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High-Leverage Practices
@in Special Education
Collaboration: Research Syntheses

ffective special education teachers

collaborate with a wide range of
professionals, families and caregivers to
assure that educational programs and
related services are effectively designed
and implemented to meet the needs of
each student with a disability. Collaboration
allows for varied expertise and perspectives
about a student to be shared among those
responsible for the student’s learning and
well-being. This collective expertise provides
collaborators with a more comprehensive
understanding of each student’s needs,
which can be used to more effectively plan
and implement instruction and services.

Teachers use respectful and effective
communication skills as they collaborate
with others, considering the background,

socioeconomic status, culture, and language
of the families and the professionals with
whom they work. Collaborative activities
should be focused on (a) designing each
student’s instructional program to meet
clearly specified outcomes and (b) collecting
data and monitoring progress toward
these outcomes. Effective and purposeful
collaboration should enlist support from
district and school leaders, who can foster
a collective commitment to collaboration,
provide professional learning experiences
to increase team members’ collaborative
skills, and create schedules that support
different forms of ongoing collaboration
(e.g., individualized education program
[IEP] teams, co-teachers, teachers-families,
teachers-paraprofessionals).

HLP1

Collaborate with professionals to increase student success.

Collaboration with general education teachers, paraprofessionals, and support
staff is necessary to support students’ learning toward measurable outcomes
and to facilitate students’ social and emotional well-being across all school
environments and instructional settings (e.g., co-taught). Collaboration with
individuals or teams requires the use of effective collaboration behaviors
(e.g., sharing ideas, active listening, questioning, planning, problem solving,
negotiating) to develop and adjust instructional or behavioral plans based
on student data, and the coordination of expectations, responsibilities, and
resources to maximize student learning.
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Collaboration is broadly recommended
in special education for accomplishing a
wide range of goals, including determining
eligibility for services, delivering instruction,
ensuring supportthrough paraprofessionals,
and resolving student and programmatic
issues (see Burns, Vanderwood, & Ruby,
2005). However, collaboration is ethereal
in that it is never an end in itself, instead
operating as a culture or a means through
whichany goalcan bereached.Collaboration
often is indirectly fostered among members
of a school work group by arranging time for
participants to meet face-to-face, guiding
them through the development of positive
professional relationships, establishing ex-
plicit and implicit procedures for working
together, and teaching them about school
programs that rely on collaborative inter-
actions (e.g., teams, co-teaching). Collabor-
ation is not explicity mandated in the
Individuals With Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA), nor is it generally part of formal
policies related to educating students with
disabilities, but the requirements of the law
and established school practices strongly
infer that it is through collaboration that
the effective education of students with
disabilities is achieved.

Asked to define collaboration, a typical
response is “working together.” However,
a nuanced understanding suggests that
collaboration is more about how individuals
share their work, and it is characterized by
voluntariness, mutual goals, parity, shared
responsibility for critical decisions, joint
accountability for outcomes, and shared
resources (Friend & Cook, 2017). It is
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also developmental, growing over time
as participants increase their trust of one
another and create a sense of professional
community. It is not surprising that research
on collaboration is constrained by its elusive
nature, by its innumerable applications, and
by the number of variables that contribute to
its existence.

Research Support

Research related to collaboration has
consisted largely of anecdotal reports and
surveys of individuals’ perceptions about
their collaborative experiences, including
the importance of administrative support
and the effect on student outcomes, often
seasoned with advice for implementing
collaborative strategies and exhortations
about their importance. However, a handful
of studies have examined collaboration
with a more precise lens; these can be
grouped into three categories: (a) those that
broadly analyze the relationship between
the presence of collaboration and student
outcomes, (b) those that consider the effect
of specific collaborative school structures,
and (c) those that investigate specific
components of collaboration.

Researchers have for many years
studied schools in which students with
disabilities (usually those with learning
disabilities, other health impairment/ADHD,
or autism spectrum disorder) outperform
similar students in other locales, seeking
common characteristics that contribute to
their success. Collaborative culture or high
value on collaboration is a typical finding
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in these studies (e.g., Caron & MclLaughlin,
2002; Huberman, Navo, & Parrish, 2012).
Attention has turned recently to analyzing
whether specific aspects of collaboration
are associated with such positive results. For
example, in a study that included more than
9,000 teacher observations over 2 years
as well as administrative and student data,
Ronfeldt, Farmer, McQueen, and Grissom
(2015)—accounting for

Swanson, & McCulley, 2012). A related study
supported this conclusion, finding that
elementary-age students with disabilities
in co-taught classes made significant
educational progress while those in separate
special education classroom settings did
not, the gap between the two groups

widening across time (Tremblay, 2013).
Similarly,  collaboration has  been
associated with positive

factors that might lead
to spurious correlational
associations—found  that

Communication skills are key
building blocks for collaboration.

outcomes on student-
centered problem-solving
teams (Sheridan et al.,

teachers participating

more frequently and with more satisfaction
in team activities, especially those related
to assessments, produced relatively higher
student achievement than teachers with less
frequentandlesssatisfyingteam interactions.
Ronfeldt et al. concluded that a causal
relationship exists between collaboration
and student outcomes.

The two most common school structures
presumed to rely on collaboration are co-
teaching and teams. Co-teaching research
generally has found strong support among
teachers but mixed results for students
(Murawski & Swanson, 2001; Scruggs,
Mastropieri, & McDuffie, 2007). The most
recent examination of the co-teaching
research literature, an analysis of six co-
teaching and inclusion research syntheses,
concluded that when general educators
and special educators work closely to
coordinate the delivery of curriculum
and have resources such as time to plan,
small positive effects on student academic
outcomes are achieved (Solis, Vaughn,

2004). However, much
of the research on teams has focused on
their general characteristics, including the
importance of member interdependence,
individual accountability, satisfaction
of member needs, clarity of roles and
expectations, and diversity of expertise
among team members (e.g., Park, Henkin,
& Egley, 2005). Other variables considered
include teacher empowerment (Rafoth &
Foriska, 2006) and the positive association
of professional familiarity with team
effectiveness (Killumets, D'Innocenzo,
Maynard, & Mathieu, 2015).

Communication skills are key building
blocks for collaboration; participants’
verbal and nonverbal skills largely define
whether collaboration can occur. For
example, relatively equal amounts of talk
by participants, the use of words that sug-
gest instead of advise, and the interplay of
who structures the flow of the interaction
and who influences its content promote
a perception of collaboration (Erchul
et al.,, 1999). An additional element of
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collaboration is trust, and qualitative
research indicates that trust is a facilitator
for collaboration because it enables partici-
pants to communicate clearly, even on
topics that might be considered sensitive
(Hallam, Smith, Hite, Hite, & Wilcox, 2015).

Conclusion

Collaboration is intuitively appealing but
extraordinarily challenging to study using

rigorous research designs. Even though
some evidence exists to demonstrate the
effectiveness of collaboration, much of that
evidence consists of case studies, program
evaluation, and qualitative research. At
this time, only limited rigorous empirical
evidence guides practitioners regarding the
criteria for assessing the quality of collab-
oration or for determining whether collab-
oration has a direct and positive effect on
outcomes for students with disabilities.

HLP2
families.

Organize and facilitate effective meetings with professionals and

soliciting feedback.

Teacherslead and participate in arange of meetings (e.g., meetings with families,
individualized education program [IEP] teams, individualized family services
plan [IFSP] teams, instructional planning) with the purpose of identifying clear,
measurable student outcomes and developing instructional and behavioral
plans that support these outcomes. They develop a meeting agenda, allocate
time to meetthe goals of the agenda, and lead in ways that encourage consensus
building through positive verbal and nonverbal communication, encouraging
the sharing of multiple perspectives, demonstrating active listening, and

Special  education teachers typically
organize, schedule, and lead a variety of
meetings, including annual IEP meetings
as well as ongoing collaborative meetings
essential to instructional planning and
progress monitoring. IEP meetings involve
both parents and professionals (e.g.,
general education teachers, fellow special

teachers, reading specialists,
curriculum  specialists, principals, other
administrators, outside consultants), as
well as students with disabilities. IDEA
requires that parents be given opportunities
for full participation in the development of
the IEP. The way in which the IEP meeting
is organized and facilitated should ensure

education
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that the family is an equal partner in the
development of an appropriate education
for the child.

Special education teachers need to
facilitate meetings so they run smoothly,
involve others as equal participants, and
accomplish the goals of the meeting. These
tasks require communicating effectively
with others, being able discuss aspects of
the individual child’'s program (e.g., explain
the rationale behind behavior intervention
plans, describe effective practices), and
facilitating consensus

e Developing relationships with families
based on mutual respect and actively
involving families and individuals with
exceptionalities in educational decision
making. (p. 7)

Research and Policy Support

Collaboration—when teachers work togeth-
er to diagnose what they need to do, plan
and teach interventions, and evaluate their
effectiveness—has shown a strong effect

size of 0.93 on student

among all involved. The
partnership principles of
equality, choice, voice,
reciprocity, praxis, and
reflection aid in the
development of effect-
ive communication skills

(Knlght, 2007) USing achievement.
these principles requires
specific  skills,  which

may be developed with
diligent practice. It may

be helpful to solicit feed- | 2P

Collaboration—when
work together to diagnose what
they need to do, plan and teach
interventions, and evaluate their
effectiveness—has shown a strong
effect size of 0.93 on student
Effective meetings
are facilitated by building trust,
communicating clearly, listening
carefully to others’ concerns and

achievement (DuFour,
2007; Hattie, 2008). Ef-
fective meet Nelson,
and Beegle (2004) rec-
ommended the afore-
mentioned attitudes and
behaviors to promote
positive relationships with
parents. Further, the asso-
ciation Learning Forward
has recommended using
problem-solving  proto-
cols for teams and individ-

teachers

back from a mentor
or colleague as well as team members
to improve one's communication and
facilitation skills.

The Council for Exceptional Children’s
special education Code of Ethics (2015)
includes the following principles relating
to organizing and facilitating effective
meetings:

e Practicing collegially with others who
are providing services to individuals
with exceptionalities.

uals who face frustrating
situations (Killion, Harrison, Bryan, & Clifton,
2012). Fortunately, re-searchers have found
that these communication behaviors can be
learned (Patterson et al., 2012).

Meeting agendas should be planned
in a way that invites the sharing of multiple
perspectives, involves active listening, and
encourages consensus building, while
maintaining efficiency. Agendas for formal
meetings should be developed and shared
in advance; the meeting should be
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scheduled for an appropriate amount of
time given meeting goals and participants
invited with sufficient advance notice.

In addition, case law supports the notion
that the IEP is the centerpiece of IDEA law
and that the student’s parents or guardians
are considered full and equal partners in
its development. Teachers need to under-
stand what is to be accomplished at IEP
meetings and to ensure that all requirements
are met. It is not appropriate to come to the
meeting with a completed IEP, and special
educators need to be sure parents have
meaningful opportunities to contribute. For
example, a translator will need to be avail-
able if the parent does not speak English. It
also may be important to send information
to parents prior to the IEP meeting, so they
understand the purpose of the meeting and
understand that they will be given oppor-
tunities share information about their child
and to make suggestions. Sample IEP agen-
das are available online (e.g., www.PACER.
org) and may be provided by a state’s de-
partment of education or a local director of
special education.

Finally, meetings will be more productive
if there is trust among participants. Teachers
should consider taking steps before meet-
ings to build relationships with professionals
and families on an ongoing basis (Billings-
ley, Brownell, Israel, & Kamman, 2013). At
the start of the school year, effective special
educators communicate with families via
phone, e-mail, or notes home with positive
messages about individual children and
their accomplishments. At IEP team meet-
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ings, special educators should communicate
the value of all participants’ input, allow time
for introductions and celebrations, and dis-
cuss meeting outcomes and goals. It is often
helpful to briefly discuss ground rules for the
meeting (e.g., expectations, norms, commu-
nity principles). Team members’ satisfaction
with the process and outcomes of meetings
can be improved with goal setting and ongo-
ing feedback, which is referred to as the so-
cial acceptability of meetings (Reinig, 2003).
As special educators are primary communi-
cators in the school regarding students with
disabilities, they also should serve as mod-
els of respectful communication by using
person-first language.

Conclusion

There are two ways to consider the research
available on meetings with professionals
and families: effectiveness and social
acceptability. Although little research s
available about organizing and facilitating
meetings, evidence does suggest the
importance of having clear meeting goals,
establishing a meeting agenda, setting
expectations, using active listening, and
encouraging genuine  communication.
Research on social acceptability is typically
focused on team members’' satisfaction
(Reinig, 2003). Employing a partnership
approach with professionals and parents
makes gathering valuable input possible,
and makes messages more receivable and
meetings more effective (Knight, 2007).
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HLP3
needed services.

Collaborate with families to support student learning and secure

children’s learning.

Teachers collaborate with families about individual children’s needs, goals,
programs, and progress over time and ensure families are informed about their
rights as well as about special education processes (e.g., IEPs, IFSPs). Teachers
should respectfully and effectively communicate considering the background,
socioeconomic status, language, culture, and priorities of the family. Teachers
advocate for resources to help students meet instructional, behavioral, social,
and transition goals. In building positive relationships with students, teachers
encourage studentsto self-advocate, with the goal of fostering self-determination
over time. Teachers also work with families to self-advocate and support their

The importance of collaborating with
families to promote participation in
educational decision making has been
identified as one of the key principles of
IDEA (H. R. Turnbull, Stowe, & Huerta, 2007).
IDEA provides for specific rights that enable
parents to participate as equal members of
the |IEP team and to be involved in evaluation,
placement, and special education and
related service decisions. For families to
take on such roles and responsibilities,
collaboration between professionals
and families is necessary. Using effective
partnership strategies has been identified
as a necessary element of building
collaborative relationships.

Family-professional partnerships have

been defined as

a relationship in which families (not
just parents) and professionals agree
to build on each other's expertise

and resources, as appropriate, for the
purpose of making and implementing
decisions that will directly benefit
students and indirectly benefit other
family members and professionals.
(A. P. Turnbull, Turnbill, Erwin, Soodak,
& Shogren, 2015, p. 161)

Seven principles of effective partnerships

have been identified in the literature (see A.
P. Turnbull et al., 2015):

e Communication: Teachers and families
communicate openly and honestly in a
medium that is comfortable for the family.

e Professional competence: Teachers are
highly qualified in the area in which
they work, continue to learn and grow,
and have and communicate high
expectations for students and families.

e Respect. Teachers treat families with
dignity, honor cultural diversity, and
affirm strengths.
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e Commitment: Teachers are available,
consistent, and go above and beyond
what is expected of them.

e Equality; Teachers recognize the
strengths of every member of a team,
share power with families, and focus on
working together with families.

e Advocacy: Teachers focus on getting
to the best solution for the student in
partnership with the family.

e Trust: Teachers are reliable and actin the
best interest of the student, sharing their
vision and actions with the family.

Research Support

Researchers have examined issues related
to the process of establishing family-
professional partnerships and the effect
of these partnerships

Researchers also have found that when
educators use the principles of effective
partnerships, this influences families’ per-
ceptions of and engagement in education
planning. For example, communicating in-
formation in a respectful way—particularly by
sharing information about testing results and
educational progress using accessible and
family-friendly language and mediums (i.e.,
videos, family portfolios)-leads to greater
feelings of parent empowerment (Childre &
Chambers, 2005; Klein et al., 2011; Meadan,
Thompson, etal., 2009; Thompson, Meadan,
Fansler, Alber, & Balogh, 2007). Addressing
issues of cultural diversity is also essential
(Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Shogren,
2012; Valenzuela & Martin, 2005); using cul-
tural navigators or parent or school liaisons
who serve as brokers to promote respect
and communication between families and

educators of differing cul-

on child and family
outcomes. This body of
research has used multiple
methods (i.e., qualitative,

When

teachers
effectively collaborate to set goals,
children make more gains.

tural backgrounds leads to
increased parent involve-
ment and families perceiv-
ing educators as trustwor-

and  families

quantitative, meta-
analytic) to descriptively
and empirically examine the effect of
collaboration. Several studies have examined
the relationship between family-professional
partnerships and family outcomes, finding
that parents report less stress, greater
family quality of life, and greater satisfaction
with education and related services when
partnerships are stronger (Burke & Hodapp,
2014; Eskow, Chasson, Mitchell, & Summers,
2015; Neece, Kraemer, & Blacher, 2009;
Shogren, McCart, Lyon, & Sailor, 2015).

thy and advocating for
child outcomes (Balcazar
etal., 2012; Hardin, Mereoiu, Hung, & Roach-
Scott, 2009; Howland, Anderson, Smiley, &
Abbott, 2006).

There is a significant body of research
that suggests that families, with support
from teachers and related service
professionals, learn and implement various
teaching strategies in the home. For
example, with regard to supporting positive
behavior (and eliminating challenging
behavior) in the home, significant child- and
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family-level outcomes result when families
are provided with culturally responsive
training and support that promotes feel-
ings of equality and trust in professionals
(Kim, Sheridan, Kwon, & Koziol, 2013;
Lucyshyn et al., 2007; McCormick, Cappella,
O’Connor, & McClowry, 2013; MclLaughlin,
Denney, Snyder, & Welsh, 2012; Meadan,
Ostrosky, Zaghlawan, & Yu, 2009). Families
also play an important role in teaching self-
determination skills, during early childhood
(Brotherson, Cook, Erwin, & Weigel, 2008;
Cook, Brotherson, Weigel-Garrey, & Mize,
1996; Erwin et al., 2009; Palmer et al., in
press; Summers et al, 2014) and across
the lifespan (Shogren, 2012; Shogren,
Garnier Villarreal, Dowsett, & Little, 2016;
Zhang, 2005). Further, when teachers and
families effectively collaborate to set goals,
children make more gains in the attainment
of goals, which suggests the importance of
partnerships in influencing child outcomes
(Childre & Chambers, 2005; Palmer et al.,
in press). Finally, engaging families in trans-
ition planning has the potential to affect
students’ postschool outcomes (Test et al,,
2009), and increasing family knowledge
influences family expectations for postschool

High-Leverage Practices in Special Education

outcomes (Young, Morgan, Callow-Heusser,
& Lindstrom, 2016), which can lead to
greater advocacy on the part of families
and young adults with disabilities, partic-
ularly related to employment (Francis, Gross,
Turnbull, & Turnbull, 2013; Francis, Gross,
Turnbull, & Parent-Johnson, 2013).

Conclusion

A diverse body of research suggests the
positive effect of building collaborative re-
lationships between educators and families
using effective partnership principles. These
effects include not only improvements in
teacher-family relationships and increases
in shared decision making, but also child-
level and family-level effects. A clear set of
principles that define effective partnerships
have emerged from research which empha-
size creating trusting partnerships through
communication, professional competence,
respect, commitment, equality, and advo-
cacy. In implementing these principles, it
is essential to honor and respect cultural
diversity and differing communication styles
and preferences.
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