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CASE STUDIES
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Urban schools, noted for their diverse student populations and variety of instructional
resources and personnel, often are challenged in providing a coherent and differenti-
ated instructional program for the wide array of learners served. In this article, we de-
scribe coteaching instructional models to support ELL students in elementary gen-
eral education classrooms. ELL and general education teachers collaborated in
planning, teaching, and reflecting on their instruction. Despite an expedited timeline
for implementation and decreased personnel resources in the 2nd year of the study,
collaborative teaching relationships were productive and rewarding. Of greatest im-
portance, ELL student achievement increased substantially. Implications for practice
include building the knowledge that supports collaboration, strategically allocating
instructional personnel, and providing ongoing opportunities for collaborative learn-
ing and development.
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General education systems and practices have long been criticized for inadequacies
in educating diverse learners (Artiles & Trent, 1994; Banks & Banks, 1997; Deno,
1970; Dunn, 1968; Figueroa & Garcia, 1994; Fillmore & Meyer, 1992; Garcia,
Wilkenson, & Oritz, 1995; Olsen 1997, 2000). This has become a critical issue in ur-
ban schools, where students come with great variety in cultural, linguistic, and eco-
nomic backgrounds, as well as abilities and interests. This heterogeneity influences
educational access, opportunities, and outcomes (Crosby, 1999; Garcia et al., 1995).
In the United States, over 100 spoken languages are reported in today’s schools; by
theyear2030, studentswhose first language isnotEnglishwillmakeupanestimated
40%of theschool-agedpopulation(Thomas&Collier,2001).Studentswhoareeco-
nomically disadvantaged, or culturally and linguistically diverse, or who receive
special education services are at significantly higher risk to be low academic achiev-
ers, to be retained, to drop out of school, and to have limited access to postsecondary
education (Cornell, 1995; Hodgkinson, 2003; Moore & Redd, 2002; Rumberger,
1983). Further, culturally and linguistically diverse students are disproportionately
represented within special education (Artiles & Trent, 1994; Crosby, 1999; Zehler,
Fleischman, Hopstock, Pendzick, & Stephenson, 2003).

Suggested in both literature and policy are three central tenets for the design of
effective educational programs and practices for students receiving special educa-
tion and English language learners (ELLs): (a) inclusion and access to general
education, (b) program coherence, and (c) instructionally focused collaboration
among teachers. Learning in general education contexts offers diverse students op-
portunities to access the core curriculum and also opportunities to learn sociocul-
tural routines and expectations. To date, however, little research has been gener-
ated that provides evidence of the impact of collaborative instructional models on
student learning and achievement.

With relatively little research regarding specific ways to put these tenets into prac-
tice and about the corresponding effects on student achievement, a multiyear research
and development project was initiated to examine a single case that incorporated the
tenets of inclusiveness, coherence, and collaboration. The case context was Washing-
ton Elementary School (pseudonym). As advocated in the literature, this initiative in-
volved a school–university partnership. This relationship hinged on a shared belief that
knowledge both within and outside the school would be used within the partnership to
construct new knowledge and practices intended to advance learning opportunities
and effectiveness for all students with a particular emphasis on diverse learners
(Knight & Wiseman, 2005; Osguthorpe, Harris, Harris, & Black, 1995; Sirotnik &
Goodlad, 1999). Case studies like this one gather comprehensive information about
the unit of study to foster understanding grounded in authentic contexts (Patton, 2002).
Case study research questions that guided the inquiry were:

1. How did the collaborative instructional teams develop?
2. What did the collaborative instructional models look like?
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3. How did collaborative team members view the process and outcomes?
4. What were outcomes for students?
5. What are implications for practice?

REVIEW OF SELECTED LITERATURE

Education continues to be viewed as the primary means for realizing economic
self-sufficiency and authentic choices in life (Gándara, Larson, Rumberger, &
Mehan, 1998; Seda & Bixler-Marquez, 1994; Thomas & Collier, 2001). The ways
in which schools are organized and their resources allocated to support special
populations, however, has changed little over the past several decades. Without a
fundamental shift in the design and delivery of instruction within the context of
general education, many diverse learners will continue to experience a majority of
their educational experience marginalized from mainstream resources, opportuni-
ties, networks, and social capital afforded therein. Clearly the need is urgent to ad-
vance teaching and learning practices in mainstreamed schools and classrooms of
today (Cornell, 1995; Kluth, Straut, & Biklen, 2003; Lucas, 1993; Olsen, 2000;
Olsen & Jaramillo, 1999; Slavin & Cheung, 2003). In this section, we review liter-
ature carefully selected as pertinent to the central tenets of the project: the signifi-
cance of inclusive contexts for learning, the benefits of a coherent instructional de-
sign, and the potential to harness and maximize personnel resources through
authentic collaboration, which inherently fosters continuous learning and im-
provement of practice.

For students with categorically identified learning needs, pull-out services re-
main a dominant model of service provision despite concerns about cost, segrega-
tion, stigmatization, and effectiveness (Cornell, 1995; Lucas, 1993; Miles & Dar-
ling-Hammond, 1998; National Symposium on Learning Disabilities in ELL,
2003; Pugach, 1995; Thomas & Collier, 2001). Even though federal law requires
students receiving special education and ELLs to access the general education cur-
riculum, such students often experience limited access and low expectations given
the disconnect between what is taught in general education and what is taught
through specialized services (Miles & Darling-Hammond, 1998; Olsen, 2000;
Pugach, 1995). When new resources are allocated, all too frequently they are used
for “add-on” remedial services and classroom aides (Fashola & Slavin, 1998;
Fradd, 1992; Odden & Archibald, 2001) that work primarily outside the realm of
the general education classroom by means of targeted special education, ELL, and
Title I programs (Miles & Darling-Hammond, 1998; Rothstein & Miles, 1995).

Arguments about continuums of service have been long standing in the fields of
special education and ELL (e.g., Deno, 1970; Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994; Hehir, 2003;
Paul & Ward, 1996; Pugach, 1995; Shapiro, Loeb, & Bowermaster, 1993;
Stainback & Stainback, 1992; Taylor, 1988). Lucas (1993), for example, described
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a continuum of service for ELL students ranging from traditional to untraditional.
The traditional structure includes fragmented instruction of subjects, a fragmented
schedule, little teacher collaboration, and top-down decision-making. The untradi-
tional, but preferred, structure includes integrated instruction of subjects; differen-
tiated scheduling including longer time blocks, teacher teaming, and collabora-
tion; and a context for shared decision-making by teachers. Regardless of the
articulated inclusive and collaborative learning possibilities on a continuum, sepa-
rate and fragmented arrangements too often prevail.

Specific to ELL students, the importance of context for language acquisition
and meaning has been stressed. Gándara, Rumberger, Maxwell-Jolly, and
Callahan (2003) and Olsen (2000) expressed concern about linguistic and racial or
ethnic isolation limiting access to social networking by students, resulting in fewer
opportunities to hear and use language and understand how language is used in
school contexts. Gándara et al. explained that “most English learners are simply
segregated into classrooms populated disproportionately by other English learners
where the opportunity to learn both English and academic content is compromised
by the lack of appropriate models and instruction targeted to their linguistic
strengths” (p. 36). Hawkins (2004) stated that context provides both the opportu-
nity and motivation for language development, which concurrently shapes social
identity and status within specific contexts. Accessing mainstreamed, lan-
guage-rich environments in which students are (a) exposed throughout the day to
good models of English and (b) afforded opportunities to learn implicit and ex-
plicit sociocultural expectations, is viewed as creating more cultural capital for
these students (August & Hakuta, 1997; Gándara et. al, 2003).

A coherent and cohesive curricular and instructional design also is recognized
as a central tenet for improving teaching and learning practices for all students and
particularly essential for students with unique learning needs (August & Hakuta,
1997; Cornell, 1995; Datnow, Lasky, Stringfield, & Teddlie, 2005; Gándara et al.,
2003; Lucas, 1993; Miles & Darling-Hammond, 1998; Newmann, Smith,
Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001; Rea, McLaughlin, & Walther-Thomas, 2002). Pro-
gram coherence results when staff, schedules, and materials are aligned in support
of “a common instructional framework [that] guides curriculum, teaching, assess-
ment, and learning climate. The framework combines specific expectations for stu-
dent learning, with specific strategies and materials to guide teaching and assess-
ment” (Newmann et al., 2001, p. 299). Lucas (1993) asserted that to achieve
cohesiveness, an entire school needs to be reorganized with the learning of diverse
students central to the design.

Finally, collaboration, inquiry, and reflective practice among teachers emerge
as another tenet by which teaching and learning for diverse students can be ad-
vanced (Friend, 2005; Knight & Wiseman, 2005; McLeskey & Waldron, 2000;
Murphy, DeEsch, & Strein, 1998; Olsen & Jaramillo, 1999; Ortiz & Wilkinson,
1991; Pugach & Johnson, 2002; Roache et al., 2003; Reyes, Scribner, & Paredes
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Scribner, 1999; Thousand & Villa, 2001; York-Barr, Sommers, Ghere, & Montie,
2006). Intensive collaboration offers a means by which program coherence can be
achieved. Further, collaboration that is instructionally relevant and sustained offers
a powerful form of job-embedded professional development that holds great po-
tential to improve teacher knowledge and practice (Desimone, Porter, Garat, Yoon,
& Birman, 2002; Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Hord, 2004;
NSDC, 2001). One specific form of collaboration, coteaching, involves two or
more teachers collaboratively designing and then providing instruction to diverse
groups of students in a shared space (Friend, 2005). Some advantages of
coteaching are using diverse areas of expertise to differentiate instruction, en-
abling smaller group instruction that is coherent, and providing a common instruc-
tional experience on which the coteaching partners can reflect and make subse-
quent improvements (Pardini, 2006; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Snell et al., 1995;
Walther-Thomas, 1997). In the next section, we describe an elementary school in
which these tenets of best practices for diverse learners were wrestled into place
despite time and resource challenges.

CASE STUDY CONTEXT AND DESIGN

Described here are the Washington Elementary School context and how it came to
be studied as well as the study participants and methods of data collection and
analysis.

What Was the Presenting Context at Washington
Elementary School?

Washington Elementary School, one of 53 elementary schools in a Midwest urban
school district, enrolled about 600 students in Grades K–6. Many students arrived
each day from the surrounding neighborhood, largely populated by Hmong fami-
lies. Some students came from elsewhere in the city. In the decade preceding this
study, the student population had become progressively rich in diverse cultures.
Over the course of the 3-year study, 75% to 80% of the students were students of
color, over 2/3 qualified for free or reduced-price lunch, between 40% and 53%
were identified as ELLs, and about 13% qualified for special education.

In recent years, student performance on district-adopted standardized tests
showed static levels of achievement at Washington, although performance on
statewide tests showed a decline in performance. Performance variability may
speak to validity concerns about standardized tests with special populations; re-
gardless, the overall picture indicated attention was warranted. Also a concern at
Washington was separation of ELL students within the school. In part, these condi-
tions gave rise to a conversation among administrators, district lead teachers, and a
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university professor and graduate student about initiating a process at Washington
to establish greater collaboration among teachers focused on creating a more in-
clusive and coherent educational experience for all students. It was the explicit be-
lief among the initiating school and university partners that student learning could
not be significantly improved by focusing on just one group of students at a time
(e.g., ELL or special education or recipients of Title I services). Each element of
the instructional system was recognized as interconnected: the curricular, instruc-
tional, and assessment practices; the many and varied instructional personnel; the
cultural, structural, and fiscal resources; and the academic, social, and cultural
lives of the children.

Who Participated in the Study?

Serving the students at Washington were 53 licensed and 28 unlicensed personnel,
including full- and part-time employees. Historically, as well as during the study,
there was little turnover in the teaching staff and most of the teachers had been at
the school for 10 or more years. Initially the entire school was to be involved in the
multiyear development and study process. An unanticipated district directive,
however, resulted in a narrowed initial focus on Grades 1 and 2. The primary par-
ticipants, then, were the instructional personnel and two cohorts of students who
were in Grades 1 or 2 during the 3 years of study. The principal at Washington very
much wanted greater collaboration but had little experience supporting a staff in
becoming more collaborative. The university partners were welcomed by the prin-
cipal and supported by both the principal and the teachers in taking an initial lead
in the design and development work to foster greater collaboration.

In Grades 1 and 2, there were 150 to 160 students during each of the 3 years, ap-
proximately 50% to 55% identified as ELLs, 5% as special education,1 and 65% to
70% as qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch. The average class size was 19.
By district policy, three guidelines were used to qualify students for ELL services:
(a) teacher recommendation, (b) Metropolitan Achievement Test, version 7
(MAT-7) scores (if available) at or below the 30 percentile, and (c) a home lan-
guage other than English. All ELL teachers used a locally developed language ru-
bric. Some used a state department of education checklist to inform their recom-
mendations. Many teachers considered the MAT-7 guideline to be too low and
frequently recommended that students with higher scores be served. For the ELL
students in Grade 2 during Year 1 of the case study, Fall MAT-7 data were avail-
able. Of this group, 70% scored at or below the 30th percentile and 93% scored at
or below the 40th percentile in either reading or math. The ELL students who did
not take the standardized tests because they were in the country less than 3 years
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also received ELL services. The ELL students in Grade 1 did not take the MAT-7
until the end of the first year. For these students, qualification for ELL services was
based on teacher recommendation and home language.

During Year 1, Grades 1 and 2 each were assigned four full-time general educa-
tion classroom teachers, two full-time ELL teachers (made possible given a district
allocation for two additional ELL teachers), one full-time itinerant general educa-
tion teacher (made possible with state allocated class size reduction resources),
and one part-time ELL assistant (EA). Grade 2 also had a part-time ELL teacher
for 1 to 2 hr a day. A full-time special educator and three part-time special educa-
tion paraprofessionals were shared by Grades 1 and 2. Staffing remained the same
in Year 2 except for the reduction of one full-time ELL teacher. Also participating
in this study were three people affiliated with the local university (the authors of
this article) who served as facilitators for the initial development process and also
as the lead case researchers.

What Data Were Collected and How Were They Analyzed?

Three types of data were gathered and analyzed to address the five questions that
guided the case study. Field notes of the university partners documented meetings,
conversations during site-visits, workshops, and classroom observations. Sup-
porting documents, such as agendas and handouts, also were collected and orga-
nized within the field notes. Together these data created a chronology of events and
served as the basis addressing Case Study Research Question 1: How did the col-
laborative instructional teams develop? and Case Study Research Question 2:
What did the instructional models look like?

Perceptual data from licensed teachers in Grades 1 and 2 were recorded during
midyear grade-level structured group interviews and end-of-the-year
semistructured individual interviews during both Years 1 and 2. All 16 licensed
teachers participated in midyear group interviews, all but two participated in the
individual interviews at the end of Year 1 (n = 14), and all but three at the end of
Year 2 (n = 13). Two of the teachers who declined to participate were positive
about the collaboration but chose not to be interviewed; the other declined for un-
disclosed reasons. Both the group and individual interviews were conducted by the
university partners.

The mid-year group interviews (referred to as reflection sessions) inquired
about benefits, questions, and challenges for students and staff regarding the in-
clusive and collaborative models. First, each individual wrote his or her own re-
sponse. Then, all responses were shared in round-robin format, followed by
open conversation to foster shared understanding and identify future directions
for improvement. The sessions were held off-site. Each grade level spent half of
the day in the facilitated reflection session and the other half engaged in fol-
low-up team planning.
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The individual interviews occurred in the summer at times and places (usu-
ally coffee shops) identified as convenient and comfortable by each interviewee.
Interviews ranged in length from 45 min to 2 hr, averaging about 90 min. The
teachers were prompted to describe how the teams began their process, what im-
plementation looked like for students and teachers, what occurred during team
planning sessions, what they learned and what resulted in terms of teacher and
student outcomes. (Interview protocols are available upon request.) An inten-
tional decision was made to not audio record the interviews given that there
seemed to be a low level of trust among various staff at Washington. Because
verbatim transcripts were not available, interviewers regularly paraphrased re-
sponses to check their understanding of participant meaning, wrote extensive
notes throughout the interviews, and typed interview notes soon (usually imme-
diately) after the interviews. Using the typed notes as data, each of the three in-
terviewers independently, then collectively, analyzed all the interviews using the
constant comparative method to identify themes, discrepancies, and illustrative
examples (Glaser & Straus, 1967). There were five levels of analysis: (a) within
each individual interview; (b) across individual interviews within each grade
level for Year 1; (c) across individual interviews within each grade level for Year
2; (d) within each grade level across Years 1 and 2; (e) across both grade levels
and years. Within each of these levels of analysis, data were organized to ad-
dress Case Study Research Questions 3: How did team members view the pro-
cess and outcomes? 4: What were the outcomes for students? and 5: What are
implications for practice?

Archived student performance data from annual administration of the MAT-7
also were used to address the student outcome question. Individual student test
scores were tracked from before implementation (Year 0) through Year 3 for two
cohorts of students. The complex test data retrieval, disaggregation, organization,
and analysis procedures are described in greater detail with respective findings
later in this article.

DEVELOPMENT OF THE COLLABORATIVE
INSTRUCTIONAL TEAMS

Described here is a brief chronology of how the collaborative teams developed in
Grades 1 and 2. Year 0 refers to the half-year before implementation. Years 1 and 2
refer to the 2 full school years during which the inclusive and collaborative instruc-
tional models were initially implemented, with modest external support from the
university partners. Year 3 refers to the year during which the models continued
even though external support was withdrawn.
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Year 0: Initiation

In the Spring of Year 0, the university partners spent time at Washington observing
and talking with staff members. This revealed the following: (a) almost all of the
ELL students attended separate classes taught by ELL teachers for most or all of
the school day; (b) some teachers (general education and ELL) wanted ELL stu-
dents to have more inclusive learning opportunities; (c) special education students
often were physically present in regular classes but as “islands in the mainstream”
with paraprofessional support; (d) special education teachers provided individual
or small group instruction in separate classrooms; (e) there were many and varied
professional staff (e.g., special education, ELL, Basic Skills, Class Size Reduc-
tion, Reading Recovery) and a relatively low staff to student ratio, although teach-
ers worked in isolation; (f) many students received services from numerous staff
members, but not in a coordinated or aligned manner because teachers did not reg-
ularly communicate about learning expectations or student progress; and (g) teach-
ers expressed frustration about frequent pronouncements of new initiatives from
“central office,” which offered little or no support for implementation. One notable
exception was the increasing expectations and resources from the district ELL de-
partment to advance inclusive and collaborative instruction for ELL students. Col-
lectively, this initial view of Washington revealed patterns of isolation, fragmenta-
tion, and incoherence, but also points of leverage for improvement. The most
notable point of leverage was the interest of some teachers to have ELL students be
more included, combined with expectations and support to do so from the district
ELL office.

After the university partners shared their initial perceptions, a schoolwide
(K–6) plan was proposed for developing inclusive and collaborative instructional
models for all students. The plan allowed 1 year for team planning with implemen-
tation expected the next year. The staff response was generally positive, especially
given assurances of time to learn and prepare. During the summer, however, there
came a district directive to begin implementing collaborative ELL services in
Grades 1 and 2 immediately in the fall. Along with the directive came resources,
including additional ELL teachers, paid summer training about teaching ELL stu-
dents, training on collaboration during the school year, and limited consultation by
ELL staff developers.

Given the accelerated implementation date, the university partners and Wash-
ington’s principal altered the plan to focus exclusively on supporting Grades 1 and
2 with implementation in the fall. Unfortunately, given the expedited timelines and
teachers’ absence due to summer break, instructional personnel were assigned to
grade-level teams without teacher input. The Grade 1 and 2 teachers were then no-
tified of the immediate implementation directive and the team assignments. A key
principle in assigning instructional personnel was to maximize the availability of
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diverse expertise to students and to minimize the number of grade levels and teach-
ers with whom each instructional support teacher (e.g., special education, ELL)
collaborated. Previously, support teachers had worked with children of all ages
throughout the school, making it nearly impossible to learn grade-level curriculum
and instruction or to establish relationships with classroom teachers. The new as-
signments at least offered more focus and less fragmentation of staff effort. (Spe-
cific personnel allocations to Grades 1 and 2 were described previously in the par-
ticipants section of this article.)

Year 1: Initial Implementation

The most significant activities for supporting immediate implementation by the
newly configured Grade 1 and 2 teams were an August workshop about instruc-
tional collaboration and grade-level team meetings after the workshop that contin-
ued thereafter into the school year. During the initial team meetings, general edu-
cators typically shared information about grade and classroom curriculum,
expectations, schedules, and routines. Daily and weekly schedules were developed
so that as many as four licensed teachers would be available for at least one unin-
terrupted 90-min instructional block in each of the eight classrooms in Grades 1
and 2. The priority for instruction during these blocks was identified as literacy
and, to a lesser extent, math. Maximizing instructional personnel for academic ar-
eas required that some classrooms schedule the 90- min collaborative blocks in the
morning and some in the afternoon.

During Years 1 and 2, job-embedded professional development was the primary
support for implementation, including: regular grade- and classroom-level team
meetings, as well as on-site support from the external partners. Grade-level teams
usually met during regularly scheduled common prep periods or after school. They
involved all licensed personnel assigned to the respective grade. Classroom teams
met whenever they could find time and involved the general education classroom
teacher and the respective instructional support teachers. Over time, instructional
personnel met more frequently as classroom teams than as grade-level teams.
Grade-level meetings focused largely on scheduling and logistics. Classroom
meetings focused on differentiated teaching and learning strategies and review of
ongoing student assessment data (e.g., running records, skills checklist, work sam-
ples) to ground ongoing refinements in instructional design and delivery. Specific
examples of collaborative instructional models are presented in the next section of
this article.

In addition to conducting the initial collaboration workshop and assisting with
early scheduling and team conversations, the external partners supported profes-
sional learning throughout the year by both informal and formal means. During
site visits, they informally supported individuals and teams by being present in
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classrooms and meetings, listening, offering ideas, posing questions to elicit re-
flection and planning, assisting to solve problems, affirming, and pointing out indi-
cators of improvement. More formally, they facilitated the midyear reflection ses-
sions, end-of-the-year individual interviews, and periodic schoolwide sharing.

Year 2: Continued Implementation But With
Reduced ELL Support

Even though collaboration had not been mandated for the intermediate grades,
some resentment had grown during Year 1 because Grades 1 and 2 had received
more generous allocations of ELL staff. In truth, some ELL teachers in Grades 1
and 2 also were concerned about the inequitable schoolwide resource allocation.
At the end of Year 1, then, a central office administrator created a schoolwide
schedule that more evenly distributed licensed and nonlicensed instructional per-
sonnel such that each grade level was allocated two to four additional people for 30
min every day. The extra personnel were used to teach small groups of homoge-
neously grouped children. There was no planning, however, to support coordina-
tion or continuity across instructional groups. The new schoolwide schedule and
redistribution of personnel resulted in a reduction of ELL teacher time for Grades 1
and 2. This change created an opportunity during Year 2 to contrast the experiences
of the Grade 1 and 2 teams with other teams in the school.

In Grades 1 and 2, despite the reduction of ELL teacher time, the Year 2 start up
was described as much easier than the previous year. In the words of one teacher,
“We knew each other, knew how we each worked, knew more about the curricu-
lum, and knew ways to team together.” Given the collaborative experiences of Year
1, they were able to maintain relative coherence between whole class, small group,
and individual instruction during Year 2. The priority for ELL teacher time became
small group instruction but some classroom teams still managed to coteach for part
of their collaborative block. There was, however, much less time to reflect and plan
together. The ELL teachers were involved in more grades and felt more frag-
mented and rushed. Given the demonstrated success for students in Year 1, how-
ever, they remained committed to high degrees of collaboration and communica-
tion, even if on the fly.

In contrast to Grades 1 and 2, instructional personnel in the intermediate
grades had no prior experience planning or working together from which to
ground a common instructional meaning and practice. Not surprisingly, then,
their instruction provided in small groups was idiosyncratic to the respective in-
dividual instructors and not necessarily aligned with general education grade
level, classroom, or student expectations. Small group instruction increased but
coherence did not.
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Year 3: Continued Collaboration; Withdrawal
of External Support

In Year 3, instructional personnel continued to be more evenly distributed across
all grades as in Year 2. The collaborative models in Grades 1 and 2 remained
largely intact but with less coteaching, given personnel reductions. As planned
from the beginning of the project, on-site external support was withdrawn during
Year 3.

THE COLLABORATIVE INSTRUCTIONAL MODELS

Variety was evident in the instructional models that emerged in each of the Grade 1
and 2 classrooms. Each classroom team developed and refined its collaborative in-
structional block given specific student numbers and needs, amounts of time, staff
availability, and teacher strengths. There were, however, common elements across
the classroom models. Literacy blocks included shared reading, guided reading,
and other strategic use of student groupings, as well as coteaching. Another com-
mon feature was teachers working with a variety of children and often rotating the
groups with which they worked. The ELL or special education teachers, for exam-
ple, did not always teach just the identified ELL or special education students.

Three examples of literacy block designs are described below and illustrated in
Figures 1 and 2. It should be noted that in Grade 2, some of the children with very
little or no English language (about 14 across all of Grade 2) spent about 2 hr each
day learning together with Grade 2 ELL teachers in a separate classroom. The ma-
jority of ELL students, however, were included in the inclusive literacy blocks
shown below. All the ELL students in Grade 1 were included in their general edu-
cation classes, including the literacy blocks, for the whole day.

Sample Literacy Block in Grade 1 (90 Min)

Illustrated in Figure 1 is a literacy block for a Grade 1 class of 19 students. Ten
were ELL students; one received extensive special education, including para-
professional support for most of the school day. In addition to the classroom
teacher, four support teachers provided instruction to students at various times dur-
ing the 90-min literacy block: an itinerant general educator, two ELL teachers, and
a special educator. During Year 1, but to lesser extent during Year 2, the teachers
met in grade- and classroom-level teams to plan and align their instruction.

The figure depicts student groups with assigned instructors indicated in pa-
renthesis. The literacy block began at 9:10 with the classroom teacher introduc-
ing a story or leading another whole class literacy activity. Three days a week
for 20 min of this time, students who needed extra practice learning high fre-
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quency words were tutored by the itinerant teacher. The specific students tutored
varied depending on who the team identified as needing extra assistance. At
9:35, an ELL teacher joined the class for shared reading and all students were di-
vided into two equal-sized, heterogeneous groups. The classroom and ELL
teachers parallel-taught their jointly developed lesson. They taught from the
same story, used the same word wall, and sent home the same word cards for
practice. The teachers switched groups every other day so each became knowl-
edgeable about all of the students. The students also came to know and be com-
fortable working with both teachers.

At 10:15, another ELL teacher and the special educator joined the class for
guided reading and the itinerant general educator also returned. Students were in-
tentionally divided into four small groups. Students with greater ELL and special
education needs were placed in smaller groups to allow greater attention. Three
days a week, a student with extensive disabilities typically joined one of the groups

ELL COLLABORATION 313

FIGURE 1 Sample Grade 1 90-min literacy block with student groupings and instructional
personnel identified.
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FIGURE 2 Two Grade 2 samples of guided reading blocks within literacy blocks with student groups and instructional personnel identified.



led by an ELL teacher. On these days, the special educator and ELL teacher
cotaught the small group. Two days a week, the ELL teacher and the special educa-
tor worked separately with their respectively identified students. In summary, stu-
dents worked with several teachers during the 90-min literacy block, but the in-
struction was codesigned by all the participating teachers, aligned with the literacy
and language focus for the entire class, and differentiated to meet both group and
individual learning needs.

Sample Guided Reading Block in Grade 2 (30 Min)

Illustrated in Figure 2a is the guided reading portion of a literacy block in a Grade 2
class with 19 students, including 10 ELL students. During the 30-min guided read-
ing segment, the classroom teacher was joined by an ELL teacher and an educa-
tional assistant. The classroom and ELL teachers met once a week after school to
identify the theme and prepare instruction for the following week. The figure de-
picts student groupings and instructor assignments for a week.

Guided reading began with a whole class activity. On Monday, the story of
the week was introduced. The classroom teacher, ELL teacher, and EA made
connections between new concepts and prior knowledge, asked prediction ques-
tions, and read the story aloud in English. The EA, who was Hmong, provided
simultaneous translation of key vocabulary and explanation of concepts for the
students who spoke Hmong. Students often asked questions and helped each
other. The class focused on the same theme for the entire week. It was discussed
in large groups, and teachers used theme-related supplementary materials and
activities in small groups. This resulted in all students, regardless of their liter-
acy and language levels, building on their general knowledge and adding to the
discussion during whole group.

After the whole group, two leveled groups were formed. The classroom teacher
taught the higher proficiency readers. The ELL teacher taught the lower profi-
ciency readers. Group placement was flexible and determined by data from run-
ning records, a Friday reading series test, teacher judgment on which students
needed more practice on letter sounds and vocabulary, and the pace of the groups.
By policy, at least 80% of the ELL teacher’s group had to be ELL students. The re-
mainder included students well served by more intensive language development
practice. On Monday, the ELL teacher began her small group with the EA reread-
ing the story of the week in Hmong. The ELL teacher then provided follow-up in-
struction related to the story, emphasizing vocabulary. Three days a week, the stu-
dents spent half of the small group time with the ELL teacher reading other stories
related to the weekly theme and half with the EA reviewing previously taught ma-
terial. On Friday, the whole class met for partner reading with higher and lower
proficiency readers paired for reading together.
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Another Sample Guided Reading Block in Grade 2 (30 Min)

Illustrated in Figure 2b is the guided reading portion of a literacy block for a differ-
ent Grade 2 class with 18 students, 10 of whom were ELL. During guided reading,
the classroom teacher cotaught with an ELL teacher. Also available were a special
education paraprofessional and a parent volunteer. Figure 2b illustrates how stu-
dents were grouped and instructors assigned.

On Monday, the classroom teacher introduced the story of the week and new
vocabulary to the whole class. After the ELL teacher finished teaching in a differ-
ent classroom, she joined the whole group and followed the classroom teacher’s
lead, providing supportive instruction (e.g., alternative explanations, vocabulary
cues). After the whole group lesson, the class was divided into two groups. The
ELL teacher reread the story and did intensive vocabulary instruction with the ELL
students. The classroom teacher worked with the remaining students.

On Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Thursdays, students were divided into four
stations, each directed by an adult. The students were grouped primarily by read-
ing proficiency, although the group composition varied based on the topic, stu-
dent interests, or specific skill needs. Each small group worked at two stations
during the guided reading block each of the 3 days. Students spent half of the
period with a certified teacher and the other half at a station directed by either
the paraprofessional or parent volunteer, whose work had been directed by the
classroom teacher. Over a 2-week period, the classroom and ELL teachers
worked with every student, resulting in shared knowledge about all of the stu-
dents. On Fridays, the ELL teacher worked with only ELL students to build
vocabulary and link prior knowledge with new concepts. The general educator
worked with the remaining students on shared reading or completing literacy
activities.

TEAM MEMBER PERSPECTIVES ABOUT
COLLABORATIVE INSTRUCTION

Overall, the outcomes from Year 1 were viewed as very positive for students and
teachers in Grades 1 and 2, with the exception of implementation being moved up
1 year. Findings from Year 2 continued to indicate merits of inclusive and collabo-
rative instruction but also indicated that the decrease in ELL teacher time reduced
collaborative planning and instruction. Here we report Grade 1 and 2 team mem-
bers’ perceptions about the process and outcomes of instructional collaboration
that emerged from the mid- and end-of-the-year interviews. Relevant information
was also drawn from field notes.
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Instructional Collaboration Fostered Professional Support,
Growth and Improvement

In most Grade 1 and 2 classrooms, instructional teams developed in positive and
supportive ways that resulted in both teacher and student growth. Two of the class-
room teams struggled with collaboration, reportedly due to differences in teaching
styles, content knowledge, philosophies of learning, and the value of inclusive and
collaborative instruction. These contrasting team experiences offered insights
about potential challenges in efforts to collaborate and about desirable team mem-
ber qualities. Here we summarize perceived benefits and also challenges of collab-
oration for teachers. On the positive side, teachers reported:

• More flexible and creative use of instructional time that advantaged students;
• Knowing more about all the students and seeing different student strengths

given the opportunity to view them in varied learning contexts;
• Greater shared ownership of students and student learning;
• Increased reflection on individual and collective teaching practices;
• More learning from and with colleagues about students and about teaching

and learning;
• Increased collective expertise resulting in greater effectiveness with a variety

of students;
• Decreased teacher isolation, increased support and feeling valued by col-

leagues;
• Itinerant teachers experiencing varied collaborative designs and strategies

then being able to share those experiences and ideas across classrooms; and
• Having more energy and greater enjoyment from teaching.

At the end of Year 2, teachers were asked to share an overall sense of their expe-
rience. One teacher stated, “I can’t believe that team teaching was something I
was kind of fighting. Now…I am willing to fight to keep it together.” Another
offered, “I tell teachers that I can’t believe they are not interested in collabora-
tion. It makes the day so much fun. It is also just a good feeling to know that all
kids, no matter what their learning needs, are being taught well.” A teacher, who
at the end of Year 1 was positive but exhausted from all the interpersonal issues,
shared at the end of Year 2 a sense of relief that they had learned to deal with is-
sues in a more professional way and that “After 31 years, you are learning new
ideas, not feeling threatened, seeing kids benefiting, not thinking the same any-
more.”

Despite the markedly positive views about collaboration, challenges also were
expressed. The expedited onset of implementation was mentioned as a challenge
by all of the teachers. There was very little time to get to know one another and
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prepare, although most quickly moved forward to make good in their new circum-
stances. Other reported challenges included:

• Loss of instructional and decision-making autonomy;
• Decreased flexibility and creativity given a set schedule for when additional

instructional personnel would be present in classrooms;
• Increased communication demands given instructional interdependence

among teachers;
• Role shifts and confusion about how to share instructional time (e.g., who

leads, who follows, how to coteach) and how to share responsibilities (e.g.,
assessment, reporting);

• Feelings of insecurity because teaching became public and teachers were ex-
pected to work with more diverse students than they had in the past; and

• Differing “philosophies,” which was the term often used to describe differ-
ences between teachers related to orientations or beliefs about instruction
and professional practice.

As mentioned earlier, some intermediate teachers resented the additional per-
sonnel allocated to Grades 1 and 2. Reflecting on this sentiment, a Grade 2 teacher
emphasized the effort involved in collaboration.

The other grades don’t get the blood, sweat, and tears it takes to make [collaboration]
work. All they see is the extra adults. They don’t see the 2 hr a week of extra teaming
done beyond the school day. I don’t see what we did to make people resentful. It is not
easier with other adults, it’s harder.

This teacher became a strong advocate for collaboration but had lived its demands
as well.

Despite the challenges, which were most salient during Year 1, almost all of the
teachers viewed instructional collaboration as a way for teachers to be supported
and to continue learning and improving their practices for the benefit of students.
One seasoned teacher exclaimed, “This was my best teaching year ever!” despite
the numerous challenges and the shedding of tears.

Desirable Qualities of Collaborative Team Members
Became Readily Apparent

Toward the end of each individual interview, teachers were asked how they would
describe an ideal team member. With remarkable consistency their responses
included:
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• Being student-centered (e.g., “more focused on students than on territory”),
genuinely caring about students, and taking a holistic view of student growth
and life experience;

• Being competent and knowledgeable about students, curriculum, instruction,
and assessment;

• Understanding classroom etiquette;
• Feeling secure and open, willingness to share ideas and perspectives and to

change;
• Sharing commitment, responsibility, and accountability for student learning;
• Being flexible (e.g., “Everyone has to give up some of their freedom”);
• Demonstrating a high level of professionalism, respect, and trust; and
• Being a nice person with a passion for learning.

Some of these desirable team member qualities were discerned from experienc-
ing strained collaborative partnerships. Some partnerships were challenged when
one teacher had a more limited professional background or when one questioned
the value of diverse students learning together. Another teacher from a struggling
partnership shared that she did not question the merit of collaboration in general,
but questioned what to do when specific partnerships did not work.

Several Key Factors Were Attributed to the Success
of the Instructional Collaboration

Beyond personal and professional qualities viewed as enhancing collaboration,
five additional factors were viewed as contributing to the success of this collabora-
tion initiative.

Pre-existing dissonance. Prior to initiation, many of the participating
teachers were interested in a more inclusive approach for educating ELL students.
They viewed the educational experience of ELLs as fragmented and isolated,
instructionally and socially. Some were also dissatisfied with the isolation and sub-
tle competition among some teachers. Significantly, then, dissonance with the pre-
senting state was part of the openness for change.

Administrative mandates combined with early support. Although ELL
central office personnel mandated changes toward more inclusive and collabora-
tive instruction, they also provided extra staff resources to support early change.
This allowed more time for collaborative planning and teaching that is likely to
have contributed to more rapid changes in practice.

Small group instruction and coteaching. All of the participating teachers
stated that small group instruction, made possible by coteaching, was the primary

ELL COLLABORATION 319



advantage of the collaborative instructional models. Also indicated was that small
groups without alignment of instruction would not have been as effective. Small
group instruction allowed more individualized attention and differentiated instruc-
tional support for students. During Year 2, teachers were even more conscious
about the value of coteaching because the amount of coteaching possible was less-
ened. They emphasized the learning boost that transpired when teachers taught
side-by-side, sharing the same students and instructional space. Teachers indicated
the ability to observe one another while teaching was a means by which they ex-
panded their own instructional repertoires. Coteaching also was considered key to
instructional coherence because: (a) shared knowledge about what was taught fos-
tered connections between whole class and small group learning; (b) common
teaching experiences resulted in shared knowledge of student engagement about
which teachers could reflect together and modify instruction as indicated; and (c)
expectations for students were higher and more consistent across all team mem-
bers. ELL and special education teachers, for example, could offer assurance and
strategies to support high expectations for ELL and special education students.

Collaborative planning. Collaborative planning was identified as an essen-
tial element for effectiveness, although the amount of time available to meet was
considered inadequate. A point of particular emphasis was that the most useful unit
for collaboration became the classroom team, as opposed to the grade-level team.
Within the classroom teams, the focus was clearly on instruction for a specific
group of students known by all classroom team members. Grade-level teams had
important functions (e.g., overall curriculum planning, scheduling, responding to
institutional requests). But classroom-level teams were the places in which regular
reflection on instructional practice with an aim toward improvement occurred.

Multiple and varied instructional models. The specific instructional mod-
els implemented in each classroom emerged from conversations among the respec-
tive classroom team members about how personnel could best be used to address
the learning objectives for an entire class, as well as for individual students.
Grounding many of the classroom team conversations was the question, “What’s
best for the kids?” Teachers were not told specifically how to design and imple-
ment instructional models. They were offered examples then encouraged to create
their own configurations. Common features that emerged, however, across class-
rooms: use of large and small group structures; use of heterogeneous and homoge-
nous student groups; use of multiple personnel to teach together to the whole class
and to teach individually in small groups; aligning whole class learning (e.g., intro-
ducing stories and concepts) with small group learning (e.g., reteaching, reinforc-
ing, extending learning objectives for individual students).
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OUTCOMES FOR STUDENTS

Outcomes for students were determined by analysis of qualitative data obtained
during the group and individual interviews and, to a lesser extent, from field notes.
Student outcomes were also assessed through analysis of quantitative data from
district-wide annually administered standardized achievements tests. Findings
from both sets of data are described here.

Students Were Perceived to Be Highly Advantaged
by the Collaborative Instructional Models

There emerged a strong and nearly unanimous sense that students were highly ad-
vantaged by the inclusive and collaborative instructional models—academically,
socially, and in terms of classroom participation. Teachers reported a greater sense
of community among students, as well as greater academic progress. They de-
scribed students as:

• Viewing all of the adults as their teachers, thereby learning from different
teaching styles and expanding their sense of support and connection within
the school;

• Feeling more included and less scared, experiencing a greater sense of com-
munity and more varied relationships, including friendships between ELL
and non-ELL students;

• Engaging more in instructional and social situations, including more class
participation;

• Demonstrating fewer undesirable behaviors;
• Learning from and supporting one another, including helping with transla-

tions;
• Being more challenged, regardless of ability and language differences; and
• Achieving academically as indicated by classroom assessments and stan-

dardized tests.

Many teachers shared specific examples of improved academic learning. A class-
room teacher and special educator from the same classroom team independently
reported that all three students with significant disabilities were reading sight
words by the end of the year. A Grade 2 teacher enthusiastically shared that it had
been “very, very successful to have extra help in reading and math.” She explained
that by the end of the year, she had no students in the bottom stanine for math,
which she described as “amazing.” Further, she indicated that, in Year 2, her stu-
dents did so well in reading. She stated that students had come up from first grade
much better prepared than in previous years. She also felt strongly that an inclusive
model of instruction resulted in social advantages for individual ELL students as
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they were no longer viewed as “the ELL kids.” Another Grade 2 teacher shared
that, by the end of Year 2, all of her students were reading at beginning third grade
level or better. These anecdotes suggest cumulative gains from two consecutive
years of inclusive and differentiated instruction available through collaboration.

Another story illustrates enhanced peer interactions and support. During a
whole class lesson cotaught by a classroom teacher, an ELL teacher, and an EA,
one of the children put up his hand and asked the teacher to stop. After the teacher
paused, the child turned to a classmate who spoke Hmong and reexplained what
the teacher had said. This child had observed that his classmate wasn’t following
the instruction, then took the initiative to pause the teacher and help foster under-
standing. As the school year progressed, ELL children increasingly raised their
hands and verbally shared in whole class situations. This suggests that in a support-
ive context, peers can serve as natural supports for instruction and models for
participation.

Despite the overwhelming sense that students were advantaged by more inclu-
sive and collaborative instruction, some questions and concerns were raised, espe-
cially during early implementation (semester 1 of Year 1). A few teachers ques-
tioned whether there was sufficient focus on the language and culture of individual
students. This question resulted in greater intentional focus on embedding culture
into the instructional design. In cotaught lessons, for example, ELL teachers often
participated by offering different ways or terms for thinking about a main idea, ex-
panding background information, and providing more varied examples to scaffold
learning for all students. Special education and ELL teachers also modified in-
struction and assignments to align better with the strengths and backgrounds of in-
dividual students.

Some teachers wondered whether the loss of instructional flexibility and spon-
taneity due to a more fixed schedule was a detriment. There were also questions
about whether more crowded and noisy classrooms were a deterrent to student
learning. As Year 1 progressed, however, teachers felt more assured that the bene-
fits realized by students outweighed concerns.

Achievement Test Data Showed Marked Academic Growth

Results of the annually administered MAT-7 were tracked for two cohorts of stu-
dents who received instruction in the inclusive and collaborative models during
Years 1 and 2. Trend data of the MAT-7 scores extended from fall of Year 1 through
spring of Year 3. Three test administration factors affected tracking and use of
these test data. First, prior to Year 1, district-wide annual testing occurred in the
fall. Beginning with Year 1, administration changed to the spring. To have compar-
ison data, however, the test was administered in both fall and spring of Year 1. Sec-
ond, Grade 1 students in this district had not been tested annually with a common
standardized test until spring of Year 1. This means that there were no baseline data
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for the Grade 1 students during Year 1. Third, in the spring of what would have
been Year 4, the school district changed from the MAT-7 to the Stanford Achieve-
ment Test. Given these factors, annual achievement test data were tracked across
just four administration points: Year 1-Fall; Year 1-Spring; Year 2-Spring; and
Year 3-Spring.

The test data were organized and analyzed using a cohort-static method
(Bielinski & Ysseldyke, 2000), which requires that the same students be tested to
allow valid comparisons of performance over time. Test scores of students within
each of two cohorts were tracked for 3 school years. Cohorts could not include all
students in a given grade for two reasons. First, cohorts included only those stu-
dents who remained at the school for the entire 3 year tracking period. Second, not
all students took the annual standardized tests. Students with significant cognitive
disabilities were exempt. And, by district policy, non-English speaking students
residing in the United States for less than 3 years did not take standardized tests un-
less English proficiency was obtained prior to that time. Cohort A included the 41
students in Grade 2 during Year 1 who remained at Washington and qualified to
take the annual tests all 3 years. Cohort A students experienced 1 year of instruc-
tion in the inclusive and collaborative models. Cohort B included the 45 students in
Grade 1 during Year 1 who remained and qualified to take the tests all three years.
Cohort B experienced 2 years of instruction in the models.

The trend data used in this study were reported in Normal Curve Equivalents
(NCEs). This was the measure used by the school district to determine growth and,
as such, held the greatest local meaning. Because NCEs are equal interval scores,
the scores can be averaged and used to compare groups of students. Changes in
NCEs indicate gains or losses in expected achievement over time. If after 1 year of
instruction, a student makes 1 year of growth, then the NCE gain or loss is zero. If
the student makes more than a year’s growth, then a positive NCE change score re-
sults; if less then a year’s growth, then a negative NCE change score results. Mean
NCE change scores were calculated by averaging the gains or losses of individual
students in each cohort. Reported in Tables 1 and 2 are the reading and math NCE
scores (with gains and losses indicated) for Cohorts A and B respectively. Note
that the years in which students were taught in the inclusive and collaborative mod-
els are indicated with an asterisk in the tables.

Review of the test trend data suggests two major findings. First, when receiving
instruction in the inclusive and collaborative models, both cohorts made consider-
able positive academic gains in both reading and math. This was true for aggre-
gated and disaggregated groups within grade level results. The change in NCE
scores ranged from +4.17 to +8.12 in reading and from +13.99 to +20.86 in math.
In Cohort A during the second year, the ELL group was the only one that made
gains in math. Regarding the substantial math increases, training for a new math
curriculum in which Grade 1 and 2 teachers participated as teams also could have
contributed to the strong positive gains. Second, after leaving the collaborative in-
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TABLE 1
Cohort A Mean MAT-7 NCE Reading and Math Scores

and Change Scores Across Years

Cohort A
Year 1 (Fall)

Grade 2
Year 1 (Spr)

Grade 2*
Year 2 (Spr)

Grade 3
Year 3 (Spr)

Grade 4

Reading n NCE � NCE � NCE � NCE �

All 41 49.60 — 57.72 +8.12 55.67 –2.05 49.29 –6.38
FRL 30 41.84 — 48.64 +6.80 47.65 –0.99 41.54 –6.11
ELL 27 37.44 — 43.86 +6.43 41.60 –2.27 37.04 –4.55

Math n NCE � NCE � NCE � NCE �

All 41 45.60 — 62.02 +16.41 60.48 –1.53 52.40 –8.09
FRL 30 38.53 — 55.88 +17.34 54.75 –1.13 44.61 –10.14
ELL 27 36.60 — 50.59 +13.99 51.21 +0.62 40.24 –10.96

* = Implementation year for inclusive and collaborative instructional models
� = Change score determined by mean of the individual differences

TABLE 2
Cohort B Mean MAT-7 NCE Reading and Math Scores

and Change Scores Across Years

Cohort B
Year 1 (Fall)

Grade 1
Year 1 (Spr)

Grade 1*
Year 2 (Spr)

Grade 2*
Year 3 (Spr)

Grade 3

Reading n NCE � NCE � NCE � NCE �

All 45 (tests not
administered to
Grade 1)

46.861 — 51.31 +5.55 53.06 +1.75
FRL 36 45.482 — 48.61 +4.17 50.93 +2.31
ELL 25 42.303 — 46.78 +4.80 49.87 +3.09

Math n NCE � NCE � NCE � NCE �

All 45 (tests not
administered to
Grade 1)

46.81 — 65.43 +18.62 66.11 +0.68
FRL 36 43.47 — 62.37 +18.89 64.45 +2.08
ELL 25 43.84 — 64.20 +20.86 68.36 +4.16

* = Implementation year for inclusive and collaborative instructional models
� = Change score determined by mean of the individual differences
1n = 41; four students in the cohort did not take the Grade 1 reading test
2n = 33; three students in the cohort who received FRL did not take the Grade 1 reading test
3n = 24; one ELL student in the cohort did not take the Grade 1 reading test



structional models (i.e., moving up to the intermediate grades), Cohort A showed a
decline in performance over 2 years and Cohort B showed a decrease rate of gain.
In Cohort A, changes in reading NCEs went from +8.12 to –2.05 1 year after leav-
ing the models and to –6.38 2 years after. Changes in math NCEs went from
+16.41 to –1.53 1 year after and to –8.09 2 years after. In Cohort B, changes in
reading NCEs went from +5.55 to +1.75 1 year after. Changes in math NCEs went
from +18.62 to +0.68 1 year after. In Year 3, the ELL group in Cohort B showed the
highest gains.

Together, these findings suggest that the inclusive and collaborative instruc-
tional models were likely to have been a contributing factor in the positive aca-
demic growth for both cohorts of students in the aggregate, as well as for
disaggregated subgroups. Findings also raise questions about whether such
growth is likely to maintain when students no longer participate in collaborative
instructional models. Caution is warranted, however, when considering these
findings. The sample size is very small, the context is localized, and no compar-
ative analysis was conducted using other schools. Further, continued high rates
of gain in NCE scores are not as probable after bold initial implementation ef-
fects are realized. Another consideration is that transition to Grade 3 (and
higher) meant not only leaving the inclusive and collaborative instructional mod-
els but also being a student in larger sized classes. Further, transition to interme-
diate grades often includes a shift in expectations from learning basic literacy
and numeracy skills, to using these skills in the context of other subjects. Al-
though findings suggest improved student learning, larger controlled and com-
parative studies are warranted.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

During a schoolwide faculty meeting at the end of Year 1, a Grade 1 teacher stated,
“Nothing we are going to say is as important as the conversations we are having.”
Embedded in this statement is an enduring implication for practice from this case
study that is congruent with school change research (e.g., Fullan, 2001;
McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006). Specifically, it reflects and honors the localized,
ground-level learning processes required to advance practice in particularly com-
plex social organizations. As difficult as it is to put in place the structures and re-
sources for collaboration, the most substantial ingredient for success lies within
the intellectually and interpersonally adaptive interactions—the learning conver-
sations—among team members themselves (Barth, 2006; Hord, 2004; Kruse &
Seashore Louis, 1995; Supovitz & Christman, 2005). One teacher spoke clearly
about the importance of beginning the collaboration process with conversations
about meaning and purpose, as opposed to structure, and about committing to a
process of figuring it out. She said:
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When we started, we didn’t say [the ELL teacher] would come in for guided reading.
We said, “We are going to figure it out.” We ended up with guided reading but it was a
process of figuring it out. Other grade levels see more people and they want more
people so they can do smaller groups. You have to move beyond just more person
power and figure out how to use them, how to align [efforts] and plan based on what
this group of kids need.

The potential for application of this study’s findings to other contexts will rest,
in part, on the capacity of the individuals involved to hold learning conversations in
which they figure out how they can more effectively teach so that all their students
learn well. There are, however, some specific implications from this study that
could guide others in creating more inclusive and collaborative learning environ-
ments for diverse students. These implications arose from analysis of the teacher
interviews, combined with our own reflections on the overall case development.

Build the Knowledge that Supports Instructional
Collaboration

What is it that teachers need to know to support high quality, coherent instruction
for diverse groups of learners? Revealed in this study were the following domains
of professional and contextual knowledge that appeared supportive of inclusive
and collaborative instruction:

• Knowing individual students, including their interests, learning strengths,
and challenges, as well as the instructional strategies and adaptations that
best support their growth;

• Knowing the curriculum, instruction, and assessment, including grade-level
standards; content area scope and sequence; differentiated instructional strat-
egies; ways to teach to individuals, small groups, and a whole class of stu-
dents; flexible groupings; and ongoing assessment practices that are embed-
ded within instructional contexts;

• Knowing the environment, including classroom schedules, etiquette, rou-
tines, expectations, materials, and teacher preferences for use of space and
time; and

• Knowing team members, including areas of expertise, teaching styles, work-
ing preferences, and personalities.

It is reasonable to suggest that the greater the knowledge in each of these do-
mains, the greater the likelihood of successful collaboration. Some of the knowl-
edge is declarative and could be developed by reading or engaging with other ex-
ternal sources. Much of the knowledge, however, is tacit and learned through
reflective practice supported by collaboration among teachers who share instruc-
tional responsibility for students. Structural and developmental implications fol-
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low from this thesis. Structurally, personnel must be strategically allocated to sup-
port students. Developmentally, opportunities for ongoing collaborative learning
should be in place.

Strategically Allocate Instructional Personnel

Responding to the question, How do we allocate our instructional personnel to most
equitably, effectively, and efficiently support student learning? requires a
schoolwide examination of both instructional resources and student learning needs
(Miles & Darling-Hammond, 1998; Odden & Archibald, 2001). Too often, instruc-
tional personnel, the most precious resource in schools, are scattered piecemeal
throughout a building, which decreases the likelihood of instructional coherence for
students. Grades 1 and 2 at Washington shifted from a system in which classroom
teachers and specialists individually developed their assignments and schedules to a
system in which staff was strategically allocated based on a schoolwide view of stu-
dent needs. This resulted in instructional personnel being organized in a way that
supported both greater collaboration and coherence. A 3-step schoolwide process to
guide strategic allocation of instructional personnel follows.

Take a Whole-School Inventory of Instructional Resources
and Needs

Imagine removing the roof of a school building, taking a balcony view of the peo-
ple, and asking: How and where do they spend their time? How much time is spent
in transition? How much is focused on instruction? Conduct a schoolwide inven-
tory of the number of instructional personnel available and their respective areas of
expertise. Also take inventory of student needs so that instructional personnel can
be assigned accordingly. For example, if the children are organized horizontally
(i.e., by grade level), determine the type and intensity of expertise required to sup-
port the specific children within each grade level. In any given year, certain grade
levels have more intensive instructional needs than other grade levels given spe-
cific factors, such as the number and diversity of students or implementation of a
new curriculum. A grade level with a large ELL population may require a full-time
ELL teacher. A grade level with fewer ELL students may require a half-time
teacher to effectively support students.

Assign Specific Instructional Personnel to Teams
that Support Specific Groups of Students

After determining the type and intensity of instructional support required for each
group of children, ask: Which specific instructional personnel should be assigned to
these specific groups of students? Several considerations enter this decision-making
process: knowledge of students and grade levels, expertise aligned with student
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needs,overallbest support forstudents, sizeof team,and impacton teammembers. It
may be decided that students would benefit by having the same ELL support person
follow them up to the next grade. This can make the transition to the next grade easier
for the students and more supportive for the receiving general educators because the
ELL teacher who moves up would share knowledge of the incoming students. Alter-
natively, it may be decided that the ELL teacher should remain with the same grade
level formultipleyearsbecauseshehascometoknowthe teachers, standards,curric-
ulum, and instruction emphasized in that particular grade level.

Another consideration in determining team member assignments is to keep
teams as small as possible while ensuring adequate expertise and time for students.
For example, instead of assigning one ELL teacher to work with two Grade 1
classes and one class in each of the other grades, assign one ELL teacher to all the
classrooms in the first grade and assign other ELL teachers to logically clustered
classrooms elsewhere in the school. This minimizes the number of team members
around which scheduling, communicating, planning, and teaching must be de-
signed and with whom constructive working relationships must be formed. Addi-
tionally, it allows the ELL teacher to acquire more in-depth knowledge of just one
grade level.

One final consideration in matching specific personnel with learning needs is
the impact on team members. Changing instructional teams and forming new col-
laborative working relationships is demanding, both professionally and interper-
sonally (Friend, 2005; Villa, Thousand, & Nevin, 2004). Making frequent team
member shifts is ill-advised. Sometimes, however, changes are warranted and even
appreciated when creating more effective and energized working relationships.
There are trade-offs in making instructional assignments: Decision-making princi-
ples and cognizance of the trade-offs are important.

Create a Schedule to Maximize Instructional Support
at High-Needs Times

With instructional personnel assigned to teams responsible for specific student
groups, the question becomes: When will instructional staff be assigned to support
specific classrooms and students? As illustrated in the case of Washington, creat-
ing a schedule requires a high degree of cooperation across classrooms. If all class-
room teachers autonomously designate the same daily block of time (usually mid-
morning) for additional instructional personnel, fewer personnel will be available
to support differentiation. If teachers are willing to shift their classroom schedules,
more instructional personnel can be available at the times when the greatest in-
structional support is needed. This means not everyone can have their additional
support during a morning block of time. As with other scheduling preferences, an-
nual rotations can resolve equity issues.
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Provide Ongoing Opportunities for Collaborative Learning
and Development

With team assignments made and instructional schedules aligned, attention shifts
to the more instructionally substantive issues of collaborative planning, reflection,
and learning to most effectively design, deliver, and assess the effectiveness of in-
struction (Garet et al., 2001; Ingvarson, Meiers, & Beavis, 2005; Schmoker, 2006).
Before offering strategies in this regard, however, we underscore the significance
of relationships in collaborative work. As one teacher shared, “It is hard to address
problems before you have relationships.” Problems and conflicts are inevitable in
the complex reality of instructional collaboration. Further, learning to collaborate
can be a risky endeavor because it is new and public. Trusting relationships create a
context in which learning and growth are more readily fostered (Bryk & Schneider,
2003; Hord, 2004; Tschannen-Moran, 2004). As the Washington teachers worked
more closely together, trust increased, which in turn fostered greater collaboration
and more in-depth reflective practice. The teachers came to understand that rela-
tionships were the means by which their collective wisdom of practice could be re-
alized. Creating an environment in which taking risks to experiment with new
ways of practice is encouraged and in which unsuccessful attempts are not unduly
punished but viewed as opportunities to learn, fosters trust. To be effective, then,
relationships and the core work of instructional collaboration both must be inten-
tionally addressed. Following are structures and strategies to do so.

Build in Regular Time for Collaboration

Teams require regularly scheduled opportunities to reflect and plan (NSDC, 2001).
At Washington, recall the most useful team unit was the classroom-level team. Al-
though grade-level meetings supported continuity and resource sharing within a
grade level, classroom-level meetings were the context in which the most specific
instructional conversations and decisions occurred. The classroom team is most
knowledgeable about the teaching and learning in that specific context with that re-
spective group of children. Teams at Washington met during common prep peri-
ods, before school, or after school once a week. When possible, they met toward
the end of a week to reflect on the present week and to plan for the next week. As
classroom team members develop a shared knowledge of the students, context, and
instruction the frequency and duration of the meetings lessened.

Actively Support Coteaching

Coteaching among classroom and instructional teachers was shown to be worth-
while: It offers a powerful means of continuous professional learning that can re-
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sult in expanded instructional knowledge and practice, as well as higher and con-
sistent expectations for students. Recall that in Year 2, some of the ELL teachers
were spread across more classrooms and had little or no time to coteach. This
structural change resulted in these teachers knowing less about what was being
taught in each classroom and less about individual students. Thus it was more diffi-
cult to align small group instruction with whole class instruction and to differenti-
ate for unique student needs. During Year 2, the ELL teachers often had to rely on
the context, curricular knowledge, and relationships developed during Year 1 to
figure out how best to design instruction. It is questionable whether such mainte-
nance could be sustained or would be relevant over multiple years, which increases
the risk of incoherence.

Embed Ongoing Student Assessment

Ongoing student assessment provides the essential feedback loop for making in-
structional adjustments (Schmoker, 2006; Stiggins, 2004). Several instructors wit-
nessing student learning provides multiple perspectives that can enhance the effec-
tiveness of instructional design. Embedding formal and informal assessment
practices into instructional routines is one way to keep student learning and prog-
ress at the core of collaboration. The teachers at Washington relied on reading run-
ning records, weekly accelerated reading tests, English language assessments,
progress in mastering math concepts, and observations to inform decisions about
instructional needs and groups.

Intentionally Design Flexible Student Groups

Using a variety of student groupings is one way to maximize the intensity of in-
struction and the effective use of personnel with diverse areas of expertise. For ex-
ample, during whole class instruction, concepts and background information are
provided to all students in a class. In small groups, more focused and personalized
connections can be made. Both homogeneous and heterogeneous groupings are ef-
fectively used depending on the specific instructional purpose. The high level of
shared knowledge about individual student learning and needs provided the teach-
ers at Washington with information needed to form and re-form student groups and
instructional priorities.

Commit to Individual and Team Development

Evident in the data were indicators of both individual teacher and team growth.
Depending on training and experience, individual teachers may lack specific cur-
ricular, instructional, or collaboration knowledge, thereby requiring personalized
and targeted formal learning opportunities (e.g., workshops, institutes, courses). In
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other situations, it may be most effective to include all members of a team in for-
mal professional learning that builds a common base of knowledge from which to
work collaboratively. Intensive training on a new math curriculum was one such
example at Washington.

FINAL THOUGHTS

This 3-year case study of Grades 1 and 2 at Washington Elementary School offers
one example of how instructional resources aligned to support diverse learners in-
creased access to and achievement within the general education context. Findings
indicate that heterogeneous groups of students benefited socially and academically
through participation in the inclusive and collaborative instructional models. Es-
sentially, collaborative learning and practice among teachers with diverse areas of
expertise was the means by which instructional coherence to advance student
learning was achieved in general education classrooms. Although the findings
from this study are promising, additional research is warranted that examines such
interventions more explicitly as well as on a larger scale.

From the outside, it may appear as if the structural changes that occurred at
Washington, including reallocating and aligning instructional personnel and creat-
ing schedules to support collaborative planning and instruction, are relatively
straight-forward interventions. Indeed, the structures themselves are not hard to
envision. Structural changes, however, do not ensure instructional improvement.
Improvement results only from substantive changes in teaching and learning that
emerge within a collaborative school culture in which continuous reflection on and
for practice are encouraged. Michael Fullan (2001) emphasized that the work of
school improvement is most aptly viewed as reculturing, instead of restructuring,
in that the heart of the change lies in changing norms, beliefs, and skills. Without
time to prepare or a trodden path to follow, the Grade 1 and 2 teachers at Washing-
ton Elementary School both restructured and recultured with the outcome being
increased learning for their students and themselves. They demonstrated the will
and courage to improve. They serve as an inspiration for others engaged in the
challenging work of continuous improvement in urban schools and are to be con-
gratulated.
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