson [22] examined paraeducators facilitating peer supportarrangements and found that, with appropriate facilitation, paraprofessionals can extend thereach of instruction well beyond what a single teacher could deliver alone. Together, this body ofwork establishes that paraprofessional support is not a merely symbolic resource; it producesmeasurable instructional effects when the underlying conditions are right.2.3 Conditions and Cautions: Training QualityA second, closely related body of work qualifies this optimism. Brock and Anderson [4] andBorosh, Newson, Mason, Richards, and Collins Crosley [3] reviewed the paraprofessional training
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literature and reached a similar conclusion: effectiveness tracks training quality and structurerather than mere staffing presence. Walker and colleagues, across three related studies, extendedthis point: pre-service training practices shape how well paraeducators deliver systematicinstruction [23], ongoing training is needed to support behavioral as well as academic needs [24],and structured, supervised interventions consistently outperform informal arrangements [25].Giangreco [11] offers perhaps the most important caution, describing how schools can fall intotreating paraprofessional assignment as a default response to any student need regardless of fit,a pattern he compares to reaching for the one tool available regardless of the job at hand. Thiscaution matters directly for secondary ESL contexts, where paraprofessional assignment canbecome a substitute for structured language instruction rather than a genuine extension of it.2.4 Teacher and Paraprofessional CollaborationA third strand of evidence addresses collaboration directly, though mostly among certifiedteachers rather than paraprofessionals specifically. Ghezali [10] examined collaboration betweencontent teachers and language specialists and found it frequently aspirational, constrained byscheduling and unclear expectations rather than genuinely built into the school day. Fones [9]reached a similar conclusion studying professional learning communities for English learnerteachers, finding real but limited value due to turnover and unclear roles. Li, Hu, and Pan [14]reviewed the broader literature on school support systems and found that support structures forlanguage learners tend to be additive rather than coordinated by design. These findings, centeredon teacher-to-teacher collaboration, describe the same structural weaknesses likely to limitparaprofessional-teacher coordination, since both depend on the same scarce resources of time,role clarity, and institutional priority.2.5 Instructional and Assessment Context for Calibrating SupportA final strand of literature describes the instructional and assessment tools that should guidehow paraprofessional support is calibrated over time. Choi, Kim, Wright, and Morita-Mullaney [5]showed that structured, language-conscious instructional design measurably improves classroomquality in bilingual settings. Miller, Daugherty, Martorell, and Gerber [16] used a randomizedcontrolled trial to show that corequisite English instruction, pairing developmental supportdirectly with credit-bearing coursework, outperformed standalone remediation, a model withclear implications for how paraprofessional time might be allocated. Mokher, Park-Gaghan, andHu [17] cautioned that reforms designed for the general student population do not automaticallytransfer to language-minority students, and Reyes and Norman [18] argued for keepinginstructional design connected to students' cultural and linguistic resources. On the assessmentside, de Valenzuela, Pacheco, and Shenoy [7] documented persistent challenges in languageproficiency assessment, Rivera and McKeithan [19] emphasized tracking language and contentgrowth together, Shelton, Hogan, Chow, and Wexler [20] found that professional development ismost effective when tied directly to assessment data, and Wolf and Lopez [26] demonstrated thattechnology-based formative reading assessments can supplement large-scale instruments withmore immediate, usable information. MethodologyThis paper does not report new empirical data collection. It applies a structured thematicsynthesis to the twenty-six peer-reviewed sources in the reference list, coding each against threedomains relevant to paraprofessional practice in secondary ESL settings: evidence onparaprofessional training and effectiveness, evidence on teacher-paraprofessional collaborationstructures, and evidence on ESL instructional design and assessment that could inform howparaprofessional involvement is calibrated. Each source was read in full and classified by the type
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of evidence offered, experimental, quasi-experimental, systematic review, or theoretical, and bywhether it addressed staffing, collaboration, instruction, or assessment.Three patterns recurred consistently enough across independent sources to be treated ascoherent findings rather than isolated results: the conditional, training-dependent nature ofparaprofessional effectiveness [1; 3; 4; 11; 15], the underdeveloped state of structuredcollaboration between paraprofessionals and teachers [9; 10; 14], and the potential for assessmentdata to guide how paraprofessional involvement should change over time [7; 19; 26]. These threepatterns form the conceptual basis for the Paraprofessional-Teacher Collaborative Continuumdeveloped below.The approach has a clear limitation: because it synthesizes existing research rather thancollecting new data, the model proposed here should be read as a conceptual, practitioner-facingtool rather than an empirically validated intervention. Its purpose is to give schools a structuredway to organize an already well-evidenced set of practices, and to generate specific propositions,for example about how quickly paraprofessional involvement should fade relative to documentedproficiency gains, that future empirical work can test directly.

ResultsThree patterns emerge from the synthesis above, and together they underpin theParaprofessional-Teacher Collaborative Continuum proposed in this paper.First, paraprofessional effectiveness is real but conditional. Where training is structured andongoing, measurable gains in literacy and language outcomes follow [1; 15; 22]. Where training isinformal or a one-time event, the literature is considerably more cautious, warning thatparaprofessional assignment can substitute for, rather than extend, properly resourced instruction[3; 4; 11]. This conditionality means that paraprofessional deployment cannot be treated as a fixedaccommodation; it needs to be actively structured and periodically reviewed.Second, collaboration between paraprofessionals and the teacher of record is the leastdeveloped part of the system, even though it is the mechanism that should translate training intoclassroom practice. Evidence on teacher-to-teacher collaboration [9; 10; 14] shows the samestructural weaknesses likely to affect paraprofessional-teacher pairs: limited scheduled time,unclear roles, and turnover that resets whatever informal collaboration has developed.Third, assessment and instructional data exist to guide paraprofessional deployment but arerarely used for that purpose. Progress-monitoring tools [19], formative technology-basedassessment [26], and professional development tied to assessment data [20] all point toward thesame conclusion: student data can and should determine how much paraprofessional support astudent needs at a given point, rather than support levels being set once and left unchanged.Table 1 maps these patterns onto the three stages of the Collaborative Continuum, and Table2 summarizes the specific training and collaboration practices that the literature associates witheach stage. Read together, the tables support this paper's central claim: paraprofessional supportfunctions as an evolving relationship calibrated to student growth, not as a static classroom fixture.Table 1The Paraprofessional-Teacher Collaborative Continuum (PTCC): Stage Structure
Stage Description Paraprofessional Role SupportingEvidence
Stage 1 High-Support Co-Teaching Direct, side-by-side language scaffolding underclose teacher supervision; role is tightly [1; 4; 15]
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Stage Description Paraprofessional Role SupportingEvidence

scripted
Stage 2 StructuredCollaborativePlanning

Paraprofessional co-plans with theESL/content teacher; role includes someindependent small-group instruction
[3; 9; 10;22]

Stage 3 Data-CalibratedFading Support Paraprofessional involvement is reduced instep with documented proficiency gains;teacher assumes primary role
[7; 19; 26]

Table 2Training and Collaboration Practices Supporting the Continuum
Practice Description Evidence Base
Structured pre-servicetraining Explicit, teacher-delivered training in languagescaffolding techniques before independent workbegins

[3; 4; 23]

Scheduled co-planning time Protected, recurring time for paraprofessional andteacher to align on goals and roles [9; 10]
Ongoing supervisionand feedback Regular teacher observation and coaching ofparaprofessional practice, not one-time onboarding [11; 24; 25]
Shared assessmentdata Paraprofessional and teacher jointly reviewproficiency and progress-monitoring data torecalibrate support

[7; 19; 20; 26]

DiscussionThe Paraprofessional-Teacher Collaborative Continuum proposed here reframesparaprofessional support as a relationship that changes shape over time rather than a fixed staffingdecision made once at the start of a school year. This responds directly to a gap in the literature:training research explains what makes paraprofessionals effective [3; 4; 11], and collaborationresearch explains why coordination between adults in a school so often falls short [9; 10; 14], butvery little work connects these two literatures into a single, practical model for secondary ESLsettings. That connection is this paper's central contribution.Stage one, high-support co-teaching, is appropriate for students with emerging proficiencyand draws directly on evidence that structured, closely supervised paraprofessional involvementproduces measurable literacy gains [1; 4; 15] (See Figure 1). At this stage, the paraprofessional'srole is intentionally scripted and closely tied to teacher direction, consistent with the caution thatuntrained, loosely defined paraprofessional roles are where the literature's concerns concentrate[3; 11].
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Figure 1. The Paraprofessional-Teacher Collaborative Continuum (PTCC)
Stage two, structured collaborative planning, moves the paraprofessional toward supervisedindependent small-group work, contingent on scheduled, protected co-planning time with theteacher of record. This stage draws on the collaboration literature, which consistently finds thatwhere such time exists and roles are clearly defined, collaboration functions well, and where itdoes not, collaboration remains aspirational regardless of good intentions [9; 10]. Trausch, Brock,and Anderson's work on paraeducator-facilitated peer support [22] is instructive here, showingthat paraprofessionals can extend instructional reach considerably once a structured protocol,rather than informal improvisation, governs their role.Stage three, data-calibrated fading support, is this model's most distinctive feature. Ratherthan treating paraprofessional involvement as constant until a student exits ESL servicesaltogether, this stage ties the intensity of support directly to proficiency and progress-monitoringdata [7; 19; 26], gradually shifting primary instructional responsibility back to the teacher ofrecord as data indicate readiness. This design responds to Shelton and colleagues' finding thatprofessional development, and by extension staffing decisions, are most effective when explicitlytied to assessment data rather than treated as generic or indefinite [20].This model has direct implications for scalability across secondary schools servingsubstantial immigrant populations (See Figure 2). Because the continuum specifies concrete,observable stages rather than a single undifferentiated paraprofessional role, it gives school anddistrict leaders a common structure to adopt even where local context, funding, and staffing levelsvary considerably. The training practices summarized in Table 2 do not require specialized ESLcertification for paraprofessionals themselves; they require a teacher of record willing andequipped to structure training, protect collaboration time, and share assessment data, conditionsthat are within the control of a building or district even when broader systemic reforms are not.The equity implications are direct as well. Because paraprofessional support is oftenconcentrated in schools with the highest concentrations of immigrant and language-minoritystudents [8; 21], howwell that support is structured has an outsized effect on which students gaintimely access to advanced coursework and, eventually, postsecondary opportunity [12]. Leftunstructured, paraprofessional assignment risks becoming what Giangreco describes as a defaultresponse applied regardless of fit, a pattern that can quietly limit rather than expand access to
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rigorous instruction [11]. Structured through the continuum proposed here, the same staffingresource becomes an active, evolving part of a student's path toward academic integration.

Figure 2. The ESL Teacher-Paraprofessional Collaboration Cycle
Future research should test the continuum's central proposition directly: thatparaprofessional involvement calibrated to assessment data produces better outcomes, and moreefficient use of staffing resources, than either a fixed high-support model or an under-resourced,undifferentiated one. A natural design would compare secondary schools that formally structureparaprofessional roles around the three stages described here against schools using conventionalassignment, tracking WIDA ACCESS growth, coursework access, and GPA over multiple years,following the methodological direction of corequisite research [16] and progress-monitoringscholarship [19]. ConclusionsParaprofessionals are already doing consequential work in secondary schools servinggrowing numbers of English learners, but the research reviewed here suggests that their impact isbeing left partly to chance. Training matters, collaboration matters, and assessment data exists toguide deployment decisions, yet these three elements are rarely brought together into a singlecoherent structure. The Paraprofessional-Teacher Collaborative Continuum proposed in thispaper offers one way to do so: a three-stage model that moves paraprofessional involvement fromclosely supervised co-teaching toward data-calibrated independence, built around practicesalready supported by the evidence base rather than around any new, untested intervention.This model does not remove the real constraints schools face, including limited planningtime, uneven training pipelines, and assessment systems that are not always used as activedecision-making tools. What it offers is a shared structure that schools with very differentresources can adapt, and a set of testable propositions for future research. Given how closelysecondary language support is tied to later access to college and career opportunity, treating
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paraprofessional practice as a structured, evolving collaboration rather than an unexaminedstaffing default should be understood as a meaningful, achievable step toward educational equity.
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