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Learning Together: Formats for Teacher Collaboration

Purpose
Administrators, coaches, and professional development providers are encouraged to use this workshop to help teachers, guidance counselors, social workers, school psychologists, and other members of the school staff consider a variety of formats for teacher collaboration to promote positive behavior and social skills of individual students. 

Materials
A computer with Internet access and a projector

Media
The Importance of Teachers, Specialists, and Parents Working Together to Improve Behavior. In this expert interview, Dr. Krista Kutash describes ways teachers can collaborate with other teachers, with specialists, and with parents.  (6:11)


A System for Teacher Collaboration to Reduce Behavior Problems. This audio interview with the principal of Harmony Hills Elementary School in Silver Spring, Maryland describes the school’s approach to teacher collaboration.  (4;15)
Topic
Reducing Behavior Problems

Practice
Collaborative Relationships  

Learning Together: Formats for Teacher Collaboration

1. Introduce the topic of teacher collaboration and its role in reducing behavior problems in elementary classrooms. When teachers face chronic behavior problems, their repertoire of strategies may quickly become exhausted. Guidance and advice from other teachers who have successfully managed similar behavior issues may mitigate teachers’ feelings of isolation and provide alternative strategies for support. Establishing trusting relationships with other teachers can occur in a variety of formats. 

2. Ask teachers to share any experiences they have had in working collaboratively with fellow teachers, specifically noting the positive aspects to the collaboration and obstacles to collaboration. Use their responses to complete a chart similar to the one below:

	Collaboration Format
	Advantages to Collaboration
	Challenges to Collaboration

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


3. Ask teachers to suggest different formats for teacher collaboration (e.g., coaching, mentoring, professional learning communities or learning teams, leadership teams) that may be relevant to reducing behavior problems at school. Distribute printouts of the examples below, which demonstrate different hypothetical scenarios of teacher collaboration. Ask teachers what goals were met in those examples. 

	Example 1: Study Group Discussion

	Six teachers are sitting around a table in the faculty room in Burbank Elementary to discuss the current topic of interest for their school: recent complaints from teachers that students have been acting disrespectfully towards teachers and peers. Teachers from multiple grade levels have decided to convene this meeting during planning time to brainstorm about possible strategies. Richard Bailey, a fifth-grade teacher, feels that a lot of the language that students are using is not a sign of disrespect but what they are used to at home and in their neighborhood. Joan McCauley, a third-grade teacher, suggests that they also talk about nonverbal communication, and shares a research summary claiming that interpersonal communication in face-to-face encounters is divided into 30% verbal and 70% nonverbal. That sparks a lively conversation among team members about expectations with regard to the use of words and body language. Gabriella Puente, a behavior expert from the district, contributes yet another topic to the discussion: differences in students’ communication style when managing conflicts. “Some students are more dominant,” she says. “They focus mostly on what they want. Other students tend to be more submissive, and agree with their peers as a way to resolve a dispute. Yet others avoid both their own goals and the goals of others and by keeping a physical distance from the other peers. We need to discuss not only their communication style, but also the entire thinking process that is related to it.” At the end of the meeting, the teachers feel that they have a better understanding of the aspects of interpersonal communication, and what they should keep in mind when looking into tools and strategies to encourage respectful communication at school.

	Example 2: Coaching and Mentoring

	Jennifer Davis is teaching her third graders about identifying emotions in self and others. Although she uses a structured lesson plan, she is not sure that she is implementing it right. Ruth Johnson, an experienced teacher who received training on implementing the program, is observing her class. During prep time, Jennifer and Ruth meet to discuss what Ruth saw. Ruth says that the lesson was followed through in a careful way, and that most students seemed engaged. She suggested dedicating more time to role playing using more types of scenarios. She also suggested providing additional practice time for students to fill out different types of tools, such as the emotions thermometer, to describe the intensity of their emotions. Jennifer feels that she has gained a lot from the discussion, and schedules a time in which she can observe a social skills lesson taught by Ruth.

	Example 3: Discussions about the Curriculum

	During a grade-level team meeting at Skyline Elementary, first-grade teachers are working on the integration of a social skills program into the curriculum. “We can ask students to collect data about kind acts and other positive behaviors during the school day and create charts and graphs during math class,” suggests one teacher. The other teachers like the idea and discuss how that fits well into next month’s topic about graphing. Another teacher brings up an idea for literacy centers: “We usually have students create their own little books about a variety of topics,” she says. “We can ask them to write a book about being a good friend.” “Or about listening to others, sharing with others, and helping students when they are in trouble,” adds another teacher. The team is excited about the many possibilities and discusses other ideas: learning about positive role models who have helped other people and society during social studies classes, emphasizing cooperative learning skills during science classes, and integrating the same themes into music and art classes. At the end of the meeting, all first-grade teachers have an agreed-upon plan for integrating a program to teach positive behavior into the regular curriculum throughout the school day, with sufficient ideas to last for at least the next two months.  


4. Watch the expert interview, The Importance of Teachers, Specialists, and Parents Working Together to Improve Behavior. Questions below may be used to stimulate a brief discussion of the key points.

· In what ways do you think informal peer observations might be helpful?

· Are there advantages to more formalized peer observations?

· Are there specific topics or ways in which you think teacher collaboration would be most helpful?

· Are there any disadvantages to teacher collaboration (e.g., peer observations, learning teams, etc.)? (Please record the issue or problem to be addressed when noting disadvantages.)

5. Listen to the audio interview, A System for Teacher Collaboration to Reduce Behavior Problems. Ask teachers to discuss briefly with a partner the advantages to this system and the ways in which it might be useful for them.

6. Revisit the table created under Step 2. Ask the participants if they can think of other formats of collaboration, the advantages or challenges for each format, and strategies to overcome challenges. Suggest, as you close the workshop, that this can be a foundation for the teachers to consider “next steps” to establish collaborative relationships amongst themselves or to enhance the collaboration that is already in place.  
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