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Preface 

The research and writing of this study was jointly authored and submitted by two 

candidates for the Master of Arts in Education. The resulting thesis reflects a sustained 

and cohesive theme. The candidates were both teachers working in the same school with 

complementary interests of study, one a general educator and one an education specialist 

both believing that inquiry into local collaborative practice could effect beneficial 

changes in the professional experiences of their colleagues and ultimately in the 

educational experiences of their students. Together the candidates initiated key ideas, 

developed the protocols and collected and analyzed data, and equally shared primary 

responsibility for researching current literature and for writing.  

In order to ensure equal participation to this conjointly authored work, at the onset of 

the project, the two researchers specified the extent and nature of each candidate's fifty 

percent contribution to the thesis. As each author wrote sections of the work, the other 

edited and added to the section. The thesis benefits from two lines of inquiry that together 

enriched the research, as well as from a close collaborative partnership which enabled 

triangulation of the data, a more analytic interpretation of the results and conversations 

which helped illuminate findings and conclusions in a way that individual efforts would 

not have allowed.   
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Abstract 

 This paper presents findings of research that examines the key elements necessary in a 

collaborative relationship between special and general educators at the elementary school level. 

The two-year study discusses four key aspects that affect the collaborative process: the 

importance of state and district training, developing communication skills, the expertise needed 

for working with special needs students in the general education classroom, and scheduling 

common time to communicate and plan. The researchers explore the effects that common 

terminology and individual perspectives have on stakeholders in the collaborative process. 

Finally, we provide recommendations that will assist state policymakers in successfully 

implementing models of collaboration in elementary schools, with more specific guidelines for 

both general and special educators.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

 
This study explores the processes related to collaboration and communication between 

the general educators and special educators who work to support, instruct, and assess students 

with disabilities in the general education classroom. This introductory chapter examines the 

origin of the research, discusses the purpose of the study and its impact in the general education 

classroom in accordance with the current trend of instructional benefits for students with special 

needs. This chapter also speculates on the importance of teaching all educators, including 

administrators, how to effectively collaborate with others for the success of all students. The 

chapter concludes with a brief description of the design of the case study utilized in this research 

along with the ethnographic methodology used to gather, evaluate, and discuss the data. 

 
Origin of the problem 
 

It is crucial that school leaders, teachers and staff members know and understand the 

legal requirements governing the education of students with disabilities and how they are best 

taught within the educational setting. All districts are responsible for assessing students to 

determine eligibility for special education. These assessments consist of a range of tests 

administered by a multi-disciplinary team and utilize diagnostic materials to determine specific 

areas of educational need. Case law in the 1970s called for Free and Appropriate Public 

Education (FAPE) which declared education was universal for all citizens. Prior to this time, it 

was not uncommon for children with special needs to be placed in special schools or not to 
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attend school at all. Three major cases, Brown v. Board of Education (1954), Pennsylvania 

Association for Retarded Citizens v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania (1972) and Mills v. Board 

of Education (1972) advanced the educational rights of students with disabilities. 

The term “least restrictive environment” originated with the Mills v. Board of Education 

case. The premise was that a child must be placed in the least restrictive environment in which he 

or she can function. Most often this means that a child is placed in a general education classroom 

upon the determination of the IEP team. An IEP, Individualized Education Plan, is developed by 

the multi-disciplinary team that assesses the child’s eligibility along with a district administrator 

and the teacher. The plan outlines the goals, objectives, evaluation and measurement criteria to 

be utilized in addressing the needs of the student. This plan is reviewed and updated annually, or 

at the request of the parent or other IEP team member. The teacher has contact with the case 

manager, sometimes daily, sometimes weekly, depending on the schedules of the two 

professionals. The purpose of the communication is to address student needs or to discuss 

instructional strategies or assessments used in the educational setting.  

Unfortunately, the communication and collaboration process differs from school to 

school. In some, there is a great deal of communication between the general education teachers 

and the special education professionals. In other schools, the administration does not promote 

collaboration, nor does it allow for opportunities for communication between these professionals. 

There is no priority placed on developing the collaborative process and thus, the teachers 

involved either do not perceive it as important, or they want remuneration to stay additional time 

after their contract hours to complete collaborative work with colleagues.  

Context 
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This research was conducted over a two-year period of time in one small suburban school 

outside of Los Angeles, California. Hillock Elementary is a K-6 general education school.  The 

school houses approximately 483 students including fully included, English Language Learners, 

and resource students.  It has 21 full time teachers, one principal, a part time Psychologist, a 

Resource Specialist, and a Resource Instructional Aide. 

From the school’s inception, the population had always been an eclectic group with a 

curriculum focused on the arts, but from 1999-2003 the principal targeted academics rather than 

acquiesce to the parents’ pressure. This forced a change in the attitudes of the parents. The 

school also climbed from 19th to sixth in the district ranking system based upon Academic 

Performance Index (API) scores derived from the standardized tests given each spring. This 

focus on academics has brought to the forefront the need to address the different types of learners 

at the school setting.  

In addition, within the school there has been a great number of changes in staffing. There 

have been three administrators at this site in the past five years. Each principal has left the school 

to seek other employment opportunities at other school districts. With each change of 

administration, there has also been a new style of leadership that resulted in priority shifts within 

the school. The focus on collaboration and communication differed causing the expectations of 

teachers and staff members to change as well. 

As reported by several teacher participants in this study, “there is little if any, 

collaboration happening. The resource aide and teacher run in and out of the classroom, leaving 

no time but class time to discuss student needs.” These teachers’ feelings were echoed by other 

participants who appeared to have great concerns about the efficacy of the program when 

collaboration rarely happens.  
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Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study is to observe and evaluate which elements contribute to a positive  

collaborative environment in the elementary school setting. Discussions with general education 

and special education teachers coupled with research based on effective collaborative models 

will illustrate which key elements must be in place prior to successful implementation. It is 

postulated that districts and school administrators must be advocates of collaboration on any 

school site, providing ample opportunities for teachers to discuss curriculum, instructional 

strategies, and student performance with their special education colleagues. In addition, it 

propose that general education teachers must be prepared and trained adequately in serving the 

needs of students with special needs in their classrooms through the collaborative process. 

Furthermore, special educators also need to have the Level 2 credential required for the clear 

credential for special education, in which collaboration techniques with general educators are 

taught and facilitated. 

Statement of the problem 
 

Current legislation, No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and the Individuals with Disabilities 

in Education Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004) requires that students be placed in the least 

restrictive environment (LRE), meaning the environment that is going to best facilitate the 

instruction of the student with appropriate guidelines and classroom management.  

Sometimes, the LRE can be a special day class under the guidance of a special education 

teacher and instructional aides. Most often, however, the LRE is the general education 

classroom. Teachers often lack the knowledge of how to best instruct students with particular 

disabilities and are thus at the mercy of the special education teacher in hopes that he or she will 

offer some support. There is often an instructional aide that comes into the classroom to support 
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the student as outlined in the students Individualized Education Plan (IEP). Teachers see this 

aide as another adult in the classroom simply there to facilitate group learning, or to work with 

all struggling students in the classroom, including students at-risk of retention or English 

Language Learners (ELL). 

Special educators also have concerns with the general education environment. Most 

often, the educator complains that there is nothing being done to instruct the student with special 

needs. Curriculum is not modified appropriately, or expectations might be too low or even too 

high. Many special educators even perceive that the special education goals come first and 

foremost in the classroom environment, regardless of what the general education teacher is doing 

at the time of service. There is little time for collaboration as many special educators are 

assigned to several schools and have no time to sit and “chat” with the general educators who 

have questions. Instead, communication happens as the resource teacher is running in to or out of 

the classroom. Furthermore, in some districts, there is little training for the instructional aides. 

They simply have to pass a basic test that only assesses skills up to the sixth grade level. Special 

educators often have to develop a schedule and program applicable for their assigned schools 

with no guidance or expectations from the district. These special educators are only required to 

have a Level 1 credential meaning that they can teach K-12 students with specific learning 

disabilities, mild to moderate retardation, other health impairments, and emotional disturbance. 

In other words, Level 1-credentialed teachers are required to know how to work with students 

with various disabilities. It is not until Level 2 of the Education Specialist Program Clear 

Credential, that special educators are required to take collaboration training.  

With such barriers firmly in place, school sites are struggling to develop an effective 

collaborative model. Districts and administrators must make collaboration a priority if change is 
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to occur. In addition, when ample opportunity is provided to discuss the needs of the students or 

instructional strategies, inevitably relationships with professional colleagues will develop. Each 

person brings their own strengths to the collaboration, the general educator knows the curriculum 

and the special educator knows some of the best instructional strategies for a particular child.  

Theoretical conceptualization of the study 

Originally, collaboration was pertinent to professionals in the medical field to provide the 

best care possible for patients, and in business to improve organizational effectiveness. With the 

legal mandates of IDEA (1997), the concept was refined to include those in the educational field. 

Many prominent educational organizations promote collaborative effort in school. Stated 

in the Professional Teaching Standards is a proposition that “effective teachers are members of 

learning communities and that accomplished teachers contribute to the effectiveness of the 

school by working collaboratively with other professionals” (cited in Leonard & Leonard, 2003, 

p 2). The Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLCC) places high emphasis on 

developing a collaborative model that fosters an environment of professional shared learning. 

Similarly, the research of Welch, Sheridan, Brett, Colton, and Mayhew (1996) emphasizes that 

collaboration requires “... educators [who] believe that joint ownership of problems will 

ultimately benefit not only students but other educators and the school as well” (p. 225).  In order 

to facilitate such models of shared learning and ownership, the National Staff Development 

Council (NSDC) advocates that districts provide or allocate resources to allow teachers to have 

sufficient time during the work day to plan, implement, and review the goals set forth in the 

school’s mission and individual school plan. 
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Collaboration necessitates a style of interaction, which encompasses almost any activity 

that involves more than one person (Friend & Cook, 2003).  Professionals may communicate at 

any time, anywhere about the critical issues involved in educating students.  

In examining the implementation of successful inclusive resource programs, Hines 

(2004) proposed three considerations. First, teachers must have a clear understanding of their 

respective roles and must see their roles as meaningful and appropriate. Second, both general and 

special education teachers must share a willingness to participate in the inclusive model. And 

third, collaborating teachers must have common planning time in order for this inclusive model 

to be effective (p. 6).  

Researchers have found consistently that educators who work together develop positive 

relationships, take ownership of the projects involved, and have a decreased concern for 

individual needs, which leads to greater personal satisfaction (Bahamonde, and Friend, 1999; 

Friend & Cook, 2003; Welch, Sheridan, Brett, Colton, and Mayhew, 1996). 

Barriers are created by school organization and cultural structures.  These include 

isolationism, fear of loss of control, individual problem solving, and self-reliance. For so many 

years educators have spent their careers alone. This practice has promoted a sense of isolation. 

Teachers have been hesitant to share ideas. Keeping ideas to oneself gave professionals a false 

sense of security. In addition, many individuals fear a loss of control over their environment. 

Furthermore, with the passing of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation in 2001, many 

teachers are faced with the idea of competition as a way of raising student test scores.  

Other primary barriers to collaboration are scheduling and the appropriation of time. 

Teachers do not want to stay after school unless they are compensated. Leonard and Leonard 
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(2003) reported that teachers in their study expressed frustration in watching teachers leave 

immediately at the end of the day for personal or professional obligations. 

Stake (1995) uses Dilthey’s philosophy that human actions have more complex aspects 

and a more vital role when examining in examining school dynamics than purely the cause and 

effect focus of scientific research: “The deterioration of a school system or the success of 

teaching change in one classroom can have neither simple causes nor manifestations” (p. 39). 

Over time, school systems are affected by human actions and these need to be considered when 

making systemic changes. 

Despite the fact that research predominantly illustrates the success of collaboration in 

education, there are still a great number of barriers to be overcome in the process. Until 

administrators and districts advocate for change and support the development and training of all 

teachers in collaboration techniques, it is unlikely that significant change will occur. 

Description of the design and methodology 
 
 The design of this study and the method of data collection were guided by the premise 

that each participant could honestly share their concerns and frustrations with the current 

program being implemented at the school site. General education teachers need validation that 

their feelings and concerns are given voice in affecting change to the overall program. In 

addition, the special educators also need to be heard in the process, sharing their frustrations, 

concerns, and expectations for what was to happen in the classroom, without feeling as though 

“toes were being stepped on.” Therefore, the interviews and open-ended survey questions 

allowed for teachers to describe their experiences, frustrations, concerns, and success stories as 

applicable to the collaborative process.  

Foreshadowed problems 
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 The research hypothesis that organizes experimental studies is replaced by foreshadowed 

problems in ethnographic research. In this case, the broadly-presented questions about the setting 

and subjects involved include: When do teachers have time to collaborate with one another 

during the school day? Why are the special educators not working more closely with the general 

educators? Why are the special educators only considered “part-time” thus having limited 

schedules at one school site? How can an administrator better facilitate collaboration? How can 

the school district better train and facilitate the collaborative process as a whole? 

Case study design 

 The focus of the study is to determine the key elements necessary for the implementation 

of a successful, positive, collaborative partnership between the general educators and special 

educators at a particular school site. The individual participants’ experiences and processes of 

communication in which they participate are seen as comparative situations in this design. 

 The participants anonymously completed a survey to determine the areas of need in 

regard to collaboration at the school site. More intensive interviews were conducted to allow the 

participants to elaborate on their concerns or suggestions for improvement. Two years were 

required to longitudinally document how collaboration was implemented and what elements 

were identified as successful or were in need of change. 

Sample selection 

The participants varied in age and experience and all were women. At this particular 

school site, there are 21 teachers, with all but one being female. The male teacher on staff is a  

Table 1:  Description of Participants in the study  

Participant name Position Experience  
Jacqueline Cameron Administrator 2 years 
Cindy Carlson Behavior Intervention Coordinator 12 years 
Karen Smith Resource Teacher 2 years 
Rachel Rassmason Instructional Aide 5 years 
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Sara Larson Instructional Aide 1 year 
Alison Richards General Education Teacher 32 years 
Deana Thomas General Education Teacher 4 years 
Tanya Lopez General Education Teacher 8 years 
Naomi Parker General Education 6 years 
Renee Tolchin General Education Substitute Teacher 6 months 
Mary Porter General Education Teacher 2 years 
Amy Martin General Education Teacher 3 years 

kindergarten teacher, and has no interaction with the special educators. While names have been 

changed to protect the identity of participants, their positions and years experience have not been 

altered in any way. Participant pseudonyms, positions and experience are listed above in table 1.  

Data collection 

 Initial surveys were distributed in June of 2006. The surveys were returned anonymously 

after a two-week time period. The first interviews conducted in June of 2006 further documented 

the need for collaboration at this particular school site. Two surveys were administered to each 

participant; the first was a needs-assessment survey, the second sought to determine current 

perceptions of collaboration between general education teachers and the education specialists.   

 All data were collected and coded as described in Glaser and Strauss’ (1969) classic 

method for grounded substantive theory. It was determined that this approach was the most 

logical for this case study. The data were categorized into four major themes, each pertinent to 

the development of a collaborative relationship between general and special educators.  

Data analysis 

Collaborative relationships between general education and special education teachers are 

analyzed in an elementary school setting in one Southern California school district. This research 

describes the training process for general and special educators with regard to collaboration and 

communication implemented within the general education setting. It also expresses issues or 

concerns about communication methods and/or styles with both, teachers and students, that the 

participants believed impacted the overall program. 
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The four significant themes that emerged through the process of grounded analysis are 

each discussed in four separate sections. Within each theme, some commonalities between the 

special educators and the general educators became evident. These similarities are the first area 

of focus for each section. Further analysis revealed some areas that only pertained to the 

perceptions of the general educators, while others focused entirely on the special education 

perspective. Within each theme, commentaries and direct quotations are included in the findings 

so that all viewpoints are presented, compared to, and combined with contrasting situations or 

negative evidence (McMillan & Schumacher, 1984, 2000) 
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

 

When teachers consider the models of collaboration at their individual school site, there 

are many different responses as to what truly represents the professional learning community. 

Many prominent educational organizations promote collaborative effort in school. The 

Professional Teaching Standards proposes that, “effective teachers are members of learning 

communities and that accomplished teachers contribute to the effectiveness of the school by 

working collaboratively with other professionals” (Leonard & Leonard, 2003, p 2). The 

Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLCC) places high emphasis on developing a 

collaborative model that fosters an environment of professional shared learning. In addition, the 

National Staff Development Council (NSDC) advocates that districts provide or allocate 

resources to allow teachers to have sufficient time during the work day to plan, implement, and 

review the goals set forth in the school’s mission and individual school plan. 

Teachers frequently report that there are several common themes leading to frustration 

when considering the collaborative approach (Leonard & Leonard, 2003). First, they do not have 

high levels of collaborative involvement. Second, the work environment is characterized by 

competition and individualism. Next, there must be respect for diverse professional opinions and 

practices. In addition, teachers are dissatisfied with scheduling and appropriations of time. And 

last, teachers need professional development directed at improving their collaborative skills. 

Therefore, this literature review will focus on specific elements of collaboration, taking 

into consideration the dynamics of a team approach in providing the least restrictive, and most 
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productive or successful learning environment for students with special needs in the general 

education classroom. 

Collaboration 

There are several issues surrounding educating the diverse populations in today’s public 

schools. There are myriad of learning styles and ability levels within a single classroom setting. 

The need to address the varying learners has grown over the past few years. No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB, 2001), and the shift to standards-based instruction have altered teachers’ focus 

from student need to regimented instruction of whole groups of students. In addition, The 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 1997 (IDEA) mandates all students will receive a 

free and appropriate education in the least restrictive environment. This is often translated to 

mean the general education classroom. Rarely are general educators equipped to deal with the 

vast differences in student progress. Therefore, the responsibility of educators to facilitate the 

academic growth of these students must shift to a collaborative approach. This shift requires a 

working knowledge of the terminology, how collaboration is implemented at school sites, how 

the perceptions of the professionals affect the implementation process, and which specific 

elements derive the most benefit to student achievement.   

There is an enormous variation in definitions of collaboration in educational practices. 

Originally, ‘collaboration’ was applied to professionals in the medical field to provide the best 

care possible for patients, and in business to improve organizational effectiveness. With the legal 

mandates of IDEA, the concept was refined to include those in the educational field. One 

definition used in the mid 1990’s stated, “A dynamic framework for educational efforts which 

endorses collegial, interdependent, and co-equal styles of interaction between at least two 

partners working jointly together to achieve common goals in a decision making process that is 
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influenced by cultural and systemic factors” (Welch, Sheridan, Brett, Colton, & Mayhew, 1996, 

p. 255, Welch & Sheridan, 1995). While this definition provides a theoretical frame for 

considering collaboration, Friend and Cook (2003) articulated a more pragmatic definition. With 

the legal mandates of IDEA 2000 the concept was refined to include those in the educational 

field. The authors examined the key elements necessary for collaboration, and focused on the 

skeletal characteristics. Their definition read, “interpersonal collaboration is a style for direct 

interaction between at least two co-equal parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision making 

as they work toward a common goal” (p. 5).  

Collaboration necessitates a style of interaction, which encompasses almost any activity 

that involves more than one person (Friend & Cook, 2003).  Professionals may communicate at 

any time, anywhere about the critical issues involved in educating students.  For example, 

consultation, co-teaching, teams, and shared problem solving are areas where collaboration may 

occur (Mercado, 2004).  

It is important to note that collaboration is not a service delivery option. The interaction is 

voluntary, requires parity among participants, based on mutual goals, and depends on shared 

responsibility for participation and decision-making. Furthermore, individuals who collaborate 

share resources and accountability for outcomes (Friend & Cook, 2003). According to Mercado 

(2004) “what was significant about that collaboration was the safe supportive space we created to 

discuss the challenges of engaging in participatory action research, and where we could assess 

and come to new understandings of our individual projects as a collective” (p. 108). This is 

further substantiated by the research of Welch, Sheridan, Brett, Colton, and Mayhew (1996) who 

emphasize collaboration as “... educators [who] believe that joint ownership of problems will 

ultimately benefit not only students but other educators and the school as well” (p. 225). 
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One area where collaboration is essential is between general and special educators. When 

students with special needs are placed in a general education classroom, it is essential to have 

ongoing communication among the parties involved. Hines (1994) discussed stumbling blocks 

that prevented special education working in the general educational setting. The author brought 

to light the role of special educators and how they fit in as children with special needs are 

included in the general education setting. Hines addressed three considerations when looking at 

implementing an effective inclusive resource program. First, teachers must have a clear 

understanding of their respective roles and must see their roles as meaningful and appropriate. 

Second, both general and special education teachers must share a willingness to participate in the 

inclusive model. And third, collaborating teachers must have common planning time in order for 

this inclusive model to be effective (p. 6). “The special education teachers can…lead in such 

matters as child study, working with parents, and offering individualized, highly intensive 

instruction to students who have not been progressing well” (Reynolds, 1989, p. 10, Fuchs D. & 

Fuchs L., 1994, p. 298). 

 Administrators have begun to establish collaboration models in their own schools. 

Johnston (1994) established the Collaborative Teaching Project, to “increase overall student 

achievement and attitude levels while providing teachers with broad professional skills in the 

delivery of instructional programs to groups of children with a wide variety of instructional and 

personal needs” (p. 10). Johnston outlined the difficulties initially faced with the collaborative 

project that included grading, grouping, implementation of planning time, outlines for student 

outcomes, student benefits, as well as, staff outcomes. The school wanted more communication 

between special and general education staff, as well as shared responsibility for the needs of 

special education children. Two special educators and six general educators committed to 
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participate in the project. Each was asked to privately “indicate whom he or she would like to 

work with and would prefer not to work with” (p.11). The collaborative teams were then 

organized to help insure an effective professional relationship. Ongoing staff development in the 

areas of co-planning and teaching strategies and meetings were held to provide support for all 

educators. All staff members were involved in both formal and informal evaluations of the 

program, which was facilitated through “periodic meetings, observations, and regular 

conversations with one another” (p. 13). 

 In order to make a model such as this successful, the teachers involved have had 

extensive, ongoing support in terms of professional development and administrative support. 

Stimson and Richardson (1994) made the point that inclusive education does not mean the 

abolishment of special education. “It means general and special educators work together to 

benefit all children” (p. 40). Villa and Thousand (1995) contend that inclusion can be successful 

if teachers collaborate together. The general educators need to use the special educators as their 

most readily available resource. Instead of providing after school mini training sessions for 

general educators, use the special educators on site to foster development and collaboration.  

Benefits of Collaboration 

There are many positive aspects to the collaborative process. The potential benefits 

include; the participants develop shared beliefs, attitudes and values; mutual trust and respect 

increases; there is a sense of community; a collaborative interpersonal style happens; and there 

are improved student outcomes. In relationship to developing positive personal relationships 

through respect and a sense of community, Welch, Sheridan, Brett, Colton, and Mayhew, (1996) 

support this assertion: ‘ Collaboration between disciplines within education is useful for 

promoting a common language, knowledge base, and an understanding of the diverse and 
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complex functions of schools and schooling” (p. 223).  Bahamonde, and Friend (1999) further 

affirm that through collaboration “teachers can form partnerships that give each member support 

that improve morale” (p. 16).  Also, researchers have found consistently that educators who work 

together develop positive relationships, take ownership of the projects involved, and have a 

decreased concern for individual needs, which leads to greater personal satisfaction (Bahamonde, 

and Friend, 1999; Friend & Cook, 2003; Welch, Sheridan, Brett, Colton, and Mayhew, 1996).  

When examining student outcomes related to the collaborative process researchers have 

found improved academic success as well as positive gains in social skills for all students, 

including students with disabilities (SWD), gifted and talented (GATE), and English Language 

Learners (ELL).  In a study of quality education for ELL students conducted in New York public 

schools, Mercado (2004) found the highest performing schools created learning communities 

through collaboration with parents, community members, and local universities. This 

relationship developed a greater understanding of culture, best practices in teaching, learning 

styles, and community needs, which lead to improved student outcomes. According to Welch, 

Sheridan, Brett, Colton, and Mayhew (1996), not only were there significant gains in academic 

and social skills during their action research project, but also secondary advantages were 

discovered. These benefits consisted of effective programs remaining in schools after the initial 

study was completed, professionals having a greater understanding of the intricacies of 

collaboration, and an increased awareness of how to address students with special needs. This 

created an environment, which will continue to improve student achievement on an on-going 

basis.  
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Barriers to Collaboration 

In contrast, there are potential barriers to collaboration.  The first barrier relates to 

practical matters such as time, space and the sharing of resources. Time is a major hurdle, as 

frequently there is not enough time for professional conversations. Time must be carved into 

busy schedules often at the discretion of the professionals involved.  Next, the sharing of space is 

problematic, especially in the case of the general education teachers when other service providers 

come into their classrooms. Another issue arises in sharing resources. At many school sites 

resources are so difficult to procure that teachers feel protective of the few resources they posses 

(Friend & Cook, 2003).  Often school sites find it extremely difficult to facilitate the 

collaborative process due to these obstacles.  

Barriers created by school structures include isolationism, fear of loss of control, 

individual problem solving, and self-reliance. For so many years educators have spent their 

careers alone. This practice has promoted a sense of isolation. Teachers have been hesitant to 

share ideas. Keeping ideas to oneself gave professionals a false sense of security. In addition, 

many individuals fear a loss of control over their environment. Traditionally, teachers have had 

complete authority over the events that transpired in their classrooms over the course of the 

school day. Having other adults involved may create a disruption to the status quo.  Historically, 

educators have been encouraged to develop individual problem solving skills, and self-reliance 

has been rewarded. Instructors are required to make hundreds of decisions each day. Well-

handled problems have brought personal rewards to those who have been able to prove 

themselves (Friend & Cook, 2003). The aforementioned barriers frequently lead to resistance, 

especially from the general education teachers. “As with most educational programs requiring 

some degree of systemic change, resistance was encountered along the way.” (Welch, Sheridan, 
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Brett, Colton, & Mayhew, 1996, p. 229) Changing school systems require a clear understanding 

of the rationalization, and dedication on the part of the participants. These changes do not happen 

quickly or easily. Unfortunately, the idea of collaboration appears to be left up to school 

administrators who either chose to promote or negate collaboration.  

Furthermore, with the passing of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation in 2001, 

many teachers are faced with the idea of competition in raising student test scores. Teachers do 

not want to be the one to point the finger at if the scores for a particular school were to drop or 

not meet the target goal. Therefore, all too often, the focus is on individual classroom success 

rather than the success of the school community as a whole. 

Another primary barrier to collaboration is the issue of scheduling and appropriation of 

time. Teachers do not want to stay after school unless they are compensated. Leonard and 

Leonard (2003) reported that teachers in their study expressed frustration in watching teachers 

leave immediately at the end of the day for personal or professional obligations. The amount of 

work expected by the school and the district was overwhelming and often took up the time 

available for collaboration. Many teachers in the study expressed a desire for additional 

compensation if they were required to stay after contracted time for collaborative purposes.  

 Leonard and Leonard (2003) also note that teachers need to be trained in how to 

collaborate effectively. Without adequate staff development, teachers are left to do what their 

site administrator expects of them. If the site administrator does not advocate collaboration, it 

usually does not exist. Therefore, it is essential that a positive school climate which respects all 

involved professionals be mandated from the district level and maintained at the site level. 

Although there are many impediments to developing a collaborative relationship, the 

benefits far outweigh the negatives. If educators are willing put forth the effort required, positive 
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result will follow for all parties involved. Mercado (2004) asserts, when discussing the affects of 

his participation in the New York City Board of Education’s Development and Dissemination 

Schools Multiyear Initiative, “Mostly…. I have learned from being in schools and classrooms in 

the company of committed individuals - school administrators who posses clarity of purpose, 

dedicated and inspiring teachers, intelligent and creative children who, in coming together, create 

unique school cultures” (p. 119).   

One of the most critical components in creating a successful collaborative environment, 

as noted previously, is the commitment of the administrator.  Although there are many dedicated 

teachers who are willing to collaborate with other professionals, it is virtually impossible for 

individual teachers to create the type of systemic change required to reach the diverse learners in 

today’s inclusive classrooms. Substantial and long-term change begins with the vision of the 

school leader. Research has shown that administrators, who have a strong belief in data-driven 

decision-making, open communication between the administration and staff, inclusive culture, 

and collaboration, retain the most effective programs. As Salisbury and McGregor (2002), 

emphasize, 

 To achieve an inclusive culture focused on meeting the needs of all learners, it is 
 important that school leaders make explicit the embedded values of diversity,  
 membership, and collaboration in every aspect of their school’s operation- from  
 purchasing textbooks and computers, to the deployment of staff, to how decisions are       
 made, to how professional development activities are structured. (p. 272).  

 
 Once educators understand the benefits of collaboration and are given the appropriate 

time to effectively communicate with others at their school setting, and are comfortable doing so, 

great change can take place. It is essential for educators to recognize the need for collaboration to 

insure the improved academic growth for all students.  However, various levels of team 

dynamics effect collaboration.  
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Team Dynamics 

 When collaboration transpires voluntarily between two people, there is a level of trust 

that develops as the parties grow in their ability to communicate with each other. In instances 

where groups of people are involved, this type of collaboration may not be as easily reached. 

According to Allen and Hecht (2004, p. 440) “the implementation of teams is one of the most 

common organizational changes over the last 20 years”, nonetheless there is a disparity between 

the excitement for formation of teams and the actual efficacy of placing people in a team 

situation. There are certain prerequisites necessary if collaboration is to be effective when there 

are more than two willing people. Included in these elements is “trust among members, a sense 

of group identity, and a sense of group efficacy” (Druskat &Wolff, 2001, p. 81). These 

characteristics do not just magically take place.  

In order for groups to work together the groundwork must be laid.  Issues arise when 

there it is assumed that people inherently have the necessary collaborative skills.  Universities 

are implementing more group work in their business and educational programs. The effort has 

been expended to provide students with group experiences, but little attention has been given to 

the way in which people respond to each other once placed into groups (McKendall, 2000).  

Recently, there has been more of a focus on actually teaching group skills. In 2000, Grand 

Valley State University in Michigan piloted a course devoted exclusively to team building skills. 

The format of this course was closely aligned to the course offered at California State University 

Northridge based on the research and textbook by Friend and Cook (2003).  

Both courses address the critical skills necessary for effective collaboration. These skills 

include the ability to value individual differences and perceptions, defining problems and 

generating solutions during the decision making process, establishing group roles and leadership 
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styles, dealing with team conflict, analyzing communication patterns, and giving effective 

feedback (Friend and Cook, 2003; McKendall, 2000). Such courses offer great promise for 

bridging the gap between the idea of people working effectively together and the actual reality of 

it happening. However, there are also drawbacks. McKendall (2000) reports that during the pilot 

program, whether they were successful or not, all teams criticized time requirements, and had 

difficulty “understanding that teamwork is very time consuming, that mistakes have 

consequences, and that efforts do not always translate into results” (p. 282).   

The course offered by California State University Northridge to date has only been 

offered to the students in the special education program. This has created difficulty in terms of 

collaboration between the general education and special education professionals. The bulk of the 

responsibility has fallen to the special educators to initiate the collaborative relationship, even in 

cases whereby the special education teacher is not a leader or facilitator, thus making the 

likelihood of a collaborative relationship almost non-existent. In addition, the special education 

teachers have delivered all of the training for the general education teachers. When this is the 

case, there can be a perceived lack of parity between the professionals, which has the potential to 

create tension rather than a sense of camaraderie. Beginning in Fall semester 2007, the 

collaboration course will be required for general education candidates as well. This should 

greatly enhance the special education and general education professionals’ relationships.  

The formation of effective groups can occur without the benefit of formal classes. An 

understating of human emotion and behavior at the individual, group, and organizational level is 

critical to the success of the group. It is difficult for all the members of the team to be in 

agreement at all times. When someone has a differing opinion it is a natural reaction to dismiss 

this perspective, and proceed without acknowledging the validity of the objection. Instead, “a 
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more effective approach… is to ensure that team members see one another making the effort to 

grapple with perspectives; that way, the team has a better chance of creating the kind of trust that 

leads to greater participation among members” (Druskat & Wolff, 2001, p. 83). In addition, 

establishing norms that allow for deep discussions and caring attitudes assist people in 

responding appropriately to each other’s viewpoint, even if the feelings are quite strong (Druskat 

& Wolff; Henkin & Wanat, 1994).   

Once individual personalities are addressed, the group must have an awareness of 

performance at the group level. An effective group must first have a common vocabulary.  

Terminology that is shared by all members helps to establish a foundation on which to build the 

cohesiveness necessary to focus on the parts of the situation the group can control (Druskat & 

Wolff, 2001). Also, mutual goals are essential to a team’s effectiveness. Teams are much more 

productive if there is a shared vision. Another factor influencing group competence is the ability 

to proactively problem solve. When group members are given the autonomy to define and solve 

problems, there is a resulting positive attitude. This attitude dictates the direction in which the 

group flows. If there is a clear objective coupled with upbeat emotions, the group cannot help but 

succeed (Druskat & Wolff, 2001; Friend & Cook, 2003; Henkin & Wanat, 1994). Finally, 

processes need to be in place to maintain the group. “Specifically, these group processes ensure 

that leadership and participation are distributed throughout the team” (Friend & Cook, 2003, p. 

139). When tasks are distributed evenly, all members have a stake in the outcomes.  

No matter how aware a group is of individual and group processes, communication and 

leadership skills, and problem solving abilities, a group cannot be successful if the organization 

does not foster a climate where employee involvement is valued (Henkin & Wanat, 1994). 

Administrative support is the most critical aspect of a productive unit. One way of ensuring the 
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required support is to have liaisons whose purpose is to gather and distribute significant 

information. Through these liaisons, relationships develop with others outside of the group. 

When this is accomplished all parties in the organization participate and are vested in the final 

outcomes of the group. As a consequence, results are more likely to be attained (Druskat & 

Wolff,  2001). 

Of course, the keystone to all of these factors is that team members have the skill level and 

communication expertise to collaborate within and outside of the group. “Communications, 

viewed in the context of interactions within and outside of groups, address both informational 

needs and enable patterns of influence in the organization” (Kolasa, 1985, cited in Henkin & 

Wanat, 1994). Collaborative relationships require more than just an interaction. A person must 

have a deep understanding of their own frame of reference, and also of the perspectives of others. 

Individuals’ past experiences, belief systems, feelings and expectations affect how they respond 

in any given situation. First, understanding your own frame of reference can assist group 

members in appreciating why their response may have occurred. Then, knowing that everyone 

has a unique perspective based upon factors that may, or may not, have anything to do with the 

current situation, gives the group an avenue to deal with dissonance (Friend & Cook, 2003).   

Hypothesis 

Effective collaboration between the general and special education teachers will be influential in 

improving student achievement when teachers meet regularly under the guidelines of individual 

school plans. Effective collaboration will consist of administrative support, teacher buy-in, 

release time, specific guidelines as outlined in the school site budget. To make this collaborative 

approach more feasible, school staff, administrators, and other key personnel must be given 

appropriate staff development in the implementation of strategies that foster the concepts and 



Collaboration in Elementary Schools 28 

principles of team dynamics. Currently, there are various models of collaboration in place at 

elementary school sites. Many people wonder why collaboration works in some schools and not 

others. Therefore, the question to be asked is, “What elements are important in an effective 

collaborative partnership between general education and special education teachers?” 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

 

 While collaboration has gained momentum in elementary schools over the past five 

years, the researchers’ were aware of a lack of collaboration between general and special 

educators at Hillock Elementary. Based on the personal experiences of the teacher researchers 

and the reported experiences of staff in the school, the lack of collaboration was attributed to a 

communication gap that existed between the general and special educators with regard to 

students with special needs in the inclusive general education classrooms. Further research was 

necessary to discover the underlying issues creating the discrepancy between these professionals. 

Due to the nature of this study, it was determined that one researcher would gather data from the 

general education population and the other would concentrate on the special education 

department. The responsible author conducted the interviews and surveys during the data 

collection phase.  

Once the data was assembled, it was jointly analyzed and coded by the researchers for 

emerging themes. Together the researchers examined the data for commonalities and 

discrepancies between the responses of the general and special educators. The triangulation test 

was performed jointly to ensure the accuracy of the recorded information. Many discussions 

occurred between the authors to ensure the data reported was as free of bias as possible.  There 

was an equitable distribution of responsibility throughout the duration of the study.  

Overview of the theoretical basis of the method 

Glaser and Strauss’ (1969) advancement of grounded theory legitimized the use of 

surveys and interviews in qualitative research demonstrating the possibility of building sound 
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research data through these methods. With this in mind, the researchers chose to use a qualitative 

case study to establish an empathetic understanding of the relationship between special and 

general education teachers. “Qualitative researchers treat the uniqueness of individual cases and 

contexts as important to understanding,” (Stake, 1995, p. 39). The researchers also needed to 

determine whether or not a relationship existed among the educators relevant to the elements of 

collaboration and communication processes. In order to facilitate this, quantitative data was also 

gathered through the use of survey instruments.  

Description of the school 

Hillock Elementary School today is a suburban school of 483 students, 21 teachers, and 

one administrator. Ten years ago, a State grant funded two special day classes (SDC), two full 

time resource specialists, and 21 instructional aides on site to facilitate the substantial number of 

students with special needs who attended Hillock. When the grant was no longer available, the 

SDCs were disbanded. Except for two instructional aides, all others were transferred to different 

schools and the district assigned a part time resource specialist in replacement of the SDC 

program. Parents of students with severe disabilities were encouraged to move their children to 

cluster schools that had the facilities to accommodate the child’s particular disability. Many 

parents elected to change their child’s school. This left a significantly reduced special needs 

population. At the same time, the district placed at the site a school psychologist, a measure that 

was primary intended to save the district money. Over the following eight-year period only five 

students were identified with learning disabilities. The reasoning was that there was no way to 

discriminate between emotional overlays and true learning disabilities. As a result, the special 

education personnel assigned to this site were further reduced. 
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There have been three principals in the past five years; each one sought different 

employment opportunities in other districts. This has lead to an environment of instability. The 

current administrator is serving the second year in her first assignment as a principal. 

Additionally, there has been a new resource teacher each year in the past eight years. Not only is 

the present resource teacher new to the school but this is her first teaching assignment. She self 

reported that she is highly qualified and instructs others that her way is the right way and that she 

cannot see validity in other perspectives. The person who replaced the school psychologist is 

also in her first year. This staff change is regarded as positive to the school climate, as the 

psychologist is willing to assist the teachers and students in any way necessary.  The sum effect 

on the teaching staff has been to put them at odds about the philosophy and goals of the school. 

As a result of recent changes, it is anticipated that targeting collaboration among the 

professionals at this site will benefit both staff and students.  

Description of the Sample 

Throughout year one of this study a series of interviews and surveys were conducted. 

Data were collected from the site administrator, one Intensive Behavior Intervention 

Coordinator, one resource teacher, one instructional aide and two general education teachers. 

The administrator and resource teacher were both new to the school. The Intensive Behavior 

Intervention Coordinator had been involved in the school in various capacities for 12 years. The 

instructional aide had been at the site for the past five years. One general education teacher had 

been at the site for the past 32 years, and was teaching fifth grade. The other general education 

teacher had been at the school for the past four years, and was teaching first grade.  This data 

served as a needs assessment, which was a precursor to the development of the study.  
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 Year-two brought changes in the participants of the study. A novice employee replaced 

the instructional aide. The general education professionals grew in number as the population of 

students with special needs changed. To provide richer details of each of the critical participants 

in this study, a short, but thorough, case history can be found in Appendix A. 

The research began with the special and general education departments meeting to 

develop a schedule for student assistance, as well as for collaboration time between the 

professionals. This was the first time general education teachers were involved with the 

scheduling process. At this time, future meetings were scheduled to occur bimonthly. All parties 

involved had input on each scheduling matter. All participants were notified of the time, date and 

location of the meetings. If there was a conflict, there was an opportunity to furnish another time 

for the consideration of the group. Follow-up reminders were sent to the participants two weeks 

before each upcoming meeting.  

 Half way through the year, after winter break, another survey was administered to the 

five general education teachers to determine efficacy of the new schedule and collaboration 

opportunities. Survey questions provided for open-ended responses and ensured anonymity 

allowing for greater integrity. During the same period of time, interviews were conducted with 

the special education teacher and the instructional aide. Questions focused on training and 

perceptions of the collaborative process thus far. The participants were made comfortable and the 

interviews were more conversational in manner to allow for greater candor.  

Data Collection 

Initially, all teachers, staff members, special educators, as well as the site administrator 

were given a survey to establish the current perception of the relationship between the general 

education and special education professionals. From the results, it became evident that there 
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were some areas of need, particularly in developing the collaborative relationship between the 

resource teacher, the instructional aide, and the general educators who had students with special 

needs in their classrooms. Four interviews, two from special educators and two from general 

educators, were also conducted in order to delve further into the concerns raised from both 

perspectives. 

A second series of surveys and interviews involved the special educators on-site and the 

general education teachers who currently had students with special needs in their classrooms. 

The questions focused on the elements that participants felt were essential for an effective 

working relationship in the classroom between the special education and general education 

teachers. This allowed for further questioning about what was working and what needed to be 

changed at Hillock Elementary. All participants were hopeful that their suggestions would be 

taken into consideration, and that changes would be made for the benefit of all involved. 

Interview Protocol 

A series of interview questions were developed as a basis for prompting conversational 

dialogue between the interviewer and the interviewee. Merton, Fiske, and Kendall (1990) 

suggest using a focused interview, in which participants are interviewed for short periods of 

time, usually forty-five minutes to an hour. In these cases, the interviews may still remain open-

ended and assume a conversational manner, but are guided by a set of questions derived from the 

case study protocol. Therefore, the questions were open-ended and designed to allow for a free 

flow of information about the collaborative process and the communication skills utilized at the 

school site. An audiotape was used during the interviews and data was retrieved from those 

audiotapes through transcription.  The researcher asked specific questions as the need arose 

during the series of interviews.  
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Interviews were conducted during the participant’s personal time, according to what was 

most convenient for them. Some participants requested the interview take place during their 

lunch break while others wanted to have their discussion after the school day had ended. The 

interviews lasted approximately 90 minutes and were unstructured and more conversational in 

tone than question-answer type interviews. The interviews were taped and then transcribed for 

later review and analysis. Notes were taken during each interview to highlight the main ideas 

presented by the participant, and were elaborated upon once the tapes had been reviewed more 

thoroughly during the grounded analysis. 

Survey Protocol 

Survey questions were developed that related to the collaboration already in existence at 

this particular school site. The surveys were distributed with an explanation and rationale to all 

general education teachers having students with special needs in their classrooms. The surveys 

were anonymous and were returned to the researchers through school mailboxes. According to 

Yin (2003), formal surveys are “designed as a part of a case study and produce quantitative data 

as part of the case study evidence” (p. 91). In consideration of time constraints, surveys were 

conducted initially to determine areas of need and were conducted later to determine change in 

overall perception.  

Documenting, describing, and interpreting the data 

 The interviews were conducted by the researchers and all were audio-taped. At the start 

of each interview, the researchers described the nature of the study and then asked each 

participant if they wanted to continue with the process. All interviews were then transcribed to 

allow for grounded analysis to take place, whereby all common themes and concerns were color-

coded for easier reference when discussing the findings. 
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 Surveys were distributed to teacher participants via school mailboxes. A letter explaining 

the nature and purpose was attached as a “front cover” to each survey. The teachers returned the 

completed surveys anonymously to either of the researchers’ mail boxes. The surveys were read 

and color-coded to match issues and common themes that emerged from the interviews. 

 Four themes became apparent during the process of grounded analysis. The first was the 

training that both the general educators and special educators received prior to the start of this 

study. The second focused on the communication skills of all participants regardless of which 

department they worked. Next, the relationship special educators had with students while 

working in the class room became a crucial factor. And the last theme that emerged was the issue 

of scheduling collaboration and communication time between the special and general educators. 

Within each theme, issues and concerns emerged that pertained to both general and 

special education fields but these were addressed differently. At the same time, general educators 

raised concerns about the efficacy of the special educators in the classroom as well as the 

communicative relationship between the two parties. Furthermore, special education participants 

identified flaws in their program as a whole and seemingly wanted to find common ground on 

which to build a solution to the problems seen in the general education classroom.  

During the course of the research, all participants were asked often to share insights to 

changes being made to the program. They used this as a platform to discuss changes that still 

needed to be made. All of which were considered for the recommendations outlined in Chapter 5 

of this research. 

Reporting the findings 

 The interviews and surveys were all coded using teacher pseudonyms and specific colors 

that correlated to each of the themes that arose as a critical element. Positive outcomes and 
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limitations were all derived from the teachers’ voices through the use of direct quotations from 

surveys and interviews. 

 Within each of the themes, the researchers found there to be similar areas of concern for 

both the general and special educators. It became clear that there were issues that pertained to 

general educators only, and others that focused only on the special education environment. 

Therefore, these issues were separated in the findings section to address them appropriately. 

 The order of reporting the findings was based on their order of importance to positive 

collaboration. Each of the key elements discussed affected those that followed. It seemed 

relevant that proper training occur prior to implementing any communication skills or strategies, 

developing relationships with students, or with scheduling collaboration opportunities. 

Validating the findings 

Due to the fact that there were two researchers, the data could be analyzed from more than 

one perspective. If teachers’ statements generated questions about key information, new 

questions could be formulated to draw out appropriate responses. In addition, the researchers 

were extremely familiar with the environment in which the study was conducted. This provided 

the opportunity for the researchers to adequately discuss the history/content and program 

situations with the involved parties. Therefore, the findings were validated through a 

combination of impartial discussions of responses and the knowledge base of the researchers.  

Limitation of the design and method 

 This study’s limitations focus on three main aspects: the school, the participants, the 

manner in which data was collected, and the interpretation of the data. These limiting factors are 

discussed here.  
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Nature of the school  

The school is a small school, not representative of a typical urban school environment or 

population. A majority of the students are Caucasian, middle-class, and are primarily from dual-

income, two parent households. Hillock Elementary also has a smaller population of resource or 

special education students compared to the national average enrolled in an inclusive setting. 

Limiting the generalizability of the study are the issues discussed by Hillock staff which focused 

only on that particular school’s population.  

Nature of the sample 
 
 The participants in this study were not randomly chosen. All special educators at this 

particular school site were asked to participate. The administrator suggested to these educators 

that it would benefit the special education program greatly if they offered input and suggestions 

as to what areas need change. The general education teachers were selected based upon the 

enrollment of students with special needs in their general education classrooms. This excluded 

teachers who had students with special needs in their classrooms in prior years, or who had 

special training in dealing with the learning styles of these students, particularly one general 

education teacher who also has a Master’s Degree in Special Education. Additionally, the study 

did not allow for input from all members of the school community as it was determined to be 

more immediately effective for those directly working together in a general education/special 

education relationship. Finally, the participants in this study were all females, and thus did not 

necessarily represent the male educator population at a given school site. 

Method of collecting and reporting the data  
 
 Interviews have been regarded as having limitations as a data collection method because 

they can be tainted with interviewer bias. Every effort was made to ensure objectivity when 
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interviewing the participants, facilitating the discussions, and having informal conversations. 

Questions related to the participant’s answers and pertained solely to identifying the elements 

necessary for the development of a collaborative environment at this particular school site.  

Time frame of data collection   

 All of the participants, with the exception of one instructional aide, were followed for a 

two-year period of time. Fullan (2001) suggests that it takes a period of time to identify where 

the problem lies and then to discuss the changes that need to take place. Most schools, however, 

take a period of up to five years to implement change within their school community. At Hillock, 

small changes were made, with more changes needed. These suggestions are further outlined in 

Chapter 5. 

Interpretation of data 
 
 Exploratory in nature, the data presented in this study is for illustration purposes only. It 

does not attempt to prove what does and does not work when considering collaboration at all 

school sites. It is understood that each school community differs in itsthe interpretation of 

collaborative models, however, there is little training or focus on effective implementation at all 

schools. The research is intended, therefore, to act as a catalyst for outlining positive, key 

elements that need to be in place in any school community where general education and special 

education professionals work together in a partnership, ultimately, a collaborative relationship 

beneficial for all parties involved. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings and Discussion 

 
 
 This chapter delves into the collaborative relationships between general education and 

special education teachers in an elementary school setting in one Southern California school 

district. It describes the training process for general and special educators with regard to 

collaboration and communication implemented within the general education setting. It also 

reveals the issues or concerns about communication methods and/or styles with both teachers 

and students that the participants believed impacted the overall program. The chapter also 

discusses the relationships the participants currently experience as a result of the communication 

styles being utilized. While considering training, collaboration, and communication, this chapter 

also addresses the issues related to the overall scheduling of the resource program at this 

particular school site. 

 There are four significant themes that emerged through the process of grounded analysis, 

each discussed in four separate sections of this chapter. Within each theme, some commonalities 

between the special educators and the general educators became evident. These similarities are 

the first area of focus for each section. Further analysis revealed some areas that only pertained 

to the perceptions of the general educators, while others focused on the special education 

perspective. Therefore, the format for each section is outlined by similarities, the general 

education perspective, and then special education perspective. Each section illustrates a key 

factor necessary to the development of a successful program of collaboration within the 

elementary school environment.  
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Training 

The first major theme that emerged when analyzing the data revolved around the 

necessary training that parties needed in their roles as collaborators. All participants, general and 

special educators, expressed the need for training as the key element for the success of working 

with colleagues. The lack of training was attributed to two sources, the state and the district. The 

participants agreed that there was little to no training in their university courses on collaboration. 

Special education teachers are not required to take the course on collaboration until the second 

tier of their credentials. The general education teachers are not offered the course in their 

program at all. There was a wide-spread perception that the dearth of such courses offered at the 

university level was a huge barrier in the day to day contact professionals enjoyed with each 

other at the school site.  “So never being told it would be good to do this, I kind of had to figure 

it out on my own,” responded resource teacher, Karen Smith.  In addition, district in-service 

courses on these topics were extremely sporadic. This creates more difficulty when the district is 

advocating collaboration yet does not support the training necessary for successful 

implementation. 

The data revealed that all participants lacked training in managing more than one 

professional in a classroom at any given time. During the times they shared instructional 

responsibility, there was much confusion about the roles of the adults in their relationships with 

one another and with students. The general education teacher viewed those times as an 

opportunity to have another adult work with a group of students, whereas the focus of the special 

educators was solely on the identified students.   

 Both the general and special educators, including the instructional aide, expressed a need 

for the instructional aide to have a greater understanding of the boundaries between the 
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professional and the students. The instructional aide had a tendency to create bonds of friendship 

with the students she assisted, rather than establishing the expectations relevant to teacher and 

student interactions. This was underscored by the statement made by third-grade general 

education teacher, Tanya Lopez, “I feel the aides need to be better trained and focus more on the 

students’ needs and not on being their friends.” This created an environment in which the 

instructional aide was giving the students answers and in some situations, actually writing the 

answers for them. This led to awareness that the instructional aide needed more training in a 

variety of strategies to utilize when working directly with the students. Also, she needed a deeper 

understanding of grade-level standards and their impact on student achievement. 

While there were many commonalities in the responses to training, there were specific 

perceptions unique to each group of professionals. The general education teachers only focused 

on the training of the special education personnel. There was no discussion about the level of 

training that the general education professionals did received or did not receive.  Instead, the 

focus was on the degree of training the instructional aide had received. The questions about the 

training were based on the level of instruction the students were receiving during the time the 

instructional aide was in the classroom. Naomi Parker responded to the question about making 

changes to the program by asking two questions, “Training of aides? What do they get?” There 

were also concerns expressed that due to the scheduling of the resource time students missed 

valuable whole group instruction from the classroom teacher. In addition, difficulties arose when 

the general educator felt forced to change subject matter entirely during the time the instructional 

aide was in the classroom.  

Another concern that was expressed was that, because of constantly changing laws 

governing special education, the general education teachers are not kept abreast of current 
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requirements when students with special needs are placed in their classrooms. The general 

education teachers are required to attend one additional course at the university in order to obtain 

a clear credential. That course may have been taken many years ago depending on the service 

years of the general educator. The district falls short on providing mandatory trainings when new 

laws go into effect. Karen Smith states, “Things are always changing in special ed, and all of a 

sudden we have to implement it in the classroom and [the general education teachers] are 

wondering what’s going on.” This creates tension between the general and special educators 

when they have very different objectives for the students they serve.  

On the other hand, the special educators were very candid about the lack of training they 

received and discussed how that impacted their program. The instructional aide was hired the 

day before the beginning of the school year. In order to secure her position, she was only 

required to take a sixth-grade leveled language arts exam. Sara Larson, the instructional aide, 

explained, “I had to take a test. A basic….nothing, sixth grade level, maybe. Not hard. Basic 

grammar, reading, everything!” Once she successfully passed the test she was able to take either 

a position as a full inclusion, one-on-one assistant or as a resource instructional aide. These 

positions require very different skills.  Full inclusion assistants’ work typically entails behavior 

management, while instructional aide’s assistance is solely of an educational nature.  

Additionally, the instructional aide was given no previous training on the research-based 

strategies that are proven to be effective with students with special needs. At no time was she 

given the opportunity to observe a veteran professional, either another instructional aide or the 

resource teacher, in a classroom setting. Sara Larson responded, “But when you’re resource… 

there is not a lot of training, there are a lot of things I wish I knew. You just kind of learn and 

hope you get it, like some of the strategies for math…”  At the beginning of the year, time had 
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not been carved out of the schedule to allow the instructional aide and the resource teacher to 

work together so that the instructional aide got an idea of effective processes when working with 

students in the classroom. The lack of observation and shadowing time compounded the issue of 

the instructional aide not having a broad strategy base to effectively assist the students because 

there was no way for her to gain the information from the professionals surrounding her.  

The resource teacher was also forthcoming in sharing information about the areas in 

which there was a lack of training. Due to the fact that she has yet to complete her Level II 

special education credential, she has not had any exposure to theories of collaboration in 

practice. She had come from a background in business environment where collaboration was 

expected yet nonexistent, there was no training on how to actually implement collaboration.  

The district hired her as the resource teacher and gave no guidelines about how to 

proceed once hired. There were no district-sanctioned foundations for the day-to-day 

management of a successful resource program. She was in charge of her own program without 

any tools on which to draw to make it successful. Karen Smith explained in an interview: 

“It’s just the way Simi does its resource, and it changes every year. There is no 
training for us either. They just throw you into it and basically you have to create your 
own program. The whole year last year I spent trying to figure out my program. I think it 
would be better if Simi had a program district-wide, and then we could just modify it to 
our particular style.”  
 

Communication Skills  

 Inherent in the collaborative relationship are competent communication skills, which was 

the second theme emerging from the data analysis. The data revealed that although there 

appeared to be open communication between all parties many issues arose because of 

misunderstandings. Each party agreed that the others were accessible and willing to discuss 

questions or concerns. On the other hand, these dialogues produced no results and the manner in 
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which the conversations took place was regarded as inadequate. These exchanges, more often 

than not, took place in snippets and usually in inappropriate settings such as the general 

education classroom during instructional time. When problems were discussed there was often 

no follow-through on the part of the people involved.  

There was a lack of communication between the resource teacher and the general 

education teachers related to the needs of the students in the classroom. The general educators 

had access to many assessment tools and the results were recorded on the district assessment 

database in various forms. The special education teachers did not have access to this database 

and the general education teachers were not forthcoming in providing it. “We don’t have access 

to the same information [the general education teachers] have. We don’t have access to ESCORE 

and the teachers don’t keep the assessments for us”, stated Karen Smith. The students with 

special needs had an IEP document that outlined all the goals and objectives for that child. The 

special education teacher had complete access to this document for each child on her caseload. 

This created another difficulty was because the general education teachers had to go to the 

confidential files to look up the goals and objectives for the students placed in their classes. 

Questioned about knowing learning goals for her students’, Naomi Parker responded, “Only 

because I have gone to the confidential file to find them”. The resource teacher did not share the 

relevant information which she had readily available to her. Another communication problem 

arose regarding students who received resource assistance. The general education teachers 

wanted all struggling students grouped with the student with disabilities so that all students could 

benefit from the extra support. The resource teacher expressed a concern that students needs 

were not brought to the Student Study Team (SST) due to the extra assistance they received from 

the instructional aide; this situation created tension between the general and special educators.  



Collaboration in Elementary Schools 45 

The general education teachers expressed a need for the resource teacher and the 

instructional aide to be available at times other than times designated for instruction. Mary 

Porter, the second grade teacher, reported, “Time is not set aside to collaborate and it should be. 

Planning instructional strategies and curriculum modifications would help best meet the resource 

students’ needs.” Most of the general educators agreed that it was very difficult to communicate 

under conditions when no time was set aside. The resource teacher expressed that it was much 

easier to communicate with the primary teachers than the upper grade teachers. Her justification 

was that the students were moving on to middle school and therefore she was backing away from 

intense instructional support stating she “was not as concerned with them (the upper students).” 

The upper grade general education teacher’s perception was that the resource teacher was 

avoiding her classroom altogether. The primary teachers’ perception also differed from the 

resource teacher in that they felt it was no easier to communicate under the conditions they 

encountered. They wanted more time and felt communication did not take place unless the 

general education teachers initiated the interactions. The resource teacher described how she had 

tried to be around for more lunches and left Fridays open to be around campus for more informal 

communication opportunities with the general education teachers. However, this change in 

schedule was not apparent to any of the general education teachers.     

 The resource teacher and the instructional aide had the most time to communicate away 

from the classroom due to two 40-minute planning periods in their schedules each week. There 

was an opportunity for different types of conversations during these meetings. There appeared to 

be a flow of information between them without either one of them dominating the conversations. 

However, issues arose when a problem was communicated that was not seen the same way by 

both parties. “She’ll show me what she wants me to do. A lot of times it doesn’t work because 
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when I walk in [to the general education classroom] there’s no time to get it done,” said Sara 

Larson. When this happened, the instructional aide did not feel comfortable expressing her 

concerns. At the same time, the resource teacher had to reexamine her ability to communicate 

with someone who had a completely different style than she. Karen Smith gave an account of 

how she responded in these circumstances:   

The next time I was going to talk to her [the instructional aide] I was going to tell her that 
I’m the kind of person - OK, it might look like I am not responding, but I’ll take it in, and 
I’ll walk way and be thinking about it. And my downfall is that I don’t let her know that’s 
what I’m doing.  

 
 Much of the scheduled communication/collaboration time was spent on training the 

instructional aide rather than allowing for true communication. It was reported that conversations 

would abruptly turn to discussing which programs to use with certain students and how to 

implement them, or to providing directions about the goals and objectives the students were 

required to achieve and how the instructional aide was to assist them in this process. Due to the 

lack of knowledge on the part of the instructional aide, Sara Larson, these conversations were 

paramount. She gave an account of how the conversations proceeded: 

I do tell her: this is what is happening, what should I do? And she gives me some ideas, 
sometimes she says you have to deal with it, sometimes she’ll have her own agenda, 
sometimes she’ll want to teach me a specific thing.   

 
There was little time to have an exchange about the effectiveness of the programs put into place 

or to discuss the issues that arise during the time in the classroom. To help alleviate this, a form 

was created. Using the pre-typed form, the instructional aide would check off the opportunities 

she had to work on the goals and, if needed, write comments. This form will be implemented in 

the near future with the general education teachers for use in IEP meetings.  

Miscommunication was also shown to have occurred between a general education teacher 

and the instructional aide.  Instead of discussing the issue thoroughly, the resource teacher asked 
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the aide, “Did you talk to her?” leaving the conversation there. The instructional aide understood 

that to mean she was to go and talk directly to the general education teacher. This response 

created a later misunderstanding when the general education teacher brought up the outstanding 

issue at an IEP meeting. It is critical to make sure all parties have an understanding of the issues 

and the appropriate steps required to resolve them.  

Working relationships with students 

 Careful review of data related to communication among the adult participants revealed a 

third theme; establishing appropriate working relationships with the students targeted for 

assistance. General education teachers as well as the special educators raised concerns about the 

communication and interaction that was occurring when the instructional aide or resource teacher 

was in the classroom and when all participants were actively involved in instructing students.  

At the beginning of this research, a meeting occurred to schedule the services provided to 

students with special needs. During this meeting the general educators were adamant about 

having the 9:00 a.m. time slot to work with students on language arts skills. It became apparent 

that the teachers wanted the instructional aide or the resource teacher to lead a reading group into 

which academically struggling students or those labeled as English Language learners (ELL) 

could be placed. The resource teacher, Karen, explained during her interview that teachers do not 

realize that special educators must consider students they work with as part of their caseload, 

regardless of whether or not they are identified to receive services. Karen had been informed by 

the school district that if the instructional aide “was working with those kids in the classroom, 

[she] can count them in [her] caseload.” This presented a problem in some classes because 

students were not given the appropriate amount of support they were legally required to receive. 

The communication in the classroom with the students identified with special needs became 

shortened and very limited as a result. Sara, the instructional aide, had to incorporate the 
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additional students into the small group she was assigned to work with. This was particularly 

difficult for Sara within one classroom where she was “always in there doing reading groups and 

it [was] a bad time, and it [was] just not working.” When asked to elaborate, Sara explained that 

she felt her time was being “wasted” in some of the classrooms. Sara did not feel as though she 

was meeting the student’s needs. 

This situation raised concerns for both special and general educators who agreed that the 

students they were working with were not having their needs met within the current model of in-

class support. When in the classroom, one participant reported, “the timing doesn’t work…it 

would be better if I could just pull [the student] out and work with him individually.” This 

sentiment was echoed by several general education teachers as who were quite concerned that 

students in the classroom were either distracted by the instructional aide or resource teacher, or 

that students were missing initial instruction in the core subjects (i.e. math and reading.)  Tanya 

Lopez a primary grade teacher, asked that her students “hear the lesson first and then get support 

later” , in order that skills taught during direct instruction would be reinforced. The general 

educators agreed. They stated that during the time Sara or Karen are in the classroom the student 

receives small group or individual support and as a result often miss the direct instruction. Then, 

as second-grade teacher, Mary Porter reported, “(I) spend most of my time trying to catch [her 

student] up to what the rest of the class is working on.”  

When looking at the working relationship with the students, the general educators all 

declared great concern about the style of Sara’s interaction. “A lot of talking is going on that is 

not pertinent to what I am doing,” was a comment made by Tanya, a third-grade teacher. As a 

result, the student appears to be off-task during the majority of time spent working with the 

instructional aide. To Naomi Parker it becomes a huge problem when during writing time the 
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instructional aide is discussing her “love of diet coke” and asking, not only the student she is 

supposed to be supporting in the classroom but also the other five to seven surrounding children, 

what is their favorite type of soda.  Parker continued, “When writing a compare contrast essay 

about two Egyptian rulers, diet coke is not pertinent!”  

The resource teacher also commented on this, stating that teachers have communicated 

their concerns with her and that she had approached Sara to discuss her working relationship 

with the students. “[Sara’s] still in that mode where she feels like she has to goof off with the kid 

to get him to do what she wants.” Karen made several attempts to work with Sara to improve her 

overall interactions with the students, especially the upper-grade children. Having to switch from 

primary to upper grade instructional strategies can be challenging. Sara acknowledged this fact, 

and wanted to have more training and more conversations with the general educators as well as 

Karen, to help her better facilitate learning as a teacher rather than as a friend. 

Both Karen and Sara expressed frustration about working with students in the classroom 

from the special education perspective. In their opinion, it is difficult to walk into a classroom 

where there is a teacher with his or her own “agenda.” Student needs are not considered, rather 

the focus of the teacher is to just teach and assess the standards. Karen reported that in a sixth-

grade classroom, she does not “feel the freedom to go in there a lot, as much as… with the 

smaller kids…[I] try to kind of follow more of what [the teacher] is doing and working the 

goals.” This approach presents a problem not only with the relationships with students but to the 

overall success of a collaborative model. When the resource support is not given in a manner that 

assists the student in meeting the goals and objectives outlined in the IEP, the student often fails. 

It is essential if student needs are to be met that the general and special education professionals 

take the time to welcome one another into the classroom.  
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Unfortunately, Karen and Sara also feel that teachers neglect to understand the purpose of 

the resource program while working together in the classroom. It becomes more of a time when 

the instructional aide or resource teacher is expected to help all struggling students. The result, as 

Karen reports, is that “teachers are not motivated to refer students to the SST because those 

students are already receiving support services in the classroom.” This does not foster a positive 

relationship when working with students and creates tension and feelings of obligation on the 

part of the special educators rather than truly leading to a collaborative approach in the 

classroom.  

Scheduling 

 The fourth theme that emerged, and possibly the most contentious, was that of 

scheduling. How is it possible to develop a schedule whereby everyone involved is satisfied? 

Findings from the initial survey distributed to the teachers overwhelmingly revealed that the 

issue of scheduling was the deciding factor in whether or not a support program would succeed. 

As previously stated, at the onset of this research a meeting was called to determine the schedule 

and, except for Mary Porter who was out on maternity leave at that time, all involved participants 

attended. This type of meeting had never been called before at this particular school site. 

Usually, the resource teacher developed the schedule on her own, submitted it to the 

administrator for approval, and then distributed a copy to teachers who have special needs 

students in their classrooms. Therefore, it was the expectation that the resource teacher, Karen, 

would conduct and facilitate the meeting. This was not the case. Karen arrived with one blank 

sheet of paper. She had not noted ahead of time the required minutes of support each child was to 

receive and began flipping through pages in a large notebook to locate the information. Karen 

drew five columns on the paper and tried to explain how she had done the schedule in the past. 

The general educators and the administrator appeared confused while she was talking. The 
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administrator interrupted Karen, and asked two of the general education teachers to draw a 

schedule on the board, because she thought that everyone needed to visualize the schedule. With 

the support of the researchers, the general education teachers discussed, compromised, and 

worked collaboratively to develop a schedule which would enable all student needs’ to be met.  

The general educators pointed out that compared to previous years they had played an 

important role in changing the way the resource program was set up. All participants left the 

room with a positive outlook, despite the fact that the meeting lasted over two hours. Naomi 

Porter expressed it this way: “This is the first time we (the general educators) really feel that this 

will work. This is a schedule that should work well for all students and teachers.”  

As time passed, however, the general education teachers began to feel as though they had 

reverted to the old model. There was no time set aside for discussion between themselves and the 

resource teacher. What did happen was “during class time, while [teachers] are teaching.” 

According to fourth-grade teacher, Amy Martin, the “aide runs in and out of the classroom, and 

we rarely have time to sit and discuss anything.” All of the general educators felt this hindered 

the overall progress of the program. Instruction was interrupted, losing the flow of a lesson or 

classroom objective. Several teachers were frustrated that the resource aide’s scheduled time 

changed without notice or discussion, resulting in support being provided in one content area 

while an entirely different subject was covered with the rest of the class (i.e. math support during 

language arts time.) The result, according to Mrs. Parker, was “students had a hard time getting 

back on task with the lesson, including focus and understanding, once the resource teacher or 

instructional aide left the classroom.”  

Furthermore, the general education professionals were asked to attend IEP meetings for 

students. During these meetings, goals and objectives were set by the resource teacher. 
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Sometimes, these goals did not relate to the needs of the students, rather they were a “snapshot in 

time” of a particular concept, according to Mrs. Parker, “not really focusing on the overall 

achievement for a particular student.” The collaboration that had been discussed and was 

expected to occur prior to any IEP meeting was not happening. Renee Tolchin expressed a desire 

to have the resource teacher “observe the students more often or for longer periods of time to get 

a better sense of the students.” Renee felt that Karen and Sara needed to know the “grade-level 

standards for all the resource students, in order to be fully aware of what the students were 

expected to do.”  

Some of the general educators, particularly Tanya Lopez, hoped that Karen and Sara 

would come later during the day to avoid disruption or distraction. This way the student could be 

pulled from a lesson that was not considered core curriculum, and provided with intensive 

support in language arts or math. She believed that it would be far more beneficial for the student 

to practice skills later on in the day rather than trying to play catch up once the support personnel 

left the room. The administrator at the school site advocated for in-class support only, with the 

exception that a student could be pulled for assessment purposes. 

Collaboration time, 40 minutes, twice a week, was scheduled for the resource teacher and 

the instructional aide. During this time, Karen trained Sara to use and implement some special 

education techniques and programs in the classroom. Karen used the time to discuss any 

concerns that Sara might have regarding student achievement, instructional strategies, 

curriculum, or any other classroom issues. Sara saw this as an opportunity to learn how to deal 

with students and meet their needs. “[Karen] gives me notes on what to do. She’ll work with kids 

in the afternoon and then, the next morning she’ll show me what she want me to do.” 
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Karen acknowledged that she should “attend more staff meetings” to keep teachers up-to-

date with new laws and how to implement regulations. She believed that this could help alleviate 

some of the frustration both the teachers and her staff felt when required to complete state-

mandated documentation or follow guidelines. However, she did not have specific collaboration 

time set aside for the general education teachers. Karen stated, “I try to be around for more 

lunches…and I’ve also left Friday as my testing schedule… so if I’m not testing it’s a good day 

for me to stop and communicate informally with the teachers.”  

At the original meeting at the beginning of the year, there had been discussion of a 

monthly meeting when the general and special educators could collaborate. The intended 

purpose was to allow teachers time to discuss curriculum, student needs, accommodations, 

modifications, and instructional strategies to best fit the classroom environment. All participants 

agreed that the meetings would take place on the last Monday of each month, at the conclusion 

of the school day. It was agreed that if a change was to be made to the time, day, or location of 

the meeting, all would be contacted to find a suitable time when everyone would be able to 

attend. Karen believed that a meeting “every other month…would be beneficial.” However, the 

meetings never occurred. The resource teacher was unavailable to meet and the general educators 

felt it was pointless to hold a meeting without her. Mary Porter put into words a sentiment shared 

by the other general educators: “There is no time set aside to collaborate and it should be. 

Planning instructional strategies and curriculum modification would best help meet the resource 

students’ needs.” Instead, collaboration took place during instructional time, often causing the 

teacher to pause from their direct instructional lesson to speak with the resource teacher and/or 

instructional aide. 
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Summary of findings 

 This particular school is a small elementary school within a suburban district, and it 

likely that the same conflicts occurring at this school site occur elsewhere. Through a grounded 

analysis of the data collected through surveys and interviews important issues became quite 

apparent. These caused the researchers to further examine what is necessary in order to develop a 

positive collaborative model between the general education and special education professionals. 

The general educators reported that the lack of success lay on the shoulders of the special 

educators for a variety of reasons which included an absence of training, a lack of effective 

communication between adults and students, and poor scheduling. The special educators 

recognized a need for improvement but did see themselves as part of the predicament. They 

reported consistently examining ways to overcome the issues created by their procedures. Both 

parties recognized the flaws in the current program being implemented at the school site and the 

need for a more collaborative approach. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 

 The findings reported in chapter four provided a rich data set to inform future 

collaborative relationships at the school site. There were many issues that could have been 

avoided with support from the administration and the district. Districts have a tendency to 

implement programs into school systems without a clear understanding of the affect the change 

will have on the schools’ climates. Nor do districts give the administrators the tools in which to 

support the implementation. As a result, the administrator will implement the new district 

mandated procedures but without the proper supports or conditions to sustain the process. This 

creates an environment where there is an appearance of following district mandate, where 

everything looks as if it is running smoothly yet closer scrutiny reveals that there is much 

dissonance.  

 The preceding scenario depicts the case during the time of this study. Everyone agreed 

that collaboration is extremely valuable, but to render resources or invest precious time in 

making collaboration a reality was quite a challenge. There are several recommendations to 

assist in implementing collaboration that would not be burdensome either in costs or expended 

energy. If these recommendations were followed prior to asking professionals to engage in 

collaboration the likelihood is it would run more smoothly.  

 Although the emotional quotients of the participants were addressed throughout the 

study, there did not seem to be resolutions to critical issues. Without the follow through on the 

part of the responsible parties, the professionals with concerns were left to their own devices. 

This lack of validation led to a return to the individual focus on problem solving. It is imperative 
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that the participants feel membership in the group in order for the group to operate as an 

effective unit. Everyone involved in collaboration must have an understanding of the frames of 

reference of those around them, and be able to confront conflict in a respectful manner.  

Therefore, this chapter discusses positive changes the participants reported that took 

place as well as the limitations of this study. The authors’ key goals are addressed in relationship 

to the perceptions and attitudes of the participants. The perceptions of the various parties will be 

addressed in the following order: the instructional aide, resource teacher, general education 

teachers and the administrator. Once these perceptions are addressed the authors will speak to the 

elements of collaboration.   

The discussion is followed by the authors’ recommendations, which stem from the key 

findings in chapter four. The recommendations are organized into the four major theme 

categories: training, communication skills, working with students and scheduling. General and 

special educators’ duties are addressed, as well as the responsibility of the state and school 

district in fostering the collaborative process.  

Discussion 

Positive Changes 

The authors’ key goals were to assist in the implementation of an effective collaborative 

partnership between general education and special education teachers as a means to improve 

student achievement. During the course of this study, there were many positive changes. From 

year one to year two there was the establishment of a joint schedule. All parties gave input in the 

process and were valued for their efforts. Beginning the year in this manner, gave the 

professionals a sense of belonging and enthusiasm for working together. During the scheduling 

discussions, there were opportunities to express areas of concerns and ask questions. The general 
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education teachers received first hand knowledge of how difficult it was to schedule the diverse 

time increments for the many special needs students. The special education teacher was able to 

see how the schedule affected general education teachers’ daily classroom routines. A better 

understanding of the flexibility all parties needed to facilitate students was achieved. The 

meeting was successful in enabling and encouraging all of the educators to practice effective 

communication and problem-solving skills.  

Another critical achievement was the change in the communication style between the 

resource teacher and the instructional aide. A time was established in the schedule for sharing 

concerns and successes. Additionally, a form was created to facilitate communicating about 

students’ progress and reduce the possibility of miscommunication. This form provided the 

instructional aide with a means to specify issues that arose so they could be discussed with the 

resource teacher at a later time. This made it possible for both parties to have conversations 

about subjects that may have been overlooked if they had to be kept in memory until the next 

scheduled meeting. The form also facilitated the instructional aide providing immediate 

resolution for situations reported by the resource teacher in between the weekly meeting times. 

The practice of leaving forty-five minute taped messages or stacks of papers with notes was 

eradicated. The instructional aide reported that she felt valued and that her opinions mattered.  

As a result of improved interaction with the instructional aide, the resource teacher 

changed some of the communication tools used with the general education teachers. The success 

of the form created for the instructional aide, motivated the development of a similar form for the 

general education teachers to use to communicate with the resource teacher prior to an IEP. This 

form serves as a discussion point between the special and general educators and avoids surprises 

during the actual meeting. Email is no longer the primary method of interaction with the general 
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educators. Instead, Karen communicates face-to-face as much as possible. Although there are not 

set times in the schedule for communicating with the general education teachers this year, Karen 

has become more visible during break times.  

Finally, there has been an improvement in the relationships among the special and 

general educators.  Both groups have a greater understanding of the immense responsibilities 

each have in educating students within the general education setting. Amongst the professionals 

there is now shared terminology about collaboration and the impact it has on student 

achievement. It is evident to all that the time consuming tasks involved exist because of state and 

district requirements. The special educators have a better knowledge of the overall curricular 

demands, while the general educators have insight into the individual needs of the students.  

Limitations 

Although the literature clearly outlines the elements necessary for successful 

collaboration (Bahamonde, and Friend, 1999; Friend & Cook, 2003; Leonard and Leonard, 2003; 

Welch, Sheridan, Brett, Colton, and Mayhew, 1996) the individual personalities of participants 

are paramount in putting the research into practice. It is extremely difficult to make systemic 

changes when working with a group of diverse people. Implementing many of the key aspects of 

collaboration rests on the voluntary participation of the interested parties. At the beginning of 

year two of this action research, the participants were extremely motivated to be an integral part 

of the process. As the year progressed excitement and involvement waned. When people became 

more focused on their individual responsibilities, collaboration became less of a priority.  

The new instructional aide, Sara, brought more open communication to the group, but the 

lack of training she received influenced the outcome. The fact that this was her first position 
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created a need for extensive training in appropriate instructional practices for students with 

special needs and for her to determine appropriate relationship building with students. It took 

considerable time for Sara to understand classroom routines in a variety of settings. This took 

valuable time away from the collaborative process.  

During conversation at the beginning of the implementation phase of this project, the 

resource teacher indicated that she was ready to put forth the effort necessary to facilitate 

collaboration between the general and special educators.  In reality, her agenda was specifically 

special education oriented. She was unavailable for the scheduled bimonthly meetings and did 

not make an effort to reschedule.  In the general education classes, she was adamant about the 

identified students receiving assistance omitting the general education students. She directed the 

instructional aide to inform the general education teachers that resource comes first to the 

exclusion of everything else. Her desire was to pull out the special needs students from the 

general education settings rather than communicate with the teachers in a way that would better 

facilitate the students within the inclusive setting. This hampered the collaborative process and 

progress at the classroom routine and student achievement level.  

The general education teachers were unwilling to examine classroom procedures to best 

utilize the resource time. Once the schedule was solidified, classroom procedures could be 

planned so that resource personnel were not in the classroom during whole group instruction, or 

when a subject was being taught which students did not require assistance with. Changes in the 

schedule, of course, need to be cleared with the general education teacher before making them 

permanent.  In addition, general education teachers failed to recognize the need for their own 

staff development in best practices in working with students with special needs and the 
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collaborative process. This lack of flexibility adversely affected the assistance the students 

received in the classroom.  

This was the administrator’s first position as a principal and she was new to the school 

site, so her focus revolved around developing the skills of an effective leader. She was definite 

about wanting students with special needs to receive their services in the general education 

setting, but was unaware of how to support her own decision. It was generally perceived that the 

school administrator was not involved at any level in this project; she gave permission and then 

withdrew from that point. It was apparent that the lack of follow through on her part hampered 

the communication between the special and general educators.  

These perceptions led to the conclusions that nothing at the school site is accomplished 

without the direction of the administrator and that creating a shared vision among the participants 

is quite a challenge. Structures must be in place at the site level through the direction of the 

administrator. There must be opportunities for professionals to communicate openly with each 

other and those outside of the team, time must be carved out of busy schedules for common 

wplanning and training, and a psychologically and physically secure environment must be 

available for building trust and respect among the professionals. No matter how committed to 

collaboration the participants are, the process cannot be maintained without the organizational 

factors in place. These structures provide the foundation for the success of the collaborative 

process. An atmosphere that fosters deep discussions and caring attitudes must have the 

framework firmly in place before the parties can become comfortable with the new procedures. 
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Recommendations 

 Many recommendations emerged from the teachers’ voice, these centered on training, 

skills necessary for communicating, working relationships with children, and scheduling in a 

collaborative model. These recommendations will be addressed separately in the following 

sections.  

Training 

Recommendation: Prior and ongoing training for all professionals is critical to 

successful collaborating in a school setting.  

Many recommendations came to light as a result of the data collected in regard to training 

the professionals. These recommendations involve three key groups the state, the resource 

professionals, and the general education teachers. The first recommendation is on the university 

or state level. The university course programs need to include collaboration as a required course 

for both the general and special educators. The general educators programs need the 

collaboration course inserted into the coursework for their preliminary credential, at the same 

time the special education programs need to move the collaboration courses into the Level I 

requirements, rather than the Level II courses. There is a clear need for training educators about 

the skills necessary for collaboration prior to making it a district requirement. There are few 

resources available for educators to learn these valuable skills beyond the university level. In 

addition, the special educators who do take the course are more likely to express resentment 

toward another task left exclusively to them to implement.  

The second recommendation applies exclusively to the instructional aide training. An 

exam demonstrating that the foundations of basic skills are in place should be a requirement for 

all persons providing instruction to student in the general education setting. A test similar to the 
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current California Basic Education Skills Test (CBEST) would suffice.  This would assess the 

knowledge base of the professional applying for the position of instructional aide before placing 

them in the classroom. The current test that focuses only on grammar and reading is not 

sufficient to evaluate whether an assistant is qualified to support student achievement. 

The required test acts as the precursor to the practical training supplied by the district that 

includes opportunities for direct classroom observation and time to shadow a veteran educator 

before embarking on his/her own. It is crucial for all people who instruct students with special 

needs to have a strong knowledge of the application of research-based strategies. “One place I 

think the resource program could improve is to more knowledgeable about grade level standards, 

especially the aides so that they know the goal (level) students are aiming to achieve,” said fifth 

grade teacher, Renee Tolchin. There is no time once the instructional aide has been placed at a 

school site for the observation/shadowing phase. Therefore, this opportunity must be part of the 

training prior to hiring and placing in an instructional position.  

The final recommendation for this section includes ongoing and substantive in-service 

opportunities for the general education teachers in the collaborative process in regard to the 

legalities of meeting the needs of students with special needs. The laws governing students with 

special needs change frequently whenever there are amendments to the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) or court cases that reinterpret the existing law. The general 

education teachers are often unaware of these changes and the effect they have on the special 

education department. There is a great need for all general education teachers to have this 

information whether they currently have students with special needs in their classes or not. There 

is a significant chance that a general education teacher will have a student with disabilities in 

their class at one time or another. This lack of consistent in-service opportunity causes many 
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difficulties between the general and special educators due to the lack of understanding the 

intense nature of abiding by the law.  

Communication skills 

Recommendation: Scheduled time must be available for professionals to hone appropriate 

communication skills. 

 The first recommendation is in regard to the special educators. Although there is time in 

the schedule for communication, it is not being used appropriately. Training time is very 

important, but it is also important for the parties to have a secure environment to express 

concerns and discuss current issues. If the issue of training were addressed before the parties are 

required to communicate then there would be more time for the critical discussions.  

 Another recommendation is communication skills are learned through practice. There 

must be opportunities for professionals to practice without confronting highly emotional issues. 

When the training occurs at the university level these skills are practiced in a safe environment 

with a qualified facilitator. There are many communication strategies that need to be utilized 

between people when they interact. Friend and Cook (2003) outline excellent communication 

skills that must be learned and practiced before attempting to form a collaborative unit. These 

skills include having awareness that effective communication happens only through reflection 

and when there is an understanding of personal communication styles. Inclusive in this 

knowledge is a comprehension of one’s own and other people’s frames of reference, verbal and 

nonverbal cues, factors that interfere with listening, and neutrality. With the proper facilitation 

(in this case the administrator if knowledgeable) these skills can be introduced and practiced at 

the school site with issues that are relevant yet tranquil.  
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Time is a huge factor with the general education teachers. It is apparent that there is little 

room in the schedules for communication necessary to have a successful collaborative 

relationship. However, formal time must be set in the schedules for exactly that purpose. At the 

beginning of the year, the resource and general education teachers met to schedule resource time 

for the students. At this time, there was supposed to be an opportunity for all parties to schedule 

communication time. This never came to pass. At the beginning of each school year the 

schedules need to be set in accordance with the needs of the involved parties.   

 The resource teacher needs to clearly communicate any changes in the scheduling that 

affects the general education teachers so they have an understanding of the purpose of the 

changes. There can be no informal meeting times without the understanding that they exist. It is 

imperative that the teachers communicate whenever they have the opportunity, but this cannot 

happen if all parties are not aware the opportunity is there. A communication form similar to the 

one created for the instructional aide may alleviate this issue to some degree.  

 Finally, the administrator needs to be aware of the sharing of information among the 

professionals who are involved with students with special needs. She must have conversations 

with both the special and general educators to insure the necessary information is available to all 

who need it. She also needs to have a strong knowledge base on the confidentiality laws in order 

to release district information to the special educators. In addition, it is her responsibility to help 

facilitate communication time between the special and general educators to benefit all students at 

the school site. 

Working relationships with children 

Recommendation: Clear guidelines must be in place in regard to the roles of special 

education and general education professionals in the inclusive classroom. 
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 It is critical for the general and special educators to communicate the factors that are and 

are not effective when working with students. It is evident that the general education teachers 

have a lack of understanding of the purpose of the special educator in an inclusive environment. 

Also, there is a direct correlation between the lack of training and the ineffectiveness of the 

instructional aide with the students. In addition, current conversations tend to revolve mainly 

around the instructional aide and her inappropriate relationships with the students. Therefore, 

more guided conversations are required among the professionals to gather accurate information 

on these topics. These issues need to be prioritized and addressed in an appropriate manner 

before any real changes can take place. The administrator needs to be involved in the dialog 

among the professionals in order to facilitate the necessary changes.  

 Another recommendation stems from the belief from all involved parties that the students 

with special needs are not receiving the required instructional minutes from the resource teacher 

or the instructional aide. The time these professionals are in the classroom is not utilized to the 

fullest potential. The general educators need to realize that the special educators are not in the 

classroom for the sole purpose of facilitating reading groups, or interrupting whole group 

instructional time. In order for this to occur, there needs to be joint planning time built into the 

schedules of the teachers involved in teaching students with special needs. If both parties are 

comfortable, co-teaching models could be implemented in the classes during the times 

professionals are in the room together. This would alleviate the lack of parity and the misuse of 

instructional minutes.  

Scheduling 

Recommendation: The cost factors of available time for professionals to meet regularly 

must be realized for effective collaboration to take place in a school setting.  
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 Scheduling is always a highly charged issue among educators. Carving time out of an 

already overextended workday is extremely difficult. As Leonard (2003) discovered in his 

research, the amount of work expected by the school and district was overwhelming and often 

took up the time available for collaboration. This holds true at any school site where 

collaboration is implemented. Teachers do not want to spend personal time in meetings with 

other professionals without additional compensation. Consequently, the time for collaboration 

does not naturally happen. Therefore, the administrator must allot time during the day. This can 

be accomplished by hiring substitutes, covering classes, or providing extra compensation for the 

teachers who do collaborate before or after school hours.  

 The special education teacher expressed a concern about the general educations teachers’ 

lack of knowledge about the laws governing special education. She felt that her attendance at 

staff meetings might give her the opportunity to communicate the complex structure of special 

education and the implications to the general education setting. The issue arose in that the staff 

meetings are extremely general education oriented and do not facilitate her participation. 

Therefore, there needs to be time set into each staff meeting agenda specifically for the resource 

teacher to communicate any pertinent information to the general education teachers. This would 

foster a level of communication in which all parties would participate whether or not they were 

currently working with students with special needs. Although from year to year the teachers of 

students with special needs would change, the information would be consistent. This would 

alleviate the misunderstanding the general education teachers may have of the purpose and 

requirements of special education.  

 Finally, there needs to be frequent and regular meetings occurring among the 

professionals who have students with special needs in their classes or on their caseloads. The 
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meetings must be set and the administrator must stress the value of attendance. It is imperative 

that the general education teachers have the opportunity to discuss openly their concerns with 

qualified personnel who can assist them with any questions they may have. In addition, the 

special educators must be able to speak about the needs of the students in regard to the legal 

requirements and the use of instructional minutes in the general education classroom. This time 

could also be used for planning and making any schedule changes that may be necessary. One 

hour every other month could make the difference in building strong relationships and 

supporting student needs.  

Conclusion 

 The elements of collaboration are extremely complex and interwoven and, therefore, 

difficult to put into practice. There are several factors that affect the efficacy of the process. The 

most critical aspects are appropriate training and time management. It is important to note that 

simply giving a group of people a definition of the requirements of effective collaboration does 

not automatically develop a collaborative unit. The many individual perspectives the staff at the 

school brings to the collaborative relationship needs to be taken into account, as well as ensuring 

that the organizational structures are in place to support the program. If these factors are 

considered during the planning phase, it may reduce the likelihood of the occurrence of other 

significant issues. Although there are many flaws in the current system in place at Hillock 

Elementary School, as these begin to be dealt with by priority and managed well, effective 

collaboration can move from a theoretical possibility to a practical reality.   

 
 



Collaboration in Elementary Schools 68 

References 

Allen, N. J., & Hecht, T. D. (2004). The ‘romance of teams’: Toward an understanding of its 

psychological underpinnings and implications. Journal of Occupational and  

Organizational Psychology, 77, 439-461. 

Bahamonde, C., & Friend, M. (1999). Teaching English Language Learners: A proposal  

for effective service delivery through collaboration and co-teaching. Journal of  

Educational and Psychological Consultation, 10(1), 1-24.  

Druskat, V. U., & Wolff, S. (2001). Building the emotional intelligence of groups. Harvard 

Business Review, 79(3), 80-90.  

Friend, M., & Cook, L. (2003). Interactions: Collaboration skills for school professionals  

(3rd ed.). Boston: Allyn-Bacon.  

Fuchs, D., & Fuchs L. (1994). Inclusive schools movement and the radicalization of 

 special education reform. Exceptional Children. 60(4), 294-309. 

Fullan, M. (2001). Leading in a culture of change. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. L. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for 

qualitative research. Piscataway, New Jersey: Aldine Publishing, Co.  

Henkin, A. B., & Wanat, C. L. (1994). Problem-solving teams and the improvement of  

organizational performance in schools. Journal of Occupational and Organizational 

Psychology, 14(2), 121 -139.  

Hines, R. (1994). The best of both worlds: Collaborative teaching for effective inclusion. 

 Schools in the Middle, 3(4), 3-6. 

Johnston, W. (1994). How to educate all the students…together. Schools in the  

Middle 3(4), 9-14. 



Collaboration in Elementary Schools 69 

Leonard L., & Leonard P. (2003). The continuing trouble with collaboration: Teachers talk.  

 Current Issues in Education. 6(15). Retrieved January 15, 2007, from  

http://cie.asu.edu/volume6/number15/ 

McMillan, S., & Schumacher, J.H. (2000). Research in education: A conceptual  

 Introduction (5th ed.). Boston: Allyn-Bacon.  

Mercado, C. I. (2004). Learning from cross-University collaboration and research: A  

Greek tragedy in three acts. Journal of Latinos and Education, 3(2), 103-122.  

Merton, R. K., Fiske, M., & Kendall, P. L. (1990). The focused interview: A manual of problems 

and procedures (2nd ed.). New York: Free Press.  

Salisbury, C. L., & McGregor, G. (2002). The administrative climate and context of 

inclusive elementary schools. Council for Exceptional Children, 68(2), 259-274.  

Stake, R. E. (1995). The art of case study research. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publication. 

Stimson, J., & Richardson J. (1994). Inclusive education. Thrust for Educational 

 Leadership, 24(1), 39-42. 

Villa, R., & Thousand, J. (1995). Creating an Inclusive School (2nd ed.). Alexandria, VA: 

 Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Welch, M., Sheridan, S. M., Brett, W., Colton, D., & Mayhew, J. C. (1996). Site-based  

transdisciplinary partnerships: Development, implementation, and outcomes of a  

collaborative professional preparation program. Journal of Educational and  

Psychological Consultation, 7(3), 223-249. 

Yin, R. K. (2003). Case study research: Design and research. (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA:  

 SAGE Publication. 

 



Collaboration in Elementary Schools 70 

 

Appendices 

Appendix A: Participants 

Appendix B: Survey 1 (Distributed in June 2006) 

Appendix C: Survey 2 (Distributed in February 2007) 

Appendix D: Interview Questions (Conducted in 2006-2007) 

Appendix E: Institutional Review Board Approval Letter 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Collaboration in Elementary Schools 71 

 

 

 

 

Appendix A 

Participants 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Collaboration in Elementary Schools 72 

Appendix A 

Participants 

Participants 

Year-one 

  Cindy Carlson, the Intensive Behavior Intervention Coordinator, has spent much 

time over the years at Hillock. A huge success for Cindy was the collaboration skills she taught 

the general education teachers throughout the district. She began with one elementary school, 

Hillock, and branched out to the other schools in the district. As a resource specialist, Cindy was 

very successful in convincing general education teachers that collaboration was a viable option 

for servicing all student populations. In addition, Cindy reported that an issue arises at Hillock 

due to the fact that the general education teachers have such high expectations of the 

collaborative process that it is difficult for the new resource teachers to live up to those 

expectations. The general education teachers tend to be very vocal about the importance of 

supporting students with special needs within the classroom setting, and reserving pulling the 

students away from the classroom for those occasions where it is absolutely critical.  

Rachel Rasmussen, the instructional aide, is the most directly affected by interactions 

with Karen. The communication between Rachel and Karen is strained, and time consuming on 

Rachel’s part. The relationship is more of a traditional top-down “boss and employee” one than 

collaborative. Karen decides on the tasks that Rachel will perform and communicates these in a 

manner that does not take into consideration Rachel’s shortened work hours or her level of 

expertise. Much of the communication revolves around a written journal or more currently a 

series of tape recordings, which takes time from Rachel’s duties with the students.  
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A veteran teacher of 31 years, Alison Richards, disclosed that she had been very pleased 

with Rachel’s work with the students until recently. The discourse between Rachel and Karen 

has created so much stress for Rachel, she has been distracted and had to use some of the 

students time to manage the paperwork generated by Karen. The relationship between Karen and 

Alison has from the beginning been one of miscommunication and strife. As much as Alison has 

wanted to collaborate and offered to share resources, Karen has refused to accept her offers. In 

addition, Karen has made it clear that her job is to execute the requirements of the Individual 

Educational Plans (IEP). Therefore, the students are pulled into the resource room for specialized 

instruction rather than remain in the room to gain exposure to grade-level material.  Alison has 

not had any support from Karen in the classroom the entire year.   

The first grade teacher, Deana Thomas, revealed that there seems to be much time wasted 

on keeping the journal and responding to tape recordings during her students’ resource time. 

Rachel comes every morning for one half an hour, but spends most of that time on projects for 

Karen. Student support consists of approximately one-third of the allotted time. Deana does not 

feel that this is an effective use of the limited resource time available to her students with special 

needs.  

Year-one/year-two 

The administrator, Jacqueline Cameron, was the most evasive in answering questions. 

She acknowledged that the most pressing human relations issue at the site was the relationship 

between the resource teacher and the instructional aide. She stated, “The meld has not been made 

between the two, or between the resource teacher and the staff.” This creates tension internally in 

the special education department, and also between the special education and the general 

education personnel. She also notices that from time to time rifts arise due to lack of 
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communication between the resource teacher and the other professionals. Jacqueline tries to 

address them right away so they do not have a chance to “simmer.” 

During the first year interview with Karen Smith, the resource teacher, it became 

apparent that her perception of collaboration was not congruent her actions. She stated that she 

believes strongly in collaborative process yet she only believed it worked at larger schools where 

the staff was “forced” into collaborating. In addition, she believed that it was the districts 

responsibility to provide her with the materials to effectively collaborate such as teacher’s 

manuals and copies of textbooks. In a collaborative effort Karen would get the curricular 

information from the student’s current general education teacher. They would voluntarily share 

information, resources, and strategies. 

This perception changed some in year two once she had a greater understanding of the 

collaborative process. She was more open to having conversations with the instructional aide and 

the general education teachers. She continued to have difficulty with true collaboration, as she 

was very focused on the needs of the special education department and the students who were on 

her caseload. In addition, she could not grasp how much the students would benefit if she and the 

general education teachers worked more closely to facilitate learning in the general education 

setting. Her preference was to pull the students with special needs out of the classroom altogether 

in all situations.  

The first year, Karen’s primary communication tool was email. In her view, this caused 

resistance due to the general education teachers’ reluctance to spend much time reading and 

answering email. With the instructional aide, she had instituted a policy whereby they keep a 

two-way communication journal, and more recently a tape-recorded message is left in the 

resource room for Rachel to listen to and then record a response.  
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By the second year, Karen realized that her primary form of communication was not 

working. She discovered that her email writing was curse and caused the recipient to feel 

demeaned and scolded. Instead she began having dialogs with the instructional aide during the 

meeting times that had been worked into the schedule. Through this new approach, she gained an 

understanding of the best communication style to use with Sara. In addition, she instituted a two-

way communication form to use on days she was not on campus. For the general education 

teachers, she has scheduled her lunchtime to coincide with theirs with them so discussions can 

take place about any issues that may arise during the week. She has decided that face-to-face 

conversations would be a better option.  

Year-two 

 Tanya Lopez is a veteran teacher at Hillock Elementary. She began as a fifth grade 

teacher and then moved to a kindergarten/first grade combination classroom for one year. She 

currently is teaching third grade class that contains two resource students. She has both the aide 

and resource teacher in her classroom twice a day, for both language arts and math. Mrs. Lopez 

is a very traditional teacher who uses direct instruction supported by skill worksheets. She 

expressed great concern about the established schedule and use of time in the classroom.  Tanya 

feels that it is a better use of time for not only the student, but for her as well, to have the 

students pulled from her classroom in the afternoon to provide additional support in another 

location. 

 With the departure of a fifth grade teacher on maternity leave, Renee Tolchin is currently 

serving as a long-term subsitiute in a fifth grade classroom. She had recently completed her 

teaching credential and had been working as a subsitutue in a variety of school settings, 

including elementary and middle school classes. She communicated with the resource aide and 
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teacher on a daily basis at the beginning of her assignment in December of 2006, however, she 

has expressed that that lasted only about three weeks. Now, the aide relays information between 

Renee and the special education teacher. Mrs. Tolchin explained that she is comfortable with the 

schedule as it seems to work well that the students are given their support during instructional 

minutes not part of the core curriculum. She is concerned with the fact that grade level standards 

are not understood clearly enough to improve the overall achievement of the students with 

special needs. 

 As a second-year, probationary teacher, Mary Porter teaches second grade. She has 1 

identified student with special needs in her classroom that is functioning at a level far below that 

of her peers. This makes it very difficult for Mary to utilize the resource program effectively in 

her classroom. She spends most of her time reteaching lessons that were taught when the student 

was receiving additional language arts or math support. She has expressed great concern that her 

student is receiving support during times in which she is giving initial instruction resulting in the 

student having to play catch-up the entire day. Mrs. Porter feels frustrated that there is no 

collaboration time set aside for planning and discussing teaching strategies or accommodations 

to be used in the classroom. In addition, concerns have been raised regarding the level of training 

the aide received prior to working with students in the classroom. 

 Amy is a first year, permanent teacher, currently assigned to a fourth grade classroom. 

She is one of two teachers at this grade level and is the only one with a CLAD certification. She 

is therefore, assigned all the ELL at this grade level and also takes the resource students as she 

utilizes many of the same strategies with both student subgroups. Overall, Amy is very content 

with the schedule of the resource program. The student in her class received additional support 

during independent work time, the most beneficial time, in Amy’s mind. However, she expressed 
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a desire to collaborate more frequently with the resource teacher, not just on the “run” or “in the 

hallway” as it had been thus far. Normally, when Amy needs suggestions for differentiation, she 

sought out her former grade-level colleague or the resource teacher “when she was available.” 

 Naomi is a veteran teacher, with 10 years experience, 6 of which have been spent at 

Hillock Elementary. She works with her grade-level partner to group the students according to 

ability.  Since she takes the lower half of the students to solidify basic skills and teach the 6th 

grade concepts, the resource aide is in her classroom at least two times a day for approximately 

40 minutes. There are five resource students in Mrs. Porter’s classroom, all ranging in ability. 

There is only communication between Mrs. Porter and the instructional aide on a daily basis. The 

resource teacher does not come into this classroom at all, even though there is scheduled time for 

her to visit with Naomi to discuss the needs of the students. Mrs. Porter had also expressed great 

concern that there is little understanding of the curriculum by both the instructional aide and the 

resource teacher. Naomi must then teach the support providers the curriculum prior to the day’s 

lesson in order to ensure accuracy in instruction. This cuts into the students instructional minutes, 

since there had been no other time allotted for discussion. Naomi attempted to discuss these 

concerns with the administration however, there was no evident change. Her frustration 

continues to grow. 

The instructional aide, Sara Larson is new to the field and the school. She has four 

children, who have all attended Hillock Elementary since Kindergarten. Two children are 

currently in classrooms with the students with special needs with whom Sara is working. This 

poses a particular problem due to the parenting that takes place during instructional time between 

Sara and her children. In addition, she has been very involved in the school in various capacities 

for many years. During this time, she has developed friendships with many of the students at 
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Hillock. She is struggling with changing roles from parent and friend to teacher. She is receiving 

feedback on an ongoing basis from the resource and general education teachers on this matter.  

Sara is a college graduate. Although she has not taken any education classes, she aspires 

to become a teacher in the future. This desire prompted her to apply for the position of 

instructional aide. Her perception of the requirements of the position and the reality of the tasks 

involved are very different. Due to this, she is open to collaboration with the resource and 

general education teachers. She is willing to give her input and to listen to others when they have 

suggestions. In many ways she is overwhelmed and looks forward to the times she can discuss 

issues with others on campus.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Collaboration in Elementary Schools 79 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B 

Survey 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Collaboration in Elementary Schools 80 

Appendix B 

Survey 1 (Distributed in June 2006) 

 
Research Methods Survey 

 

Position at school site

1. Do you currently have special needs students in your class?  

RSP ____            Fully Included _____              Mainstreamed ______ 

2. Do you feel students with special needs in your class are receiving instruction that 

promotes individual learning?  

Yes ______                      No _______ 

3. How often do you meet with the case manager of the special needs student for 

collaboration purposes?  

1-3x/week _____                  1-3x/month _____         never ______ 

4. Do you have release time built into your school plan for collaboration meetings 

between special and general education teachers?  

Yes _____                          No _____ 

5. Who modifies the work for the special needs child?  

General ed teacher _____            Special ed teacher _____ 

Resource teacher _____              Full Inclusion spec. _____        Instr. Asst. ____ 

6. Who do you go to if you feel you are not being supported in meeting the needs of the

special needs child?  

SDC teacher ____       RSP teacher _____     Full Inclusion _____     Admin. ______ 

Comments: 

 

 __________________ 
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Survey 2 
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Appendix C 

Survey 2 (Conducted in February 2007) 

Research Survey 
Elementary School 
Position at school site: ___________________ 
Grade Level: _______________ 
 

1. How many students in your class receive support from the Resource program?  
 ________ 
 

2. Do you know what their learning goals are? 
_____  Yes, in great detail  
_____  Yes, somewhat        
_____  No, not clear   
       

3. How often do you speak with the Resource Teacher in regard to student needs? 
_____  Daily 
_____  1 to 3 times per week 
_____  1 to 3 times per month 
_____ Only when I have a concern that I need to discuss 
_____  Never 
 

4. How often do you speak with the Resource Aide in regard to student needs? 
_____  Daily 
_____  1 to 3 times per week 
_____  1 to 3 times per month 
_____   Only when I have a concern that I need to discuss 
_____  Never 
 

5. Do you feel that the established resource schedule is beneficial for your students? 
_____ Yes 
_____ No (Please use the comment section to explain your choice) 
Comments: 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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6. Do you feel that the established resource program aids in your instruction to meet the 
needs of your resource students? 
_____  Yes 
_____  No  (Please use the comment section to explain your choice) 
Comments: 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
_________ 
 

7. If you could make any changes to the program, scheduling, collaboration/meeting time, 
etc…, what would you change? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________
___________________________ 
 

8. Who do you go to if you feel you are not being supported in meeting the needs of the 
resource child(ren) in your classroom? 
_____  Principal 
_____  Resource Teacher 
_____  A grade-level Colleague 
_____  Don’t go to anyone  
_____  Other: _________________ (position at school site) 
 

9. Do you have any suggestions to take into consideration not covered on this survey that 
you feel pertinent to share regarding the collaboration between the general education 
teachers and the resource program? 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Interview Questions 
2006 – 2007 

 
 
1. How has building time into the schedule for collaboration changed the communication 

between the resource teacher and the instructional aide?  
2. Do you find that there is more planning time or communication time during these 

scheduled sessions? 
3. Do you find the sessions are truly a collaborative effort or does one person or another 

dominate them? 
4. What communication tools does the resource teacher currently use with the instructional 

aide? The general education teachers? 
5. How have the changes in special education affected the resource teacher’s ability to 

collaborate with the instructional aide? The general education teachers? 
6. How have you dealt with conflict with the instructional aide? The general education 

teachers? 
7. What are the successes with collaboration/communication you have had? 
8. What are the barriers to collaboration/communication with the instructional aide? The 

general education teachers? 
9. Is there anything you can think of that would make the collaboration better between the 

resource teacher and the instructional aide? The general education teachers? 
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