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Collaboration

How this chapter prepares you to be
an effective inclusive classroom teacher:

« This chapter emphasizes the importance of valuing all family groupings and being sensitive to
the many aspects of diversity. This chapter also emphasizes the importance of asking for help
when it is needed—a direct connection to being a lifelong learner. This helps you meet CEC
Standard 9: Professional and Ethical Practice.

* This chapter teaches the components of collaboration and the importance of having good
collaborative skills. The relationships special education teachers have with other teachers,
related service providers, teaching assistants, and community agencies are reviewed. This
chapter addresses that teachers are viewed as specialists by myriad people who actively seek
their help to effectively include and teach all students. You will also learn that teachers are a
resource to their colleagues in understanding the laws and policies relevant to all students.
This helps you meet CEC Standard 10: Collaboration.
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After reading and discussing
this chapter, you will be able to

Define collaboration

Explain the components of best practice in collaboration

Review and choose a tool to support self-awareness about learning styles and preferences
Explain how good communication occurs

Understand the importance of asking for help when needed

Define and give examples of subversive pedagogy

Explain what cultural consciousness means and give examples

Understand how to identify and nurture families' strengths

Create a resource to use when explaining the components of coteaching

Explain ways that teachers collaborate with related service personnel and teaching assistants

Understand the importance of collaborating with community agencies that may serve students

his chapter reviews best practices in collaboration and discusses ways that

teachers are expected to collaborate. In the first part, collaboration is defined

and best practices are described. Next, collaboration between home and school

is explained and then collaboration within the school is examined. Finally, we
review collaboration between schools and agencies. Each relationship must be framed
as one that shares a focus on supporting what is best for the student. When this is the
case, the discussions and collaborations can work through what each party believes is
best, and how to make that happen.

Collaboration is a skill all teachers need. The days of teachers going into their own
classrooms and teaching all day without other adults present are gone. Today, it is more
likely that a teacher interacts with other adults in and out of the classroom. For this
reason, it is essential that new teachers understand the component skills of effective
collaboration and the range of people with whom they will work to support students.

Narratives in this chapter come from Sheri Stanger, Megan Stanger’s mother, and
Colleen Brown, Zack’s mother. Megan’s needs are complex, and over the years Sheri
has worked with hundreds of educational professionals to support Megan effectively.
Colleen has the perspective of a parent and an advocate; she works for The Advocacy
Center in Rochester, New York, and in that capacity helps families and individuals with
disabilities collaborate in a range of ways with a wide range of services and service
providers.

COLLABORATION BEST PRACTICES

What is collaboration? How does collaboration happen? Fundamentally, collaboration
is working with others. Collaboration happens when two or more people talk to each
other and work to meet a common goal. In schools, collaboration happens all the time,
every day. Teachers work with each other—general education teachers collaborate with
special education teachers, content area teachers collaborate within and across content
areas, special education teachers work with each other. Teachers also collaborate with
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a range of other adults in the school: teaching assistants, speech-language pathologists,
occupational therapists, physical therapists, school psychologists, social workers, coun-
selors, librarians, custodial staff, cafeteria staff, administrators, administrative assist-
ants, coaches, and bus drivers.

Beyond the school walls, teachers also work with communities and families.
Teachers work with community agencies to support students beyond the school day. As
you will learn in Chapter 11, the IEP process in high school includes transition planning.
Transition planning should ideally include making connections with colleges and
agencies that provide services for adults. From Chapter 4, remember that for students
younger than kindergarten age, early intervention services are often provided through
an agency, and a significant transition takes place from early intervention into kinder-
garten. At a very fundamental level, everyone is working to serve students. Problems
can pop up when members of a team do not agree about what is best for an individual
student or a group of students. The rest of this section is divided into components of
best practices in collaboration: knowing your strengths and the strengths of others, com-
munication skills, knowing when to ask for help, sharing a common goal, being flexible,
and taking risks.

Knowing Your Strengths and the Strengths of Others

To work well with others, it is important to first know yourself. There are a range
of tools to help you learn about your preferences related to planning, teaching, and
communicating with others. For example, the Myers-Briggs test is one tool that gives
information about individual styles in four areas: if you prefer your own inner world or
the outside world (introverted or extroverted), how you manage information (sensing
or intuition), how you make decisions (thinking or feeling), and what kind of struc-
ture you prefer when dealing with others (judging or perceiving) (The Myers Briggs
Foundation, n.d.). Many districts use the Myers-Briggs Type Inventory to help teachers
and other professionals understand their personality types, so that they are aware of
their own preferences and can be sensitive to the preferences of others, which may be
very different.

Another rating scale that is useful in helping professionals learn about their own
styles and preferences is the Kaleidoscope, a learning styles inventory that has forms
for educators and students (Performance Learning Systems, 2011). The Kaleidoscope
inventory gives insights into how you learn best, how you like to work, your person-
ality, and how you view the world (Performance Learning Systems, 2011). There are
many other rating scales; these are just two examples (see Table 10.1). Rating scales
can be a good way to know yourself and learn about the strengths of others. The dis-
cussion can then become one of finding complementary strengths instead of focusing
on differences as something negative. For example, when we coteach, we laugh about
the way one author types each lesson plan with starting and ending times next to each
item, while the other arrives with a creative, interactive lesson fully mapped out in
her head—and a few scribbled notes on a half sheet of paper. Both ways have value
and we have learned to value the organization and creativity we each bring to our
shared lessons.

Communication Skills Sometimes it feels like all we do as teachers is talk to each
other! Because this is the nature of teaching, having good communication skills is essen-
tial. This includes receiving and expressing information. Receiving information is listen-
ing with an open mind, reviewing materials with a receptive attitude, and being open
to new ideas. Expressing information means speaking respectfully and persuasively,
providing materials in ways that are accessible to all, and being open to new ideas.
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Table 10.1. Learning preferences and styles

Rating scale Measures
Myers-Briggs Type Inventory Introvert/extrovert
(Myers Briggs Foundation) Sensing/intuition

Thinking/feeling
Judging/perceiving
The Kaleidoscope Profile Sensory preferences—How you learn best
(Performance Learning Systems) Organizational preferences—How you like to work
Perceptual preferences—How you view the world
Personality temperaments—Who you are
Kolb Learning Style Inventory Learning style typology (9 types):
(Experience-Based Learning Systems, Inc.) Initiating
Experiencing
Imagining
Reflecting
Analyzing
Thinking
Deciding
Acting
Balancing
VARK Learning Profile Questionnaire Visual
(VARK, A Guide to Learning Styles—Neil Fleming)  Aural
Read/write
Kinesthetic
Gardner's Multiple Intelligences Spatial
(Howard Gardner) Linguistic
Logical-mathematical
Bodily-kinesthetic
Musical
Interpersonal
Intrapersonal
Naturalistic

Receiving information with an open mind is one of the single biggest keys to col-
laboration. We have often been in meetings where the faculty seemed disconnected and
resistant to any message the administration was trying to convey. This may be because
veteran teachers have been in the same district or building through multiple adminis-
trative changes, and feeling jaded or cynical about the next new innovation or plan is
one response to feeling that time in meetings is wasted, with no real change or improve-
ment. This response may be based on past experiences, but it can be ultimately harm-
ful to students because that same teacher is often one who does not want to hear new
things or stretch himself in new ways to become a better instructor. While you shouldn’t
adopt every new idea you hear wholeheartedly without careful analysis of the possible
benefit, neither should you reject something new simply because it is new. Part of being
an effective teacher and advocate means carefully reflecting on everything you do and
connecting meaningfully with colleagues so you can make educated decisions about
your practice.

Expressing information includes two important components. First, speaking
respectfully and persuasively includes knowing your audience. You might have a
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fantastic idea, but if you cannot communicate what it is and why it should be given a
trial run, it will never get off the ground. Having persuasive speaking skills is part of
being a good teacher; it is not in addition to being a good teacher. To effectively advocate
for your students, your school, and your district, you must be able to identify the points
you want to make and make them clearly and simply.

Second, providing materials in ways that are accessible to everyone means think-
ing carefully about your audience. If materials are prepared in English but many people
in the audience read Spanish, you are not communicating effectively. For example, an
Open House flyer needs to be accessible to all families, which means that you need
to count on spending the time necessary to have the flyer available in every language
used by households in your classroom. If you do not, then you are not welcoming all
families. Another consideration is the reading level of the flyer. If you have families that
do not have strong literacy backgrounds, you need to consider how to communicate
the information on the flyer clearly and simply so that those who are not strong readers
can access the content. Finally, if you have students or family members who are blind,
you must think about ways to have the material available in Braille or electronically (so
that a text-to-speech program can read it aloud). Only when everyone in your intended
audience can access your message is your job of being a good communicator complete.

Knowing When to Ask for Help Collaborating includes knowing that more than
one perspective is a good thing. A synergistic outcome that is greater than the sum of
the parts is often the result. Sometimes teachers fall into the mistake of thinking that
not knowing all the answers means that they are not good teachers. This is not true.
Good teachers are always learning new things and know that it is not only okay to
need help sometimes, it is an important skill to know when to ask for help when it
is needed.

Share a Common Goal Having common goals may sound simplistic. Teachers are
all concerned with supporting student success, but knowing what that includes, and
deciding what short-term goals to set to meet the goal of supporting all students, can
lead to major differences in how individual teachers believe they should teach.

In addition, pressure to meet testing goals exists in American schools today.
Determining if teachers are effective is a current and controversial debate, and that
means that teachers are under enormous duress to perform well. So the common goal of
helping students succeed is a challenging one.

Determining what the goals are for a particular team is essential; if two individu-
als do not share the same goal, the result may be conflict and misunderstanding. This
can be directly connected to the goals on a student’s IEP. For example, if a student with
a reading level far below grade level is included in her ninth-grade English class, the
English teacher may have the goal of supporting the student so that she can read one to
two grade levels higher by the end of the year. The special education teacher may have
a goal for the student related to her social connections and relationships outside of class.
When the two goals—one academic and the other social—are not shared and discussed,
both teachers may end up frustrated with each other. Instead, it is important to articu-
late the goals, so that everyone can agree on the focus for the year.

Goals may be broader than a single student’s IEP; teams and whole buildings often
set goals for the year related to the building climate, to overall academic achievement,
or to professional development. A common goal is a commitment to inclusive practice.
Inclusion is an attitude, not a place, and the goal should be to support students in inclu-
sive ways. With that shared understanding, decisions can come from the same place and
the team will be able to work through the many details of implementing plans with that
knowledge and shared commitment.
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subversive pedagogy
"Rejecting common institu-
tional practices in favor of
those that are humane and
appropriate” (Kluth, 2010,
p. 52).

cultural consciousness
An awareness that stu-
dents’ cultures must be
used as a vehicle for
learning (Ladson-Billings,
1995, p. 161).

Be Flexible Be willing to try new things, or to give someone else the chance to try
their idea first. Be prepared for the give-and-take of collaborative practice, and be pre-
pared for the opportunity to practice not always getting your way. Working as a mem-
ber of a team means that every person has valuable input, and your ideas are important,
but so are others’ ideas. Practice bending without breaking.

Take Risks The secret to good teaching is knowing that there is always more to
learn, and there is always something new to try. Trying something new, or something
that you are not sure will work, is risky, but the best way to learn is to be open to new
methods and ideas. Staying open might include coteaching, learning a new course to
teach in your content area, or implementing a different way to teach your content.

Taking risks might also include following your instincts when your administration
asks something of you that does not feel right, or acts in ways that do not support what
you believe is good practice. Paula Kluth (2003) called this subversive pedagogy and
gave several examples of this in her book You re Going to Love This Kid! She talked about
going to an IEP meeting and seeing the administration refuse to consider an inclusive
placement for a boy with disabilities. She talked with the administrator after the meet-
ing about it, but it was clear that the decision had been made. So she secretly got a copy
of a “parent’s rights in special education” booklet and highlighted the sections that were
important for the family to know. She mailed it to the family anonymously. The family
hired a parent advocate, and another meeting was scheduled to discuss the family’s
interest in inclusive placements.

HOME-SCHOOL COLLABORATION

The National Association of School Psychologists said that home-school collaboration
“involves families and educators actively working together to develop shared goals and
plans that support the success of all students” (2005, para. 1). Actively working together
means that all parties are focused on what is best for the student and are striving to
provide those services.

Today, the majority of teachers are White women. Demographically, today’s schools
have a growing population of African American and Hispanic students, and it is likely
that many students of color will never be taught by someone who looks like them or
has the same cultural background. Gloria Ladson-Billings addressed this in her article
on culturally relevant teaching (1995) and explained that it is essential for teachers to
do three things in their classrooms: ensure that students are academically successful,
ensure that students develop and maintain a cultural consciousness, and ensure that
students develop a critical consciousness (p. 160). You might be wondering how this
connects with home-school collaboration. The answer is in the second point. For teach-
ers to ensure that students feel welcome in school, and that school is a place that will
help them learn and be successful, they must feel that who they are and where they
come from is valued. Too often, students do not feel this way. Your task is to address this
by getting to know students and their families.

Getting to know students and their families means accepting and embracing
extended family as part of the family. Some children are raised by a community of family:
parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. We would like you to consider that it
can be a wonderful thing for a child to have many adults who love and care for them,
not a sad and deplorable situation when a child lives with more than one family mem-
ber at different times. In Table 10.2, a range of ideas is listed to help you try to connect
with families. Feel free to add your own ideas to the list!

In the rest of this section, you will review how you can share the expertise that
you have as a teacher, and how you can learn from families, who are the experts about
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Table 10.2. \Ways to connect with families

»  Send a postcard home before the start of the school year, welcoming each student.

*  Greet families outside the school as they come in.

*  Meet students at the door and ask how the afternoon went the day before.

*  Write a class newsletter each week, and translate it into every language used by families in the class
(check out Google Translate).

«  For Open House night, send personalized invitations to each family.

= Start a math-games night every quarter to teach families about the games you use for math.

*  Ask family members how they would like to be a part of the classroom community.

*  Beopen and welcoming of family visitors: Have different jobs ready for different kinds of volunteers.
Ideas include reading to the class, preparing materials for an activity, teaching a small group or the
whole class about an area of expertise, or typing the class newsletter.

their children. Remember that you are with students about 6.5 hours each school day;
families are with their children the other 17.5 hours of each school day, all weekends,
and all vacation days; families are the ones who really know the students you see during
the school day.

Share Your Expertise

Sharing expertise is how to connect useful ideas and strategies with families. When you
are considering connecting with families, realize that there is probably diversity in fami-
lies” experience with schooling. Some parents and family members enjoyed school, were
successful in school, and expect to have a strong connection to their child’s classroom.
Other family members may not have finished school, or did not enjoy schooling for a
variety of reasons. Your job is to support the success of all students, and one integral part
of that is to welcome and support the families that send the students to school each day.

Learn from Families’ Expertise

Families are a source of expertise on a wide range of topics. First, families are the
experts in the students they send to school. They know more about the student than you
do; they live with them, watch them grow, help them build skills, and stay with them
through good and tough times. Some teachers lament that they could do their jobs so
much better if only the parents or families would do their parts. But who are teachers
to decide what families should do? Complaining about what families do not do is not
productive. Finding the strengths that families have is productive. Mary Cowhey noted
that she consciously makes time to connect with every family outside of school before
the school year begins. She explains why this is important:

Home visits are a good way to learn about and understand the diversity of my students’
families, but they also give families an opportunity to talk with me about other issues
in their family’s life. These may include issues such as the serious illness of the child
or a family member, recent or impending death, birth/adoption, marriage, separation,
divorce, custody dispute, incarceration, addiction, rehabilitation, unemployment, dis-
ability, or other family issues. It is important to know how these things might affect a
child’s moods, schedule, and energy level. It is often a relief for a parent or guardian to
explain the context of family issues before they manifest themselves as anxiety or inap-
propriate behavior in the classroom. (2006, p. 198)

Like Cowhey, we believe that getting to know families is essential to being a good
teacher.
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