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One of the major developments in both general and special education has been the
“cognitive revolution” and its impact on instructional practice. While perceptual-motor
training and related “ability training” models predominated in earlier special education
interventions (Meyers & Hammill, 1990), research failed to substantiate their impact on
academic achievement (Arter & Jenkins, 1979; Kavale & Forness, 1985). Subsequently,
this “ability training” perspective has been replaced by a cognitive orientation to learning
that is now increasingly dominant in both general and special education. The reason for the
increased influence of the cognitive model in special education practice is the realization
that many of the learning problems that characterize students with mild learning disabili-
ties are due to problems in the use of learning strategies and self-regulation (Brown, 1978;
Brown, Armbruster, & Baker, 1986; Brown & Campione, 1986).

Contemporary cognitive psychology focuses on the cognitive processes that learners
use to actively make sense of incoming information. More specifically, this perspective
focuses on an individual learner’s use of strategies for problem solving, his or her
metacognitive awareness about when, where, and why to use specific strategies, strategies
for self-monitoring, how the individual stores and uses background knowledge, and moti-
vational factors (especially beliefs) that impact learning (Gagné, Yekovich, & Yekovich,
1993; Pressley & McCormick, 1995). The impact of this perspective on the education of
students with mild learning disabilities has been substantial (Graham & Harris, 1993;
Reid, Hresko, & Swanson, 1996). Students with mild learning problems have been shown
to be passive, nonstrategic learners with poor self-monitoring and an often inadequate
store of background knowledge. As a result, various interventions have been developed
that focus on one or more of these specific aspects. These powerful interventions empha-
size the active construction of knowledge and meaning, with a goal of self-regulation, to
address poor academic achievement.

An example of a successful intervention from this orientation is the reciprocal teach-
ing method for reading comprehension instruction described by Palincsar and Brown
(1986). Using explanations and modeling, four strategic activities were taught to groups of
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at-risk students to increase reading comprehension: self-
questioning about the main idea, summarizing, predicting,
and clarifying difficult sections of the text. These strategic
activities then became a script to guide discussions about the
text, where students took turns playing teacher. Discussions
centered on the effectiveness of the text summary, the clues
used to make predictions, students’ differing interpretations
of the text, and differing use of strategies. Variations of this
procedure have been successful with a wide variety of stu-
dents with learning disabilities. A review of other successful
applications of the cognitive orientation in reading, writing,
and other areas can be found in Reid and Kuykendall
(1996).

COGNITION AND LEARNING:
SOCIOCULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

As powerful as the cognitive psychology framework has
been in reformulating thinking about the nature of learning
problems and promoting active instruction, the cognitive
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model has some shortcomings. For example, one character-
istic of the cognitive orientation has been the search for uni-
versals in human cognition and learning (Strauss, 1996).
One of the consequences of this goal has been a de-empha-
sis on context and on sociocultural factors in learning and
development. Recently, researchers and theorists have begun
to acknowledge the limitations that this narrow focus has
imposed on research and the development of relevant inter-
ventions (Greeno, 1998; Rogoff & Chavajay, 1995) and
have pointed to sociocultural theory as a useful expansion of
the learning research (Keogh, Gallimore, & Weisner, 1997).

An especially relevant addition to sociocultural theory is
found in work by Rogoff and colleagues. Sociocultural the-
ory in general, and the work by Rogoff and colleagues
(Rogoft, 1994, 1995; Rogoff, Baker-Sennett, La Casa, &
Goldsmith, 1995) in particular, focus on the social, cultural,
and interactional aspects of learning, cognition, and devel-
opment. Briefly, Rogoff proposed a view of learning and
development as a dynamic process of transformation of par-
ticipation in a given community of learners. Rogoff’s frame-
work orients the researcher to answer such questions as,
What are the activities in which people participate? Why
and with whom and with what do they participate? How do
the activity, its purpose, and peoples’ roles in it transform?
How do different activities relate to one another currently,
historically, and prospectively?

Participation in any sociocultural activity occurs on many
planes or levels of interaction. Rogoff (1995) suggested that
a complete account of learning and development must take
into account a minimum of three levels or planes of devel-
opment: the personal plane, involving individual cognition,
emotion, behavior, values, and beliefs; the interpersonal or
social plane, including communication, role performances,
dialogue, cooperation, conflict, assistance, and assessment;
and the community or institutional plane, involving shared
history, languages, rules, values, beliefs, and identities.
Sociocultural theory in general emphasizes that these three
planes are inseparable. Moreover, language is the primary
force that defines and connects these planes. While one
plane might be “foregrounded” for a particular study or
analysis and the other planes “backgrounded,” a complete
account of learning and development needs to consider all
three simultaneously.

In practice, the smallest unit of analysis that contains all
three planes is the activity setting, or the “who, what, when,
where, why, and how” of the routines that constitute every-
day life. Although perhaps confusing at first, an activity set-
ting can simply be seen as a more concrete way of talking
about what is often called “context.” What is often harder to
understand, however, is that adopting the activity setting as
one’s unit of analysis means that the individual is no longer
the exclusive focus. The target for study or intervention is



rather the individual in interaction with others in a specific
activity setting. This unit of analysis, along with the practice
of “foregrounding” and “backgrounding” various planes of
development for different purposes, offers a useful way of
talking about the social and cultural features of learning.

One of the important implications of this view of learn-
ing and cognition as consisting of interacting planes of
development is that all of the planes must be taken into
account when building and implementing a comprehensive
instructional program. Most public discussions about
improving school performance and academic achievement
fail to consider this interaction. Moreover, as powerful as
existing cognitive theory and interventions are, one short-
coming is that they focus almost exclusively on the individ-
ual (Greeno, 1998). This relatively narrow focus has been
especially prominent in special education, where the focus
on individual deficits is deeply embedded in tradition, law,
and practice (Trent, Artiles, & Englert, 1998).

FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE:
A FOCUS ON DIVERSE LEARNERS

As schools have become increasingly diverse, they have
been forced to deal with cultural and linguistic factors in
learning, often in the absence of well-developed theoretical
frameworks for guiding practice. Research has substantiated
the important role that sociocultural factors play in acade-
mic success for diverse learners and how neglect of these
factors can be detrimental to childrens’ school careers (Au &
Kawakami, 1994).

Crago, Eriks-Brophy, Pesco, and McAlpine (1997), as
well as others, have described how sociocultural factors can
impede learning when they are ignored. Their work suggests
that the discourse and interaction that take place in the class-
room are the foundation for learning and that the social
events in which these factors are embedded and through
which meaning is co-constructed by participants are key fac-
tors in successful academic achievement. Thus, instances of
miscommunication may originate and manifest themselves
in cultural differences regarding language use, participation,
and interaction structures in the classroom as well as differ-
ences in the nature and use of narrative forms and other
aspects of literacy. As the authors pointed out, these factors
are often mediated by the imbalance in power relationships
based on culture, race, and socioeconomic status. In short,
learning takes place in the context of social relationships in
the classroom, and both success and failure can be consid-
ered socially organized activities.

For learners from diverse sociocultural and linguistic
backgrounds, these factors are especially critical. A classic
example of how these considerations can make a difference

in educational success is found in the KEEP reading pro-
gram implemented in Hawaii, which was designed to make
reading instruction culturally compatible with the back-
grounds of native Hawaiian children (Au, 1997; Au et al.,
1986; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). In addition to changing the
focus of instruction from low level to more challenging con-
tent (word identification vs. comprehension), specific socio-
cultural features of students’ everyday lives were incorpo-
rated into the instructional program. Specific elements
addressed included opportunities to use out-of-school dis-
course forms such as cooperative production of responses by
two or more children (“talk story”), modifications in the
exercise of authority, attention to fair allocation of students’
speaking time, and other features. Dramatic gains in stu-
dents’ achievement resulted from the use of these classroom
features.

There are many other examples that also substantiate the
importance of sociocultural factors in learning in both spe-
cial education and general education settings. In theoretical
terms, the issue of cultural congruence in instruction (Au &
Kawakami, 1994) belies the importance of the planes of
development that extend beyond the individual. For English
learners and other diverse learners, the interpersonal and
community planes of development take on increased impor-
tance. The argument being made here is that while students
with learning problems benefit from cognitively based self-
regulatory strategies, of equal importance are consideration
of students’ existing sociocultural knowledge and the role of
linkages and connections to out-of-school community-
related factors. In short, contextualized instruction is good
instruction. Although many teachers are equipped to provide
cognitive scaffolding to assist their students to increase their
self-regulatory repertoires, relatively few are equipped to
provide the “sociocultural scaffolding” that is so critical for
many students.

CONCEPTUALIZING EVERYDAY KNOWLEDGE

One useful way of thinking about children’s backgrounds
and home environments as resources and not as deficits is
found in the work on funds of knowledge (Moll & Green-
berg, 1990). This body of research studies households’
social and community histories and attempts to derive
instructional innovations and insights from such analysis.
The basic concept is that every household is an educational
setting in which the major function is to transmit knowledge
that enhances the survival of its dependents. One way to
look at “funds of knowledge” is as a guidebook of sorts of
the essential information and strategies that families and
communities need to maintain their well-being and contin-
ued survival. In other words, funds of knowledge are wide



4 FOCUS ON EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN

NOVEMBER 2007

ranging and abundant. They are central to the family and to
the relationship of the family to others in the community.
They have been referred to as the nuts and bolts for survival
(Moll & Greenberg, 1990).

Given what is known about the contextualized nature of
teaching and learning, these social relationships provide a
motive and a context for applying and for acquiring knowl-
edge. The key point is that funds of knowledge are con-
structed through daily events or activities. That is, funds of
knowledge are not possessions or idiosyncrasies of people
in the family but are characteristics of people in an activity
(Moll & Greenberg, 1990). Knowledge is therefore obtained
and constructed by the children, not imposed by the adults.
This kind of knowledge is most often content or knowledge
based and is rarely insignificant. Funds of knowledge usu-
ally matter; that is, they are authentic. For it is only when the
content of an interaction is significant or necessary that peo-
ple are motivated to establish the social contexts for the
transfer or the use of knowledge and other resources. It is
these social relationships that are so intriguing and carry
with them the potential to form the foundation for academic
learning. Without specific, deliberate attention to these
social relationships and persons in activities, it is very easy
for educators to underestimate the abundance of funds of
knowledge available in ethnic or working-class environ-
ments. It is this third plane of development, in Rogoff’s
terms, that is so often neglected in curriculum and instruc-
tional practice.

Many educators and researchers continue to undervalue
the background knowledge of nonmainstream children. For
many at-risk children, especially those in special education,
background knowledge and experience are often viewed as
information from which the student must be rescued rather
than as reserve of knowledge that can foster the child’s cog-
nitive growth (Gonzalez et al., 1993). Funds of knowledge
are available in all households and communities regardless
of families’ years of formal schooling or the prominence that
families assign to school-based literacy. Yet this type knowl-
edge and the forms of transmission families use for sharing
it rarely make their way into classrooms in any substantive
way (Moll & Greenberg, 1990). Funds of knowledge repre-
sent a major, undeveloped resource for academic instruction
that many schools have not learned to tap.

Lending support to this contention, researchers have
noted an increase in motivation and engagement in schools
where students, especially those labeled at risk, are able to
develop personal bonds with adults (Foster, 1994; McLaugh-
lin & Talbert, 1990; Wigfield, Eccles, & Rodriguez, 1998).
For example, a personalized style and an intimate and nur-
turing relationship between Latino teachers and pupils, char-
acterized as carifio (affectionate kindness), has been identi-
fied as one of several influential elements in classrooms that

exhibit high degrees of co-membership and success (Caz-
den, 1988).

THE ROLE OF PARAEDUCATORS IN
EFFECTIVE INSTRUCTIONAL PROGRAMS

In seeking ways to address this issue in diverse class-
rooms, we have focused our recent work on paraeducators.
The nation’s nearly 500,000 paraeducators working in K—12
classrooms embody a promising source of prospective
instructors for the nation’s diverse student population in
both special and general education. Paraeducators are school
employees whose responsibilities are instructional in nature
or who deliver other services to students. They work under
the supervision of teachers or other professional personnel
who have the ultimate responsibility for educational pro-
grams (Pickett, 1994). Often they live in the community in
which the school is located and are familiar with students’
home language and discourse forms, whereas teachers often
reside elsewhere and may not speak the language. Paraedu-
cators can therefore potentially bring a wealth of community
and relevant background knowledge to their practice, attrib-
utes that are greatly needed in today’s diverse classrooms
(Haselkorn & Fideler, 1996).

As suggested earlier, students may have fewer opportuni-
ties to learn when school lessons and other activities are
conducted, or socially organized, in a manner that is incon-
sistent with the values and norms of their home culture. A
related hypothesis is that students of diverse backgrounds
will have better learning opportunities if classroom instruc-
tion is conducted in a manner that is congruent with the cul-
ture of the home. This type of instruction has been labeled
culturally compatible instruction (Jordan, 1985) and cultur-
ally responsive instruction (Erickson, 1984).

Zapata (1988), discussing shared identity in teaching and
learning, argued that instructors more often predicate their
instructional choices on their own ways of learning than
base them on how their students learn. He argued that
instructors generally pattern their teaching based upon the
methods of learning that were successful for them.

In the majority of cases, especially those where the teach-
ers and their students are from different sociocultural back-
grounds, shared identity of teachers and students is rare.
However, if learning is influenced by one’s sociocultural
environment, then teachers and students from similar back-
grounds have a greater likelihood of having shared under-
standings and similar background knowledge. Accordingly,
teachers with these shared understandings may be better
prepared than teachers from other backgrounds to meet the
learning needs of an ever growing proportion of the school
population (Zapata, 1988).



PARAEDUCATORS AS TEACHERS:
SOME CLASSROOM EXAMPLES

We are currently engaged in research examining the
instructional activities of Latino paraeducators in class-
rooms with English language learners. Because of the trend
toward reducing special education placements, most of these
classrooms, which are not special education placements,
include students who have been diagnosed as having learn-
ing disabilities. We are particularly focused on how the
funds of knowledge that these paraeducators bring to the
classroom impact their teaching behaviors. Although we are
collecting a variety of measures, we are relying primarily on
field notes of classroom observers visiting classrooms on
numerous occasions over an extended period of time to cap-
ture ongoing instructional events.

Although this work is at an early stage, we have begun to
identify various ways that the paraeducators’ funds of
knowledge enter into their teaching. Some of our observers
(graduate students who are often of the same ethnic and lan-
guage background as the children and paraeducators), for
example, have noted the almost “grandmotherly” quality
that some of the paraeducators evoke and its effect on chil-
dren’s engagement. The following excerpt from a first-grade
Spanish language arts class illustrates this point (observer’s
comments in italics):

When children gave the correct response, the paraeducator
would say “muy bien” [very good] or “excelente” [excel-
lent] with a very enthusiastic and encouraging facial expres-
sion and voice. (This behavior seemed to increase childrens’
attention and interest.) During this exercise, one young boy
was biting his fingernails to which the paraeducator said as
she took his hand away from his mouth, “No te comas el
dedo” [Don’t eat your finger]. (She did this in an authorita-
tive, motherly fashion, in a way that reminded me of the way
teachers interact with children in my hometown in Mexico,
and it seemed that the children perceived the paraeducator
with high respect and appreciation.)

Other data from our research also illustrate the simple but
effective way that discourse forms can accomplish this
effect. For example, we have found that it is common for
paraeducators to use terms of endearment, such as “mi
amor” (literally, my love), which are common, affectionate
forms of address normally used by parents and grandpar-
ents. It may be that in the efforts to professionalize teaching,
an emphasis on maintaining professional distance has
become a value that discourages this type of interaction with
students. The following excerpt from our field notes from
this same first-grade Spanish language arts class illustrate
other ways that these special forms of knowledge come into
play:

The final exercise was in a dictation of words. The paraedu-
cator would pronounce a word and the children were to

write the words down on a sheet of paper. In one occasion a
boy was missing a letter, so the paraeducator got near the
boy’s ear and pronounced the dictated word “sorpresa” [sur-
prise] with an emphasis on the letter he was missing, which
was the second “r”” in the word. After two more pronuncia-
tions of the word by the teacher and a bit of thinking on the
child’s part, he included the missing letter. Both the child
and the paraeducator had a smile. To another boy who
spelled the word “encontrar” [to find] wrong, the paraedu-
cator repeated the word out loud. The boy paused to think,
and the paraeducator encouraged him by saying “Tu lo
puedes hacer” [You can do it]. The boy attempted to correct
the word but is wrong again. The paraeducator says “come
on Raul,” encouraging the boy, and pronounces the word
one more time. The boy writes it correctly this time, to
which the paraeducator enthusiastically responds “muy
bien” [very good], and the boy smiles. Another boy had a
problem writing the word “ustedes” (you—plural). He had
written the letter “a” instead of the second letter “e” in the
word, but after a short pause to reason, the boy was suc-
cessful. To this the paraeducator knocked on the boy’s head
and said “knock, knock”. The paraeducator said “Excelente,
si usa la cabeza, muy bien” [Excellent, if you use your head
that is very good]. (All this was done in a very
positive/comic voice to which the young boy and his class-
mates expressed themselves with a big smile.)

“

This excerpt illustrates several interesting features of the
way that this paraeducator manages instructional activities.
For example, it is important to notice how errors were han-
dled. At the beginning of ‘the excerpt, where a student was
missing a letter in his response, the paraeducator chose not
to publicly correct the student. Rather, she physically
approached the child and pronounced the complete word
emphasizing the missing letter, and he was able to produce
the correct answer. This approach is a significant change
from the question—answer—evaluate sequence seen in so
many classrooms.

With a second student, she used a different strategy, pro-
viding simple encouragement and confidence in the child’s
ability to produce the correct answer. Rather than producing
the answer herself, or calling on another student, or rebuk-
ing the child for not knowing the answer, she chose to pro-
vide encouragement and confidence in the child’s abilities,
and he was able to succeed.

Finally, at the end of the excerpt, the paraeducator affec-
tionately knocked on a child’s head in a comedic fashion
after the child made an error. Although the students were
amused, the paraeducator managed to communicate that the
boy needed to think harder, but she did so in a way that did
not humiliate the student or penalize his error.

For this paraeducator, the social relationships she main-
tains with the students are of great importance. She uses a
variety of strategies to engage her students, many of which
are rooted in the cultural and linguistic shared knowledge
that she has with these students. This type of cultural and
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linguistic scaffolding that we have repeatedly noted in our
observations appears to be a key aspect of maintaining
engagement for these students, who for a variety of reasons
are at risk for low academic achievement.

It is likely that other aspects of classroom instruction and
interaction are also influenced by the backgrounds of the
paraeducators we are studying. For example, many re-
searchers have begun to study teachers’ belief systems as
important mediators of their classroom teaching practices. We
have found intriguing examples of how the belief systems of
paraeducators and teachers differ. In describing the nature of
learning problems exhibited by their students with learning
disabilities, teachers in our study have tended to refer to fac-
tors such as “visual-motor processing” and other related
constructs that are focused on presumed within-child deficits.
Paraeducators, conversely, have tended to focus more on
specific knowledge of the family related to such factors as
unemployment, economic problems, the influence of older
siblings, and the presence of gangs in the neighborhood.

We have only begun to categorize and catalog the ways
that the paraeducators in our study are able to utilize their
background knowledge and experiences in their teaching.
Even at this early stage, however, it is clear that the cultural
and language-based scaffolding on which they draw are
important resources that can help provide a bridge to those
students who need it. While cognitive interventions are
clearly important in promoting academic success, our
research has supported the contention that there is a social
side to learning that must be addressed as well. It is impor-
tant to note that we are not arguing that one must be of the
same ethnic or racial group to be a successful teacher of
diverse students. However, we are arguing that special atten-
tion needs to be paid to recognizing and validating the
unique backgrounds that many students bring to school and
that would otherwise be seen as deficits and impediments to
learning. Unfortunately, the type of teaching knowledge that
we have been documenting is rarely recognized or promoted
in teacher training programs. _

While many teachers do not share the backgrounds of
their students, they should be able to learn about the com-
munities in which they work. A useful resource that they can
use for instructing students in diverse classrooms is the pool
of paraeducators who can help bridge the academic content
of the school with the social and discourse knowledge of
students from diverse backgrounds. In short, paraeducators
have enormous potential to bridge the three planes of devel-
opment referred to earlier.

A NOTE ON COLLABORATIVE PRACTICE

It is paradoxical that at the same time that paraeducators
represent an important addition to the classroom, they are

often undervalued by the teachers and schools in which they
work. Although still in its very early stages, our study sug-
gests that many paraeducators are assigned low-level activi-
ties and are given little freedom in terms of instructional
activities. It is rare to find a truly collaborative relationship
where the paraeducator and teacher discuss and plan instruc-
tion, each contributing his or her own expertise. Many
paraeducators report a wide gap in terms of status, which is
made concrete in a variety of ways. Although there are
notable exceptions, we have found that many teachers do not
take full advantage of the special skills and expertise that
paraeducators might contribute. While paraeducators do not
have the formal training and credentials that teachers do,
they do have a great deal to contribute especially in diverse
classrooms. It would be wise for teachers to consider care-
fully the role of paraeducators in their classrooms and to
evaluate whether there are better ways to incorporate and
build on this resource.
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