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Preface 

This study was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study had been 

proposed and approved by the IRB before the pandemic. The study’s original design included 

in-person interviews. However, due to a statewide mandate to stay at home, all interviews were 

shifted to a video calling platform. Ego network data was gathered digitally using an interactive 

digital document shared with the participants and reviewed using the share screen feature of the 

video calling platform. Further discussion of data collection is presented in chapter 3, 

methodology.  
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Abstract of the Dissertation  

Collaborative Networks of General and Special Education Teachers at an Inclusive School Site  

by 

Kelly Velazquez 

Doctor of Education in Educational Leadership 

University of California San Diego 2022 

California State University San Marcos 2022 

Inclusive education is when all students, regardless of any challenge or neurological 

differences, are in the general education classroom and receive high-quality instruction, 

interventions, and support to succeed in the core curriculum. With 62.5% of students receiving 

most, if not all, special education services in the general education classroom (Snyder et al., 

2019), general and special education teachers must work together to meet their students' 

needs. The case study investigated the collaborative networks of eight general and special 

education teachers and learned how general and special education teachers collaborate to 

support inclusion at a public middle school. Through interviews, teachers mapped and 

described their ego-networks and discussed how they collaborate to support students with 

special needs in their classrooms. The study identified a network dense with special educators 

which provided multiple sources of accessible education experience and expertise. Proximity 

and structured partnerships were found to be the main drivers for network development. 



xiv 

Working together, teachers differentiated and scaffolded the curriculum and provided an 

individualized education. The study provides further understanding of collaborative networks 

within a school site and situates this knowledge within the lens of educational leadership 

through distributed leadership practices and supports equitable educational practices that 

celebrate and honor neurodiversity within classrooms. 

Keywords: Inclusion, Special Education, General Education, Teacher Collaboration, 

Ego-Network Analysis 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

With an increased understanding of neuro differences and identification procedures, 

student populations are becoming more neurodiverse. Recent data has shown an increase in 

children identified with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) (Maenner et al., 2021). Currently, 1 in 

44 children are identified with ASD in the US. This number is even higher in California, where 1 

in 26 children are identified with ASD. Attention-Deficit / Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) is even 

more prevalent, with 9.4% of children being identified, approximately 1 in every 10.6 children 

(Danielson et al., 2018).  Furthermore, 1 in 20 children is identified with learning disabilities such 

as dyslexia, dysgraphia, dyscalculia, or dyspraxia (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014).  ASD, ADHD, 

dyslexia, dysgraphia, dyscalculia, and dyspraxia are recognized as neurological differences 

(Armstrong, 2017; Rentenbach et al., 2017; Silberman, 2015; Singer, 2017; Walker, 2021). 

These neurological differences impact how students learn, and teachers must be 

knowledgeable and prepared to support these differences.  

With this increase in neurological diversity, teachers need to be prepared to meet the 

needs of their neurodiverse student population. Neurodiverse students are commonly supported 

through special education (SPED) (Brown et al., 2013; Gee et al., 2020; Hallahan et al., 2012; 

Kauffman et al., 2018; King-Sears, 2008; Kirk et al., 2014; Murphy, 1996).  The data shows that 

11.6% of the student population ages 6-11 are students with disabilities (SWD) eligible for an 

Individual Education Plan (IEP) (US Department of Education, 2018). Within that population, 

62.5% of students with IEPs are in general education (GENED) classes 80% or more of the day 

(Snyder et al., 2019). The data shows that SPED students are commonly supported through an 

inclusive education model where they receive the majority of their education and accessible 

educational support in GENED classes. Therefore, GENED teachers must rely on the expertise 

of their GENED and SPED colleagues to create and implement effective lessons designed to 

meet the needs of their neurodiverse students. This study examines the collaborative 

relationships between GENED and SPED teachers to support their neurodiverse student 
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population. Additionally, it explores collaboration for inclusive education practices from the 

teacher perspective.  

Background of Study 

Within the classroom, there is a mosaic of students. They come from diverse 

backgrounds, cultures, languages, strengths, and talents. As we learn more about our students, 

we learn about the neurodiversity in our classrooms. Walker (2021), states that neurodiversity is 

“the diversity of human minds, the infinite variation in neurocognitive functioning within our 

species” (p. 44). The neurodiverse paradigm shifts away from the medical model of disability, 

where challenges are considered deficits and require extensive therapies to remediate. Instead, 

it considers variations in the human brain regarding learning, mood, attention, sociability, and 

other mental functions and understands these differences to work with them.  

Increased identification and understanding of neurodiversity have shifted pedagogical 

approaches. A neurodiverse approach to supporting these differences utilizes strengths to 

develop an understanding of concepts and skills and helps students minimize the impact of their 

challenges (Armstrong, 2015; 2017; Rentenbach et al., 2017). This approach is fundamentally 

different from the medical model, which focuses on students’ deficits. Students receive 

instruction in areas of weakness, often taught in separate SPED classrooms to remediate these 

weaknesses  (Baker & Wang, 1994; Education, 1996; King-Sears, 2008; Rea et al., 2002; US 

Department of Education, 2018; Villa & Thousand, 2005, 2017).  

Instruction in separate classrooms can be a disservice to SWD. Separate classrooms 

regularly have less rigorous standards-based curricula and do not challenge students to their 

potential (Ferri et al., 2016). Students in separate classrooms spend less time engaged in 

instruction, and instruction is often passive and not individualized to the student (Kurth et al., 

2016). Students in separate classrooms make less progress than in inclusive classrooms in 

communication, literacy, and numeracy (Gee et al., 2020). The enhanced understanding of the 
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negative impact of separate classrooms calls for SWD to be included in GENED classrooms 

with the appropriate support.  

Research has indicated the benefits of inclusive classrooms, making them potentially a 

better setting for SWD. Inclusive education is the practice of supporting SWD in the GENED 

environment with appropriate support and supplementary aids (DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 

2017; Forlin, 2010; Fuchs et al., 2015; Jones, 2012; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004; 

Murphy, 1996; National Center for Education Statistics, 2019; US Department of Education, 

2018).  Research revealed that SWD who were educated in GENED classes academically 

outperformed their peers who had been educated in segregated settings (California Charter 

Schools Association, 2016). SWD in inclusive classrooms earned higher grades, achieved 

higher or comparable scores on standardized tests, committed no more behavioral infractions, 

and attended more days of school than students served in the pullout program (Rea et al., 

2002).  The research supports the practice of inclusive education for SWD.  

Effective inclusion requires appropriate support for SWD. Teachers need to collaborate 

to ensure the supports are suitable for the individual SWD and create access to the GENED 

curriculum (DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Jones, 2012; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 

2004; Villa & Thousand, 2005). As a result, teachers must understand both the GENED content 

and the appropriate support for SWD. GENED teachers receive pre-service training and 

professional development in content areas and pedagogy for diverse student populations. 

However, GENED teachers do not necessarily have the expertise to support SWD appropriately 

and ensure an accessible education (DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Friziellie et al., 2016; 

Villa et al., 2013; Villa & Thousand, 2005, 2017). Education specialists or SPED teachers are 

trained and skilled in accessible education and appropriate support for SWD (Brown et al., 

2013; Fish & Stephenes, 2010; Florian, 2019; Kirk et al., 2014). Therefore, it is essential for both 

GENED and SPED teachers to collaborate to support their neurodiverse student population.  
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Statement of the Problem  

Teacher collaboration has been heavily researched. In a systematic review conducted 

by Vangrieken et al. (2015), collaboration was defined as a continuum ranging from aggregates 

of individuals to strong team collaboration. The review also discussed the range within the 

purpose of collaboration: preserving individual teacher autonomy, coordinating responsibilities 

and tasks, cooperation through the joint enterprise of content, and sharing, which directs the 

way the teaching and learning activities are structured. Furthermore, the review identified the 

benefits of collaboration, such as improved instruction, increased teaching effectiveness, 

improved student performance, and the extension of teaching tools and activities.  

A subsection of teacher collaboration research focuses on collaboration between 

GENED and SPED teachers. Research has shown that the benefits of teacher collaboration can 

be applied to collaboration between GENED and SPED teachers; these benefits include an 

increase in instruction, teaching effectiveness, and student performance (DaFonte & Barton-

Arwood, 2017; Rea et al., 2002; Shea et al., 1999). GENED and SPED teachers collaborating 

and working together provides the ultimate team to support SWD in an inclusive classroom 

(Nevin et al., 2009; Villa et al., 2013; Villa & Thousand, 2017).  

A recent shift in teacher collaboration research involves investigating the relationships 

between collaborative teachers. This perspective focuses on the patterns of social relationships 

among teachers that result from their interactions in practice (Coburn et al., 2012; Daly & 

Finnigan, 2010; Hunter & Hall, 2018; Moolenaar, 2012). Studies about teacher collaborative 

networks are categorized by perspective: within an organization, district or school (Atteberry & 

Bryk, 2010; Coburn et al., 2010; Moolenaar & Daly, 2012; Moolenar et al., 2020; Moolenar & 

Daly, 2014) and beyond a single organization or school (Hunter & Hall, 2018; Lieberman, 2000; 

Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992). Whole network analysis is ideal for studies regarding a specific 

organization, district, or school. Whole network analysis limits the network to the organization or 
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school. Ego network analysis allows the teacher to define their network, providing a more 

authentic perspective of collaborative networks.  

Only a few studies have explored collaborative teacher networks of SPED teachers 

within that body of research. DePaula (2003), studied and created computer supported social 

network for SPED teachers.  Wong (2016), investigated the impact of collaborative teacher 

networks on SPED teacher practice. Hopkins et al. (2019), explored the effect of social 

networks on SPED teacher turnover. Tuomainen et al. (2012), examined networking roles and 

practices that SPED teachers have in the social networks of their teacher communities. Each of 

these studies has used a whole network approach to understanding and examining the 

collaborative networks of SPED teachers. Exploring collaborative networks using an ego-

network methodology is a significant gap in this body of research.  

There are two approaches to understanding collaborative teacher networks: whole 

network and ego network. Whole network provides a broad understanding of collaborative 

teacher networks within a bounded system such as a district or school (Borgatti et al., 2009; 

Carolan, 2014; Liu et al., 2017; Mamas, 2019). This perspective can provide insight into the 

positionality of different teachers within a system and understand the flow of information. Social 

network theory recognizes that relationships are messy and do not follow organizational rules 

(Borgatti et al., 2009; Crossley et al., 2018; Mamas et al., 2019; Moolenaar, 2012). 

Understanding that teachers are not isolated within a district or school setting, ego-network 

analysis allows for the examination of collaborative teacher network at the individual level and 

allows the teacher to define their network (Borgatti et al., 2009; Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Crossley 

et al., 2018; Crossley et al., 2015; Mamas et al., 2019). This study contributes to the 

understanding of teacher collaboration by examining the ego-networks of both GENED and 

SPED teachers. It furthers the ideas noted by Tuomainen et al. (2012), recognizing that SPED 

teachers had central roles in their social networks as knowledge sources and mediators but are 

commonly outsiders due to their multidimensional roles and responsibilities. It expands upon 
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them by investigating both GENED and SPED teachers' networking roles and practices within 

the social networks of their teacher communities as defined by the teachers themselves. This 

study expands upon the current understanding of collaborative teacher networks. The teacher 

perspective provides a unique view of collaborative networks from the inside out. This view is 

necessary when informing educational social network theory; it builds upon the original ideas of 

educational social networks and enhances the understanding from an insider’s perspective.  

Furthermore, this study benefits the organization by informing the school site and district 

of the collaborative network. It indicates key collaborators who have influential power within the 

network. In line with social network theory, these essential collaborators can be conduits of 

information and during educational reforms and new policies and practices they should have 

priority to receive information. Moreover, the key collaborators are ideal mentors, and their 

experience and knowledge can perpetuate the collaborative practices they have developed. The 

study can explain how teachers work together to support their neurodiverse student population. 

The school site and district can leverage these networks to support equitable educational 

practices and ensure social justice for the neurodiverse student population.  

Purpose  

The study's main objective was to examine how GENED, and SPED teachers 

collaborate to support the inclusion of SWD at an inclusive school site. Recognizing the limited 

research about understanding teacher collaboration between GENED and SPED teachers from 

a social network perspective, this study aimed to contribute to that body of research. In 

particular, it examined the ego networks of eight GENED and SPED teachers and analyzed how 

these teachers work collaboratively to support the inclusion of SWD. It also provided further 

understanding of how the various roles of SPED teachers influenced collaboration. Specifically, 

the study aimed to address the following research questions.  
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Research Questions 

1. What do the collaborative networks of general and special education teachers look 

like at an inclusive school site? And why?  

2. How do general and special education teachers collaborate to support inclusion? 

Theoretical Framework  

Social Network Theory (SNT) has reshaped the research and understanding of 

collaboration as a theoretical framework. The theory reveals and makes sense of social 

structure patterns and examines its social capital outcomes (Daly et al., 2010; Liu et al., 2017; 

Moolenar, 2012). SNT explains that within an organization or system, the relationships between 

members can influence the system's behavior (Borgatti et al., 2009; Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; 

Daly, 2010; Liu et al., 2017). Therefore, SNT can offer a unique collaboration perspective 

among GENED and SPED teachers.  

There has been a shift towards research using SNT as a lens to understand teacher 

collaboration. SNT allows for understanding how teachers connect and collaborate with other 

teachers within a school site and beyond intuitional boundaries (Moolenar, 2012). This 

theoretical framework is unique because it recognizes the non-linear aspect of collaboration 

between teachers and identifies patterns within collaborative structures.  

Social networks have shown to be a powerful vehicle for social justice and equity. SNT 

recognizes that information flows from person to person within a network (Borgatti & Ofem, 

2010; Fleming & Juda, 2004; Liu et al., 2017). The theory identifies what information flows 

through a network which is critical when making organizational decisions (Daly et al., 2010; Daly 

& Finnigan, 2010). Research has shown that networks with educators who practice social 

justice and equity positively influenced their colleagues (Ritchie, 2012). Further research using 

SNT to study GENED and SPED teacher collaboration can be critical in advancing social justice 

and equitable education practice. This study is unique because it employs SNT to understand 

the relationship patterns of collaboration between GENED and SPED teachers, an understudied 
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area within teacher collaboration research in particular, egonet analysis is utilized to define a 

teacher’s collaborative network and understand collaborative networks from the individual 

teacher's perspective.  

Review of Methods  

A case study of an inclusive school site with a sizeable neurodiverse student population, 

when compared to national, state and district average, located in Southern California was 

conducted to understand GENED and SPED teachers' networking roles and practices within the 

social networks of their teacher communities as defined by the teachers themselves. Eight 

teachers, five GENED and three SPED volunteered to participate in the study from the school 

site. The study used egonet analysis and follow-up semi-structured interviews to understand the 

networking roles and practices of both GENED and SPED teachers. Using specific prompts, 

teachers used a concentric circle diagram to map their collaborative networks. The concentric 

circle diagram provided a visual organizational tool to generate names of people that each 

ego/individual teacher whom they sought the advice on how to support SPED/ SWD students in 

their classroom and then organize them by frequency of their collaboration (Crossley et al., 

2018; Crossley et al., 2015; Mamas. et al., 2019).  

After mapping the collaborative networks, teachers participated in follow-up semi-

structured interviews in which they were asked to describe their collaborative networks and 

explain how their collaborative networks were developed and formed. Teachers were asked to 

describe the following for each person listed on their network map: length of a collaborative 

relationship, frequency of collaboration, method of collaboration, the rationale for a collaborative 

relationship, focus of collaboration, a product of collaboration, and the impact of the 

collaboration. Furthermore, GENED and SPED teachers were asked to describe the 

collaboration with SWD in mind and illustrate its impact on their SWD. After discussing each 

network member, the teachers explained why they go to the people listed on their map and not 

others. They were also asked to describe what supports and undermines their collaboration 
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ability with other teachers. These follow-up questions provided a greater context for their social 

networks and a deeper understanding of their collaboration.  

After collecting data about the collaborative networks, ego-network analysis was 

conducted. First, teachers’ ego nets were visualized using E-Net (Borgatti, 2006). The ego net 

visualizations explained how the collaborative network of each teacher was dispersed among 

teacher types (GENED and SPED), gender, and frequency of collaboration. Additionally, egonet 

measures were calculated, including central tendency, tie dispersion and alter tie tendency. 

These measures established the teacher’s connectedness, the distribution of ties based on 

teacher type and gender (Borgatti et al., 2009; Crossley et al., 2015; Froehlich et al., 2020; 

Mamas et al., 2019). The teachers’ interview transcripts provided a rich description of 

collaboration and insights into the collaborative ego networks of teachers.  

Summary 

GENED and SPED teachers must team together to support the neurodiversity within the 

classroom, particularly their SWD. Teachers' best and most available resources are typically the 

teachers around them and their collective knowledge and experience. When GENED and SPED 

teachers work together at inclusive school sites, they can best support neurodiverse student 

needs.  

The collaboration between GENED and SPED is unique. It requires specialists in their 

content to team up with specialists in accessible education to support the array of student needs 

in the classroom. Previous research on teacher collaboration, specifically collaboration between 

GENED and SPED teachers, has limited information about the collaborative relationships 

between these teachers. This study aids in understanding these collaborative relationships and 

provides a unique contribution by examining the ego networks as defined by the teachers. The 

study applied an SNT lens and examined the non-linear flows of information among teachers. 

Doing so provided a unique relational understanding of their collaboration and revealed 

important collaborative mechanisms useful in similar settings. This study built upon the current 
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knowledge of teacher collaboration at inclusive school sites and provided implications for 

practice, research, policy, and leadership.   
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

The following review of literature provides the background of inclusive education 

practices for a neurodiverse student population. It focuses on how teachers can collaborate to 

best support their students. It is centered towards social network theory which concentrates on 

the relationships between teachers and how they utilize each other to collaborate to employ 

best practices for meaningful education for all students.  

History of Special Education and Inclusive Education 

Before diving into inclusive education for a neurodiverse student population, one must 

understand the history of education for SWD. At the start of it is P.L. 94-142, the Education for 

All Handicapped Children Act which passed in 1975, guaranteeing a free and appropriate 

education of SWD (Fuchs et al., 2015; Murphy, 1996; US Department of Education, 2018; Villa 

& Thousand, 2005, 2017; Wade, 2000).  P.L. 94–142 outlined that SWD should be appropriately 

placed in the least restrictive environment. The least restrictive environment as defined by P.L. 

94–142,    

To the maximum extent appropriate, handicapped children, including those 
children in public and private institutions or other care facilities, are educated with 
children who are not handicapped, and that special classes, separate schooling, 
or other removal of handicapped children from the regular educational 
environment occurs only when the nature or severity of the handicap is such that 
education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services 
cannot be achieved satisfactorily. (P.L. 94–142, § 1412 [5] [B]) 

Within the definition of least restrictive environment, it highlighted that SWD can and should be 

in regular classes with use of supplementary aids and services. This definition has been a 

leading force in the design and implementation of inclusion.  

Inclusion is the practice of supporting SWD in the GENED setting with appropriate 

supports and supplementary aids (DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Forlin, 2010; Fuchs et al., 

2015; Jones, 2012; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004; Murphy, 1996; National Center for 



 

12 

Education Statistics, 2019; US Department of Education, 2018).  Waitoller and Artiles (2013) 

describe inclusive education to include 1) redistributed access to quality learning opportunities, 

2) valuing and recognizing all student differences, and 3) creation of more opportunities. Wade 

(2000) states that inclusion represents a shift from a continuum of educational placements to 

educational services. They are shifting from preparing students to be ready for a GENED setting 

to changing the GENED curriculum and pedagogy to align with the students’ strengths and 

areas of need.  

The shift towards an inclusive education requires a shift in educational approach. To 

meet the needs of SWD in the GENED classroom, teachers need to shift towards an 

individualized educational approach (Lindner & Schwab, 2020; Wade, 2000; Federico R. 

Waitoller & Artiles, 2013). A systematic review conducted by Lindner and Schwab, (2020) found 

that implementation of inclusion requires differentiation and individualization in organizational 

practice, instructional practice, and social/emotional/behavioral practice.  The review found that 

teachers individualize the setting by modifying the learning environment for proper support of 

students and strategically placing the staff, students, and designing the classroom environment 

to meet the needs of each student. Furthermore, individualizing instruction to the various 

learning styles, strengths, and areas of need for each student. This includes individualizing to 

each student’s social, emotional, and behavioral need. In order to implement differentiation and 

individualization for inclusion, teachers need to collaborate cooperatively with other 

professionals. The review found that planned cooperation between teachers improved teacher’s 

ability to work with heterogeneous student groups allowing for a fruitful context for inclusive 

education.  

Inclusion utilizes differentiated instruction and meaningful teacher collaboration. In order 

to successfully implement differentiated instruction, collaboration between teachers is essential 

(Bray, 2005; DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Dever & Lash, 2013; Jones, 2012; Lawrence-
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Brown & Muschaweck, 2004; Moolenar, 2012; Shea et al., 1999; Thousand et al., 2015; Villa & 

Thousand, 2005, 2017).  Utilizing other teachers' expertise, experience, and perspective can 

help inform instruction that builds upon the student’s current understanding and mastery of skills 

and employs strategies that increase student engagement, develop strengths and weaknesses, 

and foster a sense of belonging mastery independence (Barrocas & Cramer, 2014).  

Co-teaching is a common service delivery model to implement inclusive education (Cook 

& Friend, 2017; Falvey & Givener, 2005; Nevin et al., 2009; Poon-McBrayer & Wong, 2013; Villa 

et al., 2013; Villa & Thousand, 2005). Within this model, students with neurodiverse needs are 

supported to learn within GENED settings involving two professionals with distinct expertise 

jointly delivering instruction in a shared space (Cook & Friend, 2017; Villa et al., 2013; Villa & 

Thousand, 2005). Co-teaching has become increasingly widespread as a means of facilitating 

students’ access to a standard curriculum, regardless of ability or disability (Barrocas & Cramer, 

2014).  Villa et al. (2013) describe co-teaching as the marriage between a master in content and 

master in accessibility, sharing responsibilities of instruction to improve outcomes for all 

students. Co-teaching is not limited to GENED and SPED teachers but can include a variety of 

professionals, for example, a teacher and speech pathologist (Archibald, 2017), or a teacher 

and a paraprofessional (Nevin et al., 2009; Villa & Thousand, 2017).  

In the literature, four methods of co-teaching are typically discussed; supportive, parallel, 

complementary and team teaching (Bacharach et al., 2008; Brown et al., 2013; Nevin et al., 

2009; Villa et al., 2013). Supportive co-teaching is when one teacher designs and delivers a 

lesson and the other teacher provides individualized support to specific SWD (Nevin et al., 

2009; Pancsofar & Petroff, 2016; Villa et al., 2013). Pancsofar and Petroff (2016) found that 

supportive co-teaching is the most frequent method of co-teaching. Parallel teaching is when 

teachers divide the instructional responsibilities, and both facilitate learning experiences but to 

separate groups of students within the classroom (Nevin et al., 2009; Villa et al., 2013). 

Complementary teaching is where one teacher delivers content and the other teacher 
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complements, enhances, clarifies, expands, supplements, illustrate, provides examples, 

restates, and paraphrases the content (Nevin et al., 2009; Villa et al., 2013). Team teaching is 

best described as an exquisite dance between two teachers where both teachers equitably 

share the responsibilities and teaching duties, from the student perspective both teachers are 

the lead teachers (Villa et al., 2013). Villa et al (2013) recommends being intentional in the co-

teaching methodology to maximize instructional activities to meet needs of all students. 

A focus within inclusive education research has been the impact of co-teaching. Austin 

(2001), in his semi-structured interviews of 12 New Jersey co-teachers in K–12, agreed with 

many other researchers in his finding that GENED teachers considered co-teaching to have 

contributed positively to their professional development: SPED co-teachers cited an increase in 

content knowledge, and GENED co-teachers noted the benefits to their skill in classroom 

management and curriculum adaptation. (p. 250). Scruggs et al. (2007) meta synthesis of 

qualitative research on co-teaching found multiple studies that identified the positive influence of 

co-teachers on teacher’s abilities to differentiate, scaffold, support, and facilitate lessons that 

met the needs of their diverse populations.  

The impact of co-teaching on students has been researched but statistically significant 

quantifiable gains are difficult to find (Iacono et al., 2021; Scruggs et al., 2007).   Hover et al. 

(2012) found that effective techniques employed by co-teachers include activation of prior 

knowledge, processing activities, strategy instruction, scaffolding, providing a structured 

environment with clear routines, and asking students to draw connections between topics to 

emphasize big picture learning. These instructional strategies have shown to improve student 

outcomes. Solis et al. (2014) found small gains to student outcomes with effective co-teaching 

implementation. While the research is limited on benefits of co-teaching, studies have verified 

that co-teaching does not have significant differences between separate classrooms (Barrocas 

& Cramer, 2014; Iacono et al., 2021; Scruggs et al., 2007). This data combined with the 
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understanding of least restrictive environment justifies the importance of implementation of co-

teaching.  

Co-teaching must be effectively implemented to observe the positive effects for both 

students and teachers. Multiple authors stress the importance of accurate and effective 

implementation of co-teaching and highlight that when co-teaching is hastily implemented it is a 

disservice to students and wastes resources (Iacono et al., 2021; Nevin et al., 2009; Scruggs et 

al., 2007; Villa et al., 2013).  Co-teaching requires significant organizational resources and time, 

which are inherently scarce in education, leaders in co-teaching caution the hastily 

implementation of co-teaching and describe the investment in co-teaching to be an investment 

for both students and teachers. Keefe and Moore (2004) identified the challenges of co-teaching 

at the secondary level from interviews of GENED and SPED teachers who co-taught in inclusive 

classrooms at a large suburban high school in the southwestern United State. The teachers 

identified critical issues clustered around three major areas: the nature of collaboration, roles 

and responsibilities, and outcome.  Friziellie et alMutlipl (2016) recognized the importance of 

collaboration and provided a guidebook to support collaboration for the purpose of inclusion.  

Effective collaboration is essential in effective co-teaching. Villa et al. (2013) highlights 

the importance of ample planning time, trust, communication, and coordination to facilitate 

effective co-teaching. Since co-teachers are equally responsible for planning, instruction of 

content, facilitating learning opportunities, assessing and progress monitoring, and providing 

student feedback; continuous and regular collaboration is critical for successful co-teaching 

(Bacharach et al., 2008; Barrocas & Cramer, 2014; Brown et al., 2013; Collins et al., 2017; 

Iacono et al., 2021; Lindner & Schwab, 2020; Nevin et al., 2009; Scruggs et al., 2007; Wilson, 

2016). Therefore, it is important to understand how teachers collaborate to support students.  

Teacher Collaboration 

Two minds are better than one when solving problems and specifically when centered 

towards supporting neurodiverse students. Teachers have a variety of collaborative structures 
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and methods. The purpose of this collaboration is to work as a team to better understand their 

students, student needs, and best practices.  

Early teacher collaboration was necessity as teachers sought out help from fellow 

educators to learn and strategize how to best support their students. A community of teachers 

were developed from the teachers’ need for collaboration to support students. These 

communities are known as Communities of Practice (CoP) (Blackmore, 2008; Hargreaves, 

2019; Vangrieken et al., 2015; Wenger, 1999), collaborating between practitioners of similar 

areas of interest. These communities were developed as a source of belonging, practice, and 

meaning (Niesz, 2012; Wenger, 1999).  It is essential to note that CoPs do not replace formal 

structures but are created within them and proliferate beyond them (Blackmore, 2008; Wenger, 

1999). Although informal CoP provided support initially, the complexity of education and being 

an educator required more formalized support.  

School districts recognized the need for formalized teacher collaboration and have taken 

on the responsibility to create and facilitate collaboration through a variety of available 

collaboration programs. Teacher support programs such as internships, induction, or beginning 

teacher support programs have supported novice teachers (Brannan & Bleistein, 2012; Collins 

et al., 2017; Sutton & Shouse, 2016; Westling et al., 2006). The district-provided coaches and 

mentorships have been used as a formalized structure to support experienced teachers with a 

new policy and curriculum implementation (Coburn et al., 2012, 2013).  In addition to teacher 

support programs, professional learning communities provide formalized opportunities to 

collaborate with other educators (Knapp et al., 2003; Poekert, 2012; F. R. Waitoller & Artiles, 

2013).  

Professional learning communities (PLC) are an integral part of teacher collaboration. 

Teachers in grade level or content area teams meet regularly to discuss student learning (Dever 

& Lash, 2013; Dufour, 2004; Poekert, 2012; Teague & Anfara, 2012).  The purpose of PLC is to 

monitor and ensure students are learning and not just exposed to the curriculum (Dufour, 2004). 
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Assessments are used to monitor, and the results are analyzed and used to drive instruction 

(Dever & Lash, 2013; Dufour, 2004).  Teachers use PLCs to examine what students are 

expected to know, how do teachers know if students have learned the information or concept 

and what are next steps if students have met the learning goals and what are next steps if they 

have not met the learning goals (Dever & Lash, 2013; Dufour, 2004). PLCs are beneficial for 

teacher collaboration provided that they adhere to specific practices.  

For PLCs to benefit both teachers and students, it is necessary to have the following 

qualities. First, the structure of an organization must allow for shared governance where 

teachers influence policy and practice (Dufour, 2004; Kennedy et al., 2011; Sutton & Shouse, 

2016; Teague & Anfara, 2012). By facilitating opportunities for teachers to impact student 

learning in their lesson design, teachers can place value into PLC, which is a large and time-

consuming task that becomes meaningful to all. Secondly, interdependence and autonomy are 

required for effective PLC collaboration, ensuring teachers are not overly monitored and allowed 

the freedom and flexibility to make decisions that are best for students (Dufour, 2004; Kennedy 

et al., 2011; Teague & Anfara, 2012).  Teachers will need to develop a set of goals, norms, 

protocols, roles, and expectations, but the ability to individually create them depending on group 

dynamics and student population is essential to effective PLC (Dufour, 2004; Sutton & Shouse, 

2016). Additionally, teachers need to be equipped with tools to design, implement and monitor 

student learning effectively (Dever & Lash, 2013; Dufour, 2004, 2011; Teague & Anfara, 2012).  

The professional developments provide teachers with best practices, new curriculum, and 

professional learning.  

Professional developments (PDs) have been a long-standing method to provide 

teachers with information, tools, and resources. Traditionally, the topics for PD are selected by 

administrators to best effectively support their staff (Dever & Lash, 2013). Conversely,  this does 

not align with a culture of collaboration in which teachers have input on the knowledge, 

resources, and tools they believe will best support them  (Coburn & Russell, 2008; Dever & 
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Lash, 2013; Dufour, 2004, 2011; Sutton & Shouse, 2016; Teague & Anfara, 2012). As a result, 

the PD can be misaligned with teacher needs and potentially ineffective.  

PD can be described as ineffective, a waste of teacher time, and misuse of school funds 

(Dever & Lash, 2013). It is common to observe a PD and notice teachers answer emails on their 

computers, complete grading, or do other tasks. The passive style of teacher learning (Dever & 

Lash, 2013) often results in inadequate training.  An expert leads a presentation of information 

as teachers sit idly by. It is common for the expert to be marginally trained on the topic, 

therefore not exactly an expert (Coburn & Russell, 2008). Typically, the presentation is in lecture 

form in which teachers passively learn the information. Rarely are teachers given opportunities 

to interact with the material or collaborate with their colleagues (Coburn & Russell, 2008; Dever 

& Lash, 2013; Teague & Anfara, 2012). Often at the end of the PD, teachers collect the 

resources, frequently in the form of handouts and copies of the PowerPoint presentation, return 

to school, and do not revisit the information (Dever & Lash, 2013; Teague & Anfara, 2012).  PDs 

can benefit teacher learning when designed appropriately to align with teacher selected topics. 

In addition, PDs are effective when the information provides a teaching tool or strategy that can 

be revisited through collaborative teacher teams.  

Similar to PLCs, another formal method of teacher collaboration is Common Planning 

Teams (CPTs). CPTs are analogous to PLCs by consisting of grade level or content teacher 

teams. Like PLCs, CPTs met regularly, at least once a week, if not more. PLCs and CPTs use 

data to identify problem areas within instruction and collaborate on academic issues (Dever & 

Lash, 2013).  However, CPT is dissimilar by focusing on student action versus teacher action. 

For example, CPTs regularly included discussions of student behavior and its impact on student 

work (Dever & Lash, 2013).  Often CPTs were reactive to student behavior and rarely did not 

include plans to prevent behavior concerns in the future (Dever & Lash, 2013). Additionally, 

conversations frequently deviate from academic issues to include more housekeeping agenda 
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items, including school/team events, non-academic discussions, and parent involvement (Dever 

& Lash, 2013). Both PLCs and CPTs provide formalized structures for teacher collaboration.  

The team nature of PLCs and CPTs facilitates effective collaboration, which builds a 

support network of teachers. Teachers can leverage these networks to gain resources, generate 

innovative ideas, problem-solve, and improve instruction. The use of a social network has 

shown to be beneficial for teachers to enhance their teaching practices (Atteberry & Bryk, 2010; 

Coburn et al., 2013; Daly & Finnigan, 2010).   

Social Network Theory  

Social Network Theory (SNT) framework can help understand teacher collaboration. 

SNT within education is defined as a set of actors, educators in which interactions support flows 

of information, tools, and practices that strengthen teaching (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010).  In order to 

understand the application of SNT to educators, one must first be familiar with the history as 

well as the various theories it builds on.  

 SNT can be traced back to the work of Jacob Moreno in 1930, who studied the 

graphical mapping of people’s subjective feelings (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010). Moreno researched 

the social links between girls who ran away from home and discovered a flow of ideas between 

girls' channels (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010).  His work revealed that positions in a social structure 

are impacted by the people occupying within the structure (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010). The insight 

from this understanding of social structure provided the basis for social network theory. 

SNT has evolved since Moreno’s work in 1930 to be an established theory within social 

sciences. SNT today studies the set of nodes or actors within a system, network, or organization 

( Borgatti et al., 2009; Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Daly, 2010; Liu et al., 2017). The nodes can 

consist of individuals, teams, or organizations. Information is passed from one node to another, 

creating channels or flows of information (Borgatti et al., 2009; Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Daly, 

2010; Liu et al., 2017).  The flow of information from nodes is mapped to demonstrate how 

information is passed within a specific network, organization, or structure. Within SNT, the 
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success of a network is not solely dependent on the actor’s talents but on how the actors are 

connected (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010).  Therefore, to understand SNT, one must understand the 

importance of relationships best described by social capital theory.  

Social capital theory provides the foundations for SNT. Social capital is networking with 

shared norms, values, and understanding to facilitate cooperation within or among groups 

(Adler & Kwon, 2002; Cho et al., 2005; Lee, 2014; Tierney, 2006). “Social capital is the goodwill 

available to individuals or groups. Its source lies in the structure and content of the actor’s social 

relationships. Its effects flow from the information, influence, and solidarity it makes available to 

the actors” (Adler & Kwon, 2002, pg 23). The benefits of social capital includes the transferring 

of information one individual to another, the solidarity it brings to groups, and the overall power 

in numbers (Adler & Kwon, 2002). However, social capital cannot function without a set of 

shared norms (Lee, 2014). The shared norms are based upon mutual understanding and 

contribution to the social network, creating a sense of enforced trust. 

Furthermore, the motivation to contribute to the social network is based upon the notion 

of a shared destiny in which all the actors benefit from being part of the network (Adler & Kwon, 

2002; Lee, 2014). The social capital theory captures how social networks operate but fails to 

explain why actors are fundamental to the structure of social networks. Human capital theory 

can ill describe the value actors have within a social network.  

Social networks are based upon the shared understanding in which each actor within the 

network has value and can contribute to the betterment of the network. The value each actor 

has cannot be quantified but is determined by the quality of the network (Tierney, 2006). 

Moreover, it is understood that investing in actors provides an immense benefit versus investing 

in materials (Sweetland, 1996). These concepts are the framework for human capital theory. 

Social capital theory and social network both rely on human capital theory.  

The foundations for human capital theory were laid by Adam Smith, John Stuart, and 

Alfred Marshall’s work in the late 1700s through the 1800s (Sweetland, 1996). Through their 
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work in observing the laborers of the industrial revolution, they discovered the best assets are 

not the machines themselves but the people who worked them. Additionally, Irving Fisher 

noticed that an individual's quality is more than the market value of a person (Sweetland, 1996). 

Specifically noting investing in people, their training, and overall wellbeing is unmeasurable and 

provides an indirect return on investment (Sweetland, 1996).   Teachers play a critical role in 

education and an investment in teachers’ benefits students. The investment in teachers is lost 

when they are unable to share ideas and collaborate, thusly placing significance on social 

networks within education.  

Teachers learn through their social networks. Social networks are designed to share 

information from one individual to another (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Blackmore, 2008; Borgatti & 

Ofem, 2010; Daly et al., 2005; Lee, 2014). Engagement in social practice is the fundamental 

process in which we learn (Wenger, 1999). Therefore, it is necessary to understand the 

formation of social networks between teachers.  

Social networks can be informally created through relationships between teachers 

(Tuomainen et al., 2012). However, they can also be formally created through district policy to 

support teachers (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Brannan & Bleistein, 2012; Coburn et al., 2012, 2013; 

Coburn & Russell, 2008).  Districts or school sites create social networks to support teachers. 

For example, Brannan and Bleistein (2012) evaluated the perceptions of social support 

networks for novice English as a Second Language (ESOL) teachers. At the beginning of the 

study, the ESOL teachers stated they relied on their family and friends as support networks. But 

as a result of this formalized social network, novice teachers were able to receive support from 

mostly co-workers either daily or weekly basis (Brannan & Bleistein, 2012). Co-workers 

provided both pragmatic supports providing novice teachers with solutions, and affective 

supports, which allowed novice teachers to continue through the most challenging part of 

teaching; the beginning years (Brannan & Bleistein, 2012).  The results of their research support 
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social network formation through formal structures. However, not all formalized social networks 

are beneficial to teachers.  

District coaching is a formalized social network structure. Research has shown that 

coaching may not provide sufficient support for teachers. The impact of policy interventions on 

teachers’ professional relations was first studied by Coburn, Russell, Kaufman, and Stein 

(2012). Their study examined two districts implementing math curricula, requiring teachers to 

collaborate in afterschool professional developments, and providing time during the instructional 

day for teachers to meet. A district coach was provided to the teacher, starting with intense 

support at the beginning of the curricula implementation and then faded support over time. This 

strategy is common in district policy to provide support for teachers while implementing a new 

initiative collaboration, policy, or curriculum (Coburn et al., 2012).  The results of this study 

showed that teachers often rely on their colleagues and not coaches for support. It was 

determined that access to coaches did not increase teacher access to expertise. Often coaches 

are unequipped and unqualified to support teachers with the new initiative, policy, or curriculum 

leaving teachers to seek out expertise within their social networks (Coburn et al., 2012).   

Formal social networks can be both beneficial and disadvantageous for teachers.  

Teachers rely on their social networks for support, resources, and information. It is 

important to note that because teachers utilize social networks to share information, often 

teachers gravitate towards homophilic social networks (Coburn et al., 2013). Teachers of the 

same content area or grade level will naturally gravitate together (Coburn et al., 2013).  

However, when allowed to learn about other teachers' expertise through collaborative work and 

teacher observations, social networks typically expand beyond grade level or content area 

(Coburn et al., 2013). Recognizing how teacher social networks are formed is fundamental in 

understanding how social networks support teacher collaboration.  

Teachers utilize social networks as a source of collaboration and distribution of 

knowledge (Cho et al., 2005; Coburn et al., 2012, 2013; Hunter & Hall, 2018; Tuomainen et al., 
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2012).  Teachers build relationships through their collaborative partnerships. As a result, social 

networks are created and established for effective communication and collaboration between 

teachers.  

Teacher Collaboration Within Special Education 

SNT focuses on the relationship aspect of collaborative networks. Teachers can 

leverage their social networks to problem solve, improve instructional practices, and support 

their diverse student population (Atteberry & Bryk, 2010; Coburn et al., 2012; Moolenaar, 2012; 

Ritchie, 2012). However, there is limited research focused on SPED teachers and collaborative 

relationships. 

DePaula (2003) studied and created computer supported social networks for SPED 

teachers. The studied identified a pitfall in creation and implementation of a web-based network, 

that the online special educator community was missing the culture sharing. Participants of the 

study used the network to gain resources but did not utilize the collaborative elements. The 

study identified areas to improve this element and identified areas to improve the website and 

promote collaboration among it.  

A study by Wong (2016) investigated the impact of collaborative teacher networks on 

SPED teacher practice. The study learned that mild/moderate SPED teachers viewed 

themselves in support roles rather than as true co-teachers. Although special education 

teachers shared more connections formally with general education teachers, they had informal 

connections through co- teaching and social gatherings on campus, and by proximity of class 

location.  

 Hopkins et al. (2019) explored the effect of social networks on SPED teacher turnover. 

They found that the quality of teachers’ relationships mattered more than the quantity of their 

social ties. Specifically, teachers reporting higher levels of relational trust were significantly less 

likely to leave or move, while social network closeness did not significantly predict leaving or 
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moving. The findings indicated that special education teachers were particularly susceptible to 

leaving or moving compared to their general education colleagues. 

 Tuomainen et al. (2012) examined networking roles and practices that SPED teachers 

have in the social networks of their teacher communities. The results of the study revealed that 

although the special educators had central positions in the formal teacher communities as 

knowledge sources and collaborators, they were at the periphery of the informal teacher 

communities. Their networking practices involved activating various outside professional 

relationships that provided expert resources needed in their profession. The study concluded 

that the special educators may be characterized as relational experts who work in the boundary 

zones between school communities and other organizations and have hybridized special 

education-related professional networks. 

The research about SPED social networks provide an understanding to challenges 

within SPED. SPED has the highest turnover rate of any teacher type, with an annual attrition 

rate of 20% (Boe et al., 1997).  Each year 20% of new teacher credentials issued in California 

are education specialists, SPED teachers, to fill this gap 3,306 new SPED teachers in California 

in 2016-2017 (Suckow & Lau, 2017). Additionally, 9% of SPED teachers leave within their first 

year of teaching (Boyer & Gillespie, 2000). The rapid turnover may be an influence on the lack 

of density in social networks of SPED teachers. The amount of time to build enough rapport to 

enter into a social network and be an active actor may be impacted by the turnover rate of 

SPED teachers. However, to confirm this belief more research on SPED teachers in educator 

social networks is necessary. 

The turnover rate of SPED teachers is astounding, and the amount of new educational 

specialists has long-term effects on the quality and development of social networks of 

educators. As the research has shown,  time is a significant barrier to effective collaboration and 

communication in which impacts the development of social networks  (Bray, 2005; Lawrence-

Brown & Muschaweck, 2004; Moolenaar, 2012; Sutton & Shouse, 2016; Teague & Anfara, 
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2012; Westling et al., 2006).  New teachers require substantial time to learn classroom 

management, skills to assess students, design, implement and monitor individualized 

educational programs for students with disabilities, and the organizational systems necessary to 

be an effective SPED teacher. Teacher support programs for SPED teachers are necessary to 

assist teacher retention (Boe, 2006; Boe et al., 1997; Westling et al., 2006). Suppose the time 

required to learn the basics of SPED is reduced through intentional planning within teacher 

support programs. In that case, districts must be providing this support immediately to SPED 

teachers. The teacher support programs need to allocate time to allow beginning teachers to 

effectively collaborate with SPED teachers.  

Moreover, teacher support programs must be knowledgeable in how social networks 

develop and flourish among teachers. Understanding teacher support programs can help new 

SPED teachers enter into pre-existing social networks and become central actors. Future 

research on the impact of teacher support programs for SPED teachers in developing and 

maintaining social networks can shed light on the significance of support programs.  

Time constraints are not limited to beginning SPED teachers. Even seasoned SPED 

teachers encounter difficulty with master schedules to effectively communicate and collaborate 

with other teachers (Bray, 2005; DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Dever & Lash, 2013; 

Poekert, 2012; Sutton & Shouse, 2016). Teachers need to meet weekly during teaching hours 

(Bray, 2005).  Therefore, educational organizations need to ensure this time is allocated to 

SPED teachers to meet and collaborate. Additionally, SPED teachers need to be included in 

PLC and CPTs to collaborate with GENED and SPED. As Tuominen et al. (2012) mentioned, 

SPED teachers often are isolated from social networks due to the divergence of SPED from 

GENED teacher collaboration activities. The provision of this time to work with both SPED and 

GENED teachers reduces the isolation of teachers. In creating a culture of inclusive 

collaboration with both GENED and SPED, it can be speculated that a reduction of SPED 

teacher attrition is possible.  Fish and Stephenes (2010) highlighted the notion SPED is a career 
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of choice. Suppose SPED teachers feel included with the educator population and are given the 

time necessary to SPED effectively. In that case, teachers will be more inclined to stay in the 

profession.  

Time provided to collaborate will not be the magic solution to supporting the social 

networks of SPED teachers.  Coburn & Russell (2008) noted that district policy could not ensure 

meaningful conversations and collaboration to strengthen social networks. Social networks are 

based on trust in which actors within the social networks have valuable roles within the network 

(Adler & Kwon, 2002; Coburn et al., 2010, 2013; Coburn & Russell, 2008; Sutton & Shouse, 

2016; Wenger, 1999). Trust cannot be built if there is a misunderstanding of GENED and SPED 

teachers' roles and responsibilities (DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Keefe & Moore, 2004; 

Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck). Therefore, organizations need to provide teachers with more 

straightforward outlines of the roles and responsibilities of both SPED and GENED teachers. 

Well-defined roles and responsibilities of both GENED and SPED can support the building of 

trust within the social networks of educators. Additionally, it can potentially improve the co-

teaching of SPED within inclusive GENED classrooms (Keefe & Moore, 2004). However, more 

research is necessary to understand how more explicit roles and responsibilities of teachers 

impact teachers' social networks.  

 To meet the needs of a diverse classroom that includes SWD, the collaboration 

between GENED and SPED teachers is necessary. Since there are known barriers to 

collaboration between GENED and SPED teachers, it is crucial to understand how teachers can 

overcome these barriers and effectively collaborate to meet their students’ needs. 

Understanding that collaboration occurs through relationships and connections among teachers, 

social network theory can provide a background to understanding collaboration. However, 

currently there are significant research gaps about the collaborative relationships between 

GENED and SPED teachers from an egonet perspective. This study was able to contribute to 
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those gaps in knowledge by examining the collaborative relationships between GENED and 

SPED teachers and using the teacher perspective to understand this dynamic.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology  

This chapter provides the methodological account and rationale for this study which 

utilized a case study design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; Yin, 2018) to understand the 

collaboration relationship between GENED and SPED teachers. This study furthers our 

understanding of the collaborative relationships between GENED and SPED teachers at an 

inclusive school site by exploring the ego-networks of teachers and conducting social network 

analysis. This study provided an in-depth insight into teacher collaboration between GENED 

and SPED teachers within Reeve Middle School.  

Context  

The case study was conducted at Reeve Middle School. The school was selected as the 

focus of a case study for several reasons. The unique demographics of the school provided a 

fascinating case study. The school’s participation and recognition in several strategies 

supporting a diverse student population made the school site a spectacular place to focus on. 

The school received recognition as a National Demonstration School for schoolwide AVID 

implementation. The school was part of the Lighthouse project within the district, which served 

as a model school to implement co-teaching as a strategy to support inclusion. As a model 

school for school wide AVID implementation and inclusive education, the school provided as an 

excellent case study.  

 Reeve middle was a small school located in Southern California with 488 students 

enrolled. It consisted of 68.9% socio-economically disadvantaged students, 6.7% English 

Language Learning students, and 0.2% Foster Youth. There were 94 students (19%) with 

identified SWD and had an IEP. An additional 24 students (4.9%) were identified as having a 

disability requiring accommodations through a 504. In all, there were 118 students with 

identified as SWD requiring supports through a 504 or an IEP, a total of 23.9%. 67.7% of the 

students were from active military families. Twenty-four full-time teachers, including four mild-
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moderate SPED teachers and one moderate-severe SPED teacher, support the diverse student 

population. In addition to teachers, the administrative team included a principal, vice-principal, 

two counselors (one full time and one 80% of the time), and one nurse. There was also a 

related service staff who provided services designated on IEPs. The staff included a full-time 

speech and language pathologist, school psychologist 60% of the time, mental health clinician 

40% of the time, and an occupational therapist, physical therapist, and adaptive physical 

education teacher once a week. Additionally, six paraprofessionals supported students in the 

GENED classrooms.  

The unique demographics of the school made it an ideal candidate for a case study. The 

number of SWD was higher than the national average of 14% (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2019), state average of 11.3%, and district average of 12.9% (California Department 

of Education, 2020).  The school had 16.4% of students with IEPs (California Department of 

Education, 2020).  As a result, the teachers at the school site needed to collaborate to meet the 

needs of their diverse student population.  

Additionally, the high percentage of students from active military resulted in a different 

approach to students’ academic, social, and emotional needs. Students have a diverse 

educational background, as most of the students move every 2-3 years worldwide due to 

military orders. As an example, a student may have started their educational career with 

Common Core instruction, then moved to a school that does not have common core and then 

moved to a location with different adaptations of the Common Core standards. In addition to the 

difference in educational background, students from active military families have unique social 

and emotional needs. Experiencing the trauma of the deployment of a parent can impact a 

student. The processing of this trauma can range from academic impairment to an impact on 

emotional health. The continuous movement in schools’ impacts students socially, and some 

students are more adapted to making peer relationships. The educational challenges that are 

unique to military students require teachers to be supportive and provide an individualized 



 

30 

education to meet every student’s academic, social, emotional, and behavioral need. The 

school site provided a fascinating case study to learn about how teachers collaborate given their 

unique student population,  

As well to the unique demographics, Reeve Middle was a remarkable school to study 

because it participated in two programs aimed at supporting a diverse student population. Both 

programs were at the core of the school’s culture. The school implemented AVID school wide, 

where AVID strategies and pedagogy was implemented in every classroom to ensure all 

students are ready for college and can be successful in a variety of careers. The second 

program was the Lighthouse Pilot school program. The recognition as a Lighthouse School 

indicated that the school was successfully able to implement co-taught classrooms to support 

their SWD and could be used a model for co-teaching within the district.  

AVID, the Advancement via Individual Determination, was a program to ensure the 

success of all students. The mission of AVID is to close the achievement gap by preparing all 

students for college readiness and success in a global society. Instructional strategies are used 

to provide rigorous instruction that fosters collaboration, organization, and critical thinking in all 

classes. The school must undergo a rigorous validation process and are required to be 

revalidated every few years to ensure high levels of implementation, with quality and fidelity to 

AVID strategies schoolwide in order to receive the designation of demonstration school 

(Avid.org, 2020). The recognition of school-wide use of AVID strategies demonstrates the 

school’s approach to ensuring the success of all students, including students with disabilities.  

The school’s mission statement was the following:  

At Reeve Middle School, we are dedicated to using AVID strategies and 
methodologies schoolwide in order for ALL students to: 
Succeed in a rigorous curriculum; be prepared to complete a rigorous college 
preparatory path in high school; become educated and responsible participants 
and leaders in a democratic society.  
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This statement aligns with educational best practices to facilitate inclusive education. The 

school leveraged the educational approaches outlined by AVID to support a diverse student 

population.  

The school was part of a districtwide initiative for inclusive education, the Lighthouse 

Pilot Project. It was selected as a Lighthouse school due to its prominent level of 

implementation of inclusive education practices. The school had been implementing co-teaching 

to provide accessible education for over 10 years, setting the school apart from others within the 

district. The Lighthouse project provided the staff with instruction and coaching on inclusive 

educational practices focusing on co-teaching. After completing an instructional coaching cycle, 

it served as the Lighthouse model for other schools to reference from and observe.  

The findings from the case study are informative to understanding how teachers at a 

school that supports SWD in an inclusive environment collaborate to support their diverse 

student population. The school’s unique demographics that include a higher-than-average SWD 

population and a high population of active military students require teachers to provide an 

individualized education. The school’s participation and recognition as a model school in 

programs such as AVID school wide and Lighthouse program to support a diverse student 

population aid in the school’s uniqueness ripe for a case study.  

Participants  

All teachers at Reeve middle were invited to participate in the study. A recruitment email 

describing the case study was sent to every teacher, including both GENED and SPED 

teachers. Included in the email were copies of the consent form (appendix A), audio consent 

form (appendix B) and interview protocol (appendix C). All teachers were welcomed to 

participate, and eight teachers volunteered to be part of the case study.  

Participants in the study included five GENED and three SPED teachers. The teachers’ 

demographics included grade levels 6-8th. The content areas included English, Social Studies, 
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Math, Science, Physical Education, and electives. The SPED teachers had the role of IEP case 

managers, co-teachers, service providers and classroom teachers.  

Research Questions 

This study examined the collaborative relationship between GENED and SPED teachers by 

addressing the following research questions:    

1. What do the collaborative networks of general and special education teachers look like 

at an inclusive school site? And why? 

2. How do general and special education teachers collaborate to support inclusion?  

Research Design and Data Collection  

The study utilized a case study design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017) which allowed for 

an in-depth understanding of teacher collaboration between GENED and SPED teachers at an 

inclusive school site.  The study consisted of five semi-structured interviews with GENED and 

SPED teachers. Due to COVID-19 and state ordered stay at home orders, all interviews were 

held via Zoom. The interview consisted of two parts; mapping the teacher’s collaborative 

network and then follow up questions which described the network and how teachers utilize 

their collaborative network to support a neurodiverse student population.  

The study focused on collaborative relationships of GENED and SPED teachers by 

identifying a teacher’s ego-net. Crossley et al. (2015, p. 2) defined an ego net as “simply a list of 

alters with whom a target individual (ego) enjoys a particular type of relation”. An ego-centric 

social network research design allowed the teachers to identify and describe collaboration 

between teachers from their perspective. It provided an opportunity for teachers to identify 

collaborators in various contexts that included non-teachers, teachers not at the school site, or 

online communities (Mamas, 2019). This approach allowed for the broadest net to capture 

collaborators that would not necessarily be identified prior to the study by the researcher. The 

study design was advantageous because it allowed for teachers to define their network outside 

the boundaries of the school  (Mamas, 2019).  
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To obtain the ego-network data, each teacher was asked to list names of people who 

they sought advice about instruction. Focusing on people whom they sought the advice 

specifically on how to support special education students in their classroom. As the teacher 

identified people whom they sought the advice from, the researcher captured the names on the 

digital document shared during the virtual interview. Three concentric circles (see Figure 1) 

were pre-drawn, and participants were asked to list the names of the important alters or people. 

Within the three circles, the teachers sorted their collaborators based upon frequency, with the 

most frequent collaborators on the inner circle and the least frequent on the outer circle. The 

concentric circles were advantageous as they can provide insights into the strength or quality of 

ties by asking teachers to place contacts within the three different rings, with those closest to 

them at the center (Mamas, 2019).  

 

Figure 1. Concentric Circle Diagram 

After completing the concentric circle diagram, the teachers were asked a series of 

follow up questions to learn more about their collaborative networks, the relationships within that 
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network and insider perspective of teacher collaboration. Interviews provide insight into 

individuals constructed social worlds and how they convey those constructions in the particular 

interactional setting of the interview (Freebody, 2011). The interview provided personalized view 

of a collaborative network and rich description teacher collaboration. Teachers were asked to 

describe each person listed in their network. Questions included length of collaborative 

relationship, collaboration style and methods, frequency of collaboration, description, and 

history of collaborative relationship. It also included a rationale for collaborative relationship, 

product, and impact of collaborative relationship.  

After completing interview questions about each person listed within the ego-network, 

the teachers were asked to describe collaboration from their perspective. They answered 

questions about why they listed the individuals on their network and not others. They described 

elements that supported and undermined their ability to collaborate. And provided time and 

space for the teacher to contribute further insight about teacher collaboration. A full list of the 

interview questions can be viewed on the interview protocol in appendix C.  

A case study approach was ideal for understanding how collaborative networks exist and 

are utilized within an inclusive school site. Collaborative networks are formed for a variety of 

reasons, some known and some unknown. A case study of a single school site was used to limit 

outside factors such as a difference in school culture or difference in school administration and 

leadership. Utilizing a heuristic approach provided the opportunity to extend the researcher’s 

knowledge of a specific case and extend the educational community knowledge of teacher 

collaboration (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2014a).  

Data Analysis   

The interviews' assisted in understanding what the collaborative networks of SPED and 

GENED teachers look like at an inclusive school site and how teachers collaborate with each 

other. The teachers mapped their collaborative networks, and ego-network analysis provided an 
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understanding of their network. The interview transcripts were analyzed to provide rich and thick 

descriptions of teacher collaboration.  

The ego-network of each teacher was visualized using ego-net via Ucinet (Borgatti et al., 

2018) to understand the collaborative networks at Reeve Middle School. Figure 2 provides an 

example visualization of each ego network. The visualization of the ego network provided an 

understanding of the complexities within the network, highlighting the variation between 

frequency, teacher type, and gender.  

 

Figure 2. Ego-Net Visualization (Mamas, 2019, pg 4) 

In addition, the following ego network metrics were calculated. First central tendency 

was calculated, which is a measure of the size of the network. Then tie dispersion measures 

how the participant’s ties are distributed among educator types (Borgatti et al., 2018; Crossley 

et al., 2018; Mamas et al., 2019). An H value of 5 or greater indicates an even distribution 

across teacher types. Lastly, alter tie tendency measured alters based on specific attributes, 

focusing on gender (Borgatti et al., 2018; Crossley et al., 2018; Mamas et al., 2019). These 

metrics provided an understanding of the network and enabled the researcher to compare and 

contrast the teachers’ ego networks.  

The ego network provided a visualization of each participant’s network and subsequent 

analysis to understand the individual network. To understand how those networks intertwine, a 
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meta-network technique was applied. A meta-network is a series of individual ego-networks 

juxtaposed to highlight the common connections in those networks (McCulloh et al., 2013). This 

technique can be useful in identifying key collaborators, people who were collaborators in 

multiple ego-networks. Additionally, it provided an opportunity to visualize and understand the 

greater network without additional whole network methodology. 

The interview data provided a rich and thorough description of collaborative teacher 

networks. Transcripts from the semi-structured interviews were hand-coded to determine 

themes and descriptions within teachers’ descriptions of teacher collaboration (Creswell, 2012). 

A preliminary review of the interview transcripts used open coding. With each subsequent 

review of the transcripts, axial coding organized codes into categories and eventually themes. 

The interview data was able to provide a complex description of the themes identified.  

The data collected during the study allowed for the understanding of the collaborative 

relationships of GENED and SPED teachers at an inclusive school site. The teachers were able 

to describe their own network and provide an understanding of how those networks were 

created and leveraged to support a neurodiverse student population. Additionally, teachers 

provided rich and detailed description of collaboration.  

Ethical Considerations and Positionality  

The research design was selected in careful consideration to protect both the researcher 

and the participants. It was also selected as a result of positionality, limiting potential harm for 

both researcher and participants. In addition, several protective measures were included in the 

data collection to minimize risks. 

The researcher was in a leadership position at the school site at the time of the study. To 

limit potential risks for both the researcher and participants, an ego-centric social network 

design was carefully selected. Ego network design limited the data collected at the school site. 

By collecting data of only a few teachers versus the entire school site, it limited the confidential 
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data that could be exposed if there was a data breach. If the data was breached, it would only 

be focused on several teachers instead of the entire school site.  

The study was designed with multiple measures to protect participants and their identity. 

Prior to participating in the study, all participants received an invitation email that outlined the 

study and included the consent forms and interview protocol (see appendix A, B and C). The 

consent form described the study and all potential benefits and risks of participation (Brooks et 

al., 2014). Participants gave consent before participating in the study. Consent was provided to 

enable recording of the interview (see appendix B). Due to COVID-19 and statewide stay at 

home orders, interviews were conducted virtually, and the audio only was recorded for the 

purpose of transcription. After the interview was completed, the audio recordings were 

transcribed, and the recorded file was deleted. Transcriptions were edited to remove identifying 

information and replaced with pseudonyms. Participants were given an opportunity to review 

transcripts to check for accuracy and to ensure it captured their experience correctly. All of the 

above-mentioned measures, along with common sense and good confidential record keeping, 

minimized the risks of breech in confidentiality throughout the study.  

The researcher’s leadership position was taken into careful consideration during the 

study and safeguards were put in place to prevent harm to the participants. The study used the 

suggestions provided by Brooks et al. (2014) to limit potential emotional, social or psychological 

harm. Participants were given clear expectations for volunteering in the study and the purpose 

of study was clearly explained. Participants were reassured that their participation in the 

research was optional, confidential, and non-evaluative. At each phase of the study, participants 

were offered the ability to decline, stop the interview or recording, or edit any of the data. 

Participants were assured that the research originates from a place of genuine curiosity. 

Moreover, results of the study were shared only after names have been retracted and 

pseudonyms were used. Transparency through the data collection helped protect participants 

as they were vulnerable in sharing honestly and openly during participation in the study.  
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The researcher had an ethical responsibility to stop participation when any subject 

presents any sign of distress. The health and safety of participants took precedent over the 

collection of data. Data collection occurred only after ethical approval was granted by the 

Internal Review Board (IRB) at the University of California, San Diego, and the school district.  

Summary  

A case study design was used to understand the collaborative relationships between 

teachers at an inclusive school site in Southern California. The school’s high average of SWD 

and the student population requiring individualized education practices presented itself to be a 

fascinating case study. The teachers identified their collaborative network using an ego-network 

approach, was able to describe each collaborative relationship and the impact it has had on 

their teaching and instruction of a neurodiverse student population in an inclusive setting.  
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 Chapter 4: Findings   

The study's objective was to examine the collaborative relationships between teachers at 

an inclusive school site and learn how these collaborative relationships develop and support 

teachers. A case study (Yin, 2018) was conducted at an inclusive middle school to learn more 

about collaboration. The study aimed to answer the following research questions:  What do the 

collaborative networks of GENED, and SPED teachers look like at an inclusive school site? And 

why? How do GENED teachers and SPED teachers collaborate to support a neurodiverse 

student body? 

Teachers from Reeve Middle school, an inclusive school site, participated in an 

interview. The study interviewed eight teachers, three SPED and five GENED teachers. At the 

beginning of the interview teachers identified their collaborative network using a concentric 

circle diagram (Mamas, Schaelli, & Daly, 2019), sorting collaborators by frequency. After 

completing the visual representation, the teacher described each collaborative relationship and 

the impact of that relationship on their teaching.  

Data processing included a two-step method. First, social network analysis was 

completed. Each teacher’s ego-network was visualized using E-Network Software (Borgatti, 

2006) and network analysis techniques (Crossley et al., 2015) provided numerical data about 

the networks which aided in the ability to compare and contrast networks. The ego-networks 

were compiled into a meta network which provided a holistic view of the network and identified 

key collaborators (McCulloh et al., 2013). The second step of the process included immersing in 

interview transcripts and coding, using both in-vivo and axial coding techniques to identify 

themes within the data (Creswell, 2012; Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Finally, using selective 

coding techniques to divide the data into categories, themes, and details (Mills et al., 2010).  

This section will address the research question: What do the collaborative networks of 

GENED, and SPED teachers look like at an inclusive school site? And why? The section will 

first describe and analyze the meta-network, a combination of all eight ego networks. Then it will 
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describe and analyze several ego networks that represent the range from the participant 

sample. Lastly, it will review the descriptive statistics about the variety of collaborative networks 

at the school site.  

Collaborative Networks  

Meta Network 

It is essential to look at the broad network to understand SPED and GENED 

collaboration networks at an inclusive school. The meta-network is the collection of ego-

networks to obtain a representation of the whole network. Eight teachers volunteered to 

participate in the study. The sample size included five GENED and three SPED teachers. 

Together they identified 59 people, alters within their networks, whom they collaborated with. 

Included in that population were teachers who participate in the study, teachers who did not 

participate in the study, site-based teachers, teachers at other school sites within and outside 

the school district, non-classroom educators including administrative staff such as principal, vice 

principal, office staff, counselors, school staff such as librarians and custodial staff and non-

educators.  

Although an incomplete network, it did provide insightful information. It did show that 

even though the student population was 19% SWSN, SPED accounted for 34% of the network. 

It indicates that an inclusive school site has a ratio of more specially trained teachers than 

students. Also, the meta-network identified three key collaborators, a GENED teacher, a non-

classroom educator, and a SPED teacher. The roles and the expertise of these collaborators 

facilitated collaboration. Additionally, these collaborators welcomed collaboration and fostered a 
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culture of collaboration. 

  

Figure 3. Meta-Network 

The above picture represents a composited network at the school site from the ego 

networks collected. The color represents color; pink indicates male, green indicates female, and 

orange represents no gender. The shape represents teacher types; circles indicate SPED, 

squares indicate GENED, triangles indicate non-classroom educator, and squares with crosses 

represent non-educators. The thickness of the lines represents the frequency of collaboration; 

thick lines indicate frequent collaboration, medium weight lines indicate occasional 

collaboration, and thin lines represent seldom collaboration. The network degree was 59 people; 

37 were members of that school site, 13 within the district, and nine from outside the district in 

different settings or professions. Within this network, 29 GENED, 20 SPED, five non-classroom 

educators, and five non-educators. 
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What was interesting about the network's makeup was the portion of GENED, non-

classroom educators and non-educators to SPED. The network consisted of 29 (50%) GENED, 

20 (34%) SPED, 5 (8%) non-classroom educators, and 5 (8%) non-educators. What makes this 

interesting is that the student population consisted of 19% of the student population. However, 

the portion of SPED collaborators was 34%, showing more collaborators than students. These 

findings support DaFonte and Barton-Arwood (2017) inclusive education practices, suggesting 

regular and meaningful collaboration with GENED and SPED teachers to support all students, 

including SWSN.  

The meta-network identified key collaborators. These three people were in 6 (75%) 

teachers’ collaborative networks. They each served distinct roles on campus; a GENED 

teacher, a SPED teacher, and a non-classroom educator.  

The GENED teacher has many students with specific learning needs in their classroom. 

To support these students, SPED teachers would collaborate with the teacher. A SPED teacher 

discussed their collaboration with the key collaborator:  

“And typically, I'd be going to them to get information about how students are 
doing in their class. Or to hear out their concerns because a lot of the time, kids 
are really great in the one setting and then not so great in another setting. They 
would also give me strategies on how they were dealing with those behaviors are 
dealing with those communication issues in the classroom. So that would be 
helpful to try to be consistent”.  

In this example, the teachers collaborated to determine what the students have learned, how 

they apply it in different settings, and identify them. The back and forth collaboration between 

this GENED teacher and the SPED teacher supports SWSN in the GENED setting.   DaFonte & 

Barton-Arwood (2017) and Jones (2012) discuss that collaboration is necessary to support 

students in an inclusive setting to ensure their success.  

Teachers also collaborated with the GENED teacher because they instructed the same 

students. A GENED teacher stated, “They are funny, and they have had a lot of the kids that I 

currently have. I would ask them specifically regarding specific students’ specific motivational 



 

43 

strategies”. This teacher discussed that collaboration was essential because the teacher's 

knowledge helped inform their teaching practices and provide insight to their current students. 

Bray (2005) supports the idea that collaborative planning between teachers is essential to 

fostering inclusive classrooms.  

Another key collaborator was a non-classroom educator. The role that the person had 

directly impacted collaboration and facilitated collaboration. A SPED teacher said, “it wouldn't be 

wise for me to ignore their advice”. The collaborator's position was essential, and the participant 

understood that the information gained from the collaboration was indispensable. Another SPED 

teacher said, “Well, they have a lot of experience and they really do know all the kids”. The role 

of the collaborator provided a broad view of the students at the school. As a key collaborator, it 

is fundamental to have insight and knowledge of all the students to facilitate meaningful 

collaboration. 

Additionally, how the non-classroom educator collaborated had an impact on why 

multiple participants collaborated with them. A GENED teacher discussed why they collaborated 

with them,  

Well, because it is useful and not judgmental. I mean, it feels like almost any 
situation I run into, they have been there or at least knowing someone who has 
been there, and they can share what worked for that person, or at least point me 
to someone who would know what would work.  

In this example, the teacher showed that the key collaborator welcomed and supported 

collaboration and provided meaningful collaboration.  Sutton and Shouse (2016) shared that 

collaboration becomes second nature when there is a culture of collaboration and when 

collaboration is encouraged and in a non-threatening, non-enforced manner. This key 

collaborator embodied the idea of a culture of collaboration.  

 The final key collaborator was a SPED teacher. Multiple teachers listed expertise and 

role as reasons for collaborating with them. A GENED teacher stated, “Because of their 

expertise, experience and because I trust their opinion and they definitely know what they're 
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talking about”. They continued to say, “Because of their title and training. And because of their 

success with those kids in the class”. A SPED teacher emphasized, “Because they know what is 

going on. They typically have answers for me. Um, they are the lead. Plus, they have a better 

sense than most”. Both of these examples highlight that collaboration was due to the person’s 

expertise and role. Teachers must have a dependable person who has the experience and 

expertise to support SWSN in the classroom to make inclusion effective (Bray, 2005; Jones, 

2012).  

Teachers collaborated with the key collaborators because of their role on campus and 

their willingness and invitation to collaborate. A GENED teacher said, “We all naturally 

gravitated towards asking them for advice because their advice is more useful and less 

judgmental. “A SPED teacher mentioned”, they are a pretty friendly helpful person”. Lastly, a 

SPED teacher discussed, “they always made it clear that I could come to them and that being 

so welcoming, I really felt like I didn't have to be afraid to ask for help or feel like I was 

burdening them or an inconvenience. They really made it clear right off the bat that they were 

willing to help”. By encouraging collaboration, providing opportunities to collaborate, and 

collaborating in a way that elicits trust and fosters a collaborative partnership, the key 

collaborators supported collaboration. The school site has created a culture of collaboration 

(Sutton & Shouse, 2016) in which these key collaborators have created opportunities to have 

meaningful collaboration.   

The meta-network provided an overview of all the ego networks at Reeve Middle school. 

The network contained 50% GENED, 34% SPED, 8% non-classroom educators, and 8% non-

educator. From this, it was notable that 34% of the network was SPED to support 19% of the 

student population, SWSN. The meta-network also identified key collaborators. These key 

collaborators were identified in 75% of the teacher’s ego network. A GENED and a SPED 

teacher, as well as a non-classroom educator, were frequent collaborators. The roles and the 



 

45 

expertise of these collaborators facilitated collaboration. Additionally, these collaborators 

welcomed collaboration and fostered a culture of collaboration.  

Ego Networks 

 The ego network is the network of people with whom a person collaborates. It provides a 

detailed and focused perspective of the network at the personal level. The following section 

describes and analyses several networks representing the array of network types, including a 

highly connected teacher, a limited connected teacher, average connected GENED, and SPED 

teachers.  

Highly Connected Teacher. The highly connected teacher was a SPED teacher for 

over ten years. They have held various roles on campus, including case manager, classroom 

teacher, and co-teacher. What made this teacher unique was the size of the network; the 

teacher had the most significant network compared to the other teachers.  
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Figure 4. Highly Connected Teacher’s Collaborative Network 

 The network had a central tendency of 24, consisting of 24 people the teacher 

collaborated with (Borgatti et al., 2018; Crossley et al., 2018; Mamas et al., 2019). The network 

had the most extensive network degree of all the teachers. The size of the network is essential 

to note because this indicates that this teacher has a wealth of social capital (Mamas et al., 

2019). This teacher has access to social support, resources, and information. Since their 

network is the largest, this is a crucial collaborator at the school site and has noteworthy 

influence within their network.  

In addition to the size of the network, the make-up of the highly connected teacher 

network provided insight. The collaborative network included 6 (25%) SPED, 12 (50%) GENED, 

5 (21%) non-classroom educators and 1 (4%) non-educator. The tie dispersion, a measure of 

how the participant’s ties are distributed among educator types, was H= .643 (Borgatti et al., 
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2018; Crossley et al., 2018; Mamas et al., 2019). An H value of 5 or grader indicates an even 

distribution across teacher types. The teacher collaborated with SPED teachers and staff, 

GENED teachers, administrators, councilors, and friends. The diversity of the network is 

important to know since the teacher has access to a variety of diverse backgrounds and social 

capital to support collaboration. Having access to a diverse network is important to supporting 

inclusion since it requires flexible thinking, student-specific, individualized education to ensure 

student success (Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004; Sovgir, 2017). 

Although the diversity of the network showed that the participant collaborated with a 

wide range of educator types, the participant had a gender imbalanced network. The alter tie 

tendency measures alter based on specific attributes (Borgatti et al., 2018; Crossley et al., 

2018; Mamas et al., 2019). The alter tie tendency for gender was 8 (33%) males and 16 (66%) 

females. The alter tie tendency showed that the participant collaborated more with females than 

with males. It is interesting because the school site had 41 people, 11 (27%) males and 30 

(73%) females. The gender make-up of the highly connected teacher was similar to the overall 

gender make-up of the school site.  

The teacher collaborated with a significant amount of their network for a long time. The 

average number of years that the participant knew the people in the network was 6.9 years, 

ranging from 3-9 years. The average number of years collaborated was 6.3 years, ranging from 

3-9 years, indicating that the teacher collaborated with people since the beginning of their 

working relationship. The literature supports that collaborative partnerships should start their 

collaborative culture initially (DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Moolenaar & Daly, 2012; Sovgir, 

2017; Sutton & Shouse, 2016).  

In the above section, we learned about the highly connected teacher’s social network 

using ego network visualization and measures. The following section will revise the ego network 

using a different approach. The concentric circle visualization allowed teachers to visualize 

themselves within their network (Froehlich et al., 2020; Mamas et al., 2019), which facilitated the 
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ability to define their network beyond the school site. Additionally, this format enabled the 

participant to describe the strength and quality of the tie by grouping collaborators by frequency 

(Mamas et al., 2019).   

 

Figure 5. Concentric Circle Frequency Diagram of a Highly Connected Teacher's Collaborative Network 

The concentric circle diagram, figure 5, allowed the teacher to group collaborators by 

frequency. At the center of the circle was the highly connected teacher. The inner circle listed 

the frequent collaborators, people they collaborated with daily, multiple times per week, or 

weekly. The highly connected teacher included 8 (33.3%) people whom they collaborated with 

frequently. The middle circle included occasional collaborators, people whom the highly 

connected teacher collaborated multiple times per month or monthly. The teacher occasionally 

collaborated with 9 (37.5%) people. The outer circle consisted of seldom collaborators, 

collaborating every other month or several times per year. The teacher seldomly collaborated 

with 7 (29.1%).   
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The make-up of the frequent collaborator group included GENED, SPED, and non-

classroom educators. It included 6 (75%) GENED teachers, 1 (13%) SPED and 1 (13%) non-

classroom educator. The frequent collaborator group people who were nearby or worked closely 

with the teacher. Of the eight people, all 8 (100%) were at the same school site. The 

collaborative network consisted of 6 (75%) people who were in the same department. Working 

in the same department facilitated frequent collaboration because departments had a common 

language, shared content and curriculum, and similar learning targets (Brown et al., 2013; 

Robinson & Riddle Buly, 2007; Shea et al., 1999).   The frequent collaborators included 4 (50%) 

who were in the same building. Proximity was one of the common reasons for a frequent 

collaborator. The teacher said that it was easy to collaborate with someone who was nearby. 

They were easily accessible, could collaborate quickly, and frequently passed through their 

classroom or in the halls. Social networks and collaboration often occur when people frequently 

interact (Cho et al., 2005; Coburn et al., 2013; Moolenaar, 2012; Wong, 2016).  

The teacher described their frequent collaborators as people with whom they had a 

relationship and could trust. When asked to elaborate, they stated, “I do have a habit of once I 

build a relationship with somebody be really open to them, but I gotta go out and build 

relationships type of person”. The teacher frequently collaborated with people with whom they 

had developed relationships and trust. The literature supports that relationships and trust 

facilitate collaboration and, in many cases, more frequent collaboration (Jones, 2012; 

Moolenaar, 2012).  

With relationship-building comes building trust. The teacher discussed trust with a 

frequent collaborator, “If I have a real concern. I can talk to him about it, and he is going to give 

me either good advice or he's just going to be there too, he's even one who I can vent a little bit 

with, I don't have to be concerned about it”. The ability to have someone they can talk to, share 

information, and rely on is trustworthy. This sense of trust builds relationships and encourages 

regular collaboration (Jones, 2012; Moolenaar, 2012; Sutton & Shouse, 2016).  
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The teacher occasionally collaborated with more people in SPED compared to their 

frequent collaboration group. 5 (63%) were SPED compared to the 13% in the frequent 

collaborator group. The teacher occasionally collaborated with SPED teachers and related 

service providers. Related services are defined as: 

Related services means transportation and such developmental, corrective, and 
other supportive services as are required to assist a child with a disability to 
benefit from special education, and includes speech-language pathology and 
audiology services, interpreting services, psychological services, physical and 
occupational therapy, recreation, including therapeutic recreation, early 
identification, and assessment of disabilities in children, counseling services, 
including rehabilitation counseling, orientation and mobility services, and medical 
services for diagnostic or evaluation purposes. (Assembly Bill No. 114, 2011) 

 The increase of SPED teachers in the occasional group was due to the purpose of 

collaboration. The teacher discussed collaborating with a SPED teacher near IEP deadlines. 

The teacher stated,  

Usually when IEP is due, I reach out, and we figure out what we need to support 
to as much of a, or they'll reach out to me when progress reports are due. So it is 
really as needed in a very specific to whatever the student is. Not a whole lot of 
talk between them and I; they probably should be more. 

Showing that collaboration could have occurred based upon student need and or SPED 

compliance due dates. Collaboration with other SPED educators can be challenging due to the 

workloads, caseloads, and site scheduling (Friziellie et al., 2016; Jones, 2012; Robinson & 

Riddle Buly, 2007).  Many of the related services are not on-site, full time, which makes frequent 

collaboration a challenge.  

The teacher occasionally collaborated with non-classroom educators about student-

specific questions. In particular, the teacher occasionally collaborated with a non-classroom 

educator about behavior. They stated that the frequency “Depends on how often my kids are 

getting in trouble”. In this example, the teacher needed to collaborate only when the student’s 

behavior escalated and required additional support from the non-classroom educator.  

The seldom collaborator group was smaller compared to the frequent and occasional 

collaborator groups. It had seven people compared to the eight in the frequent and occasional 
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collaboration group. A unique feature of this group is the inclusion of a non-educator, 1 (14%). A 

distinguishing trait was the increase of non-classroom educators, 3 (43%) non-classroom 

educators compared to 13% in the frequent collaborators and 22% in the occasional 

collaborators. These non-classroom educators provided social-emotional support for the 

participant. The participant described the collaboration with one person as, “I can just say, hey, 

man, it was a tough day today. And sometimes they will say something that it was just like very 

supportive”. Having supportive people within a collaborative network, even periodically 

throughout the year, can help teachers cope with the stress (Collins et al., 2017; Kim et al., 

2017).  

The role of SPED teacher for ten years assisted this teacher in becoming a highly 

connected teacher. As a SPED teacher, collaborate with multiple teachers, related service 

providers, and non-classroom educators to monitor SPED students. In addition, the participant 

had been working at the school site for over ten years. Since the participant listed relationships 

as a critical factor in who and how frequently they collaborated; time to initiate and develop the 

relationships created a highly connected, collaborative network.  

Limited Connection Teacher. The following section describes and analyzes the 

collaboration network of a teacher with limited connections. It is essential to identify, describe, 

and analyze the network of a highly connected teacher and do the same for the network of a 

limited connected teacher. Doing so provides an opportunity to investigate and learn the 

differences and understand how a teacher can be highly or limited connected.  
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Figure 6. Limited Connected Teacher’s Collaborative Network 

Figure 6 shows the collaborative network of a GENED teacher with limited connections. 

The network degree or central tendency was 4. Included in that network were two GENED 

teachers, a SPED teacher, and a non-classroom educator. The network degree was the 

smallest of all the teachers. The network consisted of 1 (25%) SPED teacher, 2 (50%) GENED 

and 1 (25%) non-classroom educator. The tie dispersion was H=.625. The H value indicated 

that the participant collaborated evenly among the different educator types (Borgatti et al., 2018; 

Froehlich et al., 2020; Mamas et al., 2019). Additionally, the network’s alter tie tendency among 

gender was 3 (75%) females and 1 (25%) male. The average number of years of knowing the 

people in the network was 2. Similarly, the average number of years collaborating with those 

people was 2, showing that the participant had a brief time to build relationships and 

collaborative partnerships at the school site but those quickly formed at the beginning.  

Interestingly, figure 6 shows that the network consisted of 3 (75%) frequent collaborators 

and 1 (25%) seldom collaborator. Although the network is limited, it is limited to those with 

whom the teacher collaborated frequently. The teacher’s rationale for the network was, “It's who 
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I work the most closely with, who I feel the most comfortable and whom I feel like have the 

same type of students and in their classroom”. The teacher describes that collaboration 

occurred mostly and frequently with people they trusted and had similar student populations.  

Figure 6 shows that there was one seldom collaborator. The reason the frequency of the 

collaboration was role specific. The person was a non-classroom educator. The teacher 

described the rationale as the person’s role included providing leadership and guidance.  

 

 

Figure 7. Concentric Circle Frequency Diagram of a Limited Connected Teacher's Collaborative Network 

Figure 7 describes the collaborative network of a limited-connected teacher using 

concentric circles. There were 3 (75%) frequent collaborators in the network. All of these 

collaborators were at the same school. 2 (50%) of the collaborators were in the same PLC and 
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building. Additionally, 1 (25%) of the frequent collaborators were part of the SPED team and co-

teacher. A seldom collaborator, 1 (25%) made up the rest of the network.  

What can be seen from figure 7 is the dominance of collaboration with people who are in 

the same building and the same PLC. 2 (67%) of the frequent collaborators were in the same 

building and a structured collaborative group. The high percentage of people in the same 

building and a structured collaborative group indicates that frequent collaboration was due to the 

ease of collaboration due to proximity. Since the teacher shared the building with these people, 

they frequently saw each other and talked. Social networks and collaboration often occur when 

people frequently interact (Cho et al., 2005; Coburn et al., 2013; Moolenaar, 2012; Wong, 

2016). Since the teachers frequently saw and talked to each other and collaborated with each 

other in a PLC, it is understandable that they would frequently collaborate.  

Proximity and structured collaboration explained two of the three frequent collaborators. 

The other frequent collaborator from figure 7 was a teacher that shared students with the 

participant. The teacher described why they collaborate with that person, stating, “Because we 

share students”. Having common students was the main reason for collaboration. The 

participant further explained that they would collaborate with that teacher to learn more about 

their students. They would ask the following questions: "what type of like teaching strategies? 

What are students like? Do you see that person, the special ed kids interacting best within class 

or not getting along with in class? Where do you have that person sitting? what behaviors are 

you seeing in your classroom?”  The collaboration enabled the teacher to understand their 

students in a different light. They would be able to compare the students in different 

environments and different content areas, allowing for a deeper understanding. It also facilitated 

an opportunity to get a different perspective of the same students. Bray (2005b) and Jones 

(2012) support collaboration between teachers as a shared responsibility of student learning, 

requiring frequent collaboration.  
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Figure 7 also showed that seldom collaboration occurred with someone at the school 

site. The teacher described that collaboration with that person was due to their role as a non-

classroom educator. They would collaborate with that person when stuck and needed 

guidance—also looking to that person for leadership and direction.  

Collaborative networks can range from large to small or highly connected to limited 

connections. What stands out when comparing the networks is the diversity of the networks. 

The highly connected network included GENED teachers, SPED teachers, non-classroom 

educators, and a non-educator. The limited connection network only included two GENED 

teachers, a SPED education teacher and a non-classroom educator.  

The difference in the size of the networks is related to the length of time developing the 

network. The highly connected and the limited connection teachers collaborated with people 

they trusted and developed relationships. Nevertheless, since the highly connected teacher was 

at the school site for ten years, the teacher could develop multiple relationships. The average 

number of years known was 6.9, and the average years collaborated was 6.3. As a result, the 

participant was able to build trust within their partnerships and relationships. In contrast, the 

limited connection participant was at the school site for two years. The average number of years 

known and collaborated with was 2. The highly connected teacher had a 3.5 times larger 

network. As a result of being newer to the school site, the participant had a smaller collaborative 

network. The literature supports this conclusion since relationship and trust are essential 

components in effective frequent collaboration  (Cho et al., 2005; Coburn et al., 2013; 

Moolenaar, 2012; Wong, 2016). Therefore, it takes time to build trust and relationships to foster 

frequent collaborative discussions.  

Although the networks were different in size, there were some commonalities. Both 

networks frequently collaborated with people they had a structured partnership with, such as co-

teacher, PLC, or the same department. The highly connected network consisted of 50% same 

building and 25% plc members. Similarly, the limited connection network consisted of 50% 
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same building and 50% PLC members, showing that structured collaboration and proximity 

promoted frequent collaboration regardless of network size. This finding ties well with previous 

studies wherein ties within social networks develop as a result of proximity and working 

partnerships (Coburn et al., 2013; Jones, 2012; Moolenaar, 2012; Wong, 2016) 

Another similarity between the networks was the demographics of the seldom 

collaborators. The seldom collaborators had a more significant percentage of non-classroom 

educators. In the highly connected network, the seldom collaborators were 43%, non-classroom 

educators. The limited connection network was 100% non-classroom educators, suggesting that 

teachers collaborate with non-classroom educators but not frequently, only several times per 

year. The role on a school site and how they provide support for or interact with the students 

impacts the frequency of collaboration.  

The two networks shared the same percentage of SPED and GENED. Both networks 

had 25% SPED and 50% GENED. However, the highly connected teacher had 21% non-

classroom educators and 4% non-educator, whereas the limited connected teacher had 25% 

non-classroom educators. Interestingly, both teachers had the same percentage of GENED and 

SPED, suggesting that collaborative networks of either GENED or SPED teachers at an 

inclusive school site will have a typical make up of 25% SPED and 50% GENED. It is essential 

to know the makeup of collaborative networks to support GENED and SPED teachers in 

collaboration using best practices that Friziellie et al. (2016) and Jones suggest.  

A striking difference between the two networks was the absence of occasional 

collaboration in the limited connection network. When asked why the teacher collaborates with 

the people they listed, they responded, “At grade level sharing the same students. It is who I 

work the most closely with who I feel the most comfortable and whom I feel like have the same 

type of students and in their classroom”. The teacher limited their network to people who shared 

the same students and worked closely through a structured partnership. Since those 

partnerships required frequent collaboration, it explains why the people who shared students or 
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had a structured partnership were frequent collaborators and not occasional. It is essential to 

know that some teachers will collaborate with those they are partnered with because those 

building their network or have a limited network need to be strategically partnered (Kim et al., 

2017; Lieberman & McLaughlin, 1992; Moolenaar, 2012).  

In conclusion, a highly connected and a limited connected, collaborative network shared 

several similarities and differences. Both networks consisted of 25% d and 50% GENED 

teachers. Frequently collaborating with people included structured partnership through either co-

teaching, PLC, same departments, and proximity. Seldom collaboration occurred with non-

classroom educators, 43% of the highly connected collaborative network and 100% of the 

limited connection network. The networks were different in overall size. The highly connected 

network included 24 people, and the limited connection included 4. Lastly, the limited 

connection collaborative network did not include occasional collaboration.  

Average Connected Collaborative Network. Even though the highly connected 

network and limited connection network were GENED and SPED teachers, it did not represent 

the average connection network. To be able to compare the different teacher types, it is crucial 

to review comparable networks. Therefore, the following section describes and analyzes an 

average connected GENED, and an average connected SPED teacher.  

Understanding the collaborative networks of GENED and SPED teachers, one must 

examine each teacher type's typical or average network. The following section closely examines 

the collaborative networks representing an average network for each teacher type; a GENED 

and a SPED teacher. Additionally, it will compare and contrast the two collaborative networks 

identifying similarities and differences between the two.  

Average Connected GENED Teacher Collaborative Network. The following network 

is of a GENED teacher with an average size collaborative network. The teacher had been 

teaching for ten years and at the school site for two years. Figure 8 shows the teacher’s ego 
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network. 

 

Figure 8. Average Connected General Education Teacher’s Collaborative Network 

Figure 8 shows the collaborative network of an average connected GENED teacher. The 

network had a degree or central tendency of 13. The network had 5 (39%) SPED, 8 (62%) 

GENED educators. The tie dispersion among teacher types was H=.55. An H value above .5 

suggests that the network was evenly mixed between GENED and SPED teachers. Additionally, 

the alter dispersion based on gender is 7 (54%) female and 6 (46%) males. The average 

amount of time the participant knew their collaborator was three years, and the average time 
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collaborating was three years. 

 

Figure 9. Concentric Circle Frequency Diagram of an Average Connected General Education Teacher 

Figure 9 shows the concentric circle frequency diagram of an average connected 

GENED teacher. It shows that the participant frequently collaborated with 5 (39%) people, 

occasionally collaborated with 2 (15%) people, and seldomly collaborated with 6 (46%) people.  

The frequent collaboration group consisted of people all from the school site, 5 (100%). 

Within that group, 3 (60%) were from the same building, with an additional person working in the 

building part-time. Additionally, 4 (80%) worked with the same grade level, and 3 (60%) were in 

the same subject area. Lastly, 2 (40%) were SPED, 1 of whom was a paraeducator. 

The data showed that proximity was a significant commonality within the frequent 

collaboration group. Among the frequent collaborators, 60% were in the same building, and an 
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additional educator often worked in the same building for part of the day, making it 80% working 

in the same building at some point in the day. The ease of being able to talk to someone within 

proximity helps promote collaboration. The teacher explained why they frequently collaborated, 

“because they're in the building. It's easy to, you know, stop if they have no kids in and be like, 

hey, I had this concern about a student”. The teacher was able to quickly and frequently access 

teachers nearby, allowing for frequent collaboration. The teacher continued to explain why they 

frequently collaborated, “accessibility. The people that I talked to they are in my building. So, 

they're easier to communicate with it's more of a quick exchange”. The teacher discussed how 

frequent collaboration was due to proximity and quickly asking for opinion, advice, or discussing 

a student. Previous studies suggest that proximity is a reason for frequent collaboration (Coburn 

et al., 2013; Hurley, 2009; Moolenaar, 2012).  

Frequent collaboration occurred among people in the same grade level or subject area. 

Of the frequent collaborators, 60% were same subject area and 80% same grade level. The 

teacher explained collaboration with one of the frequent collaborators as “we cross-curriculum, 

and we use a lot of the same, we're on the same unit. Make sure we're on the same trajectory. 

We do a little bit of variety in what we do. But we try to keep it aligned so that our kids are 

receiving the same quality education, instruction, or content”. The teacher frequently 

collaborated with someone in the same content area to ensure consistency across classrooms. 

As supporters of the grade level, members frequently collaborated to share content, strategies, 

progress, and co-plan. Common planning has been a suggested strategy to support students 

and facilitates collaboration (Dever & Lash, 2013; Friziellie et al., 2016; Villa & Thousand, 2005). 

Frequent collaboration occurred with SPED teachers. 40% of the frequent collaborators 

were special educators. One of the special educators was a paraprofessional who worked 

closely with the participant. The other special educator was part of the grade level team and 

often worked in the building. The ease of access and structured partnership facilitated frequent 

collaboration. The teacher described the frequent collaboration with a SPED teacher:  
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It was really easy for me to grab them and show them a test or show them an 
accommodation or ask for their advice on which students should I put this type of 
activity with because I don't have common prep with any of the special education 
case managers, it makes it really difficult to concentrate on specific 
accommodations or even design lessons with them. So having them next door, 
when there wasn't direct instruction, or they could take a break. They would 
come over and we would chat for, three-five minutes looking at something and I 
get their advice.  

The teacher found it challenging to plan with other SPED teachers due to scheduling 

challenges. However, they could find stolen moments throughout the day when the teacher 

could get the input and perspective from the SPED teacher on lessons. The teacher’s 

experience emphasized that collaborating with a special educator was easier when they were 

nearby. Quick impromptu collaboration with teachers nearby can help support SPED students in 

the class  (Brown et al., 2013; Thousand et al., 2015). This example allowed the teacher to seek 

advice on scaffolding, differentiating, and accommodating SWSN to provide access to their 

GENED activities.  

The occasional collaboration occurred either every other week or several times per 

month. The group consisted of 2 (100%) of the same school site. 1 (50%) was a special 

educator, and 1 (50%) was part of the same grade level and subject area. Additionally, 1 (50%) 

was in the same building.  

Occasional collaboration occurred when the teacher was seeking new strategies to 

support SWSN. The teacher discussed how occasional collaboration with a SPED teacher 

supported SWSN in their class.  

And it's more of like, how I could adjust my teaching practices so that students 
with learning difficulties are able to participate and to encourage participation 
because often they will be silent participants in the classroom because of the fear 
or stigma. So, we talked a lot about the insecurities that students had. 

The teacher was able to utilize the knowledge from the SPED teacher about how to encourage 

specific students to participate. The literature suggests that inclusion requires collaboration 

when it is appropriate, and depending on the role and responsibility, this may occur occasionally 

(Friziellie et al., 2016; L. Fuchs et al., 2015; Shea et al., 1999).  
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Occasional collaboration also occurred when the teacher needed support with instruction 

strategies. The teacher discussed occasionally collaborating about instructional strategies.  

Christian does certain things well, such as seminars or philosophical chairs; we 
would talk structures and like certain tasks that we wanted students to do graphic 
organizers note-taking. But since they are a different subject with a different 
grade level, it wasn't very specific to students. More instructional as far as like 
how to do the procedurals of a certain task. 

Occasional collaborating with teachers outside their content area and grade level focused on 

more procedural elements such as effectively implementing specific strategies. 

Transdisciplinary collaboration can center around instructional strategies beneficial to multiple 

subject areas (Dever & Lash, 2013); however, this collaboration occurs occasionally.  

Seldom collaboration occurred several times per year. The seldom collaborators 

consisted of 6 people. Of that group, 4 (67%) were from the same school site, 2 (34%) were not 

from the same school site. Additionally, 2 (34%) were SPED.  

Seldom collaboration was influenced by proximity and commonly centered around 

specific questions. Proximity impacted the teacher's ability to collaborate with people who were 

not on site. The teacher stated, “I wish we would talk more about where at different sites. So, it 

just is not feasible”. Collaborating with teachers off-site required time after school hours, making 

it challenging to find time to collaborate. Being within proximity is a known supporter of 

collaborative networks (Cho et al., 2005; Coburn et al., 2013; Moolenaar, 2012). Therefore, it is 

necessary to be intentional when supporting collaborative teams that are not in proximity or 

share school campuses.  

Seldom collaboration was centered around accessing expertise for specific questions. 

The teacher seldomly collaborated to resolve specific questions. For example, the teacher 

described why they seldomly collaborated with a specific teacher.  

They are really big on the use of technology in the classroom. So whenever I 
have technology questions or advice on certain programs that do a certain 
function, I can reach out to them. They also are one of the district's avid people. 
So I can talk to them about avid strategies and also the same subject. So, I could 
talk to them about content, but mostly it's a tech integration of technology. 
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The teacher needed technology and instructional strategies in this instance but only needed this 

support several times a year. It is essential to ensure teachers know the training and skillsets 

within that network (Coburn et al., 2010, 2012; Farley-Ripple & Buttram, 2013).   

The final reason for infrequent collaboration was the productivity of the collaboration. A 

teacher was paired with another teacher during school site collaboration. When asked about this 

collaboration, the teacher said,  

A lot of times they'll come to my classroom with their computer, and we just work 
on our own lesson plans and then occasionally I'll ask them a question, or they'll 
ask me a question as far as a specific lesson. So, it's not a very productive PD. 
Nice to sit there was somebody else but we both agree that sometimes it's a little 
pointless because the crossover is just not there. 

The teacher experienced a collaborative partnership that was not effective nor practical; as a 

result, they collaborated, when necessary, which was seldom. It is essential to know when 

collaboration does not work and why to support it effectively. In this case, the teacher might 

need some norms and expectations or a different partnership to facilitate meaningful 

collaboration (DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Friziellie et al., 2016; Moolenaar, 2012).   

In conclusion, the average connected GENED teacher collaborated GENED and SPED 

teachers with non-classroom educators and teachers at different school sites. Frequent 

collaboration occurred with teachers who were nearby. In addition, they frequently collaborated 

with people who shared the same content area or grade level, making the focus of their 

collaboration to support the same students or ensure similar content across the classrooms. 

Occasional collaboration focused on teaching strategies, including strategies to support SWSN. 

Lastly, seldom collaboration occurred with people who were far away or not on the campus; it 

also occurred when the teacher needed specific expertise to resolve an instructional or student-

specific problem.  

Average Connected Special Education Teacher Collaborative Network. The 

final network to be closely examined and analyzed is the collaborative network of an average 

connected SPED teacher. Figure 9 is a visualization of the network. The participant had been a 
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teacher for six years and at the school site for two years. 

 

Figure 10. Average Connected Special Education Teacher Collaborative Network 

Figure 10 represents an average connected SPED teacher’s collaborative network. The 

network’s degree was 12. The network included GENED, SPED, non-classroom educators, and 

non-educators. There were 4 (34%) SPED teachers, 4 (34%) GENED teachers, 2 (17%) non-

classroom educators, and 2 (17%) non-educators. The tie dispersion among the educator type 

was H=0.65. An H value above .5 suggests that the network was evenly mixed between 

GENED and SPED teachers, non-classroom educators, and non-educators. The network 

included 10 (83%) people who worked at the school site, 2 (15%) who did not. Lastly, the alter 

central tendency based upon gender was 5 (42%) males, 6 (50%) females, and 1(8%) no-

gender.  
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Figure 11. Concentric Circle Frequency Diagram of an Average Connected Special Education Teacher's 
Collaborative Network 

Figure 11 is a concentric circle frequency diagram of an average connected SPED 

teacher’s collaborative network. As shown in the diagram, the network has a degree of 12 and is 

divided into frequent collaboration 6 (46%), occasional collaboration 6 (46%), and seldom 

collaboration 0 (0%). The following section will detail each frequency group and discuss the 

rationale for collaborating with those people.  

The frequent collaborators within the average connected SPED teacher’s collaborative 

network consisted entirely of people at the same school site and the same subject area. It was 6 

(100%) people who were at the same school site. It was also 6 (100%) people who were in the 

same subject area. When asked about why the teacher collaborates with this group, they said, “I 

think a lot of it has to do with who I'm around most of the time. So, who I work directly with who I 

see on a regular basis. But also, who has made me feel comfortable coming to them. Not that 

there are teachers that have made me feel uncomfortable, but if I just if they are not in my, you 

know, day to day vision, then I don't feel like it's easy to go to them”. The teacher’s frequency of 
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collaboration was related to whom the participant worked with and saw regularly. The literature 

identifies trust, proximity, and partnerships as factors in social networks (Cho et al., 2005; 

Coburn et al., 2013; Moolenaar, 2012); therefore, it aligns with the teacher’s understanding of 

their frequent collaboration group.  

Another commonality among the frequent collaborators within the network was PLC 

team members. There were 2 (33%) who were PLC together. The structured time of PLC 

facilitated an opportunity for them to collaborate frequently. This time supported collaboration. 

The teacher stated: 

We would have a PLC once a week, during the school year, we would talk every 
day during class. But it would be brief, and we would have once a week, we have 
a sit down that was much more detailed where we would talk about each of the 
kids that needed support and what we were going to do individually for them. 

The structured PLC allowed the participant to engage in frequent in-depth collaboration about 

students and instruction. Having structured and dedicated time to plan is essential to fostering 

collaboration and supporting diverse learning needs (Brown et al., 2013; Friziellie et al., 2016; 

Thousand et al., 2015).  

The teacher’s frequent collaborators included 2 (33%) SPED. Since the teacher was a 

special educator, it was vital for them to collaborate with other SPED teachers frequently. In 

particular, the teacher noted that they collaborated with people who understood SPED's 

compliance side, which includes IEP meetings, data collection, and monitoring progress. For 

example, they said: 

When I first started, I had no idea what I was doing. I have never seen an IEP 
writing program before and ever written an IEP, hadn't even been through those 
classes in my training program yet. So, I literally knew nothing, so, just from day 
one they were always helping me out. 

The teacher relied on their SPED colleagues to assist with the compliance side of being a 

special educator. The compliance side of SPED can be a reason for burnout (Brannan & 

Bleistein, 2012; Collins et al., 2017; M. Wong & Morton, 2017). It is crucial to foster 

collaborations to assist in that specific knowledge set.  
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In addition, the teacher collaborated with several types of special educators to get a 

different perspective. The teacher stated,  

I think what was unique is that she's also special ed, but with different types of 
students. They have a different perspective on things that were really interesting. 
They had some ideas for things that I would never have thought of because they 
were not taught to me in my curriculum. That was really good insight and just 
being able to kind of bounce ideas off each other. 

The teacher valued collaboration with other SPED teachers to get a different perspective.  Niesz 

(2012), Robinson & Riddle Buly (2007),  and Shea et al. (1999) found that people select people 

in their social networks with different perspectives to assist with supporting unique individual 

needs. 

Occasional collaboration occurred with three types of people: SPED teachers, non-

classroom educators, and non-educators. The teacher’s occasional collaborators consisted of 

six people. Of that group, 2 (33%) were SPED teachers, 2 (33%) were non-classroom 

educators, and 2 (33%) were non-educators. Within that group, 4 (67%) were from the same 

school site. Each of these types provided a different support role and a different reason for 

collaboration.  

The SPED teachers collaborated about SPED compliance procedures. The teacher 

described collaboration with another SPED teacher: 

They have the same position that I do. They have been doing it significantly 
longer. I go to them a lot for writing IEPS how to word something; what box, do I 
check here and there. And then they also know a lot of the kids. If I have a kid on 
my caseload that I know they used to have or have in their class, that's when I'll 
go to them. 

The teacher occasionally collaborates with other SPED when IEP compliance procedures and 

paperwork is due. Since this is not a daily task, it is understandable that collaboration would be 

occurring less frequently.  

 The teacher collaborated with non-educators for emotional support. The teacher 

described the nature of their collaboration:  
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Often when I've had like really bad days where a kid has done something that's 
you know, it's not just a momentary that was annoying. It's like that just ruined my 
whole day kind of moment. They are really good about giving me feedback. 
Maybe next time you could do this differently or, you did a good job.  

The teacher found it beneficial to collaborate with non-educators when a significant event 

emotionally challenged them. Emotionally challenging days did not occur frequently and 

required only occasional collaboration. Teaching can be emotionally taxing, and collaborative 

networks house connections to provide emotional support (Kim et al., 2017). 

The last group of people that that teacher collaborated with occasionally was non-

classroom educators. The participant occasionally collaborated with non-classroom educators to 

seek advice and guidance from the leadership team to support students. The teacher described 

the frequency and purpose of their collaboration, “I'd say same about once a month. I definitely 

go to them more for behavior concerns”. The teacher would turn to non-classroom educators for 

support with behavior and advice about specific students. It was occasional because a majority 

of the behavior supports are effective. However, on occasion, a student would be struggling, 

and the teacher would need more specific guidance on how to support them.  Westling et al. 

(2006) identified that behavior management support is a frequent problem area where teachers 

support each other. When teachers cannot support each other, they will reach out to non-

classroom educators, supporting this finding that behavior support is a reason for occasional 

collaboration.  

The teacher did not list anyone as seldom collaborator. When asked about the seldom 

collaboration, the teacher said,  

Not really. I feel like I get so much support at the school site. And I don't have a 
lot of people in my world who are teachers outside of this campus because I 
haven't worked very many places. I would say like the outer circle one so much 
be people would be like reading blogs or doing research, things like that where 
I'll, I'll seek the internet's help.  

The teacher did not collaborate with anyone seldomly because their network was limited. Since 

the teacher was relatively new to teaching, they had not built a collaborative network outside of 
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the people they work with on a frequent or occasional basis. Collins et al. (2017) identified that a 

new SPED teacher often lacks collaborative relationships because they have not had an 

opportunity to build them. While building those relationships, they suggest using practitioner-

friendly literature to seek answers. This teacher was able to use digital resources to make up for 

a small network.  

Collaborative networks change over time. The teacher stated that a reason for the 

decrease in collaboration was a change of proximity. The teacher mentioned,  

And now that I'm not in the same building with them, I don't run into them very 
often. So, I'd say last year, I definitely talked to them more; last year was 
probably more once a week. But now I just, I really don't cross paths with them 
very often. 

The teacher discussed that collaboration is supported by proximity, and when teachers no 

longer are in the same vicinity of each other, it can limit frequent communication. It also 

supports the idea that teachers collaborate with people they have developed relationships and 

trust (Cho et al., 2005; Hunter & Hall, 2018). Since the frequency of collaboration decreased but 

not ceased when the teachers moved away, it supports the concept that collaboration occurs 

with people who have a relationship.  

In summary, the collaborative network of an average connected SPED teacher included 

general educators, special educators, non-classroom educators, and non-educators. The 

teacher frequently collaborated with teachers at the same school site and the same grade level. 

The ability to quickly collaborate provided an opportunity to collaborate more often. In addition, 

the structured collaboration with co-teachers and subject area teams facilitated frequent 

collaboration. The teacher occasionally collaborated with equal numbers of SPED teachers, 

non-classroom educators, and non-educators. Each teacher type provided a specific role to 

support collaboration. The SPED teachers assisted with IEPs and SPED compliance. In 

comparison, the non-classroom educators provided student-specific support. Lastly, non-

educators provided emotional support and an outsider’s perspective. 
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The collaborative networks of the average connected GENED and SPED teachers share 

some similarities. Both networks had a more significant percentage of females than males. The 

GENED teacher had 54% female, and the SPED teacher had 50%. The gender makeup is 

primarily due to the ratio of females to make at the school site, with 10 (32%) male and 16 

(62%) female.  

Both networks had a similar percentage of SPED teachers. The GENED had 39% 

SPED, and the SPED teacher had 34%. The average networks are slightly higher than the 

percentage of highly connected and limited connected teachers with 25% SPED teachers. 

Showing that both GENED and SPED teachers collaborate with special educators similarly. 

Since the purpose of the collaboration was to support students and specifically SWSN within an 

inclusive school setting, it is understandable that collaboration with SPED would be similar with 

both GENED and SPED teachers. The literature suggests that GENED and SPED teachers 

collaborate to support SWSN in inclusive settings (Bray, 2005; Keefe & Moore, 2004; Sovgir, 

2017). The teachers at this school site demonstrate this best practice, with SPED teachers 

representing a third of their collaborative network.  

Both groups frequently collaborated with people in the same building or shared the same 

grade level or subject area. The GENED teacher frequently collaborated with 80% of the same 

grade level and 60% same subject area. The SPED teacher’s frequent collaboration group was 

100% teachers in the same subject area. They were showing that frequent collaboration 

occurred with people who shared similar subject areas or grade levels. With the purpose of 

collaboration to support instruction, it is understandable that frequent collaboration would occur 

with people who shared instructional objectives and content standards.  

Proximity has been an influential factor with whom teachers collaborated frequently. The 

GENED teacher had 60% of their frequent collaboration with people in the same building, with 

an additional person often working part of the time within the building. However, the SPED 

teacher did not list anyone in their frequent collaborators as being in the same building. The 
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difference may be related to how the SPED teacher often changed classrooms to support 

students in GENED classes throughout the day. In contrast, the GENED teacher remained in 

the same building for all classes. Therefore, the SPED teacher may not be experiencing the 

same interactions that a teacher who has the same classroom all day. The literature suggests 

that proximity is a factor in social networks and collaboration (Cho et al., 2005; Coburn et al., 

2012, 2013; Moolenaar, 2012), but length within proximity might be another factor.  

The number of PLC members in the collaborative network was different between the 

teachers. The GENED teacher had one person in their network whom they PLC with and they 

collaborated with seldomly. In contrast, the SPED teacher had two people in their network 

whom they PLC with and collaborated with frequently. The GENED teacher discussed how the 

PLC was not a purposeful partnership and not as effective as hoped. The person they PLC with 

did not share students, grade levels, and the content varied between them. Therefore, they 

could only collaborate about procedural and instructional strategies that they utilized within their 

instruction. However, the SPED teacher frequently collaborated with their PLC. They would 

quickly collaborate daily and then weekly have a more in-depth collaboration. Although both the 

GENED and SPED teacher met with PLC, the difference in frequency is to effectiveness and 

quality of the collaboration. Both Dever and Lash (2013) and Teague and Anfara (2012) suggest 

that PLC collaboration will only be effective if the partnerships provide meaningful collaboration. 

In this case, the GENED teacher had an ineffective partnership, whereas the SPED teacher 

was. The difference was apparent in the quality of their PLC collaboration, resulting in seldom 

collaboration.  

The final difference between the two networks was that the special educator 

collaborated with non-educators, non-classroom educators, and GENED and SPED teachers. In 

comparison, the GENED teacher did not. The SPED teacher occasionally collaborated with non-

educators to get emotional support and outsider perspective. They had a close relationship and 

were able to give meaningful advice. It is interesting to note that the SPED teacher collaborated 
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with people outside education due to SPED being emotionally draining. They are quick to burn 

out (Collins et al., 2017; Wong, 2016).  

In summary, the collaborative networks of average connected GENED and SPED share 

some similarities and notable differences. They both contain a similar ratio of SPED to GENED, 

with one-third of the collaborative network consisted of SPED teachers, highlighting the 

importance of collaborating with both teacher types. They both frequently collaborated with 

teachers; they shared students, content/subject, or grade level. The difference was that the 

GENED teacher frequently collaborated with people in the same building, but the SPED teacher 

did not because of their mobile nature of supporting different classrooms. Additionally, the 

SPED teacher collaborated frequently with their PLC members compared to the GENED 

teacher due to the quality of PLC and the partnering. Lastly, the SPED teacher collaborated with 

non-educators for emotional support and outside perspective, which is necessary to avoid 

burnout.  

Collaboration: From Teachers’ Perspective  

The above section describes collaborative networks of both are GENED and SPED 

teachers and explains why. However, to completely understand, the study also aimed to capture 

how teachers describe collaboration at an inclusive school site. The description provides an 

understanding of how these collaborative networks functioned and what occurred due to these 

networks. This section will answer the second research question: How do teachers describe 

collaboration at their inclusive school site? The findings will present, discuss, and explain the 

following: the different methods of collaboration, whom they collaborated with, why they 

collaborated, the frequency of collaboration, and how collaboration supported SWSN in an 

inclusive environment. In addition, it will identify what helps and limits collaboration.  

Methods of Collaboration 

Teachers used four methods to collaborate. The most common type of collaboration was 

in person. The second most common was email. Phone calls or text messaging was another 
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method of collaboration. The least frequent form of collaboration was electronically through 

websites, forums, blogs, and social media.  

The most frequent form of collaboration was in person. In-person collaboration ranged 

from a conversation, check-ins, venting, seeking support, one-way collaboration, meetings, 

teacher learning through professional developments or beginning teacher support, and 

committee work. In-person collaboration also varied from quick check-in to more extended 

discussions.  

The teachers described quick and frequent collaboration to be the most common type of 

in-person collaboration. These provided valuable teaching information. One GENED teacher 

described quick collaboration, “In the class, they would stay after usually a couple of minutes to 

talk to me about the students that they were working with”. The teacher discussed monitoring 

progress, seeing which students met the learning target, and determining the breakdown if they 

did not meet it. These quick but frequent moments of collaboration are essential and support 

inclusion by providing feedback about students’ learning to inform instruction (Jones, 2012; 

Vaughn & Swanson, 2015).  

The quick collaboration that teachers engaged in often provided fast progress 

monitoring, leading to more in-depth collaborations. A SPED teacher described the variation 

between swift check-ins and in-depth conversations: 

We would have a PLC one so we week, during the school year. We would talk 
every day during class, but it would be brief, and we would have once a week, 
we have a sit down that was much more detailed where we would talk about 
each of the kids that needed support and what we were going to do individually 
for them. 

The SPED teacher had frequent yet brief and in-depth at-length collaboration sessions with their 

co-teacher to inform teaching. These in-person collaborations facilitated a more individualized 

approach to instruction. Individualized educational strategies are necessary to help SWSN in an 

inclusive environment to ensure that their needs are appropriately supported and addressed 

(Jones, 2012; Keefe & Moore, 2004; Villa & Thousand, 2005).  
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There were several reasons that participants listed as to why they collaborated in person 

versus through other methods. The most common motive was that there was an open-door 

policy that encouraged and welcomed in-person collaboration. The other was that they shared 

space and naturally allowed for in-person collaboration. Lastly, the participants discussed the 

value of in-person.  

Several participants discussed the open-door policy that many of their collaborators had. 

This policy, whether implied or explicit, encouraged participants to collaborate with them. A 

GENED teacher discussed in-person collaboration with open door policy as “I would stop by, 

and I have a quick question for and that turns into 45 minutes”. Suggesting that the open-door 

policy facilitated a variety of collaboration, sometimes it was quick, and others would be at 

length.  

Another reason for in-person collaboration was sharing a space. When sharing a space, 

the collaborators are together and can naturally collaborate during stolen moments (Thousand 

et al., 2015). A GENED discussed being able to collaborate quickly with a SPED teacher during 

student work time. Another GENED teacher identified that being able to pop into a classroom 

quickly was why they could collaborate frequently.  

The final reason for in-person collaboration was the ability to interact in a more 

meaningful way. A GENED teacher explained the benefit of in-person collaboration, “actually 

talk with them. And I find that they respond much better than to that, as in ways if I need 

something to be done with a student, that face to face, typically makes it happen much faster 

than an email”. The teacher found that people responded quicker to requests in person rather 

than by email. Another reason was that collaboration in person was more authentic and 

accurate. A GENED teacher discussed the following about in-person collaboration: 

But in person. I know I can get the nuance about a kid that people don't feel safe 
committing to email if you know what I'm saying. You know, so like they'll tell me 
that they might tell me things that they speculate about what's going on at home, 
for example, that they would never commit to writing because they might be held 
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legally accountable for it. it's Gossip, I guess, of a sort. But it's educated guesses 
based on the evidence that they've seen well like the whole. 

The GENED teacher discussed that in-person collaboration allows for a more open and honest 

conversation, which might not have occurred over email since emails are not secure.  Kennedy 

et al. (2011) and Niesz (2012) highlighted that in-person collaboration facilitated honest and 

authentic collaboration.  

Although collaboration occurred in person, a significant amount of collaboration occurred 

via email. Email provided a convenient way for teachers to collaborate. Through email, teachers 

shared lesson plans and resources. Another reason for the email was to follow up after an in-

person conversation and document the conversation. Lastly, it was a quick and effortless way to 

check in with teachers and about students.  

The most common reason for collaboration through email was convenience. A GENED 

teacher talked about the convenience of collaborating through email, “I usually email them first, 

just because it is right there, it is convenient. Then I'll usually talk to them during PD or after 

PD.”  The teacher found that email was easy because it did not require finding the person when 

they were free; they could send an email when convenient. Email is convenient for teachers 

because it does not require finding the time or location (Friziellie et al., 2016; Thousand et al., 

2015).  

Since many teaching resources are digital, collaboration via email can be an ideal way of 

sharing information. A SPED teacher discussed the contents of their regular email collaboration 

with their GENED co-teacher, “They will email me a day ahead of time, I get a daily, well not 

daily maybe a weekly email from them with all the plans”. The teacher discussed how having 

the plans through email supported collaboration because when they did meet in person, they 

could dive into deeper conversations about the lessons. The ability to share information via 

email supported their collaboration and facilitated effective co-teaching collaboration (Brown et 

al., 2013; Keefe & Moore, 2004; Villa & Thousand, 2005, 2017).  
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The last reason for email collaboration is the convenience of checking in on students. 

Several SPED teachers work at multiple school sites, and all SPED teachers collaborate with 

multiple teachers, the ability to send an email to check on a student facilitated collaboration. A 

GENED teacher shared:  

They email me occasionally if they have concerns about a particular student or 
they may ask me how students doing in the class…. And they split their time 
between several schools so they can only come out, I think they only comes out 
to maybe every other day. Because they are not their full time, and they are 
spread pretty thin”.  

The teachers described how email allows for collaboration even when not on site. They can 

check in on students and monitor progress, which is an essential aspect of collaboration at 

inclusive school sites (Friziellie et al., 2016; Thousand et al., 2015; Villa & Thousand, 2017). 

Another GENED explained collaboration via email, “They sent me some emails about specific 

students, but I touch base and see how they are doing. Kind of like a progress report”. Again, 

teachers email to support students, showing that email facilitates quick check-in and progress 

monitoring of students, a necessary element of inclusion (Brown et al., 2013; Shea et al., 1999; 

Tuomainen et al., 2012).  

Who Collaborated? 

The participants discussed collaborating with a range of people. First, presenting whom 

they collaborated and in the following section will be why they collaborated. The participants 

collaborated with various people, including GENED and SPED teachers, paraeducators, school 

counselors, administrators, and SPED staff, including school psychologist, speech and 

language therapist, occupational therapist, mental health clinician, and paraprofessionals. In 

addition, they collaborated with building service support, librarian, and school nurse. They 

collaborated with mentors, friends, family, and classmates from graduate programs. Lastly, they 

collaborated with online resources such as professional associations, curriculum developers, 

and online communities. The following section will dive into the reasons for collaboration, 

including why collaborate with specific people.  
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Reason for Collaboration 

There are many reasons to collaborate as a teacher. The teachers identified common 

reasons for collaboration. The most common reason was a structured collaboration between 

specific roles. For example, teachers collaborated with their co-teachers, department, and PLC. 

Another reason for collaboration was the ease of collaboration; these teachers shared space, 

frequently interacted, or welcomed the collaboration. A common reason for collaborating with a 

specific person was their expertise or perspective. Lastly, teachers often collaborated for 

support with classroom management or student behavior.  

Collaboration was primarily due to a structured collaboration, meaning they were 

working together for a common purpose such as co-teachers, grade level team, same 

department, PLC members. Another partnership was student case managers, SPED and 

GENED teachers would collaborate with the SPED teachers who were student IEP case 

managers.  

Teachers were placed with partners or on teams which created a need to collaborate. 

For example, co-teaching teams of SPED and GENED teachers were identified as regular 

collaborators. Effective co-teaching requires regular collaboration (Brown et al., 2013; Friziellie 

et al., 2016; Keefe & Moore, 2004; Villa & Thousand, 2005). A GENED teacher said, “We'll 

bounce ideas off each other for how to teach your particular lesson and how would you meet the 

most kids, which techniques would be the best, that sort of thing”. In this example, the teacher 

described the collaboration between partners, sharing the workload, and determining how to 

instruct students best. Many teachers identified that partners needed to collaborate regularly to 

teach a diverse student population effectively. They aligned with inclusive strategies that utilize 

collaborative partnerships to monitor and adapt teaching strategies to individual needs (Jones, 

2012; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004).  

Another structured partnership was PLC, Professional Learning Community. Teachers 

regularly collaborated with their PLC partners. A SPED teacher discussed the focus of their 
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collaboration during PLC time, “Definitely a lot of content; math was not an area of strength for 

me. So at the beginning, it was a lot of content questions. They had to teach me the math so 

that I could teach the kids”. The SPED teacher had a background in making things accessible 

but did not have the math specialty; therefore, they needed the support of the math PLC team to 

support their knowledge gap. PLC is a place for teachers to collaborate, gain knowledge and 

perfect their craft (Dever & Lash, 2013; Poekert, 2012; Teague & Anfara, 2012). It is a 

structured space to facilitate collaboration between teachers.  

In addition to structured collaboration, teachers collaborated when it was easy or natural 

for them. For example, they would share a space, and the proximity made it easy for them to 

ask questions, get advice, and solve problems. A GENED teacher shared their reason for 

collaborating, “accessibility. The people that I talked to they’re in my building. So, they are 

easier to communicate with; it’s more of a quick exchange.”  The teacher found it easier to 

collaborate with nearby teachers. Suggesting that participants commonly collaborate with easy 

access people, typically when they share a space or are nearby. Aligning with the current 

literature suggests that collaboration occurs with close people (Blackmore, 2008; Coburn et al., 

2013; Moolenar, 2012). A SPED teacher confirmed this when they discussed how a 

collaborative relationship had shifted over time,  

I think more now that I am in the same building has increased the amount we 
talk. Well, actually, I started out in his building. And then I moved to a different 
building for a while. And that's when we didn't talk as much, just being far away 
from each other. And but then moving back in, and we share a prep this year. So 
it's really easy for me to walk over on my prep period, knowing they are on their 
prep period and talk about students. 

The teacher reiterated that they have multiple opportunities to collaborate when people are 

nearby, thus collaborating more often.  

Although teachers found it convenient to collaborate with teachers nearby, they found it 

necessary to have openness and a willingness to collaborate. A SPED teacher described 

someone whom they collaborated with because of their openness: 
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Even if it's not specific advice is just great to have someone to talk to about 
education. They are another one who knows if I need to vent or if I need to get 
something off my shoulders, what was going on, I can go to and even if they 
don’t have an answer, they are a great listener. 

The teacher described a collaborative relationship that welcomed the collaboration. It supported 

the idea that collaboration occurs when there is a willingness to collaborate and a sense of trust. 

Willingness and trust support and promote collaboration (Daly et al., 2010; Farley-Ripple & 

Buttram, 2013; A. Wong, 2016).    

While role and proximity played a significant factor in collaboration, teachers 

collaborated because of their expertise, experience, and perspective. The bridge between social 

capital theory and social network theory is that people are valuable resources because of their 

knowledge. People will seek out others to collaborate with because of their specific expertise 

and knowledge (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Cho et al., 2005; Lee, 2014). A SPED teacher described 

their reason for collaboration: 

I came from an incredibly, incredibly conservative background. They have been a 
wealth of support information on understanding my own bias and dealing with 
particularly things like the LGBT community and stuff like that and working with 
those students and making sure to support them. They have been great for that 
as well.  

This teacher needed support in effectively supporting a diverse student population and sought 

out collaboration with a teacher with a unique perspective and background. 

While teachers collaborated to gain knowledge and to grow, they also collaborated to 

gain a different perspective. A GENED teacher described why they collaborated with another 

GENED teacher, “I talked with them about big picture concept things sometimes because I think 

they have a voice, a strong voice. I think they have a strong voice; people would listen to them, 

so I like to get their opinions of things”. Suggesting that teachers collaborated because they 

appreciated and needed a unique perspective; they sought after different voices to ensure a 

well-rounded perspective. As social network theory and social capital suggest, having access to 
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different ideas and perspectives is a strength (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Coburn et al., 2013; Struyve 

et al., 2016).  

Teachers collaborated to support classroom management and student behavior. A 

SPED teacher discussed collaborating with other teachers about behavior:   

I think a lot of it's the behavior stuff. Coming from elementary school background, 
behaviors in middle school are so different, and they are not handled in the same 
way, they don't respond to the same discipline or anything like what I was used 
to. I came in with a really warped sense of how I could focus a class. I think a lot 
of it was classroom management questions: How do I help this kid? How do I get 
him to work? How do I get her to write? And then the more that I got comfortable 
with that, the more it would be more detailed like you have you met this student? 
Have you had this kind of experience with a student? how can I help them 
support them more because it can't really teach until you get your kids to listen to 
you? 

They suggested that a significant reason for collaborating was gaining knowledge and insight 

into classroom management and behavior. Inclusion practices are not only supporting the 

academics but also the behavioral side, and teachers need to be well versed in supporting 

positive behavior to be supportive of a diverse classroom ( Fuchs & Fuchs, 1994; Fuchs et al., 

2015; Jones, 2012; Murphy, 1996).  

In summary, teachers collaborated as part of a team and to gain knowledge. The most 

common was a structured collaboration or based by role. Being in a collaborative partnership 

such as co-teachers, same department, or PLC facilitated collaboration. The second most 

common reason for collaborating was to access someone’s expertise, experience, or 

perspective. Lastly, teachers collaborated to support classroom management and behavior.  

Reason for Different Frequency of Collaboration 

In the section above, we learned about the reasons for collaboration. However, teachers 

collaborated with people at different frequencies than others. Some often collaborated, even 

daily, whereas others collaborated occasionally, and others collaborated seldomly. The 

following section will discuss the frequency and the reason for the frequency of collaboration.  
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Many teachers frequently collaborated, including multiple times a day, daily or multiple 

times per week. Teachers frequently collaborated to access a person’s expertise or experience. 

They also frequently collaborated through structured partnerships. Lastly, they frequently 

collaborated with teachers who were nearby.  

Many teachers frequently collaborate with a person because of their expertise and 

experience. A GENED shared their reason for frequently collaborating,  

just because I value their opinion so much about kids in general, about 
instruction, we agree on a lot of things. And I think they have the kid’s interest, 
kid’s achievement kids at heart. I say they are the smartest person on campus. 
Really cuz they see the value, plus they believe in avid. 

The teacher frequently collaborated a person because of their teaching philosophy and 

knowledge. They support the idea that teachers would go to specific individuals frequently 

because they valued the collaboration, the expertise, and the experience that the person could 

contribute and trusted that the collaboration would support students.  Bray, (2005b) and 

Kennedy et al., (2011) both discuss that to support a diverse student population, collaboration 

needs to occur with people who have the expertise and insight to support an array of learning 

needs effectively. By frequently collaborating with people who have the knowledge, insight, and 

overall expertise to support a diverse student population effectively, teachers are more 

equipped to include SWSN in their classrooms.  

Additionally, teachers frequently collaborated within structured partnerships. Teachers 

who were in structured partnerships such as co-teachers or PLC collaborated frequently. A 

SPED teacher described the collaboration with their GENED co-teacher, “We had that two hour 

block we spent a lot of time together. So really just being in the same room. And working with 

those same students and seeing how much they struggled. We had a lot of work to do with that 

group”. Because the co-teachers are both responsible for student learning, they needed to 

collaborate frequently. They would discuss what the students learned and struggle with and 

develop a more individualized educational approach. This frequent collaboration is necessary to 
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include SWSN because they need an individualized educational approach (Barton & Smith, 

2015; Jones, 2012; Villa & Thousand, 2005).  

Lastly, teachers collaborated frequently when it was easy and when the teacher was 

nearby. A GENED described why they frequently collaborated with a non-classroom educator,  

Honestly, they are with the inner circle because they are easy to find. They are in 
the frequent, just because I run into them a lot. So when I whenever I run into 
them and some things at the to. of my mind I bring it up 

The teacher regularly collaborated since they were part of their everyday experience and could 

quickly ask for support when needed—suggesting that frequent collaboration occurs when 

teachers frequently see each other and conveniently easy to access. The literature further 

supports that social network interactions are commonplace between close people (Coburn et 

al., 2012, 2013; Teague & Anfara, 2012).  

Frequent collaboration occurred when people felt welcomed, encouraged, and trusted. A 

SPED teacher frequent collaboration with a trusted colleague: 

I think they always made it clear that I could come to them and that being so 
welcoming, I really felt like I didn't have to be afraid to ask for help or feel like I 
was burdening them or was an inconvenience. They really made it clear right off 
the bat that they were willing to help. So that was nice 

The teacher described a relationship where collaboration was encouraged and welcomed—

demonstrating that open invitations encouraged collaboration. Since collaboration requires an 

element of trust, people need to feel invited, and this welcomes frequent collaboration (Teague 

& Anfara, 2012; Tschannen‐Moran, 2001).  Another teacher described the trust needed to 

collaborate: 

 It's easy for me to go to them and asked them about something because when 
you are asking the question, you're all of a sudden vulnerable little bit, you know 
you are, you put your own weakness out there. Not weakness but your own lack 
of understanding or whatever it is, it's not a weakness, but it's just like you're 
putting yourself out there saying, I don't know how to do this.  
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The teacher described how collaboration requires honesty and a relationship built on trust. 

Showing that collaboration, particularly frequent collaboration, can make someone feel 

vulnerable, and encouraging collaboration requires trust.  

 Teachers also collaborated occasionally, meeting monthly or every other month. 

Teachers discussed that occasional collaboration was essential to access specific expertise to 

support a challenge in their instruction. They also sought out people in specific roles to support 

occasional support. Lastly, they acknowledged that they collaborated with people with whom 

they had developed a working relationship.  

Teachers found themselves occasionally collaborating with people who have specific 

expertise. Participants were able to describe incidences when they needed specific assistance 

and access to a person’s expertise in that situation. A SPED teacher described the occasional 

collaboration with a person who specialized in behavior support. “A lot of the behaviors, 

because we were having behavior issues, they are a great resource for that, and they have a 

very calm perspective on it and doesn't overreact”. In this example, the SPED teacher reached 

out to a person for their expertise in behavior support strategies. Since behavior is supported by 

implementing strategies and developing them. 

While some teachers occasionally collaborated to access expertise, they also reported 

needing to access a person in a specific role. Commonly they needed someone in an 

administrative role or a SPED role. One SPED teacher discussed how often they collaborated 

with an administrator, “Depends on how often my kids are getting in trouble”. In this case, they 

occasionally collaborated with the administrator to support behavior. Teachers were able to 

solve many problems by collaborating, but there are times when an administrator is needed. As 

the SPED teacher described, they seek the support of the administrator when their students are 

struggling with behavior. Inclusive practices include supporting behavior in a tiered manner, 

starting with in-class strategies then progressing to more intensive support (Billingsley & Bettini, 

2019; Kauffman et al., 2018). Since teachers occasionally need more intensive behavior 
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support, it is understandable that teachers only occasionally collaborate with administrative 

roles. 

Teachers identified occasional collaboration with people they had developed a 

relationship. Participants discussed occasionally collaborating with a person because they once 

collaborated frequently due to a structured collaboration, but as teaching roles shifted, the 

collaboration frequency decreased. Collaborative relationships take time to build, and when the 

structured partnerships are over, teachers continue to collaborate but not at the same 

frequency.  Hunter and Hall (2018) and Tschannen‐Moran (2001) discuss the importance of 

trust in a collaborative relationship and identified that solid relationships built with a trust could 

last, supporting the idea that collaboration can occur beyond a structured partnership.  

Teachers discussed how there were times when they collaborated but only a few times a 

year, or seldomly. The seldom collaboration often occurred with GENED teachers, SPED 

teachers, teachers at other sites, administrators, counselors, friends, family, and online 

communities. Teachers identified that seldom collaboration occurred due to proximity, not being 

near a person, or only collaborating during specific teacher events. Additionally, seldom does 

collaboration occur with people who were considered remarkably busy and only collaborated 

when necessary. Lastly, seldom collaboration occurred with people for a specific problem or 

access to a resource.  

Seldom collaboration was often a result of proximity, no longer being near or at different 

school sites. The participants discussed collaborating with people at district professional training 

or meetings with other school sites. Since district meetings or training occur several times a 

year, participants would only collaborate during those opportunities. In other cases, participants 

discussed how they no longer were at the same site or in the same building, which reduced 

collaboration. A SPED teacher described how a change in proximity changed the frequency of 

collaboration: 
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I don't see them very often. Like we have very opposite schedules. And now that 
I'm not in the same building with them, I don't run into them very often. So, I'd say 
last year, I definitely talked to them more; last year was probably more once a 
week. But now I just, I really don't cross paths with them very often.  

The teacher described the shift in collaboration and how they could collaborate more frequently 

when near the person, but they collaborated less after moving to a different building. Many 

teachers described a similar experience, where they were frequently collaborating when a 

person was close by, but then as they moved, they no longer collaborated as frequently. 

Proximity is a known reason why people interact and collaborate; therefore, when people are no 

longer in proximity, they are not interacting and collaborating as frequently (Coburn et al., 2013; 

Teague & Anfara, 2012; von Mering, 2017).  

Teachers also described collaborating with people who were considered remarkably 

busy. The teachers described people in their outer circle as being in high-up positions, making 

them inaccessible due to their schedule demands. Therefore, teachers reported reaching out to 

these people only when necessary. A SPED teacher described reaching out to people who were 

higher up in their department, “I really only reached out to the seniors if I was in a bind that no 

one else could help me with. Even though they're available, I didn't use them as often as a 

resource”. They continued to describe why they don’t reach out more often, “I think because I 

know that they're insanely busy and people are constantly reaching out and they have their own 

caseloads and a lot on their plate. So, if I could get my answer elsewhere, then I would try to do 

that first and then go to them”. The teacher was reluctant to reach out to higher-level SPED 

teachers because of their schedule demands. Therefore, they would try to utilize other people 

before reaching out.  

Teachers described collaborating with people in their outer circle to gain access to a 

specific resource or when they had a specific question. A GENED teacher discussed their 

seldom collaboration with teachers at a different school site, “We do that very rarely, I think a 

couple of times we've reached out to them, see if we could borrow some equipment”. The 
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teacher collaborated with people at different school sites to access specialized equipment a few 

times a year. In this example, the equipment was only needed for a special event and borrowed 

when needed. Teachers described many occasions that occur once or twice a year where they 

need specific resources. Including periodic assessments, special events, curriculum themes, 

and SPED annual/triennial reviews.  

In summary, the frequency of collaboration was related to the purpose of collaboration. 

Frequent collaboration occurred in structured partnerships with specific roles such as a co-

teacher or PLC teammate. It also occurred to gain access to specific expertise or experience. 

Also, frequent collaboration occurred when it was easy to collaborate by either being nearby or 

having an open-door policy. Occasional collaboration occurred when teachers needed specific 

expertise; this was more student-specific and commonly related to behavior and classroom 

management support. It also occurred with people who have a specific role, such as an 

administrator. Additionally, it occurred with people who had built a relationship of collaboration. 

Seldom collaboration resulted from a change of proximity, for example, district training or with 

people who are no longer at the same school site. It occurred with people who were perceived 

as exceptionally busy, and therefore collaboration was limited to times when it was deemed 

necessary. Lastly, seldom collaboration occurred to access a specific resource or expertise, 

such as equipment for a special event.  

Collaboration for Inclusion 

The focus of this study was to learn about collaboration for inclusion, focusing on 

collaboration between teachers to support SWSN in their GENED classes. The teachers 

commonly discussed collaborating to address individual supports and strategies for a specific 

student. Additionally, collaboration occurred to support differentiation, to assist SWSN to access 

their curriculum. Finally, teachers collaborated to gain access to specific expertise.  

Teachers commonly collaborated to support SWSN in GENED classes by addressing 

individual students’ needs. Teachers commonly described the individualized and student-
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specific nature of their collaboration. A GENED teacher described collaborating with a SPED 

teacher, “usually it's very specific targeted certain student more, less on lesson planning and 

instruction like content, but more specific accommodations for students or suggestions on what 

how I can accommodate general assignments versus specific assignments for them”. In this 

example, the teacher collaborated with a SPED teacher to identify and learn more about 

targeted strategies and supports to ensure that the student can access the materials. 

Suggesting that collaboration at inclusive school sites often occurred to address specific student 

needs. Inclusion strategies suggest that instruction is individualized, and therefore collaboration 

is centered around individual needs (Barton & Smith, 2015; DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; 

Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004).  

Teachers regularly collaborated to aid in differentiation. Teachers collaborated to get 

ideas on how to scaffold and differentiate instruction. A GENED teacher discussed collaborating 

on curriculum and designing it with differentiation embedded to meet diverse learning needs: 

So, it's always there because it's always about when your curriculum writing. It's 
always about which way can I present this lesson that's accessible to the max 
number of kids. Can you keep the maximum number of kids' attention? Can most 
kids understand it? If they can't be understood what part of is going to be 
problematic for students, and how can we attack that? 

In this example, teachers collaborated to design the instruction to ensure everyone in their 

classroom was successful, including SWSN. Inclusion practices suggest being proactive in 

lesson design and design it to meet various learning needs (Thousand et al., 2015; Villa et al., 

2013; Villa & Thousand, 2017). 

Teachers also commonly collaborated to access specific expertise to support SWSN in 

their classrooms. Teachers discussed how they collaborated with different people to access 

their expertise. A GENED teacher discussed how collaborating with a specific person impacted 

their ability to support SWSN:  

They taught me more than all the rest because their style was so diametrically 
different from mine. For example, they focus heavily on wonderings instead of 
spending a lot of time on what we know. They spend most of their time on what 
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do we wonder, what do we want to find out which was a cultural shift for me and 
has shifted my teaching quite a bit. And it's good for special education students 
because you need to find out where they're starting from what they know. And 
where their thinking is leading them. If you're going to find out what's going to be 
a problem for them or how to get them where you need them to go.  

In this example, the teacher discussed how a person’s specific teaching style helped shape their 

teaching practices, which supported a diverse student population. Collaboration to support 

inclusion should include different approaches or styles. Since teachers often teach to their 

preferred learning preference, it is best to collaborate with people who have different expertise 

to develop instructional practices inclusive of all learning styles (Thousand et al., 2015; Villa et 

al., 2013).  

Teachers need to collaborate to support SWSN in their GENED classes. The focus of 

that collaboration was student-specific and had an individualized approach. Collaboration also 

included differentiation strategies, designing instruction to meet a diverse student population. 

Lastly, teachers collaborate to gain access to expertise.  

Teacher → Teacher Collaboration  

It is essential to understand why specific teacher types collaborate with other teacher 

types. In this section, we will learn why GENED teachers collaborated with GENED teachers 

and SPED teachers. We will also learn why SPED teachers collaborated with GENED teachers 

and SPED teachers.  

GENED teacher → GENED teacher collaboration. GENED teachers collaborated 

with other GENED teachers to support their teaching practices. Teachers commonly collaborate 

about pedagogy. Additionally, they collaborated to gain access to a unique perspective.  

GENED teachers collaborated with other GENED teachers to discuss pedagogy, the 

methods and practice of teaching. These collaborative sessions ranged from the curriculum 

used in the classroom, teaching strategies, classroom management, and more. A GENED 

teacher discussed what they had learned from collaborating with another GENED teacher: 
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Coming into teaching so late, like there's so much to it that is above and beyond 
what you learned in college, even when you do. I got my credential 2007 they 
don't teach you anything about taking roll. They don't teach you anything about 
administration about IEPs and everything else that goes along with teaching. 
They don't teach you that they just teach you basically you know, content, a little 
bit about classroom management, not enough, in my opinion, and then just the 
other stuff that you do when you're out on the field. But that's only a part of 
teaching, there's so much more to it that I just didn't have any idea about. They 
have been really invaluable in that way. 

In this example, the teacher was able to collaborate to learn the ins and outs of teaching. 

Suggesting that collaboration is necessary to assist teachers in learning all the dimensions of 

being a classroom teacher. Credential programs can only prepare a teacher to an extent, but 

practical on-the-job learning can occur through collaboration to help fill those gaps in knowledge 

(Collins et al., 2017; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004; Poekert, 2012).  

GENED teachers collaborated with other GENED teachers to gain a unique perspective. 

The teachers described how it was beneficial to get a different perspective. It led them to new 

teaching strategies, different approaches to the topic, engagement methods, and other things 

that impacted their teaching. One GENED described how this occurred:  

 I think about my conversations with Stephanie, to find out what she is doing, like, 
can you show me your interactive notebook? She shows me what kinds of things 
they are doing. And so that conversation helps me understand what she's doing. 
But also, it might roll over into what I'm doing. Oh, that's a good idea for the 
interactive notebook, but it's not struggling with my interactive notebook or tell me 
what you're doing. It's more getting the benefits of what she's doing through the 
conversation. 

In this example, the GENED teacher used natural conversations to access different 

perspectives and approaches and how it can positively impact their teaching practices by 

utilizing that innovative approach or different take. One of the great benefits of collaboration is 

gaining access to different perspectives, personalities, strengths, and talents (Lee, 2014; 

Poekert, 2012; Wenger, 1999).  

GENED teachers → SPED teachers. GENED teachers commonly collaborated with 

SPED teachers about differentiation. Most GENED teachers discussed the focus of 
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collaboration with SPED to support their SWSN in their classes. One GENED teacher described 

their collaboration with a SPED teacher:  

We talk every other day regarding daily assignments catching students up on 
content. If we’re doing reading, we talk about small group reading assignments. 
We have a quick debrief at the end of the period to discuss any challenges or 
potential assistance for students. I ask them if the strategies work for particular 
students, such as reading groups participation levels and organization. Usually, 
ask their advice on how the students performed with a particular task and what 
modifications accommodations could be provided to help students even further. 

In this example, the GENED teacher discussed accommodation, differentiation, and scaffolding 

to support SWSN in class. Collaboration between GENED and SPED commonly focused on 

supporting SWSN in their classes to be successful. This type of collaboration is essential for 

inclusion;  GENED teachers are the masters of content but need SPED teachers who specialize 

in making content accessible to SWSN, and the collaboration between the two ensures that all 

students are accessing the curriculum (Friziellie et al., 2016; Thousand et al., 2015; Villa et al., 

2013). 

SPED teachers → GENED teachers. SPED teachers collaborate with GENED 

teachers as a function of their role (i.e., co-teacher, case manager) and to access expertise. 

The SPED teachers described the focus of their collaboration with GENED teachers as an 

essential element of their role. One SPED teacher described collaboration with a GENED 

teacher to support case management:  

In this example, the SPED Typically, I’d be going to them to get information 
about how students are doing in their class or to hear out their concerns because 
a lot of the time, kids are really great in small group and then not so great in the 
classroom. They would also give me strategies on how they were dealing with 
those behaviors are dealing with those communication issues in the classroom. 
So that would be helpful to try to be consistent. 

teacher collaborated to monitor progress to see if students are generalizing skills and 

develop strategies to support the students. They also collaborated to ensure 

consistency of language and strategies used both in a small group setting and in the 

classroom. Inclusion requires GENED and SPED teachers to be in constant 
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communication to ensure that students are making progress on their individual goals in 

addition to curriculum learning targets  (Friziellie et al., 2016; Lawrence-Brown & 

Muschaweck, 2004).  

Additionally, SPED teachers collaborated with GENED teachers to access 

expertise. The SPED teachers discussed how they were continuously learning to be 

effective since SPED is individualized and every student has unique needs. To support 

this learning, they would reach out to different teachers who had different expertise. 

One SPED teacher described why they collaborated with a particular GENED teacher:  

Because they are really, really smart. They know what they are doing. And 
I think they are really good at differentiating the curriculum for students in 
a way that I’ve never really seen before, and most of my training has come 
from the classes that I’ve taken, I don’t have enough in-person experience 
to feel like a professional in that, and I’m learning, but he just has it 
mastered. And so going to them and asking, how can I make this easier 
for this kid so that they can show what they know without making them fall 
apart. And they have so many ideas all the time. 

In this example, the SPED teacher was going to the GENED teacher to learn content-

specific differentiation strategies. Although the SPED teacher had been working as a 

SPED teacher for several years, they still needed support in a specific area which the 

GENED teacher provided. Teacher preparation programs cannot fully prepare teachers 

due to the wide range of practice; therefore, teachers rely on each other to gain the 

knowledge and skills necessary to support their specific teaching placement (Brannan & 

Bleistein, 2012; Jones, 2012; Kim et al., 2017).  

SPED teacher → SPED teacher Collaboration. SPED teachers collaborated with 

other SPED teachers to support specific students and as a function of their role. Teachers 

identified the focus of their collaboration to monitor progress, collect observational data, and 

discuss needs and appropriate supports.  
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SPED teachers collaborated with other SPED teachers to support specific 

students. The teachers discussed how they would collaborate to develop strategies and 

scaffolds to help students succeed in their classes. One SPED teacher discussed 

collaboration with another SPED teacher, “It was usually consulting about students that 

we shared and how they were doing in class and What we wanted them to work on 

next? What would be the next step?”  In this case, the teachers discussed each 

student’s progress, created goals, and developed an action plan to support progress. 

This type of collaboration is essential to making inclusion effective since students need 

individualized attention and support (Barton & Smith, 2015; Sovgir, 2017).  

SPED teachers would collaborate with other SPED teachers as a part of their 

role. SPED teachers often hold multiple roles at a campus. They ranged from IEP case 

managers, classroom teachers, co-teachers, self-contained classroom teachers, and 

small group teachers at this school site. As a part of their role, they would collaborate 

with other SPED teachers. For example, one SPED teacher who was both a case 

manager and a co-teacher described why they collaborated with another co-teacher: 

I found them to be a great person to discuss what the kids are doing 
quietly that might not I might not be seen. They had a great pulse of the 
class. They were with the students before I would be so I could come in 
and not have to interrupt the GENED teacher and find out exactly what the 
pulse of the class. I check-in and we would figure out where to go. And 
then, if they had a question about the co-teaching or students, they would 
come to my classroom and ask me questions. They were a great person 
for me to go to for information about students that I didn’t know much 
about. If they were like students on my caseload say I was trying to 
prepare an IEP I go to GENED teacher and also ask them because a lot of 
times they would give me what is really happening. 

In this case, the SPED teachers collaborated because of multiple roles; as a case 

manager conducting data collection and as a co-teacher working with the same GENED 
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teacher. This collaboration enabled the participant to have a unique understanding of 

the students they were supporting. 

In summary, GENED and SPED teachers needed to collaborate to be supportive 

of a diverse student population. GENED teachers collaborated with other GENED 

teachers to gain a different perspective and perfect pedagogical practices for their 

students. GENED teachers collaborated with SPED teachers to support differentiation. 

SPED teachers collaborated with GENED teachers as a function of their role as a case 

manager or co-teacher and to gain access to specific expertise. Finally, SPED teachers 

collaborated with other SPED teachers as a function of their role as a case manager, 

co-teacher, classroom teacher, or small group teacher and to individualize student 

support.  

Supports and Barriers of Collaboration  

In understanding collaboration from the teacher’s perspective, it is necessary to 

understand what supports and limits collaboration. In the following section, we will learn what 

teachers think promotes and aids collaboration. We will also learn what restrains and hinders 

collaboration.  

Supports collaboration. Teachers were able to describe what supports collaboration. 

All teachers identified dedicated time. Additionally, the ability to build relationships and trust was 

essential to support collaboration.  

Every teacher described having time within their schedule as necessary to facilitate 

collaboration. Without dedicated time, teachers struggled to make collaboration occur 

consistently and with fidelity. One GENED teacher described how to support collaboration “for 

me opportunities for face-to-face discussion. To me, the best trainings are the ones where we 

sit and talk out our ideas”. Suggesting that time supports the ability to collaborate and have 
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meaningful discussions. A SPED teacher discussed the importance of dedicated time, “time! 

Most of the time that I spend collaborating with teachers is either at lunch or via text on my own 

time. Having that time to actually sit down where it’s part of my workday makes it much more 

focused”. Again, showing that having time dedicated towards collaboration supported the ability 

to collaborate. Instead of finding the time or making time outside of school hours, teachers could 

truly collaborate and dive into deep discussions and exchanges of resources to improve their 

teaching practices and effectively support their diverse classroom. To effectively be inclusive, 

teachers need time to work with each other to develop instruction to meet student needs (Jones, 

2012; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004; Sovgir, 2017).  

Teachers also discussed the fostering collaborative partnerships and building 

relationships as a supporter of collaboration. The participants discussed that they were more 

likely to collaborate with someone they already know and have a relationship with whom they 

can trust as they open up, ask questions, and solve problems. One GENED teacher described 

how building relationships and the culture of collaboration supported their collaboration:  

I think the fact that we meet all of us meet once a week and we do those pds 
days, where and get to know all the teachers in a varying degree. That sort of 
helps because you feel as though you are you part of a community and you know 
everyone is really helpful and everyone’s very knowledgeable with far more 
experienced than me. Everybody has got their own way of doing things different 
teachers at different ideas and classroom management. 

In this example, the teacher found regular meeting times that allowed teachers to get to know 

each other and learn their strengths and expertise, which supported collaboration. When the 

teachers were able to get to know each other, they learned who has what specialty and where 

to go for specific advice. They also felt comfortable taking risks, asking questions, and 

challenging their teaching practices when they had a relationship with the person. Social capital 

is useless if people do not understand what capital an individual has (Coburn & Russell, 2008; 

Tierney, 2006). Therefore, it is necessary to understand the capital within a collaborative 

community. Furthermore, collaboration occurs between people who trust each other and have 
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built a safe space where they are valued and encouraged to take risks and be vulnerable with 

each other (Dufour, 2011; Hunter & Hall, 2018; Tschannen‐Moran, 2001). 

Teachers agreed that time to collaborate was necessary. When teachers had the time 

built into their schedules, they were more willing and able to collaborate. Additionally, teachers 

found that trust through built relationships supported collaboration. Since collaboration is an 

essential part of inclusion, supporting collaboration supports the inclusion of SWSN in GENED 

classes.  

Collaboration Barriers. Teachers were able to identify barriers to collaboration. All 

teachers agreed that lack of time prevented collaboration. Also, they found that heavy structures 

limited collaboration. Other barriers to collaboration included teachers’ unwillingness to 

collaborate, conflicting viewpoints, and being an outlier subject or a non-core subject.  

Teachers described lack of time as the most significant barrier to collaboration. They 

described either not having enough time or scheduling conflicts that prevented collaboration. 

One GENED teacher described how monthly planning sessions were insufficient and did not 

allow for meaningful collaboration that would impact the daily lessons: 

I don’t plan a month and ahead because if I planned a month and ahead find 
after a week that they’re [students] not where I thought they were. They are 
ahead of where I thought they were, they’re there behind or they went in a whole 
different tangent that I didn’t predict, but it’s where their interest lies, and I need 
to go with it. I do a student-centered classroom so planning more than a week 
ahead is not workable in that sort of scenario. And then just like a rough outline 
of what we’re going to cover. 

In this case, the teacher was frustrated because meeting with other teachers, including SPED, 

was only monthly. The infrequency of collaboration only allowed for surface-level discussion and 

not in-depth collaboration that identified who got the concept and who needs more support. If 

wanting to be more inclusive, collaboration needs to be frequent and in-depth. It needs to be 

practical and in real-time, where teachers can come together to use student work to determine 

who is understanding, what are they understanding, and at what level of mastery  (Brown et al., 

2013; Friziellie et al., 2016; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004; Leane, 2014).  
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Teachers identified flexibility within collaborative time, as necessary. Teachers described 

the ideal collaboration as dedicated time with a focus. When the collaborative time was too 

structured, it became forced and inauthentic. They also described it as not meaningful 

collaborative time. One GENED teacher described too structured of time and how it limited 

collaboration:  

I would like to think that the PLC time was helping but I find that that those forced 
times are not the most authentic times. I find a lot of collaborations come out this 
year in the shared trainings, particularly the lighthouse trainings [co-teaching] 
because it was nice to be able to focus on special ed with teachers and that the 
actual focus of what we were talking about because it forced them to take that 
perspective. 

This teacher described PLC with a substantial structure to be limiting. They discussed how PLC 

with a specific purpose, such as identifying students to mentor or identifying failing students, not 

to provide authentic collaboration. Instead, they found that collaboration provided enough 

structure and flexibility to allow for meaningful collaboration when there was an overarching 

purpose to collaboration. Authentic and meaningful collaboration requires a focus to help guide 

conversations, but it can hinder collaboration when the focus is narrowed (Brown et al., 2013; 

Friziellie et al., 2016; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004). 

Teachers agreed that insufficient time limits their ability to collaborate. In order to 

collaborate effectively, teachers required dedicated time. However, that time needs to have a 

guiding purpose. Teachers found that when collaboration time was too structured, it limited 

meaningful and authentic collaboration. 

Teacher recommendations. The teachers were able to identify what supports and 

limits collaboration. They were also able to make recommendations that they felt would support 

collaboration. The most common recommendation was to increase structured but flexible time to 

collaborate. Also, they wanted to complete observations of both their students and other 

teachers.  
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Teachers recommended more structured but also flexible time to collaborate. They 

described the structure as setting up partnerships such as grade level or content area and 

designating an overarching goal. However, that goal needed to be flexible enough to be 

practical for all teachers. One GENED teacher described the balance of structured and flexible 

collaborative time with SPED teachers:  

I think at least once a month, having that structured time where this is what 
you’re focusing on because we can look at assignments that are pretty typical 
like I always did my notes. The same way you know we could look at how I do 
notes and any offers and look at samples of students work that are on caseload 
[SWSN] and offer specific instructional strategies. Really focusing and looking at 
specific student work because we never looked at special education student’s 
bodies of work. But it was never assessed with that special education in mind. 
And have SPED look at their samples too and look at what I’m asking them to do 
versus what another student has done. 

 In this case, the GENED teacher recommended having the common goal of looking at SWSN 

notes and finding ways to scaffold and differentiate notetaking. The teachers described the 

importance of flexibility to allow for practical collaboration. In this case, note-taking is a flexible 

goal because all content areas teach notetaking. Another suggestion was to have open forum 

collaboration sessions with SPED teachers. The open forum would allow teachers to meet with 

SPED teachers to collaborate based on their needs. Including meeting with case managers 

about a specific student, with SPED teachers who work commonly within a particular content 

area and can support differentiation or access their wide range of supports and strategies.  

Teachers requested time to complete observations. The teachers discussed the benefits 

of observing their students learn from someone else, allowing for a different perspective since 

they are relieved from instruction and can observe in a passive role in the classroom. Teachers 

also discussed the benefit of observing other teachers. One GENED teacher discussed an 

observational practice called walk-throughs, where they observe multiple classrooms:  

We should all be doing regular walk-throughs. What we’re able to see is, oh I do 
that too and I need to fix that. That’s a great idea or I’d like to try that in my room. 
We see some things that shouldn’t be happening. But we see that in a way that 
helps us inform our practice. It’s not to be critical of that teacher and saying, oh 
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my god, I can’t believe that’s happening, but it’s really about being reflective 
based on what we saw and learning from that. 

The teacher described the ability to see how other teachers implement teaching strategies that 

can improve one’s teaching practices. Observing other teachers can be informative; it helps 

show how the same concept or practice can be different. Some of the best lessons can be from 

other teachers; seeing how they put their spin and their interpretation of something and then 

reflecting on one own teaching practice can highlight the strengths and identify areas of 

improvement.  

The teachers identified more dedicated time as a way to improve collaboration. They 

found that they could effectively collaborate when a goal was practical to every content area. 

They also found that observation supported collaboration because it provided a different 

perspective to the same subject and teaching practices. Teachers encourage these practices to 

support collaboration.  

Summary 

The case study at Reeve Middle School addressed the two questions:  what SPED and 

GENED collaboration networks look like at an inclusive school? And why? How do teachers 

describe collaboration at their inclusive school site?  

The meta-network provided an overview of all the ego networks at Reeve Middle school. 

The network contained 50% GENED, 34% SPED, 8% non-classroom educators, and 8% non-

educator. From this, it was notable that 34% of the network was SPED to support 19% of the 

student population, SWSN. The meta-network also identified key collaborators. These key 

collaborators were identified in 75% of the teacher’s ego network. A GENED and a SPED 

teacher, as well as a non-classroom educator, were frequent collaborators. The roles and the 

expertise of these collaborators facilitated collaboration. Additionally, these collaborators 

welcomed collaboration and fostered a culture of collaboration.  
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The ego networks of individual teachers provided an in-depth understanding of the 

collaborative networks. The largest network was a SPED teacher who had been working at the 

site for 10 years. The network consisted of 24 people and had developed relationship and trust 

through structured partnerships. The smallest network was a GENED teacher who had been 

working at the site for 2 years. The teacher collaborated with people they saw in their daily view 

and shared content areas or students. The average networks size was 14 people. The average 

number of years working at the school was 8.5 years and the average number of years 

collaborating was 5.5 years.  

Teachers commonly collaborated with people who they frequently interacted with. 

Including teachers in the same building, on collaborative teams, and PLC members. They also 

collaborated with teachers who taught the same content area or grade level and utilized that 

time to support SWSN. The SPED teachers collaborated with other SPED teachers to problem 

solve student specific challenges and to maintain IEP compliance procedures.  

The teachers were able to describe collaboration at their school. Collaboration occurred 

mostly in person but also via email. In person collaboration provided convenience for teachers 

who frequently interacted. It also allowed for deeper conversations that included sensitive 

information about students. Email was convenient for teachers who needed quick questions 

answered and did not require teachers to schedule.  

The teachers identified common reasons for collaboration. The most common reason 

was a structured collaboration between specific roles. For example, teachers collaborated with 

their co-teachers, department, and PLC. Another reason for collaboration was the ease of 

collaboration; these teachers shared space, frequently interacted, or welcomed the 

collaboration. A common reason for collaborating with a specific person was their expertise or 

perspective. Lastly, teachers often collaborated for support with classroom management or 

student behavior.  



 

100 

Many teachers frequently collaborated, including multiple times a day, daily or multiple 

times per week. Teachers frequently collaborated to access a person’s expertise or experience. 

They also frequently collaborated through structured partnerships. Lastly, they frequently 

collaborated with teachers who were nearby.  

The focus of this study was to learn about collaboration for inclusion, focusing on 

collaboration between teachers to support SWSN in their GENED classes. The teachers 

commonly discussed collaborating to address individual supports and strategies for a specific 

student. Additionally, collaboration occurred to support differentiation, to assist SWSN to access 

their curriculum. Finally, teachers collaborated to gain access to specific expertise.  

GENED and SPED teachers needed to collaborate to be supportive of a diverse 

student population. GENED teachers collaborated with other GENED teachers to gain a 

different perspective and perfect pedagogical practices for their students. GENED 

teachers collaborated with SPED teachers to support differentiation. SPED teachers 

collaborated with GENED teachers as a function of their role as a case manager or co-

teacher and to gain access to specific expertise. Finally, SPED teachers collaborated 

with other SPED teachers as a function of their role as a case manager, co-teacher, 

classroom teacher, or small group teacher and to individualize student support.  

The teachers identified more dedicated time as a way to improve collaboration. They 

found that they could effectively collaborate when a goal was practical to every content area. 

They also found that observation supported collaboration because it provided a different 

perspective to the same subject and teaching practices. Teachers encourage these practices to 

support collaboration. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

A case study at Reeve Middle school was able to identify how teachers at this inclusive 

school site collaborate to support students and particularly SWSN. The study included eight 

teachers from Reeve Middle. Five of the teachers were GENED teachers, and three of the 

teachers were SPED teachers. Teachers participated in semi-structured interviews where they 

described their collaborative networks. The focus of the study was to specifically identify 

GENED and special education teachers within the collaborative networks and understand their 

role and responsibility within the network. The study aimed to answer the following two research 

questions: 

• What do the collaborative networks of general and special education teachers look 

like at an inclusive school site?  

• How do general and special education teachers collaborate to support inclusion?  

The teachers mapped out their collaborative ego networks utilizing a concentric circle 

diagram to represent their network. The concentric circle diagram assisted with name 

generating, enabling teachers to think beyond the school site and include people on different 

campuses or even other industries. The diagram also facilitated teachers to list collaborators 

based on the frequency of collaboration. After completing the concentric circles, the teachers 

described their ego network and provided a rationale for the network. In addition, teachers 

provided collaboration through a teacher’s lens and described how collaboration supports 

students.  

Data processing included a two-step method. First, social network data were analyzed 

using ego-network analysis techniques (Crossley et al., 2015). The analysis provided a 

visualization of the ego network. In addition, it provided social network metrics such as the 

degree or tie central tendency, which provided the size of the network. It also provided the tie 

dispersion, which indicates the distribution of teacher types among the networks. Indicated by 

H, an H value of .5 indicates an even distribution of teacher types within the network (Borgatti et 
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al., 2018;  Crossley et al., 2015; Mamas et al., 2019). The alter central tendency indicated the 

breakdown of the network by gender (Mamas et al., 2019). The second step of the process 

included immersing in interview transcripts and coding, using both in-vivo and axial coding 

techniques to identify themes within the data (Creswell, 2012; Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Finally, 

selective coding techniques were used to divide the data into categories, themes, and details 

(Mills et al., 2010). These analysis techniques provided an understanding of GENED and SPED 

collaborative teacher networks.  

Summary of Findings 

The findings from the study were organized around each research question. First 

understanding, what do the collaborative networks of GENED, and SPED teachers look like at 

an inclusive school site? And why? Subsequently, how do GENED teachers and SPED 

teachers collaborate to support a diverse student body?  

In understanding what SPED and GENED collaboration networks look like at an 

inclusive school and why; a meta-network was compiled using the ego-networks of each 

individual teacher. The meta-network provided a broad view understanding of the collective ego-

networks. The network included GENED teachers, SPED teachers, paraprofessionals, 

administration, counseling, support teachers, teachers from neighboring schools, friends, 

including those made in preparatory programs, family members, online websites, and online 

communities. The meta-network was able to show that even though the student population was 

19% SWSN, SPED accounted for 34% of the network. The student and teacher population 

difference indicated that this inclusive school site had proportionally more specially trained 

teachers than students. Also, the meta-network identified three key collaborators, a GENED 

teacher, a non-classroom educator, and a SPED teacher. While teachers collaborated with 

them as a result of their roles and access to their expertise, they welcomed collaboration and 

fostered a culture of collaboration and inclusion. 
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After understanding the collaborative networks at the macro scale, a narrowed focus of 

the individual ego-networks provided a deeper understanding. The study collected eight 

teachers’ collaborative ego networks and narrowed the focus on a highly connected teacher, a 

limited connected teacher, and average connected GENED and SPED teachers’ ego networks.  

The highly connected teacher was a SPED teacher who had been teaching at the site 

for ten years. The network included SPED teachers and staff, GENED teachers, administrators, 

councilors, and friends. They frequently collaborated with people they worked with daily or 

frequently saw during the day. Additionally, they collaborated with people with whom they had 

built a relationship and trusted. They occasionally collaborated with other special educators as a 

function of their case management duties. They collaborated to monitor progress, discussed 

IEP compliance, and co-constructed IEPs. They also occasionally collaborated with non-

classroom educators to support students who exhausted typical teacher support and needed a 

more individualized support system. Often the individualized support was to support behavioral 

needs to ensure access to the GENED instruction. Seldom collaboration occurred with people 

who supported the teacher’s social/emotional aspects. The focus of that collaboration These 

non-classroom educators provided social-emotional support for the participant, easing some of 

the emotional exhaustion that commonly occurs with special educators.  

The limited connected teacher was a GENED teacher who had worked at the school site 

for two years. They identified having a small network of collaborators and explained how they 

collaborate with people in the same space, built relationships with and shared students. These 

teachers were nearby, shared content areas, or shared students. Frequent collaboration 

focused on instruction and students. The teacher would collaborate seldomly with a non-

classroom educator when stuck and needed guidance—also looking to that person for 

leadership and direction.  

While understanding the extremes within the data set, it was essential to compare 

averages. A GENED and SPED teacher with an average-sized collaborative network was 
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identified and analyzed in depth. The GENED teacher had been teaching for ten years but 

teaching at the school site for two. The SPED teacher had been teaching for six years and at 

the school site for two years. The teachers frequently collaborated with people nearby and 

within the same grade level. They were able find stolen moments throughout the day when 

teachers could get the input and perspective on lessons. The frequent collaboration provided an 

opportunity to align instruction and ensure consistency.  

The teachers occasionally collaborated with other teachers, both SPED and GENED, to 

improve their teaching practice. Often the focus of the occasional collaboration was to learn or 

improve their instructional strategies. Also, they collaborated occasionally to gain new strategies 

to support the individual needs of SWSN. The SPED teacher collaborated with people who 

understood SPED’s compliance side, which includes IEP meetings, data collection, and 

monitoring progress. Furthermore, they found it beneficial to collaborate with non-educators 

when a significant event emotionally challenged them.  

After learning what do SPED and GENED collaboration networks look like at an inclusive 

school, and why, the study aimed to understand how teachers describe collaboration at their 

inclusive school site (see second research question). 

Teachers collaborated to gain knowledge and to grow. They sought out the advice of 

others to access their expertise and knowledge. They also collaborated to gain a different 

perspective. Since the teachers had different backgrounds, they utilized their differences to 

support a diverse student population. They also collaborated to support classroom management 

and student behavior. They were improving their ability to have students learn in a safe and 

welcoming environment.  

Collaboration was primarily due to a structured collaboration, meaning they were 

working together for a common purpose such as co-teachers, grade level team, same 

department, PLC members. Teachers were placed with partners or on teams which created a 
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need to collaborate. Another partnership was student case managers, SPED and GENED 

teachers would collaborate with the SPED teachers who were student IEP case managers.  

In addition to structured collaboration, teachers collaborated when it was easy or natural 

for them. For example, they would share a space, and the proximity made it easy for them to 

ask questions, get advice, and solve problems. Although teachers found it convenient to 

collaborate with teachers nearby, they found it necessary to have openness and a willingness to 

collaborate. Teachers felt comfortable approaching and collaborating when there was an open 

invitation 

The focus of this study was to learn about collaboration for inclusion, focusing on 

collaboration between teachers to support SWSN in their GENED classes. The teachers 

commonly discussed collaborating to address individual supports and strategies for a specific 

student. The collaboration provided opportunities to support individual needs and provide 

personalized and individualized education based on student needs. Additionally, collaboration 

occurred to support differentiation, to assist SWSN to access their curriculum. Teachers were 

able to include scaffolds, accommodations, and modifications to provide accessible education 

for SWSN. Finally, teachers collaborated to gain access to specific expertise. The school site 

had teachers from different backgrounds with different skillsets, understandings, and 

perspectives. The diversity provided an opportunity to collaborate and tap into each other as a 

resource. 

Teachers identified reasons for seeking the advice of particular teacher types. GENED 

teachers collaborated with other GENED teachers to support their teaching practices. Teachers 

commonly collaborate about pedagogy. Additionally, they collaborated to gain access to a 

different perspective. GENED teachers commonly collaborated with SPED teachers about 

differentiation. Most GENED teachers discussed the focus of collaboration with SPED to 

support their SWSN in their classes. SPED teachers collaborate with GENED teachers as a 

function of their role (i.e., co-teacher, case manager) and to access expertise. The SPED 
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teachers described the focus of their collaboration with GENED teachers as an essential 

element of their role. SPED teachers collaborated with other SPED teachers to support specific 

students and as a function of their role. Teachers identified the focus of their collaboration to 

monitor progress, collect observational data, and discuss needs and appropriate supports 

Teachers were able to describe what supports collaboration. All teachers identified 

dedicated time. Every teacher described having time within their schedule as necessary to 

facilitate collaboration. Without dedicated time, teachers struggled to make collaboration occur 

consistently and with fidelity. Additionally, the ability to build relationships and trust was 

essential to support collaboration. The teachers discussed that they were more likely to 

collaborate with someone they already know and have a relationship with whom they can trust 

as they open up, ask questions, and solve problems 

Conversely, teachers were able to identify barriers that limited or prevented 

collaboration. All teachers agreed that lack of time prevented collaboration. They described 

either not having enough time or scheduling conflicts that prevented collaboration. Also, they 

found that heavy structures limited collaboration. Teachers identified flexibility within 

collaborative time, as necessary. Teachers described the ideal collaboration as dedicated time 

with a focus. When the collaborative time was too structured, it became forced and inauthentic. 

Other barriers to collaboration included teacher’s unwillingness to collaborate, conflicting 

viewpoints, and being an outlier subject or a non-core subject.  

The teachers were able to make recommendations that they felt would support 

collaboration. The most common recommendation was to increase structured but flexible time to 

collaborate. Teachers recommended more structured but also flexible time to collaborate. They 

described the structure as setting up partnerships such as grade level or content area and 

designating an overarching goal. However, that goal needed to be flexible enough to be 

practical for all teachers. Also, they wanted to complete observations of both their students and 

other teachers. Observing other teachers can be informative; it helps show how the same 
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concept or practice can be different. Some of the best lessons can be from other teachers; 

seeing how they put their spin and their interpretation of something and then reflecting on one 

own teaching practice can highlight the strengths and identify areas of improvement. 

The teachers at Reeve Middle school were able to describe and explain their 

collaborative networks. They were able to provide a rationale as to why their collaborative 

networks looked the way they did. They were also able to provide their description of 

collaboration. They focused on how they utilized their collaborative network to support the 

inclusion of SWSN in classrooms. In addition to describing collaboration, they were able to 

identify what supports collaboration and what are barriers. They provided recommendations on 

how to improve collaboration. This information provided a thorough understanding of 

collaboration. The subsequent section will discuss how these findings contribute to the greater 

knowledge about collaboration for inclusionary purposes.  

Discussion of Findings 

The findings from the case study were able to inform and add to the current 

understanding of collaborative networks and how that supports SWSN to be successful in 

inclusive classrooms. Moreover, it was able to inform and add to the current understanding of 

teacher collaboration and how collaboration supports the inclusion of SWSN in GENED 

classrooms.  

Collaborative Networks and Inclusion 

The study was able to learn how collaborative networks form and function at an inclusive 

school site. Collaborative networks at Reeve Middle formed as a result of proximity. Teachers 

who were nearby collaborated frequently and utilized natural resources to support their teaching 

practices. Additionally, teachers who were in structured partnerships worked together and 

collaborated to improve their teaching. As an inclusive school site, the network included many 

SPED teachers who utilized their expertise and knowledge to provide an inclusive education 
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that supported the wide range of SWSN. Lastly, the networks formed and continued as a result 

of a relationship built on trust.  

Proximity. The study was able to identify that proximity was a significant factor in whom 

a teacher collaborated with and how frequently a teacher collaborates. Frequent collaboration 

occurred between teachers who were in the same building. Teachers found that they could 

frequently check in, ask questions, seek advice, and get feedback when a teacher was nearby. 

Experts agree that connections are made and supported when a person is easily accessible, 

including nearby (Borgatti et al., 2009; Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Daly et al., 2010; Liu et al., 2017). 

The ease of collaboration with a teacher nearby supported the teachers’ ability to support a 

diverse student population. Teachers reported they would use these frequent collaborations to 

monitor student understanding and adjust instruction accordingly. They would also ask 

questions to understand and support the unique learning needs of their students. Likewise, they 

also would seek feedback from other teachers; this included reviewing a teaching tool such as a 

graphic organizer, generating sentence frames, and previewing texts to ensure accessibility. 

Proximity can support collaborative networks; experts understand that when people are nearby, 

they interact more frequently, which provides opportunities to collaborate (Coburn & Russell, 

2008; Daly et al., 2010; Liu et al., 2017; Moolenaar & Daly, 2012). The frequent collaborations 

provided opportunities for teachers to work together and utilize their strengths and expertise to 

support a diverse student population  

Teachers often collaborated with those who were easily accessible. Recognizing the 

challenges of scheduling and holding formal collaborative sessions, teachers utilized the 

resources around them. All the teachers collaborated with the teacher next door, where they 

could pop into the classroom, get some quick feedback, and ask questions. This quick informal 

collaboration was the most common type of collaboration. Social network theory recognizes that 

people often interact with people who are easily accessible (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Datnow, 

2012; Liu et al., 2017; Moolenar, 2012; Van Waes & Van den Bossche, 2020); in the education 
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setting, this includes the next-door teacher. This quick, frequent collaboration also applied to 

collaborative partnerships that shared space. Teachers collaborated multiple times a class 

period with their co-teachers and paraprofessionals. This real-time collaboration supported 

teachers to make informed decisions that supported students learning as they were learning. 

The benefit of co-teaching provides the opportunity for teachers to work together with the 

students and directly support their learning while they are learning (Brown et al., 2013; Keefe & 

Moore, 2004; Villa et al., 2013).  

The study was able to build upon social network theory in education and understand 

how the proximity of teachers can support collaboration. Social network theory recognizes that 

people often reach out to those who are nearby and easily accessible (Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; 

Datnow, 2012; Liu et al., 2017; Moolenar, 2012; Van Waes & Van den Bossche, 2020). In the 

education setting, this means that nearby teachers who can be accessed quickly are common 

collaborators. To add to current understanding, this includes SPED teachers.  

At Reeve Middle, SPED teachers who were nearby and easily accessible were frequent 

collaborators. It is important to understand how proximity to SPED teachers impacted the social 

network. Since SPED teachers at inclusive school sites commonly support multiple classrooms, 

these teachers were in multiple collaborative networks (Brown et al., 2013; Keefe & Moore, 

2004; Villa et al., 2013). Their ability to be in multiple collaborative networks identifies SPED 

teachers as key collaborators. As key collaborators, SPED teachers are vessels of essential 

information and leaders when supporting SWSN (Carolan, 2014; Coburn & Russell, 2008; 

Moolenaar & Daly, 2012; von Mering, 2017; Wong, 2016). Their expertise in accessible and 

inclusive education informs how teachers include and support SWSN in the GENED 

classrooms. Therefore, it is imperative that SPED teachers receive the proper training on the 

latest research and evidence-based practices to support the diverse learning needs of SWSN. 

As inclusive experts identify, the field of SWSN and SPED is ever-evolving, with a new 

understanding of disabilities and improved best practices to ensure SWSN can access and 



 

110 

thrive in the classroom (Bianco, 2005; Forlin, 2010; Jones, 2012; Kirk et al., 2014; US 

Department of Education, 2018). When SPED teachers have the latest understanding of 

disabilities and best practices to support the diverse needs, they can distribute that information 

across their network. As key collaborators, this will ensure that the school site has the 

information necessary to support SWSN appropriately and effectively in their classroom 

Structured Partnerships. Structured collaborative partnerships influenced the formation 

of collaborative networks. Teachers who were assigned as co-teachers, department members, 

grade-level teams, or PLC members frequently collaborated. These partnerships influenced 

collaborative networks.  

The culture at the school site included collaborative partnerships among teachers who 

shared students in the same grade level or who shared the same content area. The frequent 

cross-grade level collaboration provided a transdisciplinary approach. Teachers would focus on 

the students and how they were performing, learning, and accessing their education. They 

would identify when students are being successful and discuss how to support students when 

they are not. Dever and Lash (2013) identify the need for collaboration across grade level and 

content areas; this collaboration provides a whole-child perspective since students can range 

throughout the day and in different subject areas. This collaboration provided opportunities to 

gain experience what is working for a student and what is not, allowing consistency across 

classes. It also provided opportunities for continued themes and skills in other classes.  

Learning that structured partnerships influence collaborative networks expands the 

current understanding of SNT in education among teachers. Social networks are informal 

networks and naturally arise as people interact and work (Borgatti et al., 2018; Coburn et al., 

2013; Crossley et al., 2018; Daly, 2010; Datnow, 2012; Liu et al., 2017). This study was able to 

identify that those structured partnerships had a significant impact on collaborative networks. 

This information conflicts with SNT since the school site’s administration structured the 

partnerships and did not naturally arise. However, the study also showed that not every 
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structured partnership or collaboration resulted in frequent and meaningful collaboration. 

Teachers recognized that although they were encouraged to collaborate with co-teachers, 

grade-level teams, content area teams, and PLC, barriers impacted their ability to collaborate. 

These barriers included lack of time and space to collaborate, superficial collaboration among 

teachers who shared the same subject area but taught different domains within the subject 

area, and when teachers did not value or trust the other teacher’s opinion and expertise.  

SPED and Collaborative Networks. The focus of this study was to understand SPED 

teachers’ roles within collaborative networks and how this impacts inclusion. One of the key 

findings from the study was the portion of SPED to GENED teachers within collaborative 

networks. The significance of this finding helps to inform the current understanding of 

collaborative networks at inclusive school sites and ensure a proper ratio of experts in 

disabilities and effective supports for SWSN.  

The findings of teacher collaborative networks at an inclusive school site at the 

macroscale show that SPED teachers outnumber SWSN needs. The meta-network showed that 

even though the student population was 19% SWSN, SPED teachers accounted for 34% of the 

network. The difference indicates that an inclusive school site has more specially trained 

teachers than SWSN. Teachers utilize SPED teachers’ expertise on differentiation to support 

individual needs. Inclusive education requires an individualized approach where scaffolds 

provide the opportunity to build on every student’s strengths and needs to be supported with 

accommodations and modifications (Barton & Smith, 2015; Forlin, 2010; Jones, 2012; Murphy, 

1996).    

Inclusive school sites require teachers to be knowledgeable on subject area content and 

make education accessible. The demands of both types of knowledge can be a challenge to 

have all teachers with this expertise. Therefore, schools need experts in subject area content 

and accessible, inclusive education to support a diverse student population. Collaboration 

between the two teacher types provides a multifaceted approach. Together they can provide an 
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education that supports individual needs. Experts agree that an essential element of inclusion is 

a collaboration between content experts and accessible education experts (Friziellie et al., 2016; 

Jones, 2012; Villa et al., 2013; Villa & Thousand, 2005, 2017). Since collaboration between the 

teacher types is a critical factor in inclusive education, there needs to be a ratio of teacher 

types. Within the case study, the ratio was 2:1, two content area teachers to one SPED teacher. 

The ratio provided enough SPED teachers to collaborate with GENED teachers.  

The current understanding of inclusive education emphasizes the importance of SPED 

and GENED collaboration.  Jones (2012) provides teachers with a collaborative tool to facilitate 

collaboration, recognizing that collaborating is easier said than done. Friziellie et al. (2016) 

expand on SPED and GENED collaboration by providing best practices on how SPED and 

GENED teachers can collaborate.  Thousand et al. (2015), Villa and Thousand (2005), and Villa 

et al. (2013) provide research-based structures to facilitate collaboration and include a school 

model to support inclusion. While previous research provides tools to facilitate collaboration, 

they miss one of the inherent aspects, the ratio of SPED teachers to SWSN. These tools and 

best practices can only be used if enough SPED teachers support the SWSN population. These 

findings go beyond previous reports, showing that a 2:1 ratio SPED teacher to SWSN can 

support effective collaboration.  

Collaboration and Trust. Teachers identified the importance of trust in their 

collaborative networks. Trust was in every collaborative network and explained why 

collaborative partnerships could dissolve over time.  

Effective collaboration requires a relationship built on trust. To collaborate, one needs to 

be vulnerable and trust that the person will not negatively judge them for collaborating. One 

GENED teacher said, “When you are asking the question, you're all of a sudden vulnerable little 

bit, you put your own weakness out there not weakness but your own lack of understanding”. 

The vulnerability is not just in exposing a lack of knowledge but also in trusting that the person 

giving the advice will provide expertise. Research experts agree that collaboration requires trust  
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(Hunter & Hall, 2018; Tschannen‐Moran, 2001) and that without trust, people are resistant to 

collaboration.  

Although collaboration is encouraged, it places teachers to feel insecure and vulnerable 

because they recognize they do not have all the answers in a world where traditionally teachers 

are viewed as all-knowing (Collins et al., 2017; Keefe & Moore, 2004; Tschannen‐Moran, 2001).  

Therefore, teachers need to feel as though they can openly seek out the assistance of their 

fellow teachers and utilize the collective expertise on campus.  

Teachers needed to feel encouraged and supported to collaborate at an inclusive school 

site. Inclusive models encourage collaborative partnerships between GENED and SPED to 

support the dynamic needs of SWSN (Brown et al., 2013; Jones, 2012; Keefe & Moore, 2004; 

Villa et al., 2013; Villa & Thousand, 2005). While teachers may be placed on collaborative 

teams, they will not collaborate effectively if trust is not there. Leadership can play a role in 

developing trust through activities that build trust among partnerships and provide avenues to 

repair trust when it is broken (Daly et al., 2005; Dirks & Ferrin, 2002).  

Trust is essential in collaboration to support the inclusion of SWSN in GENED 

classrooms. Teachers identified using various forms of collaboration to safeguard confidential 

information. Teachers noticed that other teachers were more willing to share information and 

provide deeper context and understanding to a situation.  Kennedy et al. (2011) and Niesz 

(2012) highlighted that in-person collaboration facilitated honest and authentic collaboration. In-

person allows for someone to notice nuances and non-verbal communication, which holds 

valuable information. Additionally, teachers identified things they would discuss in person but 

not commit to in writing through email. The in-person collaboration provided opportunities to 

discuss confidential information. 

Teachers identified trust as a significant factor in long-term collaborative relationships. 

Teachers identified long-term collaborative relationships were based on the fact that when the 

collaborators trusted each other, trusted their expertise, trusted the advice that would be 
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beneficial, and trusted that the information discussed during collaboration was confidential when 

appropriate. Experts understand that long-term relationships require trust; since teachers 

discuss confidential student information to make informed decisions and rely on the expertise of 

each other, teachers need to trust each other to collaborate effectively   (Daly et al., 2005; 

Dufour, 2011; Tschannen‐Moran, 2001).  

The study was able to build upon the current understanding of collaborative networks 

and inclusion. By exploring how proximity impacts teachers’ collaborative networks, the study 

built onto SNT. It furthered our understanding of SNT in education by reviewing the impact of 

structured collaboration on forming collaborative networks. The study furthered the current 

understanding of SNT and inclusion by identifying a vital ratio of SPED teachers to SWSN. 

Lastly, it built on the current applications of trust in SNT in education settings by exploring the 

importance of trust in developing and forming collaborative networks.  

Collaboration and Inclusion 

The study was able to build onto the current understanding of collaboration and 

inclusion. Teachers were able to describe how they utilize their collaborative networks to 

support inclusion. This description provides an understanding of how social networks can be 

utilized to support inclusive education.  

Teachers described needing to collaborate to support SWSN in their GENED classes. 

The focus of that collaboration was student-specific and had an individualized approach. 

Collaboration also included differentiation strategies; designing instruction to meet a diverse 

student population. Lastly, teachers collaborated to gain access to expertise.  

Teachers must be prepared to meet the individual needs of students to provide inclusive 

education effectively. Inclusion strategies advise an individualized educational approach, and 

therefore collaboration is centered around individual needs (Barton & Smith, 2015; DaFonte & 

Barton-Arwood, 2017; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004). Teachers were able to utilize 

the expertise within their collaborative networks to provide individualized instruction. SNT 
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recognizes the wealth of knowledge and expertise within networks (Atteberry & Bryk, 2010; 

Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Carolan, 2014; Coburn et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2017; Moolenaar & Daly, 

2012). Within inclusive school sites, teachers have access to a diverse network to identify and 

support the unique learning needs of their students. The study recognized that both GENED 

and SPED teachers contributed to the diversity of knowledge available to support SWSN.  

Effective teaching practice to meet diverse student needs is differentiation. When the 

content, process of learning, and the instructional products are varied to meet a wide range of 

learning needs, students are provided learning opportunities that fit their individual needs 

(Barton & Smith, 2015; Gilger & Hynd, 2008; King-Sears, 2008; Thousand et al., 2015). The 

study was able to determine that teachers utilize their collaborative networks to differentiate. 

Teachers employed the knowledge and expertise that each teacher had, both GENED and 

SPED, to modify, accommodate and differentiate learning to ensure accessible and inclusive 

education. SNT highlights the expertise within networks  (Atteberry & Bryk, 2010; Borgatti & 

Ofem, 2010; Carolan, 2014; Coburn et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2017; Moolenaar & Daly, 2012), and 

this study supplements the understanding of how collaborative networks are utilized to provide 

inclusive education.  

Teachers recognize they could not provide an individualized education that proactively 

supports SWSN through differentiation without the support of their collaborative networks. 

Housed within the collaborative networks is the collective wealth of expertise and knowledge 

(Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Coburn et al., 2012; Liu et al., 2017; Moolenaar, 2012; Tuomainen et 

al., 2012; von Mering, 2017). The study highlights the skillset, knowledge, and expertise that 

both GENED and SPED teachers bring to their collaborative network—identifying the 

importance of collaborative networks at inclusive school sites. Collaborative networks provide 

the greatest resource to support the inclusion of SWSN, a network of experts in pedagogy, 

differentiation, individualized education, teaching strategies, and behavior supports. Expertise in 

all these areas is required to provide appropriate support for SWSN (Forlin, 2010; Gilger & 
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Hynd, 2008; Murphy, 1996; Sovgir, 2017). Inclusion requires instruction and learning 

opportunities to be accessible to the diverse learning needs of students (DaFonte & Barton-

Arwood, 2017; Forlin, 2010; Jones, 2012; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004; Sovgir, 

2017); by teaming together, teachers had the collective support to make this happen. 

Collaborative networks ensure that teachers have access to experts in each area, which 

supports the teacher’s ability to effectively provide inclusive education to SWSN.  

Collaborative networks among teachers are one of the greatest tools to support 

inclusion. SNT recognizes the value of these networks and the wide array of knowledge, 

expertise and skills that are housed within it. Because inclusion requires teachers to be savvy in 

evidence-based understanding of disabilities, researched based practices to support disabilities, 

and the creativity and knowhow to effectively differentiate and individualize instruction to meet 

the diverse needs of SWSN; teachers require these collaborative networks to ensure access to 

the required knowledge and expertise.  

Implications  

The study added to the current understanding of teacher collaboration between GENED 

and SPED teachers at inclusive school sites. Additionally, it provided a more profound 

understanding that delineates GENED and SPED teachers, focusing on identifying, comparing, 

and contrasting the two teacher types of collaborative networks and their collaboration 

perspectives. This information is vital and can critically inform practice, policy, and research.  

Practice  

The best recommendations for practice are made by those who are directly impacted by 

it. The study was able to explore collaboration and collaborative networks from the teacher's 

perspectives. The teachers were able to make their recommendations for practice in hopes of 

improving collaboration. These recommendations are in line with the study’s findings. The most 

common recommendation was to increase structured but flexible time to collaborate. Also, they 

wanted to complete observations of both their students and other teachers.  
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The teachers identified time as a significant supporter of collaboration and recognized 

that heavily structured collaboration time was ineffective. Therefore, they recommend that 

regular collaborative time be dedicated within the school day and the school week. However, 

this time must allow flexibility and freedom to meet the teacher’s needs. For example, one 

teacher suggested identifying the lowest-performing students and working with the grade level 

teachers to learn their success and why and how to translate it into their classes. In this 

example, the teachers still have a goal and objective, but they also have flexibility that allows 

collaboration to be meaningful.  

Another recommendation the teachers made was to facilitate teacher observations and 

provide debriefing time to discuss the observation. The teachers had discussed observing other 

teachers in the past, but not a regular and frequent practice. Also, these observations were not 

supportive if they did not include debriefing time where the teachers could ask questions and 

learn more about what they observed in those classrooms. Teachers recognize the value of 

experiencing the variety of expertise and skillsets applied in practice. Moreover, they identified 

the need to observe their students in a different setting. Through observations, teachers can see 

their students in a different context; they can observe how teachers navigate different situations 

and scenarios and discuss their decision-making. They can utilize their colleagues' collective 

expertise and knowledge to improve their instruction and create a supportive environment that 

meets the needs of their diverse student population.  

In addition to teacher recommendations, the findings of the study can also inform 

teacher practice. From the study, we learned about the collaborative networks of teachers and 

why they are formed. Also, we learned about collaboration from the teacher's perspective. 

These two areas can significantly impact the practice of teacher collaboration at inclusive school 

sites or sites that work towards becoming more inclusive.  

A significant finding from the meta-network collaborative network was the proportion of 

GENED to SPED teachers compared to SWSN. The meta-network showed that there were 
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twice as many SPED teachers as SWSN, indicating that this inclusive school site needed to 

have experts in accessible education to provide the opportunities for GENED teachers to 

collaborate. Therefore, when inclusive school sites or districts allocate staff, it will be essential to 

consider hiring enough trained staff in accessible education to work with GENED teachers. If 

that is not a possibility, it is important to provide frequent opportunities to connect with 

accessible education teachers outside of the school site. 

The meta-network also indicated key collaborators and their identifying traits. It is 

essential to identify the key collaborators within a collaborative network at a school site since 

they are conduits of knowledge (Atteberry & Bryk, 2010; Carolan, 2014; Datnow, 2012; Hunter & 

Hall, 2018; Lee, 2014; Moolenar, 2012). Information flows through them, and they have 

substantial reach on campus. Therefore, it is critical for these networks to be up to date in the 

latest research and understanding of SWSN and how to support them effectively. Districts and 

principals can target the key collaborators during initiatives to act as ambassadors, to receive 

the training and disseminate that information to their collaborative network. Additionally, they will 

be vital team members when piloting latest programs because they are a trusted leader on 

campus. They can provide real advice on these programs and provide feedback about practical 

use of these programs. Furthermore, they are ideal for campus leadership teams since teachers 

already trust their expertise and seek them out for support.  

While knowing the key collaborators on campus is necessary, it is crucial to understand 

what makes these teachers essential. The key collaborators all were people who had open door 

collaboration policies. They also believed in inclusion and welcomed students of all needs in the 

classroom. Similarly, they had access points to facilitate the inclusion of SWSN in the GENED 

setting. Understanding these traits can be beneficial when mentoring and fostering new 

potential key collaborators.  

The study was able to examine teachers’ collaborative networks at the individual or ego 

level. The study identified traits of teachers with large, connected networks and traits of small 
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and limited connected networks. Teachers with longevity at the school site had more extensive 

networks compared to new teachers. Additionally, teachers collaborated with those with whom 

they had a collaborative partnership and had built a relationship. Therefore, it is essential to 

keep teachers at school sites and only shift them when necessary. Teacher partnerships should 

be kept together and fostered to encourage a relationship. Experts understand that trust and 

relationships take time to build and, consequently, support development (Hunter & Hall, 2018; 

Tschannen‐Moran, 2001). Similarly, teachers who had collaborative partnerships for several 

years continued to collaborate even when no longer in the same role. Therefore, it is vital to 

keep collaborative partnerships together to foster a long-lasting collaborative relationship.  

The study was able to identify that proximity was a significant factor in whom a teacher 

collaborated with and how frequently they collaborated. This understanding is vital when making 

classroom placement decisions. Administrators should keep in mind the power of placement 

when assigning classes and partnerships to teachers. To support inclusion, SPED teachers 

should be located centrally and nearby GENED teachers. When SPED teachers are in close 

proximity, teachers can quickly access their expertise about inclusion and accessible education 

practices.  

The collaborative network analysis was able to identify the frequency of collaboration. 

Teachers occasionally collaborated when seeking new strategies to support SWSN and to 

improve their instruction. They seldomly collaborated when needing answers to a specific 

question or support with a specific student. Understanding the frequency can assist 

administrators in fostering dedicated time to support these areas, for example, providing 

teachers with occasional training that builds their repertoire of teacher tools to support a diverse 

student population. As teachers identified in their recommendations, they need dedicated time 

with a flexible structure to meet their needs. Opportunities to collaborate that align with their 

collaborative needs are what teachers want.  
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Teachers were able to give their perspectives on collaboration. The teacher's 

perspective is valuable when discussing practice; whom better to inform teachers' practice than 

the teachers themselves. Teachers were able to highlight who and how they collaborate, why 

they collaborate and provide advice on supporting collaboration.  

Teachers identified the purpose of collaboration. Teachers utilized their collaborative 

partnerships to inform pedagogy, improve learning outcomes, provide individualized design 

support for student needs, and effectively support diverse populations. The teachers 

recommended that collaborative time should align with teacher needs and also provide 

flexibility. Understanding why they collaborate can provide a practical focus that meets teacher 

needs. For example, a focus of structured collaborative time would be to identify the strengths of 

their SWSN and design a lesson that utilizes those strengths. This focus identifies their SWSN, 

provides the opportunity to inform pedagogy, and can improve learning outcomes. This also 

provides flexibility since all teachers design lessons and have SWSN in their classes. Districts 

and principals should be aware of the purpose of teacher collaboration to be able to provide 

practical opportunities for collaboration that fits the teachers’ needs for collaboration.  

Teachers often relied on each other’s’ expertise, knowledge, and skill set to support 

SWSN in their GENED classes. Teaching practice can be improved by identifying all teachers' 

expertise, knowledge, and skill sets and sharing that information. Districts can facilitate this by 

creating a detailed list of their staff members with bios that include experience and expertise. 

Principals can facilitate this during beginning of the year teacher welcome activities, they can 

provide opportunities for teachers to get to know each other, know their backgrounds, training, 

experiences, and expertise. They can also develop a staff list with bios that include this 

information for teachers to access when needed. This running list can be accessible when 

teachers need specific advice. When teachers know their expertise within their networks, they 

know who can support them with a specific question or generalized help.  
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The findings from the study are essential not only to improve the practice of teacher 

collaboration but to improve policy. Understanding how teachers collaborate and practical 

application can inform policies to support best practices. The voice of a teacher is necessary 

when making decisions that directly impact their practice. Therefore, the study has a profound 

impact on policy decision-making.  

Policy 

The study aimed to understand the collaboration between teachers to support SWSN in 

GENED settings. The findings from this study can inform policy at the district and state level. 

Districts can use the knowledge gained from this study to initiate, facilitate, and promote 

collaboration between teachers to support the inclusion of SWSN in GENED classes. State 

education code policy makers can use this study to make informed decisions that support 

collaboration. The lessons learned from this case study show that investment in collaboration 

can promote teacher retention, provide teachers with the advice networks to support inclusion, 

and provide SWSN learning opportunities that fit their needs.  

As identified in the meta-network, the ratio of SPED teachers to SWSN was almost 

double. Having many experts on accessible and inclusive education provides teachers with 

more opportunities to collaborate and support a diverse student population. Districts can use 

this information to inform decisions on teacher allocations. States can use this information when 

allocating budgets and ensuring there is a budget to support GENED and SPED teacher ratios.  

Additionally, the teachers in the study identified structured, practical, and flexible time to 

collaborate as essential supporters of collaboration. Districts can use this information to inform 

instructional minutes decisions, such as providing collaborative time to teachers within the 

school day, ensuring that collaborative partnerships have collaborative time together built into 

their day. States can utilize this information when making decisions on required instructional 

minutes. Collaboration takes time, and teachers need time built into their day to collaborate.  
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Lastly, the study identified that regular, frequent collaboration occurs in collaborative 

partnerships that have developed over time. Knowing that teachers need time to develop 

rapport and trust, the district should have policies to minimize teacher movement between 

schools. Districts should be supportive of collaborative partnerships and welcome teams to 

attend professional developments together. Furthermore, districts should empower collaborative 

partnerships by providing opportunities to work, collaborate and grow together. State policies 

should be in place to promote collaborative partnerships and reduce teacher movement 

between schools.  

Research and Theory  

The study was able to understand collaborative networks of GENED and SPED teachers 

from the teacher's perspective. The findings from the study can inform research and theory by 

providing the narrowed focus on both types of teachers, GENED and SPED.  

Previous studies on teacher social networks had a broad view and did not define the 

teacher types. Since previous studies did not delineate GENED and SPED, it leaves a gap in 

knowledge about how GENED teachers, masters of content, and SPED teachers, masters of 

accessibility and inclusion, work together to support a diverse student population. This study 

can inform understanding of collaboration using a social network lens and specifically target 

how GENED and SPED teachers collaborate to support SWSN in GENED classes.  

The design of this study is unique and enabled teachers to define their ego network. 

Previous studies of teacher collaboration used whole social network analysis (Coburn et al., 

2012; Coburn & Russell, 2008; von Mering, 2017). The challenge with whole network 

approaches is that the researcher defines the social network; bounding the network to what the 

researcher assumes (Borgatti et al., 2009; Borgatti & Ofem, 2010; Crossley et al., 2018; 

Crossley et al., 2015; Mamas et al., 2019).  By utilizing the ego network approach, this study 

allows teachers to define their networks, providing a thorough understanding of teachers’ 

collaborative networks, who are in them, how they are utilized, and why they collaborate.  
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The study was able to examine teacher collaboration between GENED and SPED 

teachers at an inclusive school site. Inclusive education research highlights the importance of 

teacher collaboration but is limited in its understanding (DaFonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; 

Jones, 2012; Lawrence-Brown & Muschaweck, 2004). The study provided authentic 

experiences of teacher collaboration at an inclusive school site which furthers our understanding 

of teacher collaboration to meet the needs of a diverse student population.  

Educational Leadership and Social Justice  

The study was able to inform educational leadership by supporting the concept of 

distributive leadership. The data indicated a distributive leadership among the teachers. 

Distributive leadership is a non-traditional approach that utilizes informal, bottom-up groupings 

and networks instead of a top-down traditional leadership approach (Beachum & Dentith, 2004; 

Bennett et al., 2003; Daly & Finnigan, 2010; Kennedy et al., 2011; Thyer, 2003). This approach 

enables teachers to be part of the decision-making process, allowing for practical changes that 

benefit students.  

The collaborative networks of teachers facilitated distributive leadership. The study 

identified the key collaborators; a GENED teacher, a special ed teacher, and a non-classroom 

educator. Key collaborators are educational leaders (Coburn et al., 2012; Coburn & Russell, 

2008; Moolenaar, 2012; Tuomainen et al., 2012). Teachers would turn to the key collaborators 

to seek advice, resources, and knowledge; they become gateway points and significantly impact 

the campus. Moreover, these teachers have a more extensive view of the school because of 

their interaction with multiple teachers. Their perspective is required when making decisions that 

have a broad impact.  

Collaborative networks are a powerful resource.  Angelides, Stylianou, and Leigh (2007) 

identified that teachers continuously use their collaborative networks to change and improve. 

Therefore, identifying and understanding collaborative networks at an inclusive school site can 
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aid in supporting a neurodiverse campus. Teachers work together to identify their students' 

strengths and areas of need, and together they can support the students.  

Additionally, there is a shift in the understanding of SWSN. Current research moves from 

the traditional deficit model of disabilities where SWSN are included, accommodated, and 

remediated in the GENED classrooms to a neurodiverse model where students are encouraged 

to maximize their strengths and minimize their weaknesses (Armstrong, 2015; 2017).  A 

neurodiverse model recognizes neurological differences in humans and honors this diversity as 

we do for race, ethnicities, gender, sexual identities, language, and religion (Armstrong, 2015, 

2017; Rentenbach et al., 2017; Silberman, 2015). While the inclusion model accommodates 

students with Autism, ADHD, and Dyslexia, the neurodiverse model moves beyond supports 

and designs classrooms and instruction for both neurotypical and neurodiverse students. 

Instead of remediating deficits, neurodiversity uses strengths to develop an understanding of 

concepts and skills and helps students minimize the impact of their weaknesses (Armstrong, 

2015; 2017; Rentenbach et al., 2017).   

The shift may seem like a subtle nuance of language. However, this is a drastic change 

in the classroom setting and will require educational leaders to assist in this innovative approach 

to understanding the diversity within our student population. Collaborative networks will be 

essential in welcoming and honoring neurodiversity. Key collaborators will need to understand 

and implement neurodiversity educational practices; teachers will use their expertise to model 

neurodiverse teaching practices. Collaborative networks will need leaders in neurodiversity 

education to facilitate this shift in understanding and practice. Moreover, teachers will utilize 

their collaborative networks to understand this innovative approach and work together to create 

a classroom that honors neurodiversity and helps students build upon their strengths to master 

academic concepts and skills.  

The study builds upon the idea of distributed leadership through the use of collaborative 

networks. Leaders on campus are not the traditional top-down hierarchy but use a collaborative 



 

125 

network approach to solve campus challenges. The collaborative networks are essential as 

education shifts into a new equitable practice of neurodiversity, where neurological differences 

are honored, and instruction is designed with these differences in mind. Teachers will need to 

utilize the expertise within their collaborative networks and work together to make classrooms 

inclusive and embrace a neurodiverse student population.  

Limitations and Recommendations for further research  

Every study has limitations, including this study; then again, these limitations are 

opportunities for further research. Case studies have inherent limitations due to their narrowed 

focus; what worked for this school site may not work for others (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 

2014b; Yin, 2018).  This case study used ego-network methodology that narrowed focus in on 

the individual, which prevented from capturing a holistic view of the school site’s collective 

network. The case study used semi-structured interviews to collect teacher perspective of 

collaboration, interview biased with accounted for through use of interviewing best practices. As 

a practitioner within the school site, there are known positionality and conflicts that arise when 

researching with colleagues as participants. All of the limitations were acknowledged, and the 

study was designed to address and limit potential risks.  

Case studies can provide a narrowed but thorough understanding of a particular set of 

individuals. However, this understanding is limited to that focused group and difficult to 

generalize to a larger population (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2014a, 2014b; McLeod, 2010; 

Yin, 2018). The next steps will be to conduct multiple case studies at different campuses to 

understand the collaborative teacher networks and generalize the information learned during 

this case study. Additionally, collaborative networks can be studied at the district level to have a 

broader view of collaboration.  

Social network methodologies include either a whole network or ego network approach. 

Both approaches have value in the understanding of the network, but they each have their 
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limitations. The study was carefully designed to give the participants the power to identify their 

collaborative network using the ego network approach. This approach enabled teachers to 

define their network beyond the researcher’s understanding (Borgatti et al., 2018, 2009; Borgatti 

& Ofem, 2010; Crossley et al., 2018; Crossley et al., 2015; Mamas et al., 2019).  Although a 

powerful tool, the ego network provides a snapshot within the network and limits the 

understanding of the whole network. An additional study could be conducted with whole network 

methodologies, providing further understanding of the collaborative networks. Another limitation 

was interviewer bias. It is important to note that the interview questions and the interviewer's 

response to interviews can impact the interview data (Frey, 2018). The interview protocol was 

shared prior to the interview to provide transparency and limit potential for interviewer bias. 

Interview questions were modeled from other ego-network studies (Crossley et al., 2015, 2018; 

Mamas, Hartmann Schaelli, et al., 2019) to limit potential for interviewer biases in the questions 

(Frey, 2018). Lastly, interviewer bias was accounted for in explicit discussion of positionality and 

transparency of that positionality throughout the study.  

Positionality impacts every aspect of the study.  Coghlan and Brydon-miller, (2014) 

define positionality as the researcher's position in the study context. They continue to describe 

how positionality impacts the study's design, how participants respond to the study invitation, 

and how knowledge is constructed. Conscious understanding of positionality has been 

addressed and accounted for, but still, it is noted that it has both benefits and limitations.  

The study was conducted at the researcher’s site of practice. As a fellow teacher, the 

researcher had the opportunity to access teachers who typically might be reluctant to participate 

in the study. Additionally, as a colleague, the participants had built rapport and trusted the 

researcher. Although there is an advantage of being an insider at the school site, it is vital to 

recognize the researcher's positionality. Brooks et al., (2014) identify the ethical considerations 

one must take when an insider within researcher; carefully designing methodologies to limit 

possible ethical conflicts. The study was designed to minimize those conflicts by ensuring 
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confidentiality, providing anonymity, and conducting, analyzing, and housing the research off-

campus and away from district supervision, thus allowing the participants to freely speak without 

worry or consequence of their positions. The study methodologies were reviewed by both the 

internal review board of the university and the school district to ensure the study did not provide 

any hard to the participants. Participants provided active consent, which identified possible 

negative outcomes and provided with a solution to limit these protections; participants were also 

informed of their right to withdraw at any point of the study and remove their information. All 

safeguards were provided to limit negative outcomes to the participants and provide an ethical 

study design.  

The study utilized safeguards to monitor and accommodate the researcher’s positionality 

during data collection and analysis.   Freebody (2011) considers the implicate bias a researcher 

has when conducting interviews.  Coghlan and Brydon-Miller (2014) discuss that a researcher's 

opinion can influence the analysis and understanding of the findings from a study. Recognizing 

potential bias and positionality during the research process is the first step in providing 

safeguards. Additionally, various measures, including careful construction of interview questions 

and continuous reflection through research memos, reduced the impact of positionality 

throughout the research process.  

Although various supports were put into place to limit the impact of positionality, further 

research can include conducting similar studies using an outside researcher. By utilizing an 

outsider, the limitations of positionality are removed, and the findings may be different from 

those found in this study.  

The study was able to identify areas in which further research is necessary. In addition 

to conducting studies that resolve the limitations of this study, additional research can support 

the latest understanding of SWSN. Moreover, additional studies can examine the student 

perspective, providing a comprehensive understanding of teacher collaboration and the impact 

of collaborative teacher networks on students.  
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There is a shift in the understanding of SWSN and how to support them appropriately. 

The concept of neurodiversity is new, and research is catching up on how that impacts 

education. Additional research on how collaborative networks play a role in the shift towards 

neurodiverse campuses.  Ritchie (2012) recognizes the role social networks have in recruiting 

and supporting social justice educators. As educational practices shift, it will be imperative to 

understand how teachers leverage their collaborative network during this shift. It will also be 

essential to observe, monitor, and understand how collaborative networks are changing to 

facilitate this shift in educational practice.  

Further research is needed to understand the impact of collaborative teacher networks 

from the student perspective. While the focus of this study has been at the teacher level, 

education is about the students. Therefore, further studies need to understand the student 

impact of collaborative teacher networks.  

Conclusion 

The study was able to provide teachers’ perspectives of their collaborative networks and 

how they collaborate. The information gained from this study continued and furthered our 

understanding of trust and collaboration, teacher use of collaborative networks to support a 

diverse student population, and elements to improve collaborative practice. It was able to 

identify trust as an essential element of collaboration. Proximity, shared students, and content 

areas supported frequent collaboration. Collaborative partnerships require careful design to 

ensure maximum collaboration. Lastly, teachers utilized the extensive and diverse expertise 

within their collaborative networks to support a diverse student population.  

Understanding collaborative networks of GENED and SPED teachers and utilizing their 

perspective of collaboration has significant implications on inclusive practice, policy and 

research, and theory. Teachers provided best practices that directly impact collaboration and 

provided practical application of these concepts and understanding to support collaboration 

further. Moreover, the findings have significant potential to improve educational leadership 
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through the distributive leadership model and enhance inclusive education and social justice by 

shifting towards a more equitable practice that honors neurodiversity. The study lends itself to 

aid in our understanding of collaboration and provides an opportunity for further research. 

Teacher collaboration is a vital tool toward the inclusion and success of a neurodiverse student 

population.  
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Appendix A Consent Form 

University of California San Diego 
California State University San Marcos 
Consent to Act as a Research Subject 

Collaborative Networks of General and Special Education Teachers at an 
Inclusive School 

Who is conducting the study, why you have been asked to participate, how you 
were selected, and what is the approximate number of participants in the study? 

Kelly Velazquez, a graduate student from the Educational Leadership Joint Doctoral 
Program at the University of California San Diego and California State University San 
Marcos, is conducting a research study to find out more about teacher collaboration 
between general education and special education teachers to support special education 
students in general education settings. You have been asked to participate in this study 
because you are a teacher at Reeve middle school. There will be approximately 25 
participants in this study. 

Why is this study being done? 
The purpose of this study is to examine how general education and special education teachers 
collaborate to support inclusion. The study aims to interview teachers who will draw their 
collaborative networks. The visual representation will be analyzed using social network 
approaches to learn more about the flow of collaboration through reciprocity, the amount of 
collaboration through network density, and the number of ties. In addition to creating a visual 
map of teachers’ collaborative network, the study will gather teacher perspective of 
collaboration. Semi-structured interviews of teachers will explain how these collaborative 
networks have developed, describe the collaborative network and how these collaborative 
networks are used to support special education students in general education classes. The 
combined set of data will provide an elaborate description of teacher collaboration between 
general and special education teachers to include special education students in general 
education settings.  

What will happen to you in this study and which procedures are standard of care 
and which are experimental? 
Suppose you agree to be in this study. In that case, you will be invited to participate in a 
semi-structured interview. You will draw your collaborative networks and then discuss 
how you collaborate with teachers to support special education students in general 
education settings.  

How much time will each study procedure take, what is your total time 
commitment, and how long will the study last? 
Interview: Approximately 1 hour 
Study to take place April-June 2020 

What risks are associated with this study? 

Participation in this study may involve some added risks or discomforts. These include 
the following:  
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1. A potential for the loss of confidentiality. To minimize the risk of loss of 
confidentiality, the visual map of the collaborative network will be redacted to remove 
identifying information and will be replaced with pseudonyms. Audio files will be 
transcribed immediately after the interview. Once transcribed, the transcription will be 
sent to you to check for accuracy and authenticity. Once approved, the original audio file 
will be destroyed. The transcription of the interview will be redacted to remove identifying 
information and will be replaced with pseudonyms. Once identifying information has 
been removed the original transcription record will be destroyed. The only 
documentation linking the subject to the research is the consent form. Consent records 
will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law. The UCSD Institutional Review 
Board may review research records.  

2. There is a minor risk that district employees will read the study and identify the 
participants for evaluative purposes. The PI will use pseudonyms for subjects in any 
resulting reports or publications to further minimize the risk of participant loss of 
anonymity. This is likely to prevent the loss of anonymity. Participation in this study is not 
connected to the employment status at Farb middle or at the district, and participants’ 
identity will not be disclosed at any time.  

3. There is a minor risk that those who participate in the interview may feel bored, 
stress or discomfort in answering questions related to how they collaborate with other 
teachers. During the interview, teachers have the option of not answering any question. 
They also have the option to discontinue at any time. This should minimize any stress or 
discomfort participants may have responding.  

Because this is a research study, there may also be some unknown risks that are 
currently unforeseeable. You will be informed of any significant new findings. 

What are the alternatives to participating in this study? 
The alternatives to participation in this study are not to participate.  

What benefits can be reasonably expected? 
There may not be any direct benefit to you from participating this study. The 
investigator, however, may learn more about teacher collaboration, and society may 
benefit from this knowledge. 

Can you choose to not participate or withdraw from the study without penalty or 
loss of benefits? 
Participation in research is entirely voluntary. You may refuse to participate or withdraw 
or refuse to answer specific questions in an interview at any time without penalty or loss 
of benefits to which you are entitled. If you decide that you no longer wish to continue in 
this study, you will be required to notify the investigator. 

You will be told if any important new information is found during the course of this study 
that may affect your wanting to continue. 

Can you be withdrawn from the study without your consent? 
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The PI may remove you from the study without your consent if the PI feels it is in your 
best interest or the best interest of the study.  
Will you be compensated for participating in this study? 
No compensation will be provided for participating in this study.  

Are there any costs associated with participating in this study? 
There will be no cost to you for participating in this study. 

What if you are injured as a direct result of being in this study? 
If you are injured as a direct result of participation in this research, the University of 
California will provide any medical care you need to treat those injuries. The University 
will not provide any other form of compensation to you if you are injured. You may call 
the Human Research Protections Program Office at 858-246-HRPP (858-246-4777) for 
more information about this, to inquire about your rights as a research subject or to 
report research-related problems. 

Who can you call if you have questions? 
Kelly Velazquez has explained this study to you and answered your questions. If you 
have other questions or research-related problems, you may reach Kelly Velazquez at 
(619) 248-7159. You may call the Human Research Protections Program Office at 858-
246-HRPP (858-246-4777) to inquire about your rights as a research subject or to 
report research-related problems. 

Your Signature and Consent 
You have received a copy of this consent document. 

You agree to participate. 

________________________________________________ _______________ 
Subject's signature       Date        
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Appendix B Audio Record Consent Form 
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Appendix C Interview Protocol 

 

Concentric Circle Activity:  

Think about the people who you seek advice about instruction, please say those names 

so that I may write them for you.  

Look at this diagram, the central dot is you. State the names of people who have 

frequently sought advice on how to support special education students in your classroom on the 

inner circle in this school year. On the next circle, list people who in this school year you have 

occasionally sought advice on how to support special education students in your classroom. On 

the outer circle, list the seldomly sought the advice on how to support special education 

students in your classroom.  

Now, look at these circles, is there anyone that you forgot to add? Is there anyone who 

needs to change position on the circle?  
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Semi-Structured Interview:  

Tell me more about yourself 

Age, gender, teaching experience, education, and background 

Who do you go to for advice about your teaching practice? 

For each person on your map: 

How long have you known each other?  

How long have you been talking about teaching?  

How often do you contact this person? 

How do you communicate with this person?  

How would you describe your relationship?  

How did this relationship develop?  

Why do you seek advice from this teacher?  

What do you talk about when you talk about your instructional practice? 

 Can you provide examples?  

What do you talk about when you seek advice on supporting special education 

students? 

 Can you provide examples? 

What advice, information, anecdotes, stories, or material did they offer? 
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 Can you provide examples?  

How do these interactions occur?  

 Were they structured? Impromptu?  

Where did these interactions occur?  

 Online? On Campus? Off Campus?  

Are these one or two directional interactions?  

How, if at all, did these conversations, advice, information, anecdotes, stories, 

materials with this person influence your instructional practice?  

 Did they help your instruction practice in any way?  

 Can you provide examples?  

If something would go wrong in your instructional practice, would you go to this 

person?  

After discussing your network map: 

Why do you go to these people on your network map and not to others to talk 

about your instructional practice?  

What do you feel supports your ability to collaborate with other teachers?  

What do you feel undermines your ability to collaborate with other teachers?  

Is there anything else you wanted to add about teacher collaboration?  
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Is there anything else you wanted to add about collaboration between general 

education and special education in regard to inclusion or supporting special 

education students in your classroom?  




