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Reading proficiency in the intermediate grades is a strong predictor of success in high 

school and beyond. However, the research indicates that lagging reading performance as early as 

3rd grade is correlated to lower high school graduation rates. The connection between a lack of 

reading proficiency and negatively impacted graduation readiness is stronger for students with 

special needs. This exploratory qualitative research study aimed to understand the instructional 

challenges in planning effective literacy instruction for special education students in the 

intermediate grades (grades 3-5). The primary driver highlights the need to elevate the quality of 

intermediate elementary reading instruction for students with disabilities by addressing the 

interplay between the special educator and the general educator in effective collaborative 

planning. This study used focus groups/interviews and the short-cycle implementation of a 

structured collaborative planning protocol to engage educators in an intentional collaborative 
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planning process focused on reading across a sampling of elementary schools within the target 

district. 

From this study, I hoped to learn whether there is a meaningful relationship between 

structured collaboration and the implementation of targeted literacy instruction for students with 

disabilities. While this study is small in scale, I learned that a collaboration support like the 

Strategic Collaboration Protocol can be influential in improving communication between the 

general education and special education teachers around the reading needs of students with 

disabilities. However, while the protocol appeared to improve collaboration around reading 

content accommodations for students with disabilities, it did not increase teaming around 

foundational decoding or comprehension instruction. This study also raised important questions 

about the variability in the implementation of accommodations, the foundational reading-skills 

training needed by intermediate educators, and the cultural shift needed to build buy-in for 

collaboration. The accompanying impact products – executive summary and invitational 

presentation – summarize the findings from the study and invite district leaders to initiate and 

join a Networked Improvement Community to continue the iterative improvement process with 

the Strategic Collaboration Protocol. 
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Preface 

My journey into this doctoral research process began in high school, when my National 

Honor Society group volunteered to tutor middle school students with disabilities. It was when 

working with them on their individual needs that I realized I had a knack for explaining things 

differently, which helped them feel successful with challenging skills. I also volunteered to teach 

in the children’s program at my congregation with elementary kiddos who had a variety of needs, 

and it was then that my joy for teaching blossomed. I worked with some great educators who 

also taught in the children’s program to learn teaching strategies and to understand that the joy of 

teaching is seeing kids learn and share their learning in their own words, through drawing, 

acting, and movement. Around this time, I went on a mission trip to Israel, and we learned and 

performed songs in both American Sign Language (ASL) and English. From this experience, I 

was inspired to learn more about ASL and the deaf experience, which I used to encourage peers 

at the high school to petition the district to make ASL classes available at our school. We 

succeeded, and I took those courses through the rest of my high school career. 

My development continued into college on both fronts, championing learning for people 

with learning differences, as I joined the University of Maryland family at College Park in the 

College of Education's Special Education program during the day. In the evening, I took courses 

toward an ASL interpreting certificate at Catonsville Community College. After earning my 

bachelor’s degree, I continued my studies by pursuing a master’s in Special Education at UMCP, 

with a focus on learning disabilities and behavior disorders. I developed a strong sense of justice 

around learning for all people and the need for the learning process to be individualized. 
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As I worked as a special educator in self-contained classrooms early in my career, I 

realized that while I was often excluded from scheduled collaboration with my grade-level 

colleagues, I could learn so much more about making the curriculum accessible by intentionally 

setting aside time to meet with them. I also found that all our students received better, more 

targeted instruction when we brainstormed together. Even as I transitioned into being a resource 

teacher, chairperson, and special education instructional specialist throughout my 21-year career, 

I have championed the idea that improvement happens when educators develop collaborative 

relationships and are vulnerable together, as part of my convictions. 

While reading has always been a focus of my teaching and a need for many of my 

students, I was struck, as we dug into the new Common Core standards, by how foundational 

reading seemed to dwindle after 2nd grade and was essentially eliminated in middle school. 

However, this really hit me hard when I first read about the findings from the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) around reading. Less than half of 4th graders read 

at grade level, and students with disabilities were almost twice as likely to be below grade level 

(EAB, 2019; Hernandez, 2011; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2022). To me, 

this signaled that foundational reading skills were not just a gap for my students with disabilities, 

but needed nationwide focus. Seeing that data and talking with my general education colleagues 

in the intermediate grades, they did not see space in the curriculum to work on foundational 

reading, especially at the pace demanded. As a special educator, trying to fill the foundational 

reading gap was even more challenging when we could not plan together, especially to make the 

curriculum accessible with accommodation supports and strategies. It is the most motivated and 

collaborative educators who were able to create learning that not only addressed the needs of 

students but also created instruction that inspired. 
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In my recent role as a special education instructional specialist, my colleague encouraged 

me to pursue the dream that my late father gave me–to explore solutions to persistent problems 

through research–especially through a doctoral program. When the University of Maryland 

presented on the Educational Doctorate in School System Leadership, I was inspired to continue 

my learning journey to better understand the structures and systems that shape the outcomes for 

our students and, more broadly, our community. Beyond my own learning, I used the Capstone 

process to bring together my passion for individualized learning and to dig deeper into planning 

for effective reading. When I learned that children who do not read proficiently in 4th grade are 

more than 4x more likely to NOT graduate than their reading proficient peers, and even higher 

for students with disabilities, my sense of injustice peaked. I knew I needed to dive in to better 

understand the collaboration systems that impact the planning of effective instruction to improve 

reading outcomes for our students (see EAB, 2019; Hernandez, 2011; Lesnick et al., 2010).
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Section 1 

Introduction 

If a student is not a proficient reader by 4th grade, there is a correlation that they are 

significantly more likely (up to four times more likely) not to graduate or have post-secondary 

opportunities, which is equivalent to 1 in 6 students (EAB, 2019; Hernandez, 2011; Lesnick et 

al., 2010). For students with disabilities, this number multiplies (EAB, 2019). The gap in reading 

proficiency between general education students and students with disabilities persisted both 

nationally and within the target district (Maryland State Department of Education, 2015, 2021a; 

NCES, 2022). This research set out to explore powerful instructional pivots to address this 

reading gap and to shift future opportunities for students with disabilities. The study aimed to 

address this specific problem of practice: Intermediate (gr. 3-5) educators are not effectively 

collaborating to plan reading instruction for students with disabilities. The possibility of 

using collaborative planning between general and special educators to provide more explicit 

foundational reading instruction and accessible instruction for students with disabilities, planned 

by a team of education professionals, was a key pivot point for this research. 

By reflecting with educators on their experiences and collaborative practices in planning 

instruction for students with special needs, the intention was to understand and empower them to 

build fully readers and improve future outcomes for these students. The aim for educators was: 

By June 2026, general and special educators in grades 3-5 will consistently collaborate 

around reading to appropriately instruct students with disabilities. The purpose of this 

research project was to specifically investigate the impact of a structured collaboration protocol 

on the planning and implementation of reading instruction for students with disabilities in the 

intermediate grades. The study explored these specific research questions: 
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1. What are the current collaboration practices between intermediate general and 

special education teachers? 

2. How do special education teachers experience collaboration on teaching reading to 

students with disabilities? 

3. How can a Structured Collaborative Protocol impact collaborative practice for 

reading? 

This exploratory research study was grounded in the understanding that a meaningful 

shift in teacher collaborative practice in reading instruction is needed to achieve significant, 

long-term improvements in reading outcomes for students with disabilities, as shown by 

Goddard et al. (2007). In the first phase, the current collaborative practice, viewed through the 

lens of the special educator, was explored using focus groups and interviews. The second phase 

of the research used a short-cycle implementation of a Strategic Collaboration Protocol (SCP) to 

engage educators in a structured, intentional and collaborative planning process focused on 

reading across a sampling of elementary schools within the target district. The SCP was based on 

the collaborative research by Wendy Murawski (2012) on identifying roles (What, How, Who). 

From this study, I hoped to learn whether there is a meaningful relationship between structured 

collaboration. I targeted instruction and implementation in reading decoding, comprehension, 

knowledge-building, and content accommodation for students with disabilities. For the 

intermediate grades in reading instruction, there is a tension among reading standards and 

curriculum, individual needs within IEPs, and the legal expectations for educators to implement 

those programs. In particular, the hope is to better understand the lived experience of special 

educators in creating readiness for the curriculum, accommodating access to the curriculum, and 

providing foundational interventions to build independent reading skills. While this study is 
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small in scale, the insights from the educator input and experience with the SCP helped inform 

recommendations for further exploration. 

Literature Review 

This study is grounded in research that has identified a link between students’ lack of 

proficient reading skills at the 3rd or 4th grades and their increased likelihood of not graduating 

from high school on time (Hernandez, 2011; National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development [NICHD], 2000; National Research Council [NRC], 1998). For students with 

disabilities, reading proficiency often lags behind that of their peers at the same grade level 

(EAB, 2019). Moreover, their graduation rates are also notably lower (Hernandez, 2011; Lesnick 

et al., 2010). Within the target district, which is the focus of this study, the graduation rate for all 

students decreased by approximately 5% during the pandemic to 77.6% and has yet to recover to 

pre-pandemic levels. In comparison, the graduation rate for students with disabilities is lower 

and more adversely affected, with a decrease of approximately 7 % points to 64.32% in 2021 

(Maryland State Department of Education [MSDE], 2020, 2025). National research indicates that 

this graduation gap emerges in elementary school, with an early pattern of lagging reading 

achievement among students with disabilities relative to their peers (EAB, 2019; Hernandez, 

2011). 

Looking at district-wide target reading achievement data from 2015 to 2025, as 

summarized in Table 1, before the pandemic, students in grades three through five showed 

growth in reading on the state PARCC assessment. The growth for those grade levels was about 

7.1% in 3rd grade, 9.4% in 4th grade, and 5% in 5th grade for all students (MSDE, 2015). In 

contrast, students with disabilities in those same grade levels showed no notable growth in 3rd 

and 5th grades, and only a 0.3% increase in 4th-grade reading during the same time periods. It is 
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important to note that during this time period, the district shifted its approach to intermediate 

grade-level reading instruction from the previous reading programs (based in Balanced Literacy 

and Guided Reading) to those aligned with the Common Core State Standards (which 

transitioned to Maryland as the College & Career Readiness Standards in the 2013-2014 school 

year). However, these trends in reading achievement suggest that students with disabilities did 

not benefit equally from the district’s instructional shifts during this period. So while overall 

intermediate student reading achievement proficiency growth in District A increased after the 

shift to the new standard-aligned curriculum, students with disabilities' reading acquisition and 

performance levels remained flat. There was also a post-pandemic transition in the assessment 

system starting in 2021 to the Maryland Comprehensive Assessment Program, which showed 

that student growth up until 2025 is still approximately + 8-12% for all students, while for 

students with disabilities, the growth has remained limited at +1-3%. The gap of around 25+ 

percentage points between students with disabilities and overall student performance has also 

remained (MSDE, 2021a). 

Table 1  

 

Comparison of Overall versus SPED Student Proficiency Growth 

Testing Groups Gr. 3 Reading Gr. 4 Reading Gr.5 Reading 

 2015-2019 PARCC 

Growth for Overall Students 7.10% 9.40% 5% 

Growth for SWD NG** 0.30% NG** 
 2021 MCAP (Initial Year)* 

Initial Scores for Students 24.1 23.4 25.2 

Initial Scores for SWD 6.2 6.1 5.6 
 2022-2025 MCAP 

Growth for Overall Students 12.40% 10.90% 8.10% 

Growth for SWD 3.10% 3.00% 1.20% 

Notes: A Comparison of Longitudinal Data for Students with Disabilities (SWD) and Overall 

Performance in Reading PARCC/MCAP according to Maryland Report Card in District A 

(MSDE, 2015, 2021b) 

*MCAP is a new assessment as of 2021 
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**NG = No Growth Measurable = <5% proficient for all measures 

 

In District A and nationwide, reading curriculum and standards make an important 

instructional pivot in 3rd through 5th grade, in which explicit phonics instruction decreases and 

complex content and vocabulary reading increase across the curriculum and state standards (The 

Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2024). In the primary grades (kindergarten through second), the 

foundational reading skills are a part of the curriculum. Students can receive a “double dose” of 

instruction by participating in an initial dose through whole-group instruction (introduction and 

practice) and a second dose in small-group instruction (targeted and repetitive) within the general 

education classroom. For SWD, special education staff supplement this double dose with an 

additional intervention or targeted instruction, which can be repeated or reinforced to target 

specific decoding strategies and skills in an individualized way, increasing the intensity and 

frequency of instruction (Torgesen et al., 2007). In the intermediate grades, in contrast, the basic 

sound-symbol foundations are no longer at the forefront of daily instruction; a broader, more 

complex set of comprehension and vocabulary development is the focus for the general educator 

(MSDE, 2013). 

The intermediate grades represent not only a shift in instruction but also a shift in the 

style of collaboration between special and general educators in the latter part of elementary 

school. Whereas ‘double dose’ instruction is common practice in the primary grades and utilizes 

the combined expertise of both general and special education teachers, in the intermediate 

grades, SWD may find themselves subject to a ‘single dose’ model through pull-out instruction 

with a special education teacher when it comes to phonics and foundational reading development 

(Torgesen et al., 2007). While pull-out instruction can provide SWD a space to attend 

individually to their development as readers, this approach also separates these students from the 



6 

content lessons and learning that are proceeding without them in the intermediate-level general 

classroom, which can create a barrier between educators on how to incorporate the students’ 

needs in the classroom (Byrd & Alexander, 2020). This ‘single dose’ model can also reduce 

collaborative engagement around making the curriculum accessible. 

To accelerate the reading outcomes in the intermediate grades and increase the access 

required by law to improve educational outcomes for children with disabilities, both general and 

special educators play critical roles in planning and delivering reading instruction. National 

research indicates that effective collaboration between the elementary general educator and 

special educator is essential to ensure that SWD receive instruction that both provides access to 

the standards-based grade-level curriculum and scaffolds appropriate reading supports and 

instruction (Lemons et al., 2016). More specifically, contemporary research highlights how the 

general educator can plan instruction around the curriculum and content, while the special 

educator can target the student’s individual learning needs and strategies, but only together can 

they make content accessible by working through their roles and relationships (Cook & 

McDuffie-Landrum, 2020; Friend et al., 2010). To provide effective instruction in reading and 

the core content, the research clearly shows that both sets of educators need to plan in concert 

(Cook & McDuffie-Landrum, 2020; Friend et al., 2010; Lemons et al., 2016). However, national 

research also indicates that although both sets of teachers may be present in the classroom, it is 

not necessarily common practice for elementary educators to proactively collaborate on lesson 

planning or to share responsibility for leading reading instruction and accommodations (Ploessl 

et al., 2010; Supovitz, 2002). Consequently, SWD can be left behind when intermediate reading 

teachers and special educators do not consistently or strategically collaborate on lesson planning 

and delivery. 
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For students in intermediate grades who are struggling to master the foundational skills of 

reading, which is the case for most SWD (almost 85%), explicit instruction in decoding, fluency, 

and comprehension is still needed (Moats & Dakin, 2008). Given that the national data 

documents how SWD fall behind in reading and literacy in comparison to their peers during the 

intermediate grades (EAB, 2019), these students may be hindered in their access to core content 

area learning in math, literature, science and social studies from 3rd grade forward, 4th, and 5th 

grades and beyond, including math, literature, science and social studies, due to their 

underdeveloped skills in reading (Lesnick et al., 2010; Torgesen et al., 2007). However, in most 

intermediate classrooms, including those across the target district in this study, explicit 

foundational reading instruction has been replaced with a less structured phonics remediation 

model and a more content-driven focus on reteaching the curriculum (MSDE, 2013). Moreover, 

children who have not been able to master reading skills at the same rate as their classmates 

experience substantial decreases in their self-esteem, self-concept, and motivation to learn to 

read (Armbruster et al., 2001; Stanovich, 1986). 

For this researcher, the impetus for this study was the fact that current reading 

instructional practices are leaving SWD behind and, as such, are not ensuring equitable access to 

future opportunities. The pedagogy and implementation of reading instruction are bound up in 

collaborative planning, which presents a dichotomy of instruction between the special educator 

and the general educator at the elementary level. Poor collaborative practices can directly or 

indirectly impact the fidelity and access to adequate foundational reading instruction (Denton et 

al., 2003). I believe that we can no longer afford to continue implementing ineffective 

instructional practices in literacy in the intermediate grades, especially for SWD. 
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Given my role and experience as a Special Education Instructional Specialist, I believe 

that intermediate-grade educators in District A, both general and special education, want to plan 

effective and meaningful reading instruction for their students, including their SWD. However, I 

have also observed how teachers are often hindered from proactively collaborating and, 

consequently, when working in their own silos, are unable to independently adjust the 

curriculum to meet the differentiated needs of their students. Instead, they are often left to use 

their limited collaboration time to respond to a variety of logistical, administrative tasks or 

grade-level event planning, rather than using their time for meaningful collaborative lesson 

planning, similar to findings in the research, even to the point of not addressing instruction 

(Hargreaves, 2000; Horn et al., 2017; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006; Talbert, 2009). 

Given the current challenges for intermediate educators in working together to serve all 

their students well, I posited that effective collaborative planning could be the essential activity 

to maximize the effectiveness of reading instruction for ALL students. Therefore, the drive for 

this study was to create a context that promoted consistency in collaboration, clarity in 

leveraging the strengths of both educators, and the formalization of the selection of evidence-

based instructional strategies and accommodations to be implemented by both to improve their 

students’ reading outcomes (Roberts et al., 2008). This researcher hoped to work with a set of 

special educators to develop, through action research, a tool or process that could improve and 

shift practice in the district, focusing on instructional planning and on collaboration among a 

representative sample of special educators to forge a more effective path for collaboration with 

their general education partners. 
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The Problem 

The study aimed to address this specific problem of practice: Intermediate (gr. 3-5) 

educators are not effectively collaborating to plan reading instruction for students with 

disabilities. This research study was grounded in the understanding that a meaningful shift in 

teacher practice in collaborative reading instruction is needed to achieve significant long-term 

improvements in student outcomes for SWD. The purpose of this research project was to 

investigate the impact of a structured collaboration protocol on the planning and 

implementation of reading instruction for students with disabilities in the intermediate grades. 

By reflecting with educators on their experiences and collaborative practices related to students 

with special needs, the intention was to understand and empower educators to build fully literate 

readers and improve future outcomes for these students. The aim for educators was: By June 

2026, general and special education teachers in grades 3-5 will consistently collaborate 

around reading to appropriately instruct students with disabilities. The study is exploring 

these specific research questions: 

1. What are the current collaboration practices between intermediate general and special 

education teachers? 

2. How do special education teachers experience collaboration on teaching reading to 

students with disabilities? 

3. How can a Structured Collaborative Protocol impact collaborative practice for reading? 

Local Background 

At the initiation of this study, among the 136,000 students enrolled in District A, about 

17,000 were special education students in grades birth to 12 (i.e., above 13% of the total student 

body) across 198 schools, including 141 elementary schools (District A, 2022a, 2022b). Special 
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education funding accounted for 13% of the district’s total operating budget, according to the 

CEO’s Proposed Budget for SY 2023, which was separate from and in addition to the per-pupil 

funding provided to schools. The budget dedicated this supplemental funding to providing 

additional supports, services, and staff in school buildings to allow students to access their least 

restrictive educational environment and grade-level peers. 

Given the prevalence of this student population and the budgetary commitment, district 

leaders and educators throughout the system have acknowledged their concern regarding the fact 

that SWD lag behind their peers on every academic and outcome measure. However, district 

plans have not consistently prioritized improving outcomes for students with special needs and 

multilingual learners (MLL). The data in District A indicated that while the adoption of the 

Common Core-aligned curriculum and balanced literacy strategies helped to accelerate the 

reading proficiency levels for intermediate students in general, when looking more closely at the 

patterns from student subgroups, it appears that these strategies did not benefit SWD (see Table 

1). 

An initial survey identified “eliminating performance gaps between student sub-

populations” as a continuing high-priority, low-performance area (Hanover Research Group & 

District A, 2020, slide 7). In response to the data and an intentional shift in the district's focus in 

2021, the previous superintendent unveiled a new strategic plan that called for “excellence in 

equity” (District A, 2021). In the Transformation 2026 Equity Strategic Plan, there is a distinct 

difference in the language and focus, with a more targeted focus on addressing the gaps and 

needs of SWD and ELLs. The embedded Critical Success Indicators for academic innovation 

include special education and other key demographics as part of the measures of improvement 

(District A, 2021). Additionally, within the 2.0 Special Education Strategic Plan for 2024-2027, 
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the department is focused in Goal 3, Action Step 1 on “In collaboration with the Reading English 

Language Arts Curriculum and Instruction Office, build the capacity of general and special 

education teachers in prekindergarten through high school on the SOR and evidence-based 

reading practices to meet the unique needs of students with disabilities” and the supporting 

Measurement of Success outcome that by 2027, “students with disabilities will increase reading 

proficiency” by 5 percentage points over 2023-2024 baseline (District A, 2023). The imperative 

to shift strategies to improve outcomes for SWD has increased in recent years to support the 

implementation of innovative practices, especially in reading, as this study explores. 

The Problem of Practice 

Components of Reading 

Reading is a complex process. Understanding the components of reading and the timing 

within the curriculum’s scope and sequence helped identify a possible instructional gap to 

address intermediate reading concerns. The research community defines the key components of 

effective reading instruction in multiple ways, generally referred to as the Science of Reading 

(SOR). The National Reading Panel report from 2000 recommends that effective reading 

instruction incorporates five critical skills, including 1) Phonemic Awareness, 2) Phonics, 3) 

Fluency, 4) Vocabulary, and 5) Comprehension. While the seminal work called Scarborough’s 

Reading Rope (2001) defines skilled reading as the mastery of the components of language 

comprehension (background knowledge, vocabulary, language structures, verbal reasoning, and 

literacy knowledge) and the components of word recognition (phonological awareness, decoding, 

and sight recognition), Compton et al. (2014) emphasize the separate yet interconnected nature 

of these skills. Kamhi (2009) extends this by stating that reading comprehension is a set of 

complex higher-level mental processes that include thinking, reasoning, imagining, and 
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interpreting. Castles et al. (2018) consider reading an expansion of the component cognitive 

tasks: individual words, meanings, context, causal connections, background knowledge, 

inferences, working memory, and executive functioning, which aligns with the neurological 

research on reading by Sousa (2007). In 2021, Duke and Cartwright expanded on the original 

components of Scarborough’s Reading Rope to develop the Active View of Reading, which 

starts with active self-regulation that influences the three key components of word recognition, 

bridging processes, and language comprehension, resulting in independent reading. 

Nathalie Wexler (2025) notes that three components affect student reading outcomes: 

decoding, language comprehension, and knowledge building (also see Cervetti & Hiebert, 2019). 

She is “calling for a different approach to comprehension instruction alongside better decoding 

instruction could also serve to counter the accusation that SOR advocates believe phonics is the 

panacea for all reading problems” (Wexler, 2025). While approaching the topic through different 

lenses, Wexler (2025) and Sousa (2007) connect the need for explicit instruction to access rich 

content and build background knowledge, as well as to explicitly teach decoding skills through 

cognitive science-based learning strategies, to improve students' reading skill learning trajectory. 

As summarized by Kelly et al. (2025), “one thing that is clear from neuroscience is the brain’s 

remarkable plasticity.” With systematic, explicit instruction and targeted intervention when 

necessary, students, including those with reading difficulties, can develop the neural pathways 

needed to decode and encode with fluency. All of these models are meaningful in that they 

elevate the complexity of reading instruction and the instructional challenge of supporting a 

variety of learners across the learning spectrum. This task often relies on an assured ability to 

access and use written content effectively. 

In the summary of research by Williamson et al. (2014), the authors stated that reading 
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growth trends accelerate rapidly, then slow around intermediate elementary grades or the 

beginning of middle school. There is a shift in the reading standards that may limit educator 

expectations and instruction regarding foundational reading beginning in the intermediate grades. 

According to the Maryland College & Career Readiness Standards (MCCRS) and the Common 

Core State Standards, Grade 3 is the last grade to include the teaching of specific structures of 

foundational language. Foundational skills in grades 4 and 5 require students to accurately read 

multisyllabic words, both in and out of context (MSDE, 2013, p. 5). The state standards last 

specify foundational reading skills (i.e., phonics, word recognition, and fluency) at all in fifth 

grade. Williamson et al. (2014) emphasize that “during later elementary years and middle school, 

less and less explicit reading instruction is provided for typically developing students, which 

could in turn slow students’ reading progress” (p.233). 

The decrease in explicit reading instruction for intermediate elementary students is often 

referred to in research as the transitional period of shifting from “learning to read” with 

foundational decoding skills to “reading to learn” to comprehend, analyze, and synthesize text of 

increasing complexity (Snow, 2018; Washburn & Pierce, 2025), however Cervetti and Hiebert 

(2019) call this a “false dichotomy” as student’s knowledge building is ongoing while their 

independent access skills through decoding and fluency may be developing. For all students in 

grades 3-5, there is an increase in content reading for understanding across subjects, with 

decreasing support for developing phonics, decoding, and fluency skills that are required for 

independent reading (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2024). For this study, reading literacy and 

proficiency are defined as the ability to use the reading, writing, speaking, and listening skills 

needed to convey cogent understanding. Therefore, when the foundational skills in intermediate 

grades solely focus on prefixes, suffixes, and multi-syllable words (MSDE, 2013), a student with 
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a disability who has not yet developed their decoding or fluency skills may not be able to access 

or participate in activities effectively to show their comprehension and understanding, either 

orally or in writing. For students who are reading off-level, especially special education and ML 

students, this is a major impact of the shift in the reading curriculum: intermediate instruction 

does not adequately focus on the fundamental components of reading (Seidenberg, 2017). 

Intermediate Reading Impacts Graduation 

Reading is a fundamental life skill that impacts future outcomes for children and families 

across our American communities. Literacy performance, along with student achievement, is a 

strong predictor of success in high school, college, and beyond (Cunningham & Stanovich, 2003; 

Sparks et al., 2014). However, the National Research Council report from 1998 on the NAEP, as 

well as subsequent analyses, has shown longitudinally that for students who are not reading on 

grade level by 3rd grade, there is a significantly increased possibility of not graduating on time 

or at all (NICHD, 2000; NRC, 1998). The National Research Council (1998) asserts that 

“academic success, as defined by high school graduation, can be predicted with reasonable 

accuracy by knowing someone’s reading skill at the end of third grade. A person who is not at 

least a modestly skilled reader by that time is unlikely to graduate from high school” (p. 21). 

This claim is alarming to this researcher! 

In the United States in 2019, only about one-third of fourth graders assessed through the 

Nation’s Report Card by NCES were found to be reading with the fluency and accuracy to 

demonstrate understanding of grade-level texts, and further analysis showed that this rate has 

been unchanging over time and is similar across eighth and twelfth grades (Stewart, 2020). “If 

children are allowed to fall behind in the development of word reading skills in first, second, and 

third grade, they miss out on the many thousands of accurate word reading repetitions necessary 
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to sustain normal growth in size of sight vocabulary” (Torgesen & Hudson, 2006). A recent 

policy report states that “millions of American children get to fourth grade without learning to 

read proficiently. And that puts them on the dropout track,” highlighting a key concern that 

drives this research (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2024, p. 15). The ultimate goal of 

education is to prepare functional, productive citizens. Currently, graduation from high school is 

an essential milestone for accessing further education and job opportunities. Beyond graduation, 

reading is also a life skill needed to engage as a community member. 

In their longitudinal study of a large cohort over 12 years, Lesnick et al. (2010) found that 

fewer than 45% of students who were reading below grade level in 3rd grade graduated 

(compared to 60% and 80% of students who were on grade level or above grade level, 

respectively). Less than 20% went on to college, leaving more than 55% of the readers below 

grade level as dropouts or without a diploma. They also found that the third-grade reading level 

was a strong predictor of the 8th-grade reading level. According to Donald Hernandez (2011), in 

his findings from an analysis of NAEP data, “about 16 percent of children who are not reading 

proficiently by the end of third grade do not graduate from high school on time, a rate four times 

greater than that for proficient readers” (p. 6). NAEP data reveal that approximately one-third of 

fourth-grade students are still failing to reach even a basic level of reading proficiency (NCES, 

2022), a figure that rises to 71% among SWD (EAB, 2019). While NCES did not assess 12th 

grade in 2022, the 2019 findings show that students with a below-proficient reading level are at 

levels similar to those of fourth- and eighth-grade students without disabilities (around 25-32%) 

and to SWD (62-70%) (NCES, 2020). 

Unfortunately, the most recent NCES data from 2024 support that a lack of reading skills 

is an increasing challenge across the nation for all 4th-grade students (40%) (NCES, 2025). 
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However, for SWD specifically, reading proficiency decreased further, with 72% scoring below 

Basic and 90% scoring Basic or below (What Works Clearinghouse, 2022). Hernandez (2011) 

also found that among those who drop out or do not graduate on time, more than three-fifths are 

below the basic reading level. Given research findings correlating early (3rd & 4th grade) lack of 

reading proficiency with a failure to graduate from high school across the last 20 years in various 

studies, this researcher aimed to explore change actions that could shift this trajectory and 

improve these outcomes for SWD in District A. 

Collaboration in Reading 

Whenever students struggle with a skill, especially reading, schools review data and plan 

to bring together resources and educators to address the need. According to Hargreaves (2021), 

collaboration among educators has become a universal expectation in modern education. For 

most students, including those with disabilities, most their time is spent in the general education 

classroom for reading, which means that implementing their individual plans (from their IEPs) 

requires an understanding of and co-planning for their needs, supports, and goals. Unfortunately, 

Conderman (2015) found that relationships are affected by the lack of time to understand each 

other as education partners and the needs of shared students, because building co-practice takes 

time and vulnerability. However, Ford and Youngs (2018) note that time and access to 

collaborative activities are insufficient to build teacher collaboration and learning. Collaboration 

for effective practice goes beyond traditional collaborative planning (which has many 

definitions) because it requires digging into the “how” of foundational reading and strategy 

implementation (Mitchell et al., 2020). Key factors include access to targeted resources, learning 

opportunities, and, in particular, a construct for collaborative support showing predictive positive 

outcomes for building teacher knowledge around language needs. (DeLuca et al., 2023). In fact, 
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Denton et al. (2003) found that competence in effective, evidence-based practice takes time (up 

to 25 teaching sessions) and requires ongoing collaboration for reading instruction and 

intervention to improve and practice, moving into maintenance for educators. 

Intentionality and fidelity are necessary but challenging to achieve within structured 

collaborative time, given the multiple purposes and possible conflicting priorities set for the 

limited time available for collaboration (Hargreaves, 2000; Horn et al., 2017; McLaughlin & 

Talbert, 2006; Patrick, 2022). The expectation that the special educator serves as the intervention 

specialist and, therefore, leads in planning and training the team, especially when co-instruction 

is considered to support modeling strategies for these evidence-based practices, adds complexity 

to the relationship. The research shows that specific types of teachers, including special 

educators, are less frequently included in school-based collaborative learning opportunities and 

are also underrepresented in the research base overall (Patrick, 2022). For students with reading 

disabilities, the specific factors that affect the implementation of supports and interventions by 

their main educators are: 1) General educator–extent of time, skill, knowledge, and interest in 

engaging in the needed instruction, and 2) Special educator–schedule control and caseload 

management to have time to implement sufficient explicit and systematic instruction and 

collaboration (Denton et al., 2003). For special education students, the need for educator 

understanding and intentionality goes beyond district policy and practice to the laws at the 

federal and state levels. 

Students with Disabilities & Reading 

The gap in reading performance between SWD and their nondisabled peers is wide: 64% 

of eighth-grade SWD read below the basic level compared to 20% of their peers without 

disabilities (NCES, 2012), which continued in more recent reviews with 67% of fourth and 63% 
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of eighth graders with disabilities (NCES, 2016). According to a data review by Moats and 

Dakin (2008), among the 13-14% of students nationwide who are identified with a disability and 

qualify for an IEP, about half (6-7% of all students) qualify as having a learning disability. From 

that group, about 85% (close to 6% of the total school-age population) have a specific primary 

learning disability that includes reading and language processing. Additionally, 15-20% of the 

population as a whole have reading difficulties that fit some (not all) of the symptoms of dyslexia 

(such as mixing up similar words, slow/inaccurate reading, poor spelling, or poor writing). The 

statistics indicate that about 2 to 5 students per class of 24 have a specific reading challenge that 

requires SDI to address their needs, but this could impact an additional four students, affecting a 

full quarter of the class on average (see International Dyslexia Association, 2025; Shaywitz & 

Shaywitz, 2004; Vellutino et al., 2004). 

While dyslexia as defined by the International Dyslexia Association in 2025 as “a 

specific learning disability characterized by difficulties in word reading and/or spelling that 

involve accuracy, speed, or both and vary depending on the orthography,” and more broadly 

learning disabilities, as defined by Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) as 

“the imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, spell, or do mathematical calculations,” 

they are not the only disability codes impacted by reading challenges; it gives a baseline for 

understanding the breadth of impact (20 U.S.C Section 1401 (30)). Hoover and Gough (1990), 

building on Gough and Tunmer (1986), present the Simple View of Reading (SVR) to define and 

describe the continuum of reading disability. In the SVR, skilled reading (R) is simply the 

product of the word recognition/decoding (D) and oral language comprehension (C) strands 

braiding together, or D x C = R. Therefore, the definition of reading disability is based on three 

possible types of breaks in those strands: poor word recognition skills, difficulties in 
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comprehending language, or a combination of the two (Hoover & Gough, 1990). 

However, by looking at Scarborough’s (2001) and Duke and Cartwright’s (2021) models, 

specific reading-related disability, like dyslexia, could occur through challenges with 

phonological awareness, the alphabetic principle, phonics knowledge, decoding skills, 

recognition of words at sight, print concepts, reading fluency, vocabulary knowledge, 

morphological awareness, and graphophonological-semantic cognitive flexibility. Rupley et al. 

(2009) assert that struggling readers need to learn these tasks through direct and explicit 

instruction and ample practice, with reading comprehension as the goal, a strategy that meta-

analysis has found effective for SWD (Wanzek et al., 2016). Additionally, Sousa (2007) 

emphasizes the need for the reading strategies to be specifically neurologically-based (like 

chunking information, using multi-sensory tools, and providing executive support), similar to 

targeted accommodations. 

Armbruster et al. (2001) found that prevention and intervention implemented before third 

grade can increase reading decoding skills to the average grade levels for 85 to 90 percent of 

poor readers. However, delaying intervention until after third grade resulted in approximately 75 

percent of children continuing to have basic reading decoding difficulties throughout high school 

and into adulthood (Shaywitz et al., 1992). While there is a large body of research on reading 

interventions for SWD in the primary grades, the scope is more limited for intermediate 

elementary students (Demirkaya & Bakkaloglu, 2015; Hanselman & Borman, 2013). The 

national research continues to suggest that interventions for struggling readers after third grade 

are less effective than those for primary-grade students (Hernandez, 2011). Of the interventions 

evaluated by the What Works Clearinghouse (2022) as having positive or potentially positive 

effects on literacy, 81% for primary grades met the criteria, compared with 73% for intermediate 
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grades. Similarly, the evidence for SWD is 70% in primary grades but decreases to only 50% in 

intermediate grades. The implications are that, nationally, there is evidence that interventions 

after 3rd grade, especially for SWD, lack effective instructional practices and reading 

interventions, which are significantly more limited than those for primary-grade students 

(Compton et al., 2014). 

Specific research on intervention programs effective in the primary grades has yielded 

mixed to limited results in the middle elementary grades. In Compton et al.’s 2014 study, 

researchers found that traditional content instruction was less effective than strategy instruction 

for developing vocabulary; there was no difference in knowledge or comprehension. Research on 

a packaged reading program “found neither a positive nor a negative effect of the instruction on 

student reading achievement in the upper elementary grades” (Hanselman & Borman, 2013). 

However, there were strong positive effects on students in kindergarten through second grade. 

Therefore, it is important to examine how SWD are left behind or impacted by the shift in 

intermediate-grade reading instruction. Given the limited positive impacts of continuing 

interventions from earlier grades, it is even more important to explore the collaborative practice 

that could bring together access and improvement for special education students. It is well worth 

considering how to adapt instructional practices to both accelerate the sophistication of reading 

instruction in the intermediate grades and provide the scaffolding and explicit instruction needed 

for foundational reading skills. 

Students with Disabilities & the Law in Schools 

The IDEA, reauthorized by Congress in 2004, emphasizes that disability does not 

diminish a person’s rights and that improving outcomes for SWD is an essential element of 

national policy to ensure equity in opportunities. Research shows that SWD learn and achieve 



21 

more in inclusive settings (Cole et al., 2021, 2023; Paulsrud & Nilholm, 2023), and the state of 

Maryland supports educating these students in their neighborhood schools as a general education 

priority alongside their peers (MSDE & Johns Hopkins Center for Technology in Education, 

n.d.). The reauthorized IDEA (2004) and ongoing national research have prompted districts, such 

as the one that is the focus of this study, to adopt a more inclusive model of support, thereby 

shifting the instructional focus to the general education environment. 

The programming for SWD who require SDI is documented in their Individual Education 

Program (IEP), as required by IDEA. IEPs include supplemental supports, strategies, and 

instruction that are needed to make the general education environment and curriculum accessible 

to the student and enable the student to make progress. Because IEP accommodations involve 

both general and special educators, the current law requires that the services and supports 

provided to SWDs be implemented in coordination by both sets of educators. With this shift 

from more self-contained to more inclusive education, it becomes imperative that addressing the 

needs of SWD be a collaborative effort between general and special education teachers (Friend et 

al., 2010). Thus, while the shift to a more inclusive environment sounds like a positive move, it 

has also posed a challenge for general educators to ensure the instruction, curriculum, and 

environment align with the needs of SWD (Francisco et al., 2020). 

The current IDEA law emphasizes the need for coordination among educators and service 

providers to increase equitable access to the educational environment and improve outcomes, 

especially for SWD (20 USC Section 1401(30)). With the emphasis on full inclusion in the 

reauthorized IDEA, it is imperative that the implementation of the IEPs, and the specially 

designed services and supports contained within, cannot be relegated to the purview of special 

educators only, but, instead, must be a shared responsibility of general and special educators, and 
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be addressed across the grade spectrum beginning in the early childhood years (U.S. Department 

of Education, 2025). Unfortunately, elementary reading general education teachers with more 

students with IEPs were “less likely to frequently engage their students in foundational reading 

activities” (Shapiro et al., 2024). The possibility of using structured collaborative planning 

(whether for co-planning, co-engagement, or co-teaching) between general and special educators 

to provide more explicit foundational reading instruction and accessible instruction for SWD, 

planned by a team of education professionals, was a key pivot point for this research. This study 

aimed to address this specific problem of practice: Intermediate (gr. 3-5) reading educators 

are not effectively collaborating to plan instruction for students with disabilities. For this 

study, basic reading skills are going to be defined with the following components from the above 

research: 1) word recognition as the foundational independent access skill, 2) language 

comprehension as the foundation sense-making skill, 3) knowledge-building as the exposure 

and experience to ground decision-making skill, and 4) accommodations as the targeted 

supports for equitable access to the learning process. (Scarborough, 2001; Sousa, 2007; Wexler, 

2025). Therefore, for this investigation, foundational reading will refer to the basic word 

recognition and language comprehension components of reading. In contrast, content access will 

refer to the knowledge-building and more complex language requirements of the intermediate-

grade-level curriculum, as well as the accommodations and modifications needed for SWD. 

Causal Systems Analysis 

As part of the process of developing this research study, I began by exploring the causal 

factors that significantly contribute to the team of educators' ineffective collaborative planning 

around reading for intermediate SWD in the district (see Figure 1). Through my review of the 

research, I identified three core causal categories that impact this coexistence: 1) Teacher 
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Capacity, 2) Siloed Teacher Roles & Responsibilities, and 3) Collaboration Structures. 

Teacher Capacity reflects on the lack of developed collaboration skills among educators in 

general, underdeveloped instruction for diverse learners by general educators, and 

underdeveloped reading content strategies by special educators. Siloed Teacher Roles & 

Responsibilities focuses on the dissonance around shared roles in classroom instruction and IEP 

implementation in response to the shift in education toward more embedded services. 

Collaboration Structures builds on the impacts of unprotected individual planning and the vague 

district collaboration guide, and focuses on poor collaboration structures in elementary schools. 

Figure 1  

 

Causal Systems Analysis Fishbone 

 

Note: Fishbone of Causal Systems Analysis of key factors resulting in the target problem, as developed by Lauren Duewer, 2023. 

Own work. 

Teacher Capacity 

In District A, the MCCRS establishes mastery expectations for basic literacy skills that 
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are explicitly taught to all students, including SWD, in kindergarten through 2nd grade. Those 

standards become significantly more limited in scope at the intermediate level. As a result, 

intermediate teachers are often unprepared to establish a sufficiently explicit literacy 

environment and to use effective instructional methods to teach foundational reading skills to 

students who lack basic reading skills (Garcia & Weiss, 2019; Moats, 2020). Moreover, the 

research suggests that teachers who do not possess an understanding of reading-related 

difficulties based on research are not able to provide effective content reading instruction for 

their SWD in the intermediate grades (Lyon & Weiser, 2009; Moats, 2014; Spear-Swerling, 

2015; Spear-Swerling & Cheesman, 2012; Torgesen et al., 2001), which speaks to a need for 

intermediate general educators to have a working knowledge of literacy assessment. For 

example, Allington (2011) links students’ reading difficulties to insufficient, high-quality reading 

instruction. More specifically, the research indicates that many elementary teachers lack 

knowledge of the English language and structure, particularly a sufficiently well-developed 

understanding of morphemes and phonemes (Joshi et al., 2009; Washburn & Pierce, 2025). 

These research trends indicate that both general and special education teachers may not feel 

prepared to teach reading to the full range of intermediate students, some of whom are reading 

well beyond grade level and others who are lagging two or more grades behind (Da Fonte & 

Barton-Arwood, 2017). 

General education teachers’ preparation emphasizes subject-matter pedagogy and grade- 

and subject-level-specific content (Da Fonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017). This training focuses on 

the scope and sequence for the grade level and how to implement the curriculum aligned to the 

standards through engaging lessons. However, when students require intervention, 

differentiation, modification, or acceleration to access the skills and/or standards, many general 
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education teachers may not have the training to incorporate accessible instruction to foster or 

remediate student learning and performance (Washburn & Pierce, 2025), especially around 

effective multi-component intervention practices that include word-level instruction (e.g., 

multisyllabic word reading, structural analysis) (Edmonds et al., 2009; Roberts et al., 2008; 

Wanzek & Vaughn, 2009 ). Most general educators lack awareness of inclusion provisions or the 

range of accommodations they should incorporate into their lessons each day (Francisco et al., 

2020), and some express “frustration and guilt over the amount of time required to accommodate 

and modify the lessons for students” with disabilities (Al Jaffal, 2022). Given their training in 

elementary content, general educators in elementary schools often rely on their special education 

colleagues as experts in student accommodations, modifications, and interventions. In fact, 

educator planning for SDI was “dependent on knowledge of special education practice and 

curriculum, knowledge for teaching reading, desire to learn, persistence in implementation, and 

use of PD (professional development)strategies to improve practice” (Brownell et al., 2014, p. 

42). 

In contrast, special educators are often certified more broadly to teach K-12 SWD, with 

the focus of their training on accommodations and modifications to SDI and on implementing 

their IEPs (Da Fonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017). As a result, their training as special educators 

often limits their exposure to subject-specific reading instruction. Santagata et al. (2010) noted 

that teachers with strategy knowledge, such as special education teachers, may lack content 

knowledge, which can result in an inability to explain the content effectively to students. It is, 

therefore, not surprising that special educators have often relied on their general education 

counterparts as experts in content and reading. However, Walsh et al. (2006) and Turner and 

Berube (2009) report that, while too many elementary teachers lack the training, experience, or 

https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/15/6/745#B10-education-15-00745
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/15/6/745#B37-education-15-00745
https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/15/6/745#B49-education-15-00745
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knowledge needed to teach reading effectively, limited opportunities to collaborate with and 

learn from their special education peers compound these limitations. 

While educators may not have all the skills individually, students’ varied needs often 

require educators to collaborate on instruction. The research indicates that teaming, on its own, is 

unlikely to improve instruction and student learning without the development of teachers’ skills 

in effective collaboration (Supovitz, 2002). Ploessl et al. (2010) state that “co-teaching may be 

popular, but it does not come naturally... the greatest obstacle to co-teaching is the lack of 

preparedness of the educators involved... because it requires an additional set of skills that are 

rarely used when teaching alone” (p. 158). Both sets of educators may lack the capacity to make 

data-informed decisions, develop content and curriculum, provide supports and strategies, revise 

district materials, and understand the collaborative process itself (Da Fonte & Barton-Arwood, 

2017), underscoring the need to develop together as professionals. Additionally, positively and 

constructively critiquing fellow teachers is a delicate matter and does not always come naturally, 

which may result in conflicts that they may lack the skills to resolve (Bovbjerg, 2006; Main, 

2007; Rone, 2009). Working together has many challenges, and a lack of understanding around 

the roles each person plays in the process often confuses the process. 

Siloed Teacher Roles & Responsibilities 

From the traditional teacher role perspective, the general education teacher focuses on 

teaching students without special needs, while the special educator focuses solely on students 

with targeted educational needs (Schwab et al., 2015). When it comes to collaborating about 

instruction for students with IEPs, general educators may find an extra layer of challenge in 

incorporating the supports outlined in their IEPs. In contrast, special educators may find it 

difficult to incorporate key curriculum concepts into the background skill development outlined 
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in IEPs. However, as required by IDEA, both special and general education educators are 

expected to plan together to implement the IEP across all elementary and secondary 

environments. In many cases, without an adequate working relationship or knowledge of each 

teacher’s roles and responsibilities in the learning process of SWD, potential teaming can readily 

break down (Truijen et al., 2013). 

In the K-12 classroom setting, while the law requires that multiple teachers have a role to 

play in providing daily lessons to students, most educators are inexperienced in teaming practices 

and lack pre- or in-service training in teaming skills (Main, 2007), as it is not usually taught or 

modeled in university coursework (Goddard et al., 2007). In my experience as a district specialist 

in special education, I find that most educators do not know how to collaborate effectively with 

their colleagues to plan and deliver instruction for their diverse learners, including SWD. 

Goddard et al. (2007) found that school systems designed collegial structures to support teacher 

autonomy rather than collaboration, creating a dichotomy and confusion. For teachers with 

underdeveloped collaborative capacity, siloed roles can be a barrier to effective co-instruction. 

While there is more structure at the middle and high school levels for co-teaching in District A, 

elementary educators have not been trained in team-teaching (see additionally Schwab et al., 

2015). 

In District A, general educators at the intermediate level often schedule their classes 

either around a homeroom they teach content to throughout the day, or they are 

‘departmentalized,’ in which they teach a set of content before rotating with a partner teacher 

(e.g., teaching reading and social studies, then sending the class to another teacher for math and 

science). They instruct a homogeneous grouping of students with a variety of needs. However, 

each school and grade level has some flexibility in its articulation planning to group and balance 
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needs in its class arrangements. The groupings can result in some classes with more intensive 

needs of various types (e.g., MLLs, special education, instructional levels, Talented & Gifted, 

student interests, 504, behavior needs, etc.). 

Intermediate elementary schooling has traditionally been structured around individual 

classrooms where general educators work mostly with their students in isolation. The exception 

to this flow has been with pull-out activities for targeted subpopulations of students, including 

ML and SWDs. In these instances, a Special Education or English Language Development 

(ELD) teacher will ‘pull’ students from their regular classroom to work one-on-one or in small 

groups, in the hallway or an ancillary office, to provide supplemental lessons or support based on 

individual learning plans (Gajda & Koliba, 2008; Saunders et al., 2009). When the pull-out 

model is prevalent, there are limited opportunities for the intermediate generalist teacher and 

specialized support teachers to plan or deliver instruction together. Moreover, this model tacitly 

reinforces the belief that SWD are the responsibility of the special education teacher, ML 

students are the responsibility of the ELD teacher, and the students without IEPs are the 

responsibility of the general classroom teacher, etc. 

Additionally, even the interventions (blended computer and human instruction) provided 

to these various subgroups are siloed by department. However, there is time allotted for the 

computer instruction access in reading and math blocks in District A. Some of the disconnect 

comes from coordinating the use, access, and use of the resulting data from the computer 

programs, along with the targeted human instruction that has to be provided by different people 

at different times. These siloed roles reduce intermediate teachers’ orientation toward more 

active collaboration (Byrd & Alexander, 2020). This instructional model has contributed to poor 

collaboration by creating siloed roles for educators in addressing individual students’ needs. The 
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unaddressed cultural shift of general education teachers to being a primary service provider for 

students with additional needs in their classroom has added potential tension and frustration to 

the teachers’ beliefs about their responsibility. 

Educators need support to speak the same language around support, strategy, and 

students. Da Fonte and Barton-Arwood (2017) identify that a language barrier can exist among 

educators due to differing definitions and refinements in understanding of the terms used to 

describe both curriculum and student expectations. Garcia and Weiss (2019) found that fewer 

than 40% of their study respondents received any professional learning on working with SWD 

after entering the school setting. However, even when receiving consistent, supported 

professional development, implementation is inconsistent when there is dissonance in beliefs 

about special education students (Brownell et al., 2006; Miller & Oh, 2013). The cognitive 

dissonance indicates that general educators feel ill-equipped to be successful in working with the 

supports and structures required for their special education students. 

Byrd and Alexander (2020) identify that a “metaphorical wedge has been leveraged 

between the general and special education classroom stemming largely from a significant lack of 

communication” (p.79). The strained relationship is grounded in the tradition of isolation 

(Goddard et al., 2007) and in fear of judgment and loss of autonomy (Methlagl, 2022). The 

changing instructional model exposes the effects of poor collaboration between the special 

educator and general educator in preparing for their roles in reading instruction. Consequently, 

the shift toward more inclusive practice may create confusion or disagreement about educational 

goals when it comes to expectations for the other person’s implementation (Datnow, 2011; Rone, 

2009). Educators work best when they know what is expected and who is responsible for what 

actions, and they work poorly when they are unclear about what is expected and/or who is 
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responsible for what or whom (Shaffer & Thomas-Brown, 2015). Knowing the dynamics and the 

role one plays in the educational pairing reduces decision fatigue when one is uncertain 

(Baumeister, 2003). 

Educational leaders are not always prepared to guide their teachers to embrace and lead 

with a focus on collaborative, student-centered planning and accountability (Meirink et al., 

2010). When collaboration is not reflected in school culture but is enacted at the teacher-to-

teacher level, Vangrieken et al. (2015) identified negative consequences for consistency in their 

meta-analysis. These include competitiveness, interpersonal conflict, loss of autonomy, work 

intensification, tensions among colleagues, use of collaboration to enforce conformity, 

monitoring of colleagues, heightening of incompatibilities (teaching styles, personalities, and 

pedagogical beliefs), and often contrived collegiality. A lack of structured collaboration fails to 

account for the level of relationship needed among educators to understand their roles and 

responsibilities. Unsupported pairings often pay little attention to information exchange, add to 

suspicion, and engage in misleading communication (Vangrieken et al., 2015). When concerns 

about teaming are not addressed, they can lead to insufficient buy-in, a lack of willingness to 

cooperate, and continued negativity toward teaming (Main, 2007; Rone, 2009). Many teachers 

report and request support from administration to make collaborative coordination happen and 

often identify a lack of services and support not only for students but also for themselves as 

educators (Billingsley, 2004; Buczynski & Hansen, 2010; Wang et al., 2020). Administrative 

support is needed to address both the structural (time, protocols, scheduling, etc.) and cultural 

(“our kids” mentality, mindset, priority of inclusion, etc.) challenges. 

In District A and across the country, there has been a national push to have SWD 

instructed alongside their peers in the general education classroom. The shift from pull-out 
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services to in-class instructional support aims to coordinate the core instructional curriculum 

with services better and to foster collaboration between general and special educators (Sindelar 

& Kilgore, 1995; Winfield & Hawkins, 1993). The purpose of push-in services is to increase 

access to explicit teaching and to more consistently connect students with their age-level peers 

within the educational environment (Friend et al., 2010). However, fundamentally shifting to a 

‘push-in’ model in which special education staff enter the general educator’s space does not 

necessarily increase collaboration or improve implementation as intended and may instead divide 

educators and maintain siloed roles (Byrd & Alexander, 2020). 

While the challenge may not be around the model itself, the research indicates that 

educators need support to understand the fundamental shifts in their roles to move from siloed 

responsibilities to co-responsibility for learning (Cook & McDuffie-Landrum, 2020). If school 

systems do not give educators time and space to plan and coordinate their practice, ‘push-in’ 

services can be little more than previous ‘pull-out’ services delivered in the classroom rather than 

a true instructional shift in mindset (Murawski, 2010; Winfield & Hawkins, 1993). Alternatively, 

worse, the new ‘push-in’ policies can create an even wider rift between educators without 

planning (Byrd & Alexander, 2020). 

Collaboration Structures 

 The collaboration structures of scheduling and time allotment are core parts of systemic 

school structures (Southern Regional Education Board, 2010). Collaboration structures can 

negatively impact teachers consistently working together in the following ways: unprotected 

individual planning, poor collaboration structures in elementary schools, and vague district 

collaboration guidance. It is not enough for teachers to have one of these factors addressed, as 

each contributes to instructional misalignment in different ways. 
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At its core, teaching is the work done with students, but effective teaching requires 

significant planning, preparation, reflection, and collaboration. Generally, structural barriers at 

the organizational level exist in access to time, space, and resources for collaboration to occur 

(García-Martínez et al., 2021). Garcia and Weiss (2019) found in their research that educators 

often do not get the needed time to do these preparatory activities, and more specifically, 

educators often do not get their individual planning time (Erb & Stevenson, 2015; Mertens & 

Flowers, 2004), which can affect their willingness and availability during collaborative work 

time (Vangrieken et al., 2015). Even experienced educators can feel the pressure of the workload 

involved in addressing the variety of student needs in their classrooms, which can result in less 

time allotted to creating meaningful lessons (Leonard & Leonard, 2003). District A provided all 

elementary educators with 240 minutes of protected planning time per week, with most that time 

dedicated to individual planning, according to their Negotiated Agreement (District A, 2022b). 

The demands on teacher time have only increased since the COVID-19 pandemic, as more time 

is needed to cover additional duty posts and to provide combined/substitute coverage for 

colleagues in the current vacancy climate, which further pressures their planning time. 

 If the individual’s planning time is affected, collaborative instruction planning becomes 

even more complex. Even when there is embedded and protected planning time for 

collaboration, the experience is that special education, ELD educators, and other specialists are 

consistently included in these structures. District A does not currently require or promote co-

teaching at the elementary level between special and general educators, including shared lesson 

planning and co-facilitation of daily instruction. However, District A does expect all grade-level 

teachers and specialists to participate in an established weekly collaborative planning block. 

Unfortunately, these planning blocks may or may not include the special educators, whose 



33 

schedules rely on principal approval and guidance. Whereas the generalist intermediate teachers 

have allotted time in their schedules for collaborative planning, special educators may be 

required to cover their caseloads, duty times, other grades, or students during this protected 

planning time. Given that collaborative teaming takes time, the lack of scheduled common 

planning and collaborative planning time is a common barrier to effective teaming (Denton et al., 

2003; Erb & Stevenson, 2015; Main, 2007; Meirink et al., 2010; Murawski, 2010), especially if 

those meeting times are not consistent (Saunders et al., 2009). 

The Negotiated Agreement did not encourage the inclusion of grade-level or content 

teams, special population specialists, and instructional leadership in collaborative planning, 

which is considered an instructional professional learning community (District A, 2022a). 

However, this time is not required by the contract, as it leans on the district collaborative 

planning process model. Collaborative planning, as documented in the district strategic plan 

(District A, 2023), must be regularly included in the master schedule and provider schedules. 

The Negotiated Agreement does emphasize that the purposes of collaborative planning to be: 

“work, study and plan together in a collegial manner to understand content better, ensure 

consistent delivery of instruction, analyze student thinking and performance to determine 

implications for instruction; and share best practices that will improve teaching and learning to 

meet the needs of our students.” Most importantly, collaborative planning incorporates 

“educators in the grade level/content/department in collaboration with special population service 

providers and the instructional leadership team. The collective team shall determine which 

components will be discussed during each planning session” (District A, 2022a). 

Another systemic structure beyond scheduling constraints that contributed to ineffective 

collaboration was the loosely structured Collaborative Planning Guide (CPG) provided by 
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District A (see Appendix R sampling). This guide was intended to create a general process for 

planning and delivering instruction across grade/subject areas to address the varied needs within 

the classrooms. The current CPG identifies four possible purposes for planning: “data inquiry, 

examining student work, lesson planning, and study groups.” The current planning guide 

provided only generic guiding questions and generalized prework, process, and follow-up. It 

emphasized the use of a rolling agenda to memorialize what has been discussed and planned. 

Any planning area across grades can use this CPG, which focuses on creating a consistent cycle 

and on guiding questions for curriculum and instruction. The limitation of the current guide was 

that, while the collaborative practices outlined are very generic to allow for flexibility across 

school levels, they are not specific enough to address the needs of individual students (e.g., 

“How will the lesson be differentiated to meet the needs of all students?”). They are not specific 

enough to provide concrete guidance. This looseness can mean that the planning time does not 

adequately focus on students with specific needs. 

While the CPG provided signals for targeting SWD or ELD students at the outset, there 

are no focus questions to guide the discussion or target outcomes for those groups. Moreover, 

there is no specific direction in the lesson planning guidance to include the ELD or SPED 

teachers (see Appendix R). The lesson planning questions do not currently provide any anchored 

guidance on best-practice reading instruction or on attending to the five components of reading. 

Consequently, the current protocol can leave planning for the needs of SWD unaddressed, as 

appears to be the case for developing readers in the intermediate grades in District A. The 

researcher chose not to explore the CPG as a primary focus for two reasons: 1) leadership 

guidance–the CPG is more focused on school leaders guiding collaboration rather than the 

educators involved, and 2) generality–the guiding questions did not target any of the key 
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components of reading instruction. 

Theory for Improvement 

The theoretical framework for improvement (as laid out in Figure 2) is based on the 

analysis of primary and secondary drivers currently impacting the key factor of collaboration, as 

identified through the causal systems analysis. To identify the current change idea, there were 

three primary drivers considered for impact on the teacher aim, which include 1) developing 

capacity in educators, 2) reenvisioning the collaborative mindset, and 3) improving collaborative 

structures. During the exploration of improving capacity around IEP delivery, targeting 

secondary drivers of improving capacity around accommodations and reading sequence to drive 

collaboration was considered. However, the training on roles and strategies in the reading 

development process did not go far enough to directly impact reading instruction, and the shift to 

co-teaching opportunities in reading was too intensive for a short-cycle implementation. 

Similarly, when considering reenvisioning the collaborative mindset, the professional learning 

concepts for mindset, problem-solving, and professional learning communities, which focused 

on changing beliefs and culture, remained similarly distant from directly impacting reading 

instruction. 

Therefore, the primary driver selected was improving collaborative structures to directly 

elevate the quality of reading instruction for intermediate SWD. The researcher selected this 

driver to address the aim: “By June 2026, general and special education teachers in grades 3-

5 will consistently collaborate around reading to appropriately instruct students with 

disabilities.” The secondary drivers of repurposing collaborative planning and mindfully 

attending to reading and accommodations reflect the opportunity to transform the time already 

embedded in collaborative planning to focus on the foundational reading needs of SWD. The 
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targeted collaborative protocol creates a structure for mindful attention to reading and 

accommodation, and for addressing practices that can directly impact the teacher’s aim, as the 

basis for this theory of improvement. 

Figure 2  

 

Driver Diagram 

 

Note: Driver Diagram exploring primary, secondary, and tertiary drivers resulting in the teacher aim, as developed by Lauren 

Duewer, 2025. Own work. 

Develop Teacher Capacity Around Reading and Student Accommodations 

  The research supports the need for educators to receive targeted training on strategies to 

build their capacity to collaborate on accommodations and instruction for reading. Lemons et al. 

(2016) suggest that intermediate elementary-grade students need targeted instruction on the 

complexity of reading and effective interventions to build capable decoders and readers. 

Seidenberg (2017) similarly emphasizes that focusing on and reinforcing the scope and sequence 
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of reading decoding skills is needed to develop more efficient and effective readers at any grade 

level, much more than any other individual circumstantial factor. For students who are not 

reading on grade level, the importance of educator knowledge about reading development 

increases, especially as the curriculum reduces emphasis on these skills. The research is detailed 

that SWD would benefit greatly if both general and special educators developed their mastery as 

reading instructors and collaborators (Goddard et al., 2007; Ladson-Billings, 2014; Ronfeldt et 

al., 2015). 

Co-teaching is defined by Friend et al. “as the partnering of a general education teacher 

and a special education teacher or another specialist for jointly delivering instruction to a diverse 

group of students, including those with disabilities or other special needs, in a general education 

setting and in a way that flexibly and deliberately meets their learning needs” (2010, p.11). The 

co-teaching processes identified include co-planning, co-implementing, AND co-assessing 

instruction. True coteaching, when well implemented, creates space for educators to go through 

“each stage building their capacity to collaborate, take initiative, and solve problems” by 

observing, modeling, reflecting, and co-working around instruction (Mostovoy-Luna, 2025). 

However, the research also finds that co-teaching requires the support of an effective, 

experienced instructor for the team to increase its use of Specially Designed Instruction (SDI) to 

effectively meet the needs of SWD (Scruggs et al., 2007). Within District A, elementary schools 

lack sufficient special education staff to support the true definition of co-teaching with two 

educators across all grade levels consistently; therefore, the focus of this study is on co-planning 

as the pivotal instructional shift. While they may not be formally co-teaching, special and general 

educators–as instructors of the same students around reading–need to build their capacity to plan 

and implement coordinated reading instruction. As Murawski and Lochner (2017) share, “both 



38 

educators need to contribute to the proactive planning” of what occurs in the classroom–

instruction, differentiation, accommodation, and assessment. High-quality outcomes for students 

require that districts and educators be prepared for and supported with interventions for special 

populations that historically perform below their grade-level peers, including a full range of 

supports for their specific needs (The Equity Assistance Centers, 2013). Therefore, together, both 

intermediate educators can better align the curriculum and instructional methods to enhance 

student learning (Hackmann et al., 2002). 

Reading instruction that meets the needs of intermediate-grade SWD requires that both 

general education and special education teachers understand the accommodations, supports, and 

services that are part of students’ IEPs and possess a full understanding of effective reading 

instruction. Sousa (2007) observed that all educators are teachers of reading and should be 

trained to strengthen the reading skills of students at every grade, which is part of why there may 

need to be more focus in the district on helping educators differentiate and customize their 

lessons for the needs of the students they teach. Even more strongly, Denton et al. (2003) 

emphasize that educators must routinely provide students who struggle with decoding with 

consistent, intensive instruction grounded in research-validated principles. For some educators, 

this guidance may need to be as specific as “what to teach, what order to teach it in, how to teach 

it, and to what level” (Haycock, 2009, Slide 104). However, this level of institutional shift 

extends beyond the purview of this investigation. 

Reenvision the Collaborative Mindset 

The current educational environment increasingly requires general and special educators 

to expand their beliefs about their roles and deepen their knowledge of diverse learners in 

relation to the curriculum, according to Van Garderen et al. (2012). Both special educators and 
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general educators need to understand their specific roles and the importance of their 

collaboration in improving outcomes for SWD. In my experience, the mindset around SWD is 

that special educators are responsible for them and need to provide for all their needs. If the 

continuum of services is to continue shifting toward more inclusive opportunities, educators need 

to be developed to shift their mindsets and beliefs through an intentional culture shift. Lemons et 

al. (2016) emphasize that the continuum of services in schools should include enhanced 

instructional and intervention intensity to ensure that SWD receive the free and appropriate 

education mandated by law. Achieving this continuum requires a transformed belief that all 

educators provide access to SDI throughout the school day. 

The district can foster a collaborative mindset through voluntary Professional Learning 

Communities (PLCs), targeted training in problem-solving in the educational environment, and 

revisions to the special education process to build intentionality around implementation and team 

dynamics (Hord & Tobia, 2015). Garcia and Weiss (2019) suggest that PLCs are needed to help 

develop shared language and understanding around student needs. Lemons et al. (2016) 

emphasize the need for a “community of special and general educators who have expert 

knowledge and skills about their content area, as well as diagnostic and instructive practices for 

meeting the needs of students with significant learning problems” (pg. 139). To build their 

problem-solving, collaboration, and understanding skills, adults need purposeful time, choice, 

community, and time to work to understand one another and get the support needed to shift their 

mindset and beliefs. (Mehta & Fine, 2019). The time and breadth of involvement needed to 

create the broad mindset shift would be more extensive than this investigation proposed. 

Improve Collaborative Structures 

For the scope of this study, this researcher proposed adjusting current structures to create 
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space for the targeted implementation of reading and associated accommodations aligned with 

the planned direct instruction. The research of Connor et al. (2014) found that to improve 

students’ reading outcomes, educators likely have to improve knowledge AND practice 

specifically. The district SPED department introduced evidence-based practices through the 

High-Leverage Practices for Special Education (McLeskey et al., 2017). The high-leverage 

practice that most closely applies to this research is high-leverage practice #1, which is to 

"collaborate with professionals to increase student success" (McLeskey et al., 2017, p. 17), as 

supported by Paulsrud and Nilholm (2023). The current research theory brings together this high-

leverage practice with the concepts of effective teaching from Danielson and Axtell’s (2009) 

Framework for Teaching, which is the evaluation and model used within the district. 

A collaborative structure is needed to effectively impact student outcomes, especially to 

address the time and purpose-setting required (Billingsley & Bettini, 2019; Podolsky et al., 

2016). According to Patrick (2022), collaborative planning time needs to be sufficiently 

scheduled and protected by administration, which positively predicts the level of teacher 

collaboration and engagement. Effective collaboration is a job-embedded, strategic, capacity-

building professional learning time with a strong professional climate, where attendees 

demonstrate competence, respect, and expectations, which differs from the shared space and time 

of the traditional model for educational planning (Buczynski & Hansen, 2010; Patrick, 2022; 

Wang et al., 2020). 

Good collaboration was defined by the National Education Association (2022), based on 

Rubinstein and McCarthy (2016), to “establish an education partnership, commit to work 

together, and share in decision-making around shared student-centered goals “. Educators need 

development in the language, structures, and vocabulary used in instruction, curriculum, and 
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adaptations to build collaborative capacity (Da Fonte & Barton-Arwood, 2017; Lemons et al., 

2016). Schwab et al. (2015) identified that a truly inclusive environment includes educators with 

equal responsibility in strong collaborative teaching, instructional planning, classroom routines, 

and preparations within the support of a collaborative school culture. It is crucial for school 

culture to value educator collaboration and to dedicate time to collaborative decision-making 

(Katz & Dack, 2013). When collaboration occurs, improved student achievement is correlated 

(Goddard et al., 2007). In fact, “teacher collaboration is consistently associated with high-

performing schools” (Center for the School of the Future, 2025). 

This study was designed to enhance rather than supplant current practices, thereby 

allowing educators to drive the shift in the district’s weekly grade-level collaborative planning 

allotment. To add intentionality to the proposed collaboration, the research used what Lipton and 

Wellman (2017) call a “third point” through the Strategic Collaboration Protocol (SCP). The 

researcher intended this collaboration structure to emphasize the legal responsibility of both 

educators to plan and implement SDI that aligns with the supports outlined in the individual 

student’s IEP. Dickinson (2009) characterized productive team meetings as teacher-led, focused 

on planning and organization, and on topics that develop specialized knowledge, change beliefs, 

and support consistent, long-term implementation (see Connor et al., 2014). The study explored 

the connection between educator team engagement in collaboration and targeted planning time, 

with a focus on the shift toward mindfully attending to reading instruction and accommodations. 

The goal of this investigation was to use the planning time already built into all teachers’ 

schedules and to shift the interaction between general and special education teachers to help both 

intensify and adapt the reading lesson to address foundational and content-related needs, 

including better accommodations, supports, and strategies for students with IEPs. The district 



42 

roughly defined collaborative planning as a designated 30–60 minutes of planning time with 

colleagues either in a vertical (e.g., by subject and broader age grouping) or horizontal (by grade) 

manner per week. The model intended to acknowledge the strengths of the general educator as a 

content leader and the special educator as a strategy leader, and to recognize that a shift in 

instruction requires the strengths of both educators to create learning by adapting, recreating, 

bridging, and scaffolding to “build success for our most marginalized students” (Ladson-

Billings, 2014). Specifically, this study aimed to equip teachers with a tool to guide their 

collaborative planning and focus on improved reading instruction for SWD by creating space to 

target direct reading skills, strategies, and accommodations. Therefore, transforming the planning 

time currently available in the district is one route to building more effective collaboration and 

instruction to improve students’ reading trajectories. 

Theory of Improvement 

This exploratory investigation aimed to identify evidence-based strategies to improve 

educator collaboration on reading instruction for SWD, thereby improving reading progress and 

outcomes for these students. I positioned this research project to address the intentionality of 

work around this Critical Success Indicator for the district: How do we shift current instructional 

planning practices around reading to improve outcomes for special education students? (from 

the District A Strategic Plan, 2023). 
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Figure 3  

 

Theory of Improvement Diagram 

 

Note: Summary visual of the theory of improvement, as developed by Lauren Duewer, 2023. Own work. 

The Theory of Improvement (Figure 3) focused on the following (as developed through 

the Driver Diagram in Figure 2): If we want students with disabilities in the intermediate 

grades to become proficient readers, then general and special educators need to 

incorporate SDI in reading plans. More specifically, we need to repurpose currently 

available collaborative planning time to strategically and mindfully attend to foundational 

reading skills and supports needed for struggling readers. I propose that the best way to 

accomplish this is through an improved collaborative protocol to co-create accessible lessons 

that explicitly address student-specific literacy needs during the implementation of the 

intermediate reading curriculum. Therefore, this would address my problem of practice: 

Intermediate (gr. 3-5) educators are not effectively collaborating to plan reading for students 

with disabilities. 
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The theory of improvement was based on the promising approach to educational 

improvement proposed by Ronfeldt et al. (2015), which yielded a strong correlation in their 

study of 9,000 teachers working with SWD. In summary, Ronfeldt et al. found that targeted 

improvements in collaboration within instructional teams led to better student outcomes. This 

positive finding is one of the key factors driving this study. Structured and focused collaboration 

time spent improving instruction and focused on student performance improves educator practice 

(Meirink et al., 2010). Additionally, the study by Goddard et al. (2007) specifically found that 

fourth-grade students achieve higher in mathematics and reading when they attend schools 

characterized by higher levels of teacher collaboration, which directly supports the age and 

strategy selected. 

A SCP was selected as the pivotal practice for this exploratory study for the following 

reasons: focus, differentiation, implementation, and student-centered. In a recent study of 

protocol use for math planning, educators "reported greater confidence in designing 

differentiated lessons tailored to students' learning styles and readiness levels, strengthening co-

teaching partnerships, and refining the planning and implementation of structured three-part 

lessons" (Gordon, 2025). Gordon's (2025) findings align with earlier research by DuFour and 

Eaker (2009), who found that schools that prioritized structured collaborative planning protocols 

saw significant improvements in student achievement and more refined instructional strategies. 

Structured protocols help focus productive conversations on student learning and equitable 

participation by minimizing distractions and off-topic discussion (McDonald et al., 2003). 

Structured protocols also assist with reflection on instructional approaches, informed decision-

making, and strategy improvements (Cohen & Goodlad, 1994). Beyond developing instruction, 

educators engaged in structured collaboration are more likely to address the diverse needs and 
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implement innovative strategies targeted to student learning (Desimone, 2011). The structure of 

collaboration was found to be essential in the research of Andrews-Larson et al. (2017), who 

found that unstructured collaboration led to inconsistent results and implementation. Rather than 

providing additional training for educators, this investigation explores the impact of a shift in the 

planning structure and whether that alone has any initial, noticeable effects warranting further 

study. In summary, the research indicates that SCPs improve the intentionality of planning time, 

differentiation, and instructional outcomes, thereby enhancing practice and implementation. 

  The researcher hypothesized that by implementing a SCP for reading, educators would 

experience meaningful transformations in collaborative planning time by focusing on the 

foundational needs and reading support for SWD, and, consequently, the effectiveness of reading 

instruction for these students would improve. If District A wanted to improve student outcomes, 

I proposed changing the structure of collaborative planning (specifically during their 

Collaborative Planning Blocks, as a district-wide expectation) to actively engage the combined 

expertise of general and special educators working together on behalf of our SWD. This study 

was based on the premise that the use of a targeted planning protocol can improve the specificity 

of reading instruction for intermediate special education students, thereby enabling more 

intentional selection and incorporation of specially designed reading strategies, skills, supports, 

and accommodations in co-planned lessons. The study was grounded in the thinking that if the 

district provides general and special educators with focused guidance through a SCP on 

incorporating specific supports and instruction during reading lessons for SWD, then the co-

planned reading instruction will better align and create access to targeted instruction for these 

students, which will, in turn, improve their learning outcomes in reading. The collaborative 

protocol was intended to engage and guide a conversation between both parties, focusing on 
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scaffolding foundational and content-based reading skills for SWD through intertwined 

instructional practices. The goal of this study was for both teachers to see the protocol as an 

improvement to their current planning routines and practices. While general educators were part 

of the collaboration process, only the special educator’s feedback provided the comparison from 

their prior experience, during the proposed change, and after implementation, and whether there 

is a perceived impact. Furthermore, by focusing on improved reading foundations and access to 

content, this researcher posited that SWD’ long-term reading outcomes can improve. However, 

this research will not directly measure students’ reading results. 
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Section 2 

Methodology 

The researcher designed the study to engage a sample of intermediate-grade special 

education teachers who support SWD in general education classrooms. The first stage of the 

study was focus groups through which the researcher aimed to understand current collaborative 

practice and possible changes needed. The second stage of the study was a targeted 

implementation of the structured collaborative planning protocol. The time frame for subject 

recruitment and data collection was 7 months, slightly longer than the predicted 4 months. 

Research Aim & Questions 

 The goals of this study were: 1) to improve collaboration between general and special 

educators around reading to instruct students with disabilities more appropriately, and 2) to 

explore whether a small change in the structure of collaborative planning can lead to meaningful 

improvement in instruction, as most instructional changes that are implemented and tested in the 

district have been larger-scale changes with professional development and additional resources. 

The overarching question for this research was “What is the impact of a structured 

collaboration protocol on teacher collaboration and instruction in reading for intermediate 

students with disabilities?” Three research questions guided the work, including: 

• What are the current collaboration practices between intermediate general and special 

education teachers? 

• How do special education teachers experience collaboration on teaching reading to 

students with disabilities? 

• How can a Structured Collaborative Protocol impact collaborative practice for reading? 
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Subject Recruitment and Selection 

Recruitment 

Subject recruitment was purposive (Creswell & Poth, 2016) and began by identifying all 

elementary special educators in District A by pulling names and email addresses from school 

websites, since there was no specific list of special educator assignments across the district at 

that time. There were 138 elementary schools with intermediate-level students in the target 

District (including academies and charters), and an estimated 450 special educators served 

elementary-age students (excluding schools and educators linked to the investigator). The 

researcher expected that about 200-225 special education teachers would not be eligible to 

participate in this study because they teach in self-contained environments. Removing this cohort 

left about 225-250 elementary resource teachers, and of those, approximately half (125) were 

likely to be assigned within their schools to work with intermediate-grade students. The goal of 

the initial recruitment screening questionnaire was to identify approximately 20-25 intermediate 

elementary special education resource teachers (15-20%) to volunteer for the study’s focus 

groups. From this targeted group, the researcher invited volunteers (about half) to pilot a new 

collaborative protocol and document their experiences with the tool. 

Given that school administrators do not consistently include self-contained special 

education teachers or those in special programs in grade-level collaboration with their general 

education colleagues, this subset of special education teachers was therefore excluded from the 

implementation selection. To maintain consistency in the focus on collaboration between general 

education and special education teachers around reading, the study included only special 

educators who are currently or have been included in this planning with their general education 

colleagues. Additionally, as a district special education instructional specialist, I did not recruit 
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teachers from schools under my caseload to ensure impartiality and avoid undue influence on the 

process. 

To recruit a good representative sample of volunteers for the larger focus group part of 

the study, all elementary principals, excluding those with connections to the caseload of the 

researcher (13 in total), were sent email requests (Appendix A) for consent to involve their 

special education staff and to use collaborative time (including three primary email contacts and 

one final appeal to respondents–see Appendix B). Principal contacts were kept indirect as the 

positionality of the investigator as a Central Office Instructional Specialist could have unduly 

influenced the engagement of principals or changed their involvement in the collaboration 

process. The impact of positionality was also considered in the resulting contacts with educators 

throughout the research; therefore, university email was used to limit district-level position 

association, similar to the Hawthorne effect. Of the 126 elementary principals contacted, only 31 

responded affirmatively and signed consent for the researcher to contact their educators to seek 

their participation during the subject recruitment period from early January through early 

February 2025. Notably, an additional 10 principals stated that they did not consent to their staff 

being contacted for various reasons. 

Among the accepting principals, only 150 special educators within their buildings were available 

for contact (out of the potential 661 staff on the district’s public contact list, partly due to 

inconsistent role labeling on some school websites). While this is about half the expected number 

of staff, the researcher proceeded by contacting special educators who received an 

invitation/recruitment email (see Appendix C) containing a link to the screening questionnaire, 

through which they indicated their interest in participating in this study. Additionally, the 

researcher provided the principals with a flier to post and share about the invitation (see 
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Appendix S). The researcher designed the screening questionnaire (available through Qualtrics, 

see Appendix E) to gather basic demographic and key information (years of teaching, role, 

certification, willingness to participate in a focus group, etc.) about the volunteers. Similar to the 

principal recruitment consent, the researcher sent a total of three emails to solicit interest (also 

see Appendix D). 

Selection 

It was the intention for researcher to select a sampling of subjects who represent the 

diversity of the district, including representatives from each of the three regions of the district 

(north, central, south), varied sizes of schools, representative caseload sizes, and a mix of years 

of experience as a special education teacher, as well as a primary focus on teachers of reading in 

grades 3-5. Thus, I created a questionnaire that included the range of screening factors modeled 

in Appendix E. The questionnaire also asked respondents to indicate whether they were part of a 

special program or a self-contained classroom, to screen out any educators who did not meet the 

criterion for the study. I intended to select subjects whose schools would include at least one 

small-to-medium school (500 or fewer students) and at least one medium-to-large school (more 

than 500 students) per area. By selecting a cross-section of special education participants from 

grades 3, 4, and 5, from both large and small schools, and from the three major areas of the 

district, I intended the focus group subjects to be representative of the broader district. The study 

recruitment was designed to include educators from the same school to participate in the focus 

groups; the investigator would ensure they were in separate groups to allow for open sharing 

without undue influence. The researcher selected this cross-section to account for the fact that 

adult collaboration and instructional practice may differ or shift across grade levels and the 

administrative needs of various-sized schools. The initial questionnaire asked all participants 
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only about their interest in participating in the focus group, not in the additional implementation 

phase of the study. 

To entice educators to participate in the study, the researcher appealed to their interest in 

informing and influencing the district’s understanding of current collaboration practices and in 

providing input and feedback to shape central office directives. I also emphasized that this study 

was an opportunity to receive free, targeted professional development on reading collaboration. 

Focus group participants were offered a small gift card ($5 Amazon/Target or the like; see 

Appendix T). Based on the response rate, the researcher sent follow-up emails/contacts to the 

elementary special educators every two weeks over two months to reach a representative sample 

of at least 20 focus group members and to make a final appeal as the focus group section of the 

study closed. Through multiple contact attempts, including three mixed contacts via email or 

phone and one follow-up email as needed, 33 special educators submitted responses to the 

screening questionnaire. Of those responses, 17 volunteered to participate in the focus group by 

providing their contact information and meeting the criteria across the Phase 1 period from mid-

January through mid-March. The identified subjects were sent the confirmation of being selected 

to participate (Appendix F) and the Consent Form (see Appendix G). Once the investigator 

received the signed consent for Phase 1, the researcher sent the focus group dates/times outside 

of work hours. Ten respondents signed the consent form and participated in focus group sessions, 

which was roughly half of the 20-25 subjects I had hoped to recruit. Given that the contact 

sampling of 150 was about half of the expected 450 educators, this result aligns with the 

expected sampling percentages (see Figure 4). 

According to Cheng’s (2007) summary research, focus groups can include 4-12 

participants; smaller groups allow for more sharing and higher-quality responses. The literature 
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supports the efficacy of small sample sizes and argues that the more usable data collected from 

each person, the fewer participants are needed (Baker & Edwards, 2012; Morse, 2000). The 

study used data collection and coding for the focus groups and interviews to address research 

questions 1 and 2. The 10 teachers in the focus groups accounted for about 7% of the district’s 

target teacher group. They represented the intermediate grades to provide a sampling of the 

swath of educator experience. The researcher selected the focus group format to allow for 

“providing access to participants’ own language, concepts and concerns; encouraging the 

production of more fully articulated accounts; and offering an opportunity to observe the process 

of collective sense-making in action” (Wilkinson, 1998). Especially for decision-making, where 

staff have direct involvement in the implementation process and are affected by the results in 

their jobs, the focus group allows them to convey their desires, current status, and experiences 

(Williams & Katz, 2001). 
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Figure 4  

 

Visual Model of Subject Recruitment 

 

Note: Visual of the recruitment process for the study across all phases, as developed by Lauren Duewer, 2025. Own work. 

The researcher invited all focus group participants at the end of the focus group to discuss 

their interest in volunteering to implement the SCP, as they had been pre-screened and deemed 

eligible through the screening questionnaire. The investigator hoped that a large majority of the 

focus group participants would be interested in the next phase, with at least nine implementers 

(half of the focus group members). However, due to a limited response rate of 17 eligible 

educators from the 31 responses and a smaller-than-expected participant group of 10, the five 

implementers did not meet the 50% expectation. The implementation volunteers agreed to: 1) 

attempt to implement the SCP and reflect through the Micro-Journal/Exit Ticket, and 2) share the 

intermediate grade levels with which they would be implementing. Each implementor was also 
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offered a small gift card ($20 from Amazon/Target, or a similar retailer) for their participation 

(Appendix T). 

The researcher intended the protocol implementation to be across at least 12 schools (or 

representative sample of about 10% of schools and 5% of possible special educators, or a quarter 

of respondents) with at least two schools per geographic area of the district (north, central and 

south) to ensure that there is a representative sample from across the large district with at least 

resource special educators from each grade level (3rd, 4th, and 5th). The goal was to better 

understand the current process across district locations and determine whether the SCP could 

improve the collaborative planning process, though they did not achieve the hoped-for district 

representation by grade/region. 

Data Collection 

The study organized data collection into two phases: focus groups and interviews, 

followed by an implementation study. In the first phase, the researcher conducted two focus 

groups and three individual interviews, during which the researcher facilitated conversations 

about current collaboration practices and the role of current special education teachers in 

planning reading instruction for intermediate students. The focus groups and interviews took 

place during February and March of 2025, focusing on current collaboration practices to provide 

baseline information and feedback, and the protocol was the same for both. The researcher asked 

the participants open-ended probes listed in Appendix I, which allowed the investigator to tailor 

follow-up and probing questions to deepen and expand the group’s responses. Each interaction 

was designed to last 1 hour and to be held via Zoom. The researcher recorded the focus groups 

and interviews and generated de-identified transcripts for each meeting. The researcher 

scheduled all five meetings as focus groups, but due to limited attendance, three of the five 
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meetings were conducted as individual interviews instead. While it was intentionally 

acknowledged in all communications around my positionality within District A, reflection on the 

candid responses (both positive and negative) by the participants indicates that a comfort level 

and safe space was created during the sessions was achieved for the most part. 

In the second phase of the study, the goal of the new protocol was to strengthen the 

collaboration structure of reading planning during the district-allotted time within elementary 

school schedules for the Collaborative Planning Blocks (CPB) (See Appendix J). The new SCP 

included elements to address key curriculum components and individualization related to the 

IEP, as an opportunity to explore reading collaboration in relation to the protocol’s influence 

AND the current collaboration experience through direct, in-the-moment feedback. 

The investigator based this research and its protocols on the primary research of Marilyn 

Friend and Wendy Murawski, preeminent researchers in the fields of collaboration and co-

teaching. Specifically, the WHAT, HOW, WHO approach as developed by Murawski (2012) is 

the basis for the SCP–WHAT refers to what is already known (like Unit, Key Strategies, Skills, 

Students, Focus Accommodations, etc.) which may be pulled from previously developed 

documents (like the District A curriculum, the IEPs, and reading interventions), HOW refers to 

the ways the content will be taught and targeted (targeting key students/groups, teaching 

approaches/models, access to all students, specific strategies to the skills at hand, differentiation, 

accommodations, modifications, etc.) as an intentional discussion between the educators, and 

WHO refers to which educator will implement which part of the plan through Next Steps, By 

Whom, and By When (ex. Making items, pulling groups, leads for rotations, etc.) (see Appendix 

J). The researcher organized these sections visually into a graphic organizer to embed in the 

current CPB, which the researcher trained the implementers about during a single session. While 
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not requiring co-teaching, the purpose of the SCP was to improve intentionality and make 

communication more explicit among educators teaching the same students. 

The researcher asked pre-screened focus group members for volunteers for the 

implementation phase, and the investigator provided an introduction and training (see Appendix 

I) on the collaborative tool after subjects expressed verbal interest in participating in the short-

cycle implementation during the focus group. The 10-minute training was followed by an email 

reminder with links to complete their consent for Phase 2 (see Appendix K). Ten participants 

were available at the intermediate elementary level to use the collaborative planning tool during 

scheduled or other collaborative planning time in their weekly schedules; however, in the end, 

the SCP implementation study had only five participants who signed consent for Phase 2 

(Appendix H). For those not participating, the researcher sent a thank you for participating in 

Phase 1 (see Appendix L). 

While this sampling may seem small, it allows for the analysis of educators’ direct 

feedback and perceptions to determine whether the proposed protocol could be an improvement 

over current practices and to enable real-time adjustments to collaborative planning. Moreover, a 

small test sample is preferred before larger implementation, aligned with the concepts within the 

Improvement Science framework, to test small and fail quickly (Bryk et al., 2015), which was 

familiar to District A, as they already implement the Plan-Do-Study-Act cycles through other 

school and district development plans. Conceptually, this applied research is based on the 

Improvement Science guidance from Bryk et al. (2015) stemming from three key questions and 

three key principles: 

Questions: 

1. What specifically are we trying to accomplish? 
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2. What change might we introduce and why? 

3. How will we know that a change is actually an improvement? 

Principles: 

1. Wherever possible, learn quickly and cheaply; 

2. Be minimally intrusive–some changes will fail, and we want to limit negative 

consequences on individuals’ time and personal lives; and 

3. Develop empirical evidence at every step to guide subsequent improvement 

cycles. 

Implementers were requested to use the SCP to document their weekly collaborative 

planning time with their intermediate and grade-level colleagues on reading planning over eight 

weeks. The researcher projected that educators could implement the SCP 4-8 times during 

weekly planning, spread across the eight weeks from March through June 2025. The five 

participants who agreed to serve as implementers of the SCP for reading instruction during 

weekly collaborative planning were instructed to provide immediate feedback after each 

collaborative planning session via Micro-Journaling (collected via Qualtrics; see Appendix M). 

The journaling was designed to allow them to quickly reflect on how the session went and 

whether they were able to engage in productive collaborative planning with their general 

education colleagues on reading. The responses consisted of three data questions, seven ratings, 

and one open-ended response for the Micro-Journal, which focused on Research Question 2. It is 

worth noting that the ratings provided three options for each question, presented in a random 

order to mitigate the risk of unintentionally assigning positive or negative connotations to the 

options, since the purpose is to collect in-the-moment data. 
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At the end of the implementation phase, the researcher also asked implementers to 

complete an Exit Ticket via Qualtrics summarizing their overall experience with the SCP (see 

Appendix N). While the Exit Ticket focused on Research Question 3, it included three data 

questions and seven open-ended response questions to summarize the overall experience with the 

implementation of the SCP. While recording the collaboration or requesting access to the 

protocols throughout the planning process was considered, the researcher determined that it 

might affect outcomes along the lines of the Hawthorne effect, which holds that people know 

when they are being watched and behave differently as a result. Therefore, the researcher 

requested a sampling of the protocols following the final Exit Ticket, with the request that the 

student information be de-identified/removed to ensure that no personally identifiable 

information about students is shared. However, because the study closed at the end of the school 

year, the return rate was very limited. 

 Data Analysis 

The researcher analyzed the collected data through a qualitative lens. The study used 

thematic analysis of qualitative research, as introduced by Merton (1975) and based on the 

current structures of Braun and Clarke’s (2006) model, to identify key learnings. Braun and 

Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis framework includes (1) familiarization with data, (2) 

generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming 

themes, and (6) writing the report (2006). The strengths of the structures in thematic analysis 

include theoretical flexibility (constructivist), as themes emerge from data through active and 

reflexive review as codes evolve into themes (Ahmed et al., 2025). In particular, Clarke and 

Braun (2013) identify two potential influences on theming–assumptions about the research topic 

and the values and life experiences of the researcher–as both of these shape how the data is read 
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and interpreted. In my role as a special education instructional specialist in the district, I was 

familiar with the structures and supports the interviewees referenced, which helped me code their 

voices more effectively. 

As the investigator, I also acknowledge that intimate knowledge of the district influenced 

how I viewed the potential impacts of collaboration, co-teaching, and a protocol, based on my 

experiences as a special educator, chairperson, and collaborator across the elementary grade 

levels. The coding focused on current structures, input on the new structure, teacher beliefs about 

the structures, and impacts on educators and students. The four focus themes identified 

previously around general practices and experiences in collaboration on reading included: access 

to planning, expectations of planning, equity in planning, and resulting implementation shifts, as 

well as any additional themes that emerged from the data. Additionally, reviewing the protocol 

feedback provided insight into whether there was sufficient support and instruction to improve 

the structure and whether implementers used it as intended. 

The investigator began the analysis of the focus group responses with the following 

initial insights: special educators have inconsistent engagement in collaborative planning, special 

educators do not get the same planning supports as their general education colleagues, 

inconsistent understanding of student needs and supports by educators, challenges of working 

with multiple grades/subjects in planning, collaboration improves classroom supports, need for 

more focus on explaining accommodations, and the need for more guidance around collaboration 

to support students with special needs. The researcher based these themes on research questions 

1 and 2, as well as the causal impacts identified in the Fishbone diagram for unprotected 

planning, poor collaboration, and vague guidance (Figure 1). 
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For the Micro-Journal and Exit Ticket, the additional insights focused on research 

questions 2 and 3 and include: buy-in takes time for a new protocol, structure helps organize the 

use of time to attend to reading/accommodations, the protocol supports discussion of student 

needs, clarity from the categories, and teachers benefit from structure. These insights also 

connect to the drivers of improving collaborative structures and to repurposing collaborative 

planning to mindfully attend to reading and accommodations through the introduction of a 

collaborative protocol. Throughout the analysis process, the researcher remained open to themes 

and meta-themes that emerged organically from the responses and data, and summarized and 

remained sensitive to the important information participants shared about their lived experience, 

both in their roles and in implementing the SCP within their environments. As previously 

acknowledged, as the coder of the data, I had to guard against confirmation bias, since 

collaboration was a prior conviction from my own educational experience. It was key to have 

some of the de-identified transcript and coding reviewed by an unaffiliated colleague and by one 

of the participants, who agreed to provide further support. In evaluating and synthesizing the 

findings of this research, I was positioned to play an active role in extending internal research, 

influencing policy, and sharing learnings within my sphere of influence as a special education 

instructional specialist. 

IRB & Human Subject Protections 

An expedited IRB was completed and submitted to the University of Maryland, College 

Park. The researcher also submitted and received permission from the district research office to 

conduct the study in District A, including consent from both principals to contact educators and 

from educators to participate directly in the study. The researcher adhered to all IRB procedures 

requiring that human subject data be kept confidential throughout the study. Principals were 
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requested to provide signed consent, as provided by the district, to approve contacting their staff. 

The researcher asked educators at the schools with approved contact to sign consent forms that 

outline the study, expectations, and give permission for participation in the study sections with 

separate consents for focus group participation and SCP implementation, as well as reminding 

participants of the voluntary nature of their participation (see Appendix G & H). Each email and 

consent for recruitment and participation will include contact information for subjects to 

withdraw at any time. The consent form and verbal introduction also indicated the confidentiality 

protections. The directives, introductions to the focus group participants, and the group protocol 

were shared before recording (Perry et al., 2020). The researcher administered the study 

screening questionnaires, micro-journaling, and Exit Tickets via the Qualtrics program under the 

University of Maryland license and collected them anonymously. The researcher also stored the 

results and evaluation in the University of Maryland-licensed Box and on a separate, secured 

flash drive. Both allowed for the secure and confidential storage of research information. 
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Section 3 

Qualitative Analysis 

To provide a roadmap for the reader, this chapter presents findings from the exploratory 

qualitative study in two phases. In Phase 1 of the study, I conducted three focus groups and three 

individual interviews. In the Implementation Phase 2 of the study, I collected Micro-Journal and 

Exit Ticket feedback from the participants. This chapter has four sections: 1) participant 

demographic profile, 2) qualitative findings from both phases, 3) discussion of the findings, and 

4) limitations, recommendations, and impacts of collaboration practices. 

Participant Demographics 

 As described in the methodology, subject recruitment began by emailing 126 principals 

(Appendix A) to request access to 661 special educators. Thirty-one principals responded, which 

enabled me to send individual invitations to 150 special education teachers (Appendix C). In 

response to my invitation, 33 special educators completed the screening questionnaire (Appendix 

E), 17 volunteered for focus groups, and 10 participated in a focus group or interview (Appendix 

G). I invited all ten to extend their participation in the study into the implementation phase. After 

the Phase 2 training, five participants volunteered to implement the SCP over an 8-12 week 

period (Appendix H). Table 2 summarizes demographics for Phase 1 participants and Phase 2 

engagement (full demographic data is available in Appendix U). 
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Table 2  

 

Participant Demographic Sampling 

Participan

t Coding 

Participant 

Aliases 

School 

Alias 

Role(s) Grade Levels 

on Caseload 

Gende

r 

Focus 

Group 

(Phase 1) 

Implementati

on (Phase 2) 

FGA1 Hollis School A * Resource 

* Chair 

K, 1, 2, 3, 4, 

5 

F yes no 

FGA2 Wendy School B * Resource K, 2, 3 F yes yes 

FGB3 Anthony School C * Resource 

* Co-taught 

Autism 

4, 5, 6 M yes yes 

FGC4 Marilyn School D * Resource 

* Chair 

1, 3, 4, 5 F yes yes 

FGC5 Laura School E * Resource 3, 4 F yes no 

FGC6 Anne School F * Resource 

* Chair 

K, 4, 5 F yes no 

FGC7 John  School G * Resource 

* Chair 

K, 2, 3, 5 M yes yes 

FGC8 Charlotte School H * Resource 

* Chair 

4,5 F yes no 

FGD9  Brenda School I * Self–contained 

* Co-taught 

Autism 

3 F yes no 

FGE10  Louisa School J * Resource 

* Chair 

K, 1, 2, 3, 4, 

5, 6, 7, 8 

F yes yes 

 

Note: Summary demographics of study participants across phases, as developed by Lauren Duewer, 2025. Own work. 

See Appendix U for the full demographics from the Screening Questionnaire. 

As special education teachers, participants provided information about their school, role, 

and student caseloads (i.e., students in their assigned grade levels with IEP to service, monitor, 

and coordinate) via the screening questionnaire (Appendix E). The ten focus group and interview 

participants included two men and eight women. Most Phase 1 participants worked in medium-

sized schools (300-700 students), two worked in small schools, and none worked in large 

schools. Nine participants had caseloads of 11-25 students, and one had a caseload of fewer than 
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five. Only one participant worked with a single grade; seven worked with 2-4 grade levels; and 

two coordinated with six or more grades, all of which included the intermediate grades (gr. 3-5). 

Most identified as special education resource teachers; one participant also served in a co-taught 

classroom, and one was a self-contained Autism teacher who participated in grade-level 

collaboration and, as a result, was included in the study. Six participants also noted that they 

served as special education chairpersons at their schools. 

In Phase 2, the five implementers represented elementary schools of similar size to those 

in Phase 1. All had 11-25 students, including grades 3-5. The group included three women and 

two men, spanning a range of experience in education and special education. All participants 

identified themselves as resource special educators; three were also special education 

chairpersons, and one was also an Autism co-teacher. Overall, the representation in Phase 2 

reflected that of the Phase 1 group. With participant demographics established, the next section 

examines the qualitative findings from both phases of the study. 

Focus Group Findings 

This exploratory study follows a theory of action that well-defined collaborative 

structures can shape teacher practice and boost reading outcomes (see Theory of Improvement, 

pp. 38–39). Through the focus groups and interviews of Phase 1, special education teachers 

described current collaborative structures and their planning experiences with general education 

teachers for students with special needs in the intermediate elementary grades. In Phase 2, the 

special education teachers who participated in implementing a SCP examined their experiences 

with planning reading instruction for SWD during CPB. The research questions focus on 

collaboration, reading planning, instruction experiences, and the SCP’s influence. 

The following sections organize the findings by research question, beginning with an 
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exploration of existing collaboration practices. Two research questions guided the focus 

group/interview protocol (Appendix I): What are current collaboration practices between 

intermediate general and special education teachers? and How do special education teachers 

experience collaboration in teaching reading to students with disabilities? Participants shared 

insights, offered perspectives, and expanded on others’ responses (in focus groups) about their 

experiences. The researcher reviewed anonymized Zoom transcripts, then coded and recoded 

them using qualitative thematic analysis methods (Ahmed et al., 2025; Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

The collaboration study set four focus themes at the outset: expectations, access to and equity in 

planning, and reading shifts from implementation. 

In Phase 2, a smaller group of implementers responded to the Micro-Journal (Appendix 

M) after planning sessions and to the study-wide Exit Ticket (Appendix N). The researcher 

collected responses anonymously via Qualtrics and analyzed them in the same manner as in 

Phase 1. The key Phase 2 research question was: How can a Structured Collaborative Protocol 

impact collaboration for reading? The researcher identified additional themes raised by Phase 2 

participants: variability in access, consistency in the Rolling Agenda, the role of informal 

collaboration, implementation and impact of reading supports, and the impact of the SCP. 

Research Question 1: What Are Current Collaboration Practices Between Intermediate 

General and Special Education Teachers? 

District A policy requires CPB in all elementary school Master Schedules. As described 

in Section 2, these blocks are guided by the District’s Strategic Plan, CPG, and the Negotiated 

Agreement. All participants confirmed that their school’s schedule includes a CPB, and all ten 

participants recognized the importance of collaborative planning. All also agreed that 

collaborative planning between special and general educators is important for helping SWD. As 
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Anne explained, collaboration brings together “the background, teacher pedagogy, and training 

on implementing accommodations. Planning with colleagues is so important.” Generally, CPBs 

are scheduled weekly for grade-level teams (horizontal) and/or content teams (vertical), and the 

general educators’ daily schedule includes individual planning time. 

Finding #1: Significant Variability in CPB Implementation 

What emerged from the focus groups and interviews was a clear pattern and finding that 

although Master Schedules include CPBs, participants reported inconsistent implementation of 

this block. Among all ten participants, most (n=7) said their school teams used the CPB 

consistently, though several indicated they did not have regular access to CPB. Three 

participants reported that the CPB had recently been “canceled” for the rest of the school year. 

Another participant mentioned that they would gain CPB time when scheduled, beginning in 

March. 

The participants in the study indicated that their participation varied widely across grade 

levels and subjects. They also described notable variability in the extent to which they, as special 

educators, were included in their schools’ CPBs. Only 7 out of 10 reported that scheduled 

collaborative planning included them at any point during the year. Moreover, only half of the 

participants were in schools that used dedicated collaborative planning time to support the 

instruction of SWD. While participants valued regular planning days involving all educators and 

administrators, most also reported that they were not able to, nor were they scheduled to, 

regularly attend weekly collaborative planning. 

Overall, participants identified time as an important factor contributing to variation in 

their participation in the CPB. One participant, in particular, Louisa, reflected what others 

(FGC4, FGC5, FGB3, FGC8, FGD9) shared about attending formal CPBs each week: “There’s 
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not enough people, and there’s not enough time.” When included, Hollis emphasized, “it wasn’t 

realistic to be able to go and spend an entire day kind of jumping from planning to planning. 

That’s just not realistic for the nature of our job.” John estimated that covering every 

collaborative meeting would consume at least 30% of the week. Participants reflected that 

caseload sizes and the number of grade levels covered affected the time they could devote to 

attending the CPB (see Appendix U for more details). Most participants also described how, 

when invited to join CPBs, they had to prioritize which grades or portions of the meeting were 

the most effective use of their time while still dedicating time for SDI. John said he could only 

manage “to go to half of the planning sessions.” 

Due to competing demands and scheduling conflicts, many special educators in the study 

were unfortunately often excluded from collaborative planning sessions with their general 

education peers. Two participants reported being separated into siloed groups away from general 

education peers during CPB sessions intended for reading-focused planning with administrators 

or other leaders. Several participants expressed frustration that, as special education teachers, 

they are regularly asked to cover classes so that their general education peers can plan together as 

a grade-level team, while they are excluded. For many of those interviewed, teacher vacancies 

and absences also increased the demands on their time during the school day, thereby decreasing 

their available time to participate in collaborative planning with their general education 

colleagues. 

One consistent finding from this study is that school administrators are a critical factor in 

determining whether and when to regularly include special educators in CPBs. All participants 

discussed the impact of their administrators’ expectations on how collaborative planning 

unfolded in their buildings. Some participants reported that their administrators supported their 
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inclusion in CPBs, which set expectations and allocated time for their participation in 

professional learning. The seven participants engaged with some CPBs and highlighted how 

administrators (principals, assistant principals, and instructional leads) set the tone, values, and 

culture of rigor for all staff within the school, particularly around CPBs. Wendy stated that 

leadership set the tone by being a consistent model of “how important collaborative meeting for 

them.” Laura identified that the best administrator “really values making sure that we are 

considering our students with disabilities when we plan” through data and progress monitoring. 

As echoed by all the participants, Wendy emphasized the importance of leaders who prioritize 

shared expectations for co-work and “put in... rigor for all teachers and they challenge the 

teachers to do more, to do better, for their students.” 

Several of the participants described how administrators created a safe learning space by 

consistently engaging, being open to feedback, and being aware of special education 

requirements. Two participants mentioned that their administrators provided professional 

development during their CPB focused on implementing targeted instruction for SWD, which 

they suggested demonstrated a commitment to the growth and development of their teams (see 

also Comer, 1996). Both within and beyond CPBs, all participants described how their 

administrators catalyzed the use of professional development through methods and topics such as 

feedback/learning walks (e.g., informal collegial observation and feedback cycle), 

accommodations, differentiated lesson planning, and disability awareness. 

Charlotte and Hollis both expressed that they wanted their school leaders to ensure that 

collaborative planning included general education teachers, counselors, administrators, special 

educators, ELD teachers, and staff who understand the students in line with IDEA (2004). Anne 

said, “We [all] bring different perspectives... our understanding of the curriculum, as well as our 
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understanding of the kids, to support them in the class...It’s a wonderful thing and we need more 

of it, [and] need dedicated time to be able to make it happen.” The need for shared input time 

with a variety of education professionals aligns with MSDE’s Success for all Students in the 

General Education Classroom: A Guide for Inclusive Practices that “Collaborative relationships 

serve as building blocks of both general education instruction and SDI increasing the quality and 

effectiveness of daily instruction, providing opportunities to reach all learners, and growing the 

capacity of all providers” MSDE (2024). 

Finding #2: The Prominence of the Rolling Agenda 

The next notable finding was that many subjects characterized the Rolling Agenda as a 

note-taking device, a prominent part of the collaborative planning process. The Rolling Agenda 

is a shared digital note-taking structure used across most schools in the target district to 

document CPB activities, according to many participants. Several of the participants described 

the Rolling Agenda as a useful tool for capturing meaningful discussion of instruction, such as 

“What are the next steps? Who’s responsible for what? What are we going to come back and 

discuss?” (Louisa). 

The Rolling Agenda was found to be helpful as a collaboration tool by the participants, 

especially when special education teachers could not attend the collaborative planning meetings. 

Several participants characterized the Rolling Agenda as a way to learn what happened in 

meetings when they could not attend, to provide written input beforehand, and to respond and 

comment after the meeting. Several participants noted that when they were unable to attend the 

CPBs in person, the grade-level team still expected them to provide input, communicate updates, 

accommodations, and modifications to work, and review all information presented in the meeting 

through the Rolling Agenda without additional time. Hollis remarked that their general education 
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colleagues had requested that she post “online tools that we’ll use to follow the scope and 

sequence” and “accommodate things and post things” within the Rolling Agenda when she was 

not able to attend. 

While all of the participants noted how the Rolling Agenda played a prominent role in 

facilitating collaboration between them and their general education teachers, several of the 

participants acknowledged that it does not and cannot replace direct collaboration and interaction 

around the lesson planning and implementation process. A few participants described how their 

schools used the Rolling Agenda as a forum to share data or presentations, without specific next 

steps for either general or special educators. Wendy commented: “It’s mostly just talking about 

data, but not really collaborating. It’s just like, here’s your data, look at it, and fill out the form.” 

At the same time, several others portrayed the Rolling Agenda as more of a checklist of tasks 

than a catalyst for collaborative planning, especially for students with additional needs. Marilyn 

summarized how the Rolling Agenda did not function as a substitute for actual collaborative 

planning: “But no organized planning... planning time just seems to be a capture of things.” 

Finding #3: Informal Collaboration Trumps CPBs 

The third notable finding is that informal collaboration outside the CPB was when and 

how most of the shared planning between special educators and general educators occurred in 

this study. Participants described using a range of strategies to make time to consult with their 

general education colleagues, either as alternatives or in addition to the formal. In fact, several 

participants specifically stated that the “real planning” does not occur in the formal CPB 

(FGE10, FGC4, FGC5, FGC8). Participants characterized their informal collaborations as brief 

exchanges lasting only a few minutes. Wendy emphasized how important it was to have “some 

time to just talk,... like maybe five minutes” about supports, noticings, and reading instruction to 
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align understanding. Charlotte agreed that “It’s a lot of the informal [collaboration] that’s really 

effective.” Laura commented that educators have to make “time to intentionally connect” to 

make sure specially designed “instruction aligns with the general education instruction” for 

SWD. Overall, according to most of the participants, having short, focused time to share 

upcoming plans positively impacted instruction for SWD. Informal collaboration may be an 

underexplored asset for improving targeted collaboration for SWD. 

Hollis remarked that “[they]’ve had to get creative” when it came to setting up planned, 

informal collaboration. Hollis, Marilyn, and John created office hours in the mornings before 

and/or afternoons after school to meet with their general education peers to plan, as needed. 

Many participants recounted how they joined informal planning huddles, such as teacher 

planning time with individuals and groups of educators, hallway conversations, grade-level 

meetups, and slide sharing about their scheduled availability. Several participants also reported 

using technology to support collaboration with their general education colleagues, including 

digital lesson plans, shared slides, and digital documents, and, in the parlance, “tag me in the 

comment, @ me, or send me an email” (FGA1). As Louisa stated, “not necessarily during a 

collab meeting, but a separate [planning time]... and that’s when they’re drilling down to 

reading.” By proactively seeking and creating alternative times and spaces to plan instruction 

with their general education colleagues, all of the special educators in the study reflected on how 

they created opportunities for collaboration outside of formal CPBs. 

Finding #4: Collaboration Focuses on Accommodations 

Responsive, proactive resource sharing by the special educators in the study with their 

general education colleagues was another extension of their adaptive approaches to collaborative 

planning. All participants identified specific resources they created to help their general 
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education partner plan more accessible instruction across content areas (see Table 3). The three 

categories of resources developed were documentation, accommodations, and strategies. All 

participants consistently reported that creating and implementing these supports, strategies, and 

accommodations for SWD took up a significant share of their time. These educators described 

their roles as participants, creators, supporters, implementers, trainers, and accommodation 

specialists, encompassing the varied practices they engage in throughout their day with 

colleagues around reading, as summarized in Table 3. All participants reported creating 

documentation of the legally required IEP accommodations and supports, including color-coded 

accommodations charts for planning, accommodation labels/stickers for documenting 

instructional usage, drafting IEPs, sharing IEP snapshots (summaries of the IEPs), and writing 

quarterly IEP progress reports with input from their colleagues.  

For instructional accommodations, which support access to testing as well, many of the 

participants identified visual thinking tools (like graphic organizers, manipulatives, calculators, 

and highlighters), access tools (like scribe, Read&Write tool, human reader, text-to-speech audio 

books), and timing supports (extended time) primarily. Additionally, most participants 

coordinated classroom instructional supports from the IEPs, such as specific intervention 

programs, visual supports (anchor charts, videos, pictures, bulleted rubrics, etc.), and 

differentiated/modified work (fill-in-the-blank, word banks, checklists, multiple-choice, etc.). 

These are all items that need to be developed or discussed during the CPB to ensure consistency 

and implementation during instruction by all instructional parties. 
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Table 3  

Supports & Strategies Created by Special Educators 

Support Type Support Examples (Referenced by Participants out of N=10) 

Documentation 

●       Color-coded accommodation charts (3) 

●       Accommodation labels or stickers (6) 

●       IEPs/IEP snapshots/IEP progress reports (7) 

Instructional 

Accommodations 

●       Graphic organizer (1) 

●       Manipulatives (3) 

●       Scribe/read & write tool (3) 

●       Human reader (3) 

●       Text-to-speech/read & write tool/audio books (4) 

●       Calculators (1) 

●       Extended time (1) 

●       Highlighters (1) 

Instructional Strategies 

●       Fraction strips (1) 

●       Interventions (iReady, IXL, Mobius, DreamBox, Lexia) (4) 

●       Anchor charts (4) 

●       Visuals (1) 

●       Multiplication charts (1) 

●       Fill in the blank (1) 

●       Magnifying tool (1) 

●       Word banks (2) 

●       Checklists (1) 

●       Vocabulary supports (6) 

●       Pictures (3) 

●       Sentence starters (1) 

●       Multiple choice (1) 

●       Bulleted bookmarks/rubrics (2) 

●       Accommodated/modified work (6) 

●       Videos (2) 

 

Note. List of instructional documentation, accommodations, and strategies brought forward by Phase 1 participants, as developed 

by Lauren Duewer, 2025. Own work. 
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Research Question 2: How Do Special Education Teachers Experience Collaboration on 

Teaching Reading to Students With Disabilities? 

 While my initial analysis of the findings regarding CPBs was grounded in the District A 

policy guidance, the analysis in this section is established in the legal requirements and access 

guaranteed by the IDEA (2004). These three sections summarize the key guidance from IDEA: 

1. The essential role of general educators as a key member of the educational team for 

SWDs: 

“A regular education teacher of a child with a disability as a member of the IEP Team must, to 

the extent appropriate, participate in the development of the IEP of the child, including the 

determination of Supplementary aids and services, program modifications, and support for 

school personnel” (34 CFR Sec. 300.324 (a) (3), 2015). 

2. The need for SWDs to have access to the general education curriculum through SDI: 

“Specially designed instruction, which is delineated in the IEP, means that the content, 

methodology, or delivery of instruction is adapted to address the unique needs of the child that 

result from the child’s disability. The instruction must ensure the child’s access to the general 

curriculum, so that the child can meet the educational standards that apply to all children.” (34 

CFR §300.39(b)(1), 2015). 

3. SWDs are also guaranteed individualized accommodations and supports: 

 “Supplementary aids and services mean aids, services, and other supports that are provided in 

regular education classes, other education-related settings, and in extracurricular and 
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nonacademic settings, to enable children with disabilities to be educated with nondisabled 

children to the maximum extent appropriate” (34 CFR Sec. 300.342, 2015). 

In summary, in accordance with IDEA (2004), general educators are legally mandated to 

collaborate with special education colleagues to develop and implement the supports and 

strategies specified in students’ IEPs, thereby ensuring access to the general curriculum. The 

central premise is that intermediate special education teachers serve as a bridge between 

curricular demands and IEP requirements for their general education colleagues, providing the 

necessary connections, supports, and instructional strategies to facilitate the development of 

foundational reading skills essential for equitable access within and beyond the general education 

setting. As Anne championed, “our students are capable, and they’re capable of reaching great 

heights. They are capable of understanding so much when we provide them with unique 

accommodations that they need within their classes, and tak[e] on the teacher training side.” 

Laura defined the differentiation balance in this way: 

If your expectations are too low. They don’t have anything to reach for. So I think 

making sure you have reasonable expectations, but also expectations that are going to 

stretch the students to grow them in the areas that they need to grow in. 

Finding #1: Tier 3 Reading Supports 

The first finding is that all 10 participants reported providing Tier 3 instructional supports 

and foundational reading instruction to intermediate SWD in their caseloads. All participants 

noted that the MCCRS/curriculum after 2nd grade does not include most foundational reading 

skills. Instead, they described addressing more advanced reading skills within the curriculum, 

including: poems, stories, plays, books, author’s purpose, main idea, author’s craft, short stories, 
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and word study. Most participants reflected that, for many students with IEPs, accessing these 

skills within the curriculum requires significant support and embedded strategies to enable their 

full participation in curricular activities, including targeted reading instruction (small-group, 

pull-out, push-in). Many participants referenced a range of Tier 3 foundational reading 

interventions (including Lexia, IReady, and iXL) that focus on the individualized foundational 

reading skills identified in students’ IEPs. Participants underscored that SWD require explicit, 

systematic instruction to address underdeveloped reading skills from prior grades that are not 

aligned with the curriculum. Foundational reading skills highlighted by the participants included: 

letter/spelling patterns, vocabulary, the consonant-vowel-consonant decoding pattern, short 

vowels, and comprehension questions. 

A few participants characterized the tension between the two parts of reading as a 

“battle” with their general education colleagues over whether to develop students’ foundational 

skills or focus on content expectations. As Louisa specified, “I don’t know why doing your HD 

words is more important than them doing my Tier 3 reading intervention.” For general educators, 

the reading curriculum provides a guide to the skill sequence and timing for intermediate-grade-

level reading skills. For special education teachers, the IEP identifies specific skill gaps (which 

may be reading 2–5 grade levels below their grade level) that require more intensive, explicit, 

and systematic instruction of previously taught skills, as half of the participants specifically 

pointed out. Most participants explained that it is challenging to find the right balance for SWDs 

pulled away to receive targeted, not-yet-mastered literacy instruction, thereby missing valuable 

instructional time in the general education classroom. A question that emerges from the findings 

of this exploratory study is: how aware were the general educators of their legal requirement to 

provide accessible instruction to educate children with disabilities to meet the reading 
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standards? 

Finding #2: Reading Collaboration Extends Across All Intermediate Content Areas 

The second finding is that instructional support extends far beyond reading to all the 

intermediate content areas. While this study intended to better understand how special educators 

collaborate with intermediate general educators on reading, all participants elevated their role in 

incorporating reading supports as an integral part of accessing content instruction across all 

subject areas. The special educators who participated in this study affirmed how the underlying 

skill of reading affects every subject, and they indicated that prioritizing accommodations and 

instruction to make learning accessible for all SWD should be a daily priority for general and 

special educators. Anthony remarked that his SWD require “all the tools that they’re going to 

need for that daily experience.” 

Throughout the focus groups and interviews, participants expressed feeling overwhelmed 

by the need to address reading needs in all content areas covered in the intermediate grades. The 

participants connected reading skills to content in health, science, mathematics, and 

history/social studies. Several participants indicated that, as special educators, they alternate 

attending content planning for reading, math, science, social studies, and/or health to ensure that 

reading accommodations are available to their SWD. Several participants revealed that reading 

skills are interconnected across all their collaborations with their general education counterparts, 

not just in reading instructional planning. Six participants emphasized vocabulary as a key skill 

they focus on to support reading and content planning. Brenda spoke about showing pictures, 

explaining them in different words, demonstrating and modeling, and acting them out to build 

vocabulary in science. 

Regarding social studies, Charlotte mentioned, “So I... scaffold it,... it’s an anchor chart.” 
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Most the special education teachers in the study reported engaging in triaging and supporting 

reading across content areas in the intermediate grades, whether or not they were directly 

involved in collaborative planning time. As an example, Charlotte stated that “my principal is 

pushing [me], as well [as] the general educators, like, how do you differentiate it?” Beyond 

supporting reading across the content areas, many of the participants indicated that they also 

support writing across the content areas for SWD. As part of the state’s outcome measures and 

district benchmark assessments across all content areas, students must demonstrate reading and 

writing skills to communicate their knowledge and understanding. Brenda remarked: “I teach all 

subjects like maths, reading, health, science, and social studies. I also do writing on the side.” 

Hollis specifically said that writing ties to the content: “We’ve really focused on reading, 

writing, and writing in math and science.” Specific writing skills referenced by the participants 

included: spelling, capitalization, punctuation, and grammar. Many participants reported that the 

specific writing structures taught included paragraphs, essays, sentences, writing prompts, and 

letter writing. 

In addition to reflecting on the connection between reading and writing, all participants 

identified a related but unexpected sub-finding: the prominence of overlap between students’ 

math learning and the need for reading supports. Three participants reported that math was more 

often and consistently the focus of their collaborative planning than reading, even including 

discussion of the reading implications in the math classroom. Hollis and Anthony mentioned that 

their schools have alternating “digs” in math, similar to, but separate from, reading. Participants 

noted that many of the reading supports identified in Table 3 were helpful for their SWD in 

accessing the mathematics curriculum. Brenda described the connection between vocabulary and 

math as “Keep on teaching them, break [up] the words.” 
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Additionally, participants identified a range of learning supports specific to math, 

including: math interventions (such as Mobius, IXL, IReady, DreamBox), fraction strips, a 

calculator, a multiplication chart, division, vocabulary, and modified/accommodated work. Most 

participants referenced vocabulary and differentiated math assignments, noting that much of 

math in the intermediate grades involves real-world or problem-solving scenarios that require 

reading and understanding the language to apply the math skills. While math accommodation 

and instruction may seem separate from reading, many participants noted that the two are 

inextricably linked, especially once the work moves beyond basic calculation skills, which 

become prominent in the intermediate grades. 

Micro-Journal & Exit Ticket Findings 

Research Question 3: How Can a Structured Collaborative Protocol Impact Collaborative 

Practice for Reading? 

 

While the first phase of the study provided participants an opportunity to examine their 

experiences with collaboration through three focus groups and three individual interviews, in 

Phase Two, a smaller number of participants became implementers by volunteering to lead the 

incorporation of the SCP into their regularly scheduled weekly CPB around reading over an 8-12 

week period. The researcher instructed Phase 2 participants on how to use the SCP to engage 

their general education colleagues and staff in targeted, shared instructional planning in reading 

for SWD. All Phase 2 participants documented their implementation in a weekly Micro-Journal 

and reflected on their overall experience and impact in an Exit Ticket. 

Micro-Journal Responses/Reflections 

The Micro-Journal anonymously captured the reflective experience of the Phase Two 

participants; the five implementers submitted 10 entries. The entries are labeled R1-R10 due to 
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the anonymization. While this data is limited in scope, it does reveal snapshots of collaboration 

experiences over the 8-12 weeks of this phase of the study (see Table 4). Their usage catalyzed 

their reflections on the SCP experience across CPBs. The Micro-Journal allowed participants to 

reflect immediately on how the collaborative planning sessions went and whether they used their 

time to generate differentiation strategies and accommodations or to engage directly in co-

planning for reading lessons. 

During this study’s implementation phase, the protocol was used a variable number of 

times by each of the five implementers. Four responses indicated initial use only, and the 

remaining responses indicated that they used the protocol 2-8 times. While there was still a range 

of 1-8 usages, there were more usages noted in the Exit Ticket than those captured by the Micro-

Journal entries. The data indicate that most of the collaborative planning sessions involved 2-4 

participants, with an average of 3.1 attendees. The Micro-Journals capture that CPB attendees 

included a special educator, general education reading teachers, a reading lead teacher, a general 

education math teacher, and an ELD teacher. The study implementers identified that the average 

number of actively engaged attendees was 2.6 across the collaborative planning sessions tracked. 

While it was expected that having an SCP would potentially increase both the use of supports 

and accommodations for the grade-level curriculum, it was also thought that it would engender 

further discussion of foundational literacy skills; however, the results were not that simple. 

 



81 

Table 4  

 

Micro-Journal Reporting Summary 

N = 10 responses 

(9 complete, 1 

incomplete) from 

5 respondents 

 

 

 

Micro-Journal Questions 

Collaboration 

Level 

Question 1 Question 2 Question 3 Question 4 Question 5 Question 6 Question 7 

1. Less 

Collaboration 

1. Little 

engagement 

from 

participants in 

collaborative 

planning 

1.Unproductive 1. Unclear on the 

reading 

instructional 

plans for the 

upcoming week 

1. Instructional 

plans focused on 

grade-level 

reading 

1. Unclear on 

my role as the 

special educator 

in reading 

instruction 

1. Did not 

consider IEP 

accommodations 

during 

collaborative 

planning 

1. All 

participants' 

voices were not 

included or heard 

# of responses 4 2 2 7 2 1 1 

2. Neutral 

Collaboration 

2. Inconsistent 

engagement 

from 

participants in 

collaborative 

planning 

2. Somewhat 

productive 

2. Some 

understanding of 

the reading 

instructional 

plans for the 

upcoming week 

2. Instructional 

plans focused on 

foundational 

reading 

2. Some 

understanding 

of the my role 

as the special 

educator in 

reading 

instruction 

2. Touched on 

IEP 

accommodations, 

but did not 

include aligned 

strategies in 

planning 

2. Some 

participant 

voices dominated 

more than others 

# of responses 0 3 3 0 0 6 2 

3. More 

Collaboration 

3. Consistent 

engagement 

from 

participants in 

collaborative 

planning 

3. Very 

productive 

 

 

3. Clear on 

reading 

instructional 

plans for the 

upcoming week  

3. Instructional 

plans focused on 

foundational and 

grade-level 

reading 

3. Clear on my 

role as the 

special educator 

in reading 

instruction 

3. Incorporated 

instructional 

strategies to 

reflect IEP 

accommodations 

into planning 

3. All participant 

voices were 

actively included 

and listened to 

# of responses 5 4 4 2 7 2 6 

 

Note. Summary of Micro-Journal responses from Phase 2, as developed by Lauren Duewer, 2025. Own work. 

 

The first finding from the micro-journal data is that the SCP created renewed 

opportunities for special educators to engage in collaborative planning for students with IEPs. 

Many (n=7) of the submissions reported that the sessions were productive or somewhat 
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productive. Many of the entries reported that their planning sessions focused on grade-level 

curriculum, even as only two noted a focus on both the curriculum and foundational reading 

skills. Many submissions indicated that the collaborative planning sessions clarified their 

instructional role as special educators in planned lessons. Additionally, the majority (n=6) of 

entries reported that all participants' voices were considered and heard. Two of the submissions 

identified the use of the SCP, which organized their meetings to plan the upcoming week’s 

lessons with accommodations for ELD and SWD. 

While the intended purpose of the protocol was to spur collaboration on reading between 

special educators and their general education peers, another sub-finding from the Micro-Journals 

data analysis is that the use of the SCP did not foster shared instructional planning on reading as 

hoped. Instead, most entries reported that the focus of their CPB meetings was on generating and 

identifying curricular accommodations rather than on incorporating supports for foundational 

reading skills. Most of the collaboration time was reported to focus on access to the grade-level 

curriculum, which may be related to the focus on accommodations to make the learning 

accessible. Notably, none of the collaborative planning sessions documented in this study 

focused directly on foundational literacy skills for SWD in the intermediate grades. Therefore, it 

is concerning that in this sampling there was a lack of consideration of these skills, or it may 

reflect the reliance on the special educator to focus on these skills as a siloed role. This may also 

suggest that CPBs are not designed to support the development of foundational reading skills. 

In the end, the final sub-finding is that the use of the SCP in CPB yielded very mixed 

results, based on the Micro-Journal responses. Most implementers documented how they 

provided curriculum accommodations to their general education colleagues, but some noted a 

lack of these accommodations in the reading plans implemented. One implementer commented: 



83 

“It is expected that the Special Education Resource Teacher add the modifications and aides 

needed.” Two of the entries indicated that the productivity of planning instruction was minimal 

or unproductive and impacted by other factors, as an implementer noted: “Rather than focus on 

the next reading unit, the focus was on test preparation.” Additionally, they stated: “This was an 

unproductive collaborative meeting week with fifth-grade reading due to an argument between 

one of the general education teachers and Instructional Lead Teacher over data that was not 

collected during the previous week. It was a mess!” Unfortunately, two implementers reported 

being silenced by dominant voices or excluded from the conversation they were supposed to be 

leading. Four implementers also observed low levels of engagement from their general education 

colleagues during collaborative planning, whereas the other half of the entries described more 

consistent engagement from their peers. Most submissions reported that all participants' voices 

were considered and heard. One implementer noted a conflict/argument between educators that 

disrupted the collaborative planning. Another implementer reported that administrators pulled 

them to substitute teach and respond to students’ needs, keeping them from attending 

collaborative planning as intended. 

After reviewing the Micro-Journal data, the inclusion of the SCP in the CPB Rolling 

Agenda did not significantly alter the collaborative experiences of the special educators who 

participated in the study’s implementation phase. My analysis of this sampling of Micro-Journal 

data suggests that while the special educators may make supports leading to some small shifts, if 

general educators lack the pedagogical knowledge around foundation reading and 

accommodations, the implementation may not be meaningfully different. However, these data 

also reveal that, with the SCP, the special educators generated targeted plans for their SWDs and 

shared them with their colleagues, thereby increasing communication about SWDs compared to 
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previous CPBs. The SCP created more space within the CPBs to communicate those plans, even 

if the teachers did not discuss the plans during that time. In summary, while the SCP was 

intended to empower collaboration in co-planning, it came across more as an information-

transfer tool. Rather than being a failure of the SCP design itself, the results of the SCP used 

during the CPB, in this researcher's opinion, reflect the roles and experiences within the district, 

which require more than a tool to shift practice. 

Exit Ticket Responses/Reflections 

While the Micro Journal included participant reflections from individual collaborative 

planning sessions, the Exit Ticket provided implementers with an opportunity to conduct a 

summative review of their experiences over a 6- to 12-week period. The Exit Ticket was 

completed anonymously by Phase Two implementers to reflect on their experience across the 

collaborative planning sessions using the SCP. There were five complete responses and one 

partial response. The responses are labeled E1-E6 due to their anonymized nature. The findings 

from the exit tickets varied in some meaningful ways from the Micro-Journal and Focus Group 

feedback. The first significant finding is that, while the Micro-Journal entries documented 10 

uses of the Strategic Collaboration Protocol, the Exit Tickets reported 18. Based on the Exit 

Tickets, one respondent implemented the SCP just once, a second respondent used it three times, 

a third participant used the protocol a total of eight times, and three additional respondents used 

the protocol two times each, which adds up to a total of 18 sessions where respondents used the 

Strategic Collaboration Protocol during Phase Two of the study. This difference in tallies 

suggests that Phase Two participants may not have been as consistent in capturing the use of the 

SCP in the Micro-Journal, given that 18 is nearly double the 10 Micro-Journal submissions 

listed. The following analysis compares and synthesizes the Exit Ticket findings with those from 
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the Micro-Journal to highlight key themes and differences. 

The Exit Tickets indicate that three respondents did not have access to formal 

collaborative planning during the implementation season, which aligned with the Micro-Journal 

reporting on the implementers’ access to CPB. However, even for those without formal access, 

they still used the SCP to convey their reading-focused recommendations, supports, and 

strategies to their colleagues. Three respondents reported consistent attendance from the special 

educator and general education reading teacher(s) during their collaborative planning meetings, 

and one also identified the reading lead teacher as an additional support. Compared with the 

Micro-Journals, four implementers identified themselves as the only active participants, whereas 

one respondent identified the general educator and themselves as active participants. 

Interestingly, the final respondent shared that the special educator and the reading lead 

teacher were identified as actively engaged, though the general educators were present. Though 

participants noted administrators as key to rigorous collaboration in Phase 1, Exit Tickets did not 

capture whether an administrator was included in Phase 2. Four out of five Phase 2 respondents 

noted that testing negatively impacted collaboration (E1, E2, E3, E6), including one instance in 

which administrators canceled collaborative planning after the testing window began (E3). While 

the Exit Ticket summary data indicates that some additional Micro-Journal sessions were 

missing, respondents still found ways to incorporate the SCP into their SWD planning, even 

when CPBs were canceled. 

The first finding from my analysis of the Exit Tickets is that many of the special 

educators in the study appreciated that the SCP was a helpful tool, which parallels the findings 

from the Micro-Journals. Specifically, respondents identified multiple positive impacts around 

access to and tracking of accommodations and supports related to the IEPs for SWDs. Several 
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respondents indicated that the protocol had a positive impact on reading instruction by prompting 

discussion of how the lesson plan aligned with the necessary supports, accommodations, and aids 

to be used in the classroom (E3, E4, E6). One respondent described how the protocol supported 

the creation of appropriate plans by encouraging the analysis of “assessments by targeting the 

most at-risk students” (E6). A few participants indicated that their collaboration with their 

general education peers shifted focus to observe modeled supports and test-taking strategies (E3, 

E6). E4 specifically noted that in response to the use of the SCP, “the reading teacher started 

using more visuals, ones I provided, for upcoming lessons.” Other respondents highlighted that 

accommodation labels (trackers of accommodation implementation) increased in use after the 

protocol (E3, E4), as evidence of the accommodations and supports embedded in the curricular 

instruction noted in the SCP. Perhaps most importantly, several respondents characterized the 

SCP as a vehicle to raise general educators’ awareness of the specifics of their students’ IEPs. 

Moreover, implementers indicated that the SCP helped increase the active use of 

accommodations in planned lessons; as E6 stated, students “have continuously been receiving 

their accommodations and supports” due to greater awareness among general educators. Most of 

the Phase 2 participants credited the SCP with creating an organized opportunity to focus 

together on the SWDs and their IEPs, which improved the instructional plans (E1, E3, E4, E6). 

Overall, the respondents in Phase 2 attended CPBs and informal planning sessions, where they 

collectively described how they effectively used the SCP to pre-plan, discuss, and adjust 

upcoming instruction in the curriculum, mostly during the meetings. 

In addition to catalyzing productive collaboration, all of the implementers highlighted the 

value and strength of using the SCP as a planning tool. A couple of implementers commented on 

the utility of the structured protocol for their individual planning (E1, E3). E3 stated that it 
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“helped to organize my thoughts.” Several of the participants remarked on the user-friendly 

design (E1, E3), straightforwardness (E1, E3, E4, E6), and specificity (E6) of the tool. For 

example, two participants noted that the protocol helped them to streamline the limited time 

available for collaborative planning (E3, E4). As with the Micro-Journal data, most participants 

expressed their intention to continue using the protocol beyond the study. E4 commented that it 

was a “great planning protocol that I plan to use moving forward.” 

The participants in this study stated that having a structure, such as the SCP, helped to 

create intentional pre-planning and communication around student-specific needs. Several of the 

implementers described how the protocol created opportunities in the shared time, even when 

limited, to model, link supports, or dive deeper into the discussion of what accommodations 

could or should specifically look like to make the curriculum accessible (R3, R4, R6). All of the 

implementers agreed that the SCP would have been very helpful to introduce and use at the 

beginning of the school year. Furthermore, they noted that the timing of introducing a support 

like the SCP has a big impact on prioritization and on setting community expectations and 

agreements. Several participants indicated that they would have liked the opportunity to continue 

refining the protocol’s use if they had been able to use it over the school year. 

Respondents also offered meaningful suggestions to improve the implementation of the 

SCP. One participant offered that “having drop[down] boxes...to guide the process” would be 

helpful (E1). The addition of the SCP to the rolling agenda midyear was initially met with 

pushback from most implementers (E1, E3, E4, E5, E6), especially because “it was something 

else on top of the stack everyone has to do” (E4). Several participants remarked that “it would 

have been a great tool if it was implemented at the beginning of the [school year]” (E3, E5, E6), 

and one participant (E6) noted specifically that “it would’ve been a very useful tool, especially 
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for new special education resource teachers.” Another participant echoed their colleagues in 

saying: “I think this will work really well as a school-wide/ team-wide tool. We just needed it to 

be part of our plan at the start of the year.” (E3). 

The final finding from the Exit Tickets was that there was inconsistent or unevident “buy-

in” to collaborative planning between general and special educators, which the use of the SCP 

could not “fix.” One participant (E1) described that when they used the SCP to share lesson 

plans, it did not elicit positive engagement from their general education colleagues. Another 

respondent noted that “other teachers still don’t see the need to plan together” (E3). Without buy-

in, E3 indicated that they did not see general educators apply the plans or supports, even when 

those supports were provided as part of the protocol by the special educator. A third participant 

(E4) reflected that “anytime something new is introduced, there’s pushback, especially from 

general educators.” Further evidence of inconsistent buy-in emerged in the data analysis through 

the reported pattern of inconsistent implementation of the strategies and accommodations 

identified through the SCP by the general educators. Half of the participants raised concerns that 

their general education colleagues did not implement the supports they, the special education 

teachers, provided through the SCP, mirroring Micro-Journal findings of inconsistent 

application. Another participant commented that while their general education colleagues 

acknowledged the value of the additional information provided through the SCP, they also 

recognized that meaningful instructional planning requires more than simply completing a 

protocol (E3). My analysis of the Exit Ticket and Micro-Journal data raised the question of 

whether, without genuine “buy-in” (E3) from all team members, the SCP risks becoming an 

added procedural task for special educators rather than a vehicle for shared planning and 

resulting accommodations and support. These findings underscore the complexity of achieving 
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effective collaboration and point to important considerations for future practice and research. 

Discussion 

The findings from my study reveal a need for a more consistent definition of 

collaboration to ground educators’ shared instructional responsibility for SWDs. All Phase 1 

participants consistently emphasized the variability in planning collaboration and resulting 

implementation, as well as in some of the Phase 2 feedback. The seminal definition of 

collaboration is a “style for direct interaction between at least two coequal parties voluntarily 

engaged in shared decision-making as they work toward a common goal” (Cook & Friend, 

1995). The simplicity of this definition signaled the complexity of productive collaboration: 

shared responsibility for student learning must be responsive and dynamic, which is where the 

gaps in my study lie. Friction emerged in this study around the definition of collaboration in 

three ways: 1) access to planning to create a sense of co-ownership; 2) equitable decision-making 

around instruction; and 3) implementing SDI for SWD. More broadly, the participants in this 

study emphasized the need for equipping all school team members for productive collaboration, 

including general educators, special educators, and administrators. 

Collaborative Planning Is (and Is NOT) the Answer 

My theory of improvement (pg. 41) aimed to address the gap between research on the 

importance of collaboration between special educators and general educators and current 

inconsistencies in instructional practice. The theory stated that, to appropriately instruct 

intermediate students with disabilities in reading, general and special educators need to 

incorporate accommodations and interventions into reading instruction through collaborative 

lesson planning. When planning meaningful instruction, many SWD require instruction with 

two purposes: access to grade-level curriculum and acceleration of foundational reading skills to 
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improve independent use. The IEP outlines accommodations and supports designed to improve 

access to and demonstrate more complex grade-level reading skills for SWD within the Tier 1 

curriculum materials. Foundational reading instruction often focuses on basic decoding skills 

from an earlier scope and sequence of reading development (typically addressed at a Tier 3 

level). 

To access the Tier 1 curriculum materials for planning, the district provided general 

educators with online and physical access, including the teacher’s edition, pacing guide/scope & 

sequence, and district Curriculum Instructional Map, which provides in-depth guidance on 

suggested lessons and materials, organized by annual, monthly, weekly, and daily increments. 

The focus group participants mentioned all of these resources as important access points to the 

general education curriculum. However, many (n=6) were also limited, as special educators, in 

their access to these curriculum materials and guidance. As Laura stated, “making sure you have 

access to all areas of the curriculum. I think that is a big piece. Especially when you are trying to 

collaborate because you want to make sure that your instruction aligns with the general education 

instruction.” However, access to the materials is just a starting point for coordinated plans. 

As for access to planning time, Jung et al. (2019) identify the need for regular, sustained 

common planning time on the master schedule during which educators and administrators should 

determine “the best deployment of human and material resources for the coming week.” What 

emerged from my analysis of this study’s data is that, while system leadership purported that 

collaborative planning is important enough to be built into the master schedule across all district 

schools, there was significant variability in how administrators protected and used time. 

Participants reported that, even with the use of the SCP, special education teachers were rarely 

included in collaborative planning that results in intentional AND SDI for SWD. For the special 
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education teachers in the study who attended scheduled collaborative planning meetings, they 

consistently described how the time was often not used to co-plan lessons or instruction in 

reading for their shared SWD. Additionally, all participants described significant variability in 

their co-planning experiences with a range of general educators within the same building or even 

the same grade, which made curricular and IEP alignment challenging. 

While this study intended to use the SCP to facilitate targeted reading planning, the 

outcomes were often unbalanced around implementation. Anne elaborated, “Planning for gen ed 

teachers right now is definitely inconsistent within my school... We have some teachers that are 

really awesome that plan their lessons... for several weeks ahead of time, and then some that 

walk in the door and read what they’re teaching the same day, so it’s unbalanced right now,” and 

“I can’t accommodate when you don’t know where you’re at within your pacing.” It is important 

to note that the majority (n=9) of participants reported being tasked by their general education 

peers with identifying, developing, and providing accommodations and supports for their 

colleagues to access and implement, even though the general educators did not necessarily use 

these accommodations and supports. All of the special educators in Phase 1 (also supported in 

the Phase 2 data) identified a multitude of differentiated supports (Table 3), adjusting and 

differentiating within and beyond the curriculum. John reported that “I look into the curriculum, 

what’s coming up, and try to get some aids and stuff” to implement the individualized plans for 

his students. Seven participants specifically mentioned aligning their SDI with the district pacing 

guide, curriculum, and their students’ IEPs. However, based on what was reported, the SCP 

seemed more supportive of curriculum supports, accommodations, and modifications than of 

embedding foundational literacy instruction. 

What emerges from the findings is an almost unanimous concern among the special 
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educators in this study that some of their general education counterparts were using instructional 

materials without differentiating or incorporating the accommodation supports provided by their 

special education collaborators. However, even as they actively provided differentiated supports 

(see Table 3) to their colleagues, it did not mean that the participants observed consistent 

incorporation of these legally required accommodations. Charlotte spoke to the reluctance of 

some general education colleagues around accommodations: “Unfortunately, there are a couple 

of teachers who do not believe in providing accommodations, and they think it’s not fair. So I 

choose my battles.” Moreover, six participants reported that colleagues prevented or actively 

discouraged them from implementing accommodations and services to support reading 

instruction in the general education classroom, as aligned with the IEP. Incorrect, inconsistent, or 

lack of implementation of the accommodations may also represent a lack of pedagogical 

knowledge by general educators about how these actions may be out of compliance with the 

legal requirements of IDEA. 

In summary, all participants agreed, in one way or another, that without collaborative 

lesson planning and intentional co-implementation, educators may not be appropriately serving 

SWD or providing them access to the curriculum. However, only one participant reported 

consistently co-planning and co-teaching with their intermediate general educators. My own 

experience as a special educator and leader in the target district aligns with the feedback from 

study participants. I have experienced how being a part of CPB for multiple grade levels (and 

with many general educators) can be significantly challenging for special educators, even as 

research has shown co-planning to be one of the consistent structures that is impactful in 

generating the conditions needed by SWDs to have meaningful access to the general education 

classroom (Mieliwocki, 2019; Murawski, 2012; Patrick, 2022). Therefore, it must be 
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acknowledged that collaboration time, even with a SCP to guide, was not enough to fully address 

the previously identified barriers around mindset, culture, access, and capacity without additional 

training and support for a meaningful shift around collaborative expectations and 

implementation. 

Collaborative Plans Do Not Equal Consistent Implementation 

The aim of this study was that “By June 2026, general education and special education 

teachers in grades 3-5 will consistently collaborate around reading to appropriately instruct 

students with disabilities.” MSDE (2024) emphasizes the need to “use evidence-based practices” 

in teaching reading and calls out the essential role of collaborative planning to address reading 

instructional strategies to “help to raise the performance level of all students, but especially for 

those who are struggling or who have disabilities.” They also issued guidance for all elementary 

(including intermediate) teachers to adopt reading instruction and intervention as a part of the 

Disciplinary Literacy Standards for Reading across other subjects/content areas to improve Tier 

1 (general education) instruction (MSDE, 2024). While making a focused collaboration space for 

sharing reading plans through the SCP was to be a key pivot point, the results were mixed. Some 

implementers reported improvements in general educators’ use of the developed 

accommodations and supports, while others reported no change or limited implementation. 

Notably, the focus on accommodations overall may be because general educators can see the 

connection between the curriculum and the accommodations versus a disconnect between the 

grade-level standards and foundational skills. Or as summarized by Porter et al. (2022), “these 

educators must understand the constructs of the language they are asked to teach.” 

Throughout the focus groups and implementation feedback, several special educators 

participating in the study raised concerns about the fidelity of the accommodations students with 
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IEPs deserve and are legally entitled to. As Charlotte & Brenda indicated, “It got me frustrated,... 

like it’s not modified at all,” to which Charlotte responded, “So it’s a lot of planning on my part 

as opposed to if we’re planning the curriculum [together].” Perhaps even more concerning is the 

trend reported by the participants that several of their general education colleagues are not using 

the suggested supports within the curriculum, nor, in some cases, are the general educators 

allowing the use of the accommodations from the IEP (provided by the special educator) in their 

classroom. Charlotte provided the following examples: “They’re reading a book, and they’re not 

being allowed to use text-to-speech, or they’re writing, and the Read&Write is not being used.” 

What emerges from this investigation is a potentially alarming finding that the 

inconsistent implementation of foundational reading accommodations and supports for SWD is 

resulting in a lack of equitable access for SWD to the intermediate grade-level standards and 

curriculum. The IEPs mandate legally required accommodations and SDI, but this study reveals 

a disconnect in ownership and implementation expectations between special and general 

educators. Anne brought forward: “I’m not seeing a lot of accommodations implemented 

consistently, at least in the intermediate grade levels, especially as [the curriculum gets] more 

difficult to differentiate the work.” Cook et al.’s (2017) research similarly found that general 

education classrooms did not extensively implement evidence-based practices. In parallel, half of 

the participants in my study suggested that when their general education colleagues used the 

intermediate curriculum without actively collaborating with them, those colleagues impeded 

SWD’ access to the curriculum. 

The data from my study highlight that developing a culture of shared responsibility for 

students’ individual learning needs within the school building often starts at the top with the 

administration. Participants in the study noted that by attending CPBs to monitor and champion 
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the priority of planning for SWDs, administrators reflect the principles of instructional 

leadership, emphasizing high expectations and academic success for all (see also Patrick, 2022). 

When administrators invited and supported special educators in CPBs, some study participants 

reported feeling valued for both their role as planning contributors and for their work with SWD 

within the school mindset. Multiple participants in the focus group expressed their wish that their 

school culture reflected a more “Our Kids” mentality and a “We Do” attitude toward co-

planning, co-implementing, and co-assessing instruction for all students. As Wendy says, “it is 

leaders, culture, and then also... teachers.” It should be noted that while not the focus of the 

study, all of the administrators of the buildings where the implementation phase was conducted 

were aware of the study. 

Beyond meeting grade-level standards, the IEP identifies specific skill areas that need 

development and SDI to accelerate progress toward the grade-level expectation. This SDI may 

include targeted lessons and interventions, which are part of Tier 3 instruction. Four participants 

identified challenges in implementing an evidence-based Tier 3 reading intervention to develop 

students’ foundational reading skills. One participant reported that ideally, there would be 

regular time to share and demonstrate the “specialized Tier 3 reading intervention” to build a 

shared understanding of the value. Louisa also expressed her frustration with the challenge, 

saying, “I don’t know why doing your HD words [is] more important than them doing my Tier 3 

reading intervention.” Four participants also reported barriers to “pull-out” services, in which 

special education staff provide intensified, specially designed reading instruction. For SWD, the 

IEP identifies the required targeted instruction. Without access to the enhanced instruction and 

supports identified in their IEPs to access the curriculum, there may be a lack of access to the 

free and appropriate education mandated by the law (Lemons et al., 2016). Therefore, the tension 
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between special educators and general educators reflects the tension between grade-level 

standards and strategies to close the gap in missing reading skills. Similarly, when siloed 

planning separates general educators from special educators, a lack of a common understanding 

of how to implement planned reading accommodations and systematic reading skill instruction 

appears to persist. 

Returning to my theory of improvement and teacher aim, the findings from my 

exploratory investigation suggest that if educators are not working from the same set of 

commitments, a technical support–like the SCP–cannot fix more entrenched implementation 

challenges. All participants in this study grappled with how, as special education teachers, they 

cannot be responsible for policing or convincing their colleagues of their legally required role in 

implementing IEP accommodations and supports. By placing special educators in the role of 

creators and providers of accommodations and supports, there is an implied responsibility for 

their colleagues’ implementation, which creates friction. However, without explicit 

acknowledgment of this tension, participants reported that general educators exhibited resistance 

to collaborative work, especially when they had to share their space for push-in or co-

implementation without the time to co-plan (see Byrd & Alexander, 2020). Furthermore, it is 

troubling that there does not generally appear to be a shared belief among special education 

teachers in this study and their general education peers that attending the CPB together to plan 

for foundational and reading skills is essential for accessing the content and curriculum. 

Limitations 

 Due to the nature of qualitative research, this exploratory investigation provided an 

initial, thematic understanding of the current state of collaboration and the impressions of the 

impact of a SCP on a small scale from the perspective of special educators. However, this study 
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does not provide data on the improvement value and does not follow a full experimental design 

with a control group. While the study supports positive student outcomes in reading, there was 

no direct interaction with students or measurement of student outcomes, aside from educators’ 

impressions of changes in instruction. Therefore, the interpretation of the results should be 

limited to the design’s context. From a representation perspective, the study did not include 

general educators’ perspectives in the collaboration process; therefore, it does not provide a 

counterbalance to those perspectives, though this creates space for future research. 

Additionally, the protocol implementation group was composed of volunteers from the 

pre-screened focus group participants. Therefore, the small group of volunteers was not fully 

representative of experiences within the district as a whole. Furthermore, this was a within-

district study and may therefore not yield similar findings across all settings (even those with 

similar contexts). In fact, one of the impacts of the focus group plan was that attendance 

impacted whether the focus groups actually turned into interviews. By shifting to a more 

interview-based approach, participants had fewer opportunities for reflection because the 

component of colleague counterpoints and feedback was missing. The positionality of the 

researcher as an instructional specialist around special education who was known directly or 

indirectly by the study participants may have had some influence on the candid responses of the 

participants as well as on the interpretation of the responses. Additionally, the researcher 

conducted the study from the perspective of special educators around the implementation and 

monitoring of the structured collaborative planning protocol, as well as constraints on the 

collaboration between general educators and special educators.  

The current study identified supports familiar to special education; however, further 

exploration of the general educator's knowledge, understanding, rationale, and the systematic 
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nature of SDI is needed. The study protocol also did not operationalize foundational reading 

collaboration as part of the collaboration planning block, thereby limiting the focus of the 

communications. The limited definitions around the expectations for the different components of 

reading instruction could have contributed to the limited impact of the tool and should be 

explored further. By extension, a comparative study could actually explore whether the 

implementation of the SCP actually created a lack of collaboration for some of the parties that 

did not exist previously. The SCP could be further empowered by connecting back to the district 

CPG to provide a clear link to systemic priorities as well. The current study clearly showed that 

simply requesting co-planning collaboration from one party, even with a guiding tool, was not 

enough to achieve consistent outcomes. 

Future research would benefit from a more balanced approach by expanding to include 

the perspectives of general education teachers and, potentially, administrators to better 

understand the multiplicity of perspectives from collaborating stakeholders, as well as by 

incorporating training to increase shared ownership. In extension, including other 

interventionists, such as ELD and 504 coordinators, could help identify similarities and distinct 

differences, as well as varied needs, in planning for these populations. Given the response of the 

participants, exploring more around informal collaboration times may be able to target modeling 

and implementing more effectively than the formal CPB time in the future. It must also be 

acknowledged that due to the researcher's prior conviction around collaboration from personal 

experience could have influenced or shaped the coding, and while data checks were done in two 

small ways, the inclusion of member checks from more of the participants could have been more 

fully guarded against bias. 

An impactful limitation throughout the study was the timing–specifically, the focus 
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groups and interviews conducted in January through March led to most of the implementation 

occurring from March through June. The implementation window overlapped with the state 

assessment testing window for the intermediate grades, which affected school-wide collaborative 

planning across all school buildings. Future studies should consider the effects of the testing 

schedule and the potential benefits of training early in the school year to embed the protocol into 

the collaborative routine. However, it should also be considered that the training in this study 

was limited on purpose; exploring broader training to include other educators could help to build 

the shared understanding around usage and collaboration in general. 

Due to the close of the study at the end of the school year, there were limited 

opportunities to request samples of the actual use cases of the protocol. Future efforts could 

include the collection of the SCP for evaluating how they used the protocol beyond the feedback 

of the special educator. I was able to get their perspective on how it felt to use the tool, but not 

their detailed description of how they actually used it to plan together. Review of the usage could 

provide information on the variance across implementers and implications of this variation on 

potential instruction. Changes in methodology could allow for a more comprehensive 

experimental design to monitor students' reading proficiency levels and compare the impacts of 

educator collaboration, specifically the SCP, on student learning outcomes. While this study 

focused on the special educator's perspective in the learning equation, a counterstudy could be 

conducted to examine the general educator's experience collaborating with colleagues for 

comparison. Additionally, measuring shifts in practice could be more objective by including 

classroom observations to track the implementation of accommodations, strategies, and 

foundational reading skills, as planned during collaborative planning using the SCP. 
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Implications of this Research 

Given the universal expectation of collaboration in contemporary public education 

(Hargreaves, 2021), it is assumed that teachers know how to collaborate, as documented in 

research on pre-service teacher preparation (Chitiyo & Brunda, 2018). McLeskey et al. (2018) 

found that educators are assumed to be prepared and willing to collaborate, yet receive no 

explicit training on how to do so. The demographic trend is clear: schools are integrating an 

increasing number of students with special needs into the general education classroom for most 

of the school day. Therefore, for SWD to have the legally required access to a Free and 

Appropriate Public Education, collaboration is a prerequisite skill for ALL educators to make 

these expectations a reality in inclusive education environments (MSDE, 2021b). This small 

study suggests that both special and general educators need training in building collaborative 

relationships, as well as consistent, sustained time to develop co-instructional plans and embrace 

the model (Causey et al., 2022; Friend, 2019; Murawski, 2010). The next iteration of this study 

could focus on formalizing targeted informational collaboration beyond the CPB time, as well as 

increasing participation through direct contact with potential sites and participants. 

Nationally, educator preparation must take into account the shifts toward greater 

inclusion of SWD and the resulting increased collaboration between general and special 

educators, because leaders must teach all educators about both inclusion and collaboration 

strategies (Francisco et al., 2020; Murawski, 2012). Specifically, the U.S. Department of 

Education (2025) emphasizes “the collaboration between special and general education teachers, 

alongside the support of well-prepared school leaders, is central to providing meaningful 

educational experiences for children with disabilities.” However, it must be acknowledged that 

current exclusionary practices that prevent specialists (including special educators) from 
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attending collaborative planning sessions go beyond the purview of a collaboration tool. Further 

research on more direct training in collaboration for general and special educators and 

administrators, starting with pre-service courses, and the resulting shifts in practice could be very 

informative and meaningful. In particular, the state should consider potential micro-credentialing 

to emphasize the priority of collaboration in the elementary educator experience. 

The alarming data from this exploratory study strongly suggest that extending training to 

both special and general educators in the intermediate grades in explicit, systematic foundational 

reading instruction is necessary to improve access for their students, especially those with special 

needs, which aligns with the literacy reforms in the research of Walpole et al. (2017). The recent 

NCES (2025) data indicate that instructional practices have not yet met the learning needs of 4th-

grade students nationwide in reading. The shift in lagging data is a call for instructional 

accountability around all strands of the Reading Rope (Scarborough, 2001) and the SOR more 

broadly, even in intermediate grades and above, as a national priority. Returning to the findings 

of Hernandez (2011) and Lesnick et al. (2010), the increased correlation between below-

proficient reading levels at 3rd and 4th grade and the 16 times greater probability of not 

graduating reinforces the urgency of the current findings. 

In addition to the implications around collaboration, many educators at the intermediate 

grades and above have not received the professional learning to teach systematic, explicit 

phonics instruction that many of their students need (Garcia & Weiss, 2019). Unfortunately, the 

most recent NCES (2025) data indicate that a lack of reading skills is an increasing challenge 

nationwide for all 4th-grade students (69% Basic or below). However, for SWD, specifically, 

their reading proficiency decreased even more, with 90% scoring at Basic or below (What Works 

Clearinghouse, 2022). In turn, this knowledge gap impacts access to and effective instruction in 
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grade-level content and curriculum (Lyon & Weiser, 2009; Moats, 2014; Spear-Swerling, 2015; 

Spear-Swerling & Cheesman, 2012; Torgesen et al., 2001). 

Additionally, Sousa (2007) emphasized that all educators are teachers of reading, thereby 

taking responsibility for addressing reading skills that connect with their content, regardless of 

grade. For most students across the nation, the preliminary evidence from this study underscores 

the need for their intermediate general educators to receive training in the SOR, which cannot be 

targeted solely to early elementary grades. For SWD, this also means educators need training and 

practice to ensure that accommodations, supplementary aids, supports, and strategies are 

available to ensure equitable access. In contrast, FGA2 and FGC6 also emphasized the 

importance of planning and implementation collaboration to improve educator practice and 

target reading instruction when lesson plans are shared. FGC7 implored that “I have all my 

students. I have their supplementary aids and services that they need,” but this must include 

general education teachers, collaborators, and co-owners of accessible instruction. 

Recommendations for District A 

The complexity of collaboration is undermined by the lack of a consistent definition of 

collaboration across research, practice, and, specifically, within District A, even when referring 

to collaborative planning (as an experience) or collaborative planning (as a practice). There was 

an underdeveloped understanding of what “collaboration” entails, leading to inconsistent 

outcomes. While this study was limited in scope by the number of participants and by its focus 

on reading, the SCP tool's positive reception and noted improvements in sharing information 

specific to SWD provide hope that wider implementation could yield positive results. 

Broadening the SCP to be generalizable to any subject would allow its application across the 

school, improving planning and ensuring a consistent expectation of collaboration throughout the 
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elementary building. In alignment with the Plan-Do-Study-Act cycle, the next steps for 

expanding to a larger trial include sharing the SCP during the summer through the department 

leaders with administrators and chairpersons to add to their collaborative meeting for a 

September launch. Incorporation in the expected Rolling Agenda for introduction in the fall 

within my caseload, or more broadly, would be a starting place for incorporation. Starting early 

in the year with training around collaboration would address one of the major concerns from the 

implementers. 

Additionally, the district should consider re-integrating and reprioritizing a philosophy 

around Universal Design for Learning around removing barriers to instruction, inclusive 

practices, and the embedded nature of services (whether ELD, 504, IEP, community supports, 

social work, etc.) within curriculum, expectation, and messaging, as research has found this 

reduces resistance and makes co-teaching more desirable (Karten & Murawski, 2020). Increasing 

accountability, training, and monitoring of accommodation implementation, as a means to 

address accommodation-blocking noted in this study, could improve legally required access. 

This aligns with the Maryland Blueprint’s push to improve coordination, collaboration, and 

professional development for individualized services across grade levels (Maryland Commission 

on Innovation & Excellence in Education, 2020). 

To enhance the understanding and transferability of the SCP, a comparison with 

Murawski’s What/How/Who model (2012) and PLC best practices could be beneficial. Mapping 

the SCP steps (noted in parentheses below) onto the classic PLC ‘four questions’ framework, as 

outlined by DuFour et al. (2010), clarifies how this protocol aligns with recognized collaborative 

practices. This crosswalk includes: clarifying what students need to learn (WHAT), how 

educators will know when students have learned (HOW/WHO), how educators will respond 
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when students have not learned (HOW/WHO), and how educators will respond when students 

already know the content (HOW/WHO). This alignment could provide a familiar structure for 

educators already accustomed to the PLC model. The incorporation of both models could address 

the lack of a systematic toolkit for collaborative planning, which has led to variability in 

facilitation, focus, and implementation. 

In support of next steps in District A, there is a tension between the time and value given 

to planning reading instruction specifically and the support for all subjects that reading impacts, 

as well as the necessary access supports. As a result of this research, the recommendation is to 

guide direct implementation of strategies previously shared by the Curriculum & Instruction 

department and the Department of Special Education in the district, with the addition of an 

expectation of structured collaborative discussion. Given the nature of the targeted large district, 

the focus was on whether the SCP could improve collaboration and, by extension, on the 

district’s ability to implement it at scale with limited support or coaching. One-off training is the 

current structure of most professional development in the district. While research supports the 

use of mentoring and coaching (Lipton & Wellman, 2017), the SCP can be a primary structural 

shift to guide more targeted planning and efficient implementation without major changes to 

staffing or scheduling. The limited training could allow change to occur sooner for students, as 

staffing and scheduling take much longer and incur costs when implemented. 

Additionally, the details provided in this research support further research into adult 

learning practices to improve collaboration and instructional planning, with a focus on SWD and 

the specific incorporation of SDI. The district can expand on these limited positive results from 

implementing the Strategic Collaboration Protocol to support the learning process for other 

student groups with special needs, such as MLL and students with Section 504 plans. 
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Incorporating the SCP expands not only the current collaborative planning structure but also the 

individualization and reflection process as a district cultural expectation. The district can also 

consider broadening the use of the SCP beyond its current focus on reading to support its shift 

toward mathematical literacy and other content areas. However, it should be considered that 

broadening or generalizing the use of the SCP could unintentionally dilute the focus on urgency. 

In alignment with the concepts of Universal Design for Learning and IDEA (2004), equitable 

access relies on the shared belief, planning, and structured implementation as part of community 

design. This also requires a cultural commitment to community learning to increase buy-in to 

improve implementation. It is the hope that by bringing this protocol and the learning from this 

research to the district leadership (including Special Education, instructional specialists, 

Curriculum & Instruction, ELD, 504, and Area 1 (Elementary)) this spring, it will allow time for 

the SCP to be embedded and potentially shift collaborative practices starting in the fall of SY 

2027. 

Impact Project Plan 

Within what Black and Wiliam (1998) call “the black box” of education, the public often 

assumes that, given the curriculum and students, educators are prepared to create positive 

outcomes for students. However, from what participants and implementers shared in this study, 

many concurrent steps can derail this recipe for success. Based on this discussion, I propose that 

instruction is complex and layered in this way: 

● Training educators and administrators in collaboration practices supports shared 

understanding, values, and a common language. 

● Common understandings and intentional access to planning as a team support the 

preparation of purposeful, targeted, and accessible instruction; 
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● Co-planned instruction, if well implemented, supports improved outcomes for our 

students. 

The fact that all of the teachers in the study agreed that the current inconsistent 

implementation of accommodations for SWD results in a lack of equitable access to the content, 

standards, and curriculum is alarming. However, the true breakdown occurs before planning and 

implementation, in the equipping of educators to be effective collaborators. This study and the 

use of the SCP showed glimmers of improvement in developing an intentional communicative 

collaboration space, as well as insights into potential gaps in the layers of assumed knowledge 

that warrant further investigation. 

My impact product plan has three prongs. The first has already begun with the informal 

resource sharing within my sphere of influence focused on new and experienced special 

educators, which includes sharing the SCP with fellow district trainers (generalized for any 

subject, linked within Appendix W). A colleague developed a quick reference for new teachers 

to understand strategies to support their practice (including collaboration) in which she 

embedded the SCP as a support structure. The colleague requested this after seeing the document 

used in one of the implementation schools. This resource continues to be shared as part of the 

district training support tools. Additionally, as part of this prong, I shared the SCP with my 

caseload special education chairpersons through informal training to support their collaboration 

planning for the new school year, in response to feedback from the implementers in the study, to 

see if timing would improve incorporation and buy-in. 

The second prong is the creation and distribution of an executive summary (see Appendix 

V) to share the results of this study with the district leadership within the Curriculum & 

Instruction (Reading), Elementary Instructional Directors and Special Education departments, 



107 

and to open it up to members of the Equity, ELD, and 504 departments. This format will allow 

me to share results and findings, as well as recommendations for a Networked Improvement 

Community and the inclusion of structured collaboration in their planning expectations, with a 

focus on key student needs. I will share the study results and how the SCP may be distinctly and 

meaningfully different from current practice.  

As the third prong and extension on the sharing of the executive summary, these leaders 

will be invited to a presentation (Appendix W) to share a quick, deeper look at the results of the 

current study and a proposed expansion of the improvement process around collaboration for 

their approval and support. The proposal outlines a Networked Improvement Community (NIC) 

of Practice (NIC) with a small selection of 10-15 district elementary principals whose schools are 

in the Universal Tier of support (which indicates most other district practices are more 

effectively implemented) who would be willing to join the collaboration conversation across the 

school year. Based in the current research, the schools would implement the Plan-Do-Study-Act 

cycle of Improvement Science to reflect on whether the implementation of the SCP is an 

improvement on current practice. Additionally, volunteer schools would also provide feedback 

and suggestions from their learning process through quarterly meetings and end-of-year 

recommendation sessions.  Based on the feedback and learning from the NIC, the district will 

then have expanded data on a larger implementation and feedback from direct constituents on the 

value and validity of the tool in improving collaboration practice within the broader elementary 

context for reading instruction. Hopefully, this will, in turn, inspire continued and expanded 

opportunities around collaboration and collective growth in this context for the district. In the 

end, this study was a very small dipstick into current practices and potentially supportive 

changes that future researchers can explore further. However, this research has seen the impact 
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that small changes in structure can have on communication and thinking around collaboration. 
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Appendix A: Invitation Email to Elementary Principals 

 

Subject: Seeking Principal Support for Researcher Contacting Elementary SPED Teachers for 

UMD Research Study 

 

I am a doctoral candidate in the College of Education at the University of Maryland, 

College Park. My name is Lauren Duewer. I am conducting a research study to explore the 

current collaborative planning process for reading instruction for special education students in 

the intermediate elementary grades. I am requesting your consent to recruit special education 

teachers from your school for my study, which I hope will inform and influence the district’s 

understanding of current collaboration practices between general and special educators in 

elementary schools. 

 

I am requesting your permission to contact the special educators on your staff to 

participate in a short Screening Questionnaire (about 5 minutes). Additionally, those who meet 

the qualifications below will be invited to participate in a single focus group outside work hours 

(about 45–60 minutes). 

 

I am recruiting individuals who meet these criteria: 

 

● Must be 21 years of age or older 

● Must be involved in planning for intermediate-level elementary reading 

instruction (grades 3-5) 

● Must be a resource special educator (not teaching solely in a self-contained 

program) 

 

There will be an additional opportunity for a smaller sample of special education teachers 

who participate in the focus group to engage in a 6-8 week implementation study of a new 

collaborative planning tool within the currently scheduled collaborative planning structures 

within their school building. More information about this opportunity will be provided to 

voluntary participants during the focus group. The implementation study is optional and not 

required for any teacher who participates in the focus group. Schools and staff who will be 

selected for participation are those outside of my caseload as a district employee who works 

directly with specific schools. 

 

The researcher will not request or access any student-specific information throughout the 

process. Your teacher’s participation in this study is voluntary. All data in this study will be kept 

confidential, with no use of participants' actual names (or other identifiable information) in the 

final report. All data in this study will keep answers confidential. Only the researcher will know 
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the names and responses. All the results will be combined in the final report so that no one will 

know the responses. All data will be kept secure by the researcher and destroyed after 3 years. 

 

If you are willing to allow educators in your building to engage in this process, or if you 

have questions about this study, please reply to this email with “Agree to Contact Teachers at my 

School” in the Subject Line, or contact me at lesollen@umd.edu or 240-353-3724. I will provide 

the Principal Consent to Contact Staff form to confirm your agreement once you contact me. 

Thank you in advance! If you permit me to contact the teachers in your school, I have also 

enclosed a Research Study Flier which I would be most appreciative of if you would put up 

in your Teacher Workroom. 

 

Sincerely, 

Lauren Duewer 

UMD Doctoral Candidate 

(District Position Redacted for Anonymity) 

 

 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1qtCEYBapGZVxL8zQ2QrqwRBYFFlYx0iz/view?usp=drive_link
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Appendix B: Follow-up Email to Principals 

(As a follow-up, if no response) 

 

Subject: RE: Principal Support for Researcher–Elementary SPED Teachers for UMD Research Study 

 

Dear Principals: 

 

As previously sent, I am a doctoral candidate in the College of Education at the University of 

Maryland, College Park. My name is Lauren Duewer. I am conducting a research study to explore the 

current collaborative planning process for reading instruction for special education students in the 

intermediate elementary grades. I am requesting your consent to recruit special education teachers from 

your school for my study, which I hope will inform and influence the district’s understanding of current 

collaboration practices between general and special educators in elementary schools. 

 

 Please see the previous email for more details on the qualifications and requested time. 

 

If you are willing to allow educators in your building to engage in this process, or if you 

have questions about this study, please reply to this email with “Agree to Contact Teachers at my 

School” in the Subject Line, or contact me at lesollen@umd.edu or 240-353-3724. I will provide 

the Principal Consent to Contact Staff form to confirm your agreement once you contact me. 

Thank you in advance! If you permit me to contact the teachers in your school, I have also 

enclosed a Research Study Flier which I would be most appreciative of if you would put up 

in your Teacher Workroom. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Lauren Duewer 

UMD Doctoral Candidate 

(District Position Redacted for Anonymity) 

 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zAsd_7RlBiypESxFt8-TWl5ofktM8XmR/view?usp=sharing
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Appendix C: Invitation Email to All Elementary Special Educators 

 
Subject: Seeking Elementary SPED Teachers for UMD Research Study 

 

I am a doctoral candidate in the College of Education at the University of Maryland, College Park. My 

name is Lauren Duewer. I am conducting a research study to explore the current collaborative planning 

process for reading instruction for special education students in the intermediate elementary grades. Your 

input is requested to inform and influence the district’s understanding of current collaboration practices 

between general and special educators, provide feedback to the central office, and support professional 

development. I am requesting that ALL interested teachers complete a short Screening 

Questionnaire (about 5 minutes) within the next week by clicking the LINK below. 

 

I am recruiting individuals who meet these criteria: 

● Must be involved in planning for intermediate-level elementary reading instruction (grades 3-

5) 

● Must be a resource special educator (not teaching solely in a self-contained program) 

● Must be 21 years of age or older 

If willing and qualified, you could also be asked to participate in a single focus group scheduled for 45-60 

minutes. I am looking to recruit up to 25 teachers to participate in a set of focus groups. The focus group 

will be scheduled after school in January/February for 1 hour and recorded on Zoom. 

 

If you are willing to participate in the focus group (as indicated in the questionnaire) and meet the study 

criteria, the researcher will reach out to you via email within a week with next steps and scheduling. The 

researcher will not request or access any student-specific information throughout the process. 

 

For a smaller sample of special education teachers participating in the focus group, there will be an 

additional opportunity to participate in an 8-week implementation study of a collaborative planning tool. 

More information about this opportunity will be provided during the focus group. The implementation 

study is optional and not required for any teacher who participates in the focus group. 

 

Your participation in all phases of this study is voluntary. All data in this study will be kept confidential, 

with no use of participants' actual names in the final report. All data in this study will be kept confidential. 

Only the researcher will know your name and responses. All the results will be combined in the final 

report so that no one will know your responses. All data will be kept secure by the researcher and 

destroyed after 3 years. 

 

Please feel free to share this opportunity and flier with your special education colleagues, if you are 

willing. As you may know, I work in the district within the department of special education, but 

my contact and research will only be conducted in schools outside my caseload. If you have 

questions about this study or would like to participate, please contact me at lesollen@umd.edu or 

240-353-3724. Thank you in advance! 

https://umdsurvey.umd.edu/jfe/form/SV_2gkoZCdVC8yya0K
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zAsd_7RlBiypESxFt8-TWl5ofktM8XmR/view?usp=drive_link
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Appendix D: Follow-up Email to Special Educators 

(As follow-up, after 2 weeks and as needed) 

 

Subject: RE: Seeking Elementary SPED Teachers for UMD Research Study 

 

If you have already responded to the previous email, thank you for your interest. For those 

of you who have not, there is still TIME! I am a doctoral candidate in the College of Education 

at the University of Maryland, College Park. My name is Lauren Duewer. I am conducting a 

research study to explore the current collaborative planning process for reading instruction for 

special education students in the intermediate elementary grades. Your input is requested to 

inform and influence the district’s understanding of current collaboration practices between 

general and special educators, provide feedback to the central office, and support professional 

development. I am requesting that ALL interested teachers complete a short Screening 

Questionnaire (about 5 minutes) by clicking the LINK below. 

 

I am recruiting individuals who meet these criteria: 

● Must be involved in planning for intermediate-level elementary reading instruction 

(grades 3-5) 

● Must be a resource special educator (not teaching solely in a self-contained program) 

● Must be 21 years of age or older 

 

If willing and qualified, you could also be asked to participate in a single focus group scheduled 

for 45-60 minutes. I am looking to recruit up to 25 teachers to participate in a set of focus 

groups. The focus group will be scheduled after school in January/February for 1 hour and 

recorded on Zoom. 

 

If you are willing to participate in the focus group (as indicated in the questionnaire) and meet 

the study criteria, the researcher will reach out to you via email within a week with next steps for 

consent and scheduling. The researcher will not request or access any student-specific 

information throughout the process. 

 

For a smaller sample of special education teachers participating in the focus group, there will be 

an additional opportunity to participate in an 8-week implementation study of a collaborative 

planning tool. More information about this opportunity will be provided during the focus group. 

The implementation study is optional and not required for any teacher who participates in the 

focus group. 

 

Your participation in all phases of this study is voluntary. All data in this study will be kept 

confidential, with no use of participants' actual names in the final report. All data in this study 

will be kept confidential. Only the researcher will know your name and responses. All the results 

https://umdsurvey.umd.edu/jfe/form/SV_2gkoZCdVC8yya0K
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will be combined in the final report so that no one will know your responses. All data will be 

kept secure by the researcher and destroyed after 3 years. 

 

Please feel free to share this opportunity and flier with your special education colleagues, if you 

are willing. As you may know, I work in the district within the department of special education, 

but my contact and research will only be conducted in schools outside my caseload. If you have 

questions about this study or would like to participate, please contact me at 

lesollen@umd.edu or 240-353-3724. Thank you in advance! 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zAsd_7RlBiypESxFt8-TWl5ofktM8XmR/view?usp=drive_link
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Appendix E: Screening Questionnaire (Qualtrics) 

1) Do you currently participate in collaborative planning with any elementary 

intermediate (gr. 3-5) grade level teams? (Y/N) 

2) Do you teach reading to the 3rd-5th grade students in Special Education at your 

school? (Y/N) 

3) Role: Check all that apply (Special Educator Resource, Special Education Chair, 

Special Educator Autism Co-taught, Special Educator Autism Self-Contained, Special 

Educator CSEP Self-Contained, Special Educator CRI, Special Educator Regional, 

Special Educator, Other–Open-Ended) 

4) Work location within the district (North (generally above route 50), Central (route 

50 to above 495/route 4), South (below route 4/495))–Choices (a, b, or c): 

i) North– (Redacted to maintain anonymity) 

ii) Central– (Redacted to maintain anonymity) 

iii) South– (Redacted to maintain anonymity) 

iv) Other (Open-ended) 

5) Size of your school in hundreds–estimated (0–300, 301–500, 501–700, 701+) 

6) Grade Levels Served (K, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, Other) 

7) Years of Experience in Teaching (0–3, 4–7, 8–11, 12–15, 16-19, 20+) 

8) Years of Experience in Special Education (0–3, 4–7, 8–11, 12–15, 16-19, 20+) 

9) How many students are currently on your caseload? (0-5, 5-10, 10-15, 15-20, 20-

25, 25+) 

Thank you for taking the time to answer these questions to further my research! 

For those willing to share a bit more of your time by participating in a Zoom focus group 

discussion with other educators on current collaboration practices around reading 

instruction for students with disabilities, please also complete the next question. 

Participants will be compensated with an Amazon.com or Target gift card if selected to 

participate in the focus group. 

10) Would you be willing to participate in a focus group? If you are interested, please 

share your name, personal phone number, and contact email. (Open-Ended Name), 

(Open-Ended Phone Number), (Open-Ended Email) 
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Appendix F: Educator Confirmation for Focus Group Selection 

 

Subject: Thank you & Congratulations on Joining the Focus Group Research 

 

As previously shared, my name is Lauren Duewer, a doctoral candidate in the College of Education at the 

University of Maryland, College Park. Thank you for indicating your willingness to participate in my 

research focus group to explore the current collaborative planning process for reading instruction for 

special education students in the intermediate elementary grades. Your input is requested to inform and 

influence the district’s understanding of current collaboration practices between general and special 

educators, provide feedback to the central office, and support professional development. 

 

You are willing and qualified! Here are the next steps: 

1) To be included officially in the focus group, I need to receive your signed consent for the 

Phase 1 focus group. Please review, complete, and sign the attached informed consent form 

and return it as a reply to this email. 

2) Upon receipt of the signed consent, I will send focus group date and time options within 2 

weeks. 

3) Once you select your preferred times, a calendar invite with Zoom access information will be 

emailed to you (with a reminder 2 days prior). 

 

The Zoom session will be 45–60 minutes on the selected date and will be recorded. 

 

There will be an additional opportunity to engage in an 8-week implementation study of a collaborative 

planning tool. More information about this opportunity will be provided during the focus group. The 

implementation study is optional and not required for any teacher who participates in the focus group. 

 

Your participation in all phases of this study is voluntary. All data in this study will be kept confidential, 

with no use of participants' actual names in the final report. All data in this study will be kept confidential. 

Only the researcher will know your name and responses. All the results will be combined in the final 

report so that no one will know your responses. All data will be kept secure by the researcher and 

destroyed after 3 years. 

 

As you may know, I work in the district within the department of special education, but my 

contact and research will only be conducted in schools outside my caseload. If you have questions 

about the study or this email, please contact me at lesollen@umd.edu or 240-353-3724. Thank you 

in advance! 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1SlteoQVNDOF7OjGrASz7LPSuMCT5svb2/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1SlteoQVNDOF7OjGrASz7LPSuMCT5svb2/view?usp=sharing
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Appendix G: Educator Informed Consent for Participation in Focus Group (Phase 1) 

(Phase 1) 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

Project Title 

 

Supporting Intermediate Educators in Effective Reading Collaboration for Special Education 

Students 

Purpose of the 

Study 

 

This research is being conducted by Lauren E. Duewer as part of the requirements for 

receiving my Doctor of Education at the University of Maryland, College Park. I am 

conducting this research under the direction of Dr. Jean Snell. You are invited to participate in 

this research project because your experience and expertise could provide the district and 

education research in general with insight regarding the current collaborative practices and the 

potential impact of a structured planning model in supporting intermediate educators in 

effectively and collaboratively planning for the reading instruction of special education 

students in grades 3-5 in [Redacted for Anonymity] The purpose of this study is to 

investigate the impact of a SCP on the planning and implementation of reading instruction for 

students with disabilities. 

You are being invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be actively 

teaching 3rd-5th grade as a special education teacher and agree to: 

1. Participate in a focus group discussion of current collaboration practice. 

(Phase 1) 

And if willing to continue: 

2. Use the provided protocol to collaboratively plan with your general 

education counterpart(s) at one of the above grades for the duration of this research 

and provide feedback on that collaboration. (Phase 2) 

Taking part in this research study is voluntary. 

Procedures 

 

Phase 1 Consent: If you choose to participate, you will engage in a 60-minute virtual focus 

group outside of work hours from a selected date/time on the Zoom platform about the current 

collaborative planning process and your experiences. Participants in the focus groups will be 

offered a $5 gift card. If you are willing to continue to the 2nd phase of the research, you will 

be allowed to consent at the end of the focus group to participate in the Phase 2 training. 

Potential Risks 

and 

Discomforts 

As an educator, you may feel some discomfort sharing your perspective in front of district 

colleagues.  There are no evaluative connections to the information being collected, and it will 

not be shared with your administrator. Participants may encounter discomfort when asked to 

respond to a specific questionnaire or focus group questions. During these activities, you may 
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 decline to answer any question without giving a reason and move on to the next question. 

There are no other known risks. 

Potential 

Benefits  

There are no direct benefits from participating in this research. However, possible benefits 

include personal use of the collaborative discussion model and the district learning more about 

collaborative structures to support the instruction of students with disabilities. The school 

district and possibly others might benefit from this study through improved understanding of 

the collaboration needs of educators and effective structures for planning reading instruction 

for students with disabilities in the intermediate grades. This improved understanding may lead 

to better instructional reading outcomes and greater access to the curriculum for students with 

disabilities. It will be for educational purposes only.  

Confidentiality 

 

 

Any potential loss of confidentiality will be minimized by assigning each participant a code 

number and an identification key to be used throughout the study, rather than their name. Only 

I will have access to the code and the identification key, and the focus group data will be kept 

confidential and securely stored through the UMD Box Platform. No other identifying 

information will be collected, and personal information will not be shared with others. Zoom 

video/audio/transcripts will be analyzed and summarized to ensure that no names or potential 

identifiers are reported in the dissertation or any subsequent documents or reports, and that 

they are erased at the conclusion of the study. Only I will have access to the secured laptop 

computer and locked cabinet or to any of the research data. No personal information will be 

shared with any other individual within the district or any external entities. If I write a report or 

article about this research project, your identity will be protected to the maximum extent 

possible. Your information may be shared with representatives of the University of Maryland, 

College Park, or governmental authorities if you or someone else is in danger or if we are 

required to do so by law. 

Compensation 

 

You will be offered a $5 gift card for the focus group. You will be responsible for any taxes 

assessed on the compensation. If you do not earn over $100, only your name and address will 

be collected to receive compensation. 

Right to 

Withdraw and 

Questions 

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part or 

stop participating at any time. If you decide not to participate in this study or if you stop 

participating at any time, you will not be penalized or lose any benefits to which you otherwise 

qualify. If you decide to stop taking part in the study, have questions, concerns, or complaints, 

or need to report an injury related to the research, please contact the investigator.  

 

Lauren E. Duewer 

lesollen@umd.edu 

240-353-3724 

Or 

Dr. Jean Louise Snell, Advisor of the EdD in School Leadership 

2115 Benjamin Building 

University of Maryland, College Park, MD 

301-405-2337 

Jsnell@umd.edu 

If you are an employee at [Redacted for Anonymity] or the University of Maryland, your 

employment status or academic standing at [Redacted for Anonymity]  or the University of 

Maryland will not be positively or negatively affected by your participation or non-

mailto:lesollen@umd.edu
mailto:jsnell@umd.edu
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participation in the study. 

Participant 

Rights 

 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant or wish to report a research-

related injury, please contact: 

 

University of Maryland College Park 

Institutional Review Board Office 

1204 Marie Mount Hall 

College Park, Maryland, 20742 

 E-mail: irb@umd.edu 

Telephone: 301-405-0678 

For more information regarding participant rights, please visit: 

https://research.umd.edu/research-resources/research-compliance/institutional-review-board-

irb/research-participants 

 

This research has been reviewed in accordance with the University of Maryland, College Park 

IRB procedures for research involving human subjects. 

Statement of 

Consent 

 

Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of age; you have read this consent form 

or have had it read to you; your questions have been answered to your satisfaction, and you 

voluntarily agree to participate in Phase 1 of this research study. You will receive a copy of 

this signed consent form. 

 

If you agree to participate, please sign your name below. 

Signature and 

Date 

 

NAME OF PARTICIPANT 

[Please Print] 

 

SIGNATURE OF PARTICIPANT  

DATE 

 

 

 

 

mailto:irb@umd.edu
https://research.umd.edu/research-resources/research-compliance/institutional-review-board-irb/research-participants
https://research.umd.edu/research-resources/research-compliance/institutional-review-board-irb/research-participants
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Appendix H: Educator Informed Consent for Participation in Protocol Implementation 

(Phase 2) 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

Project Title 

 

Supporting Intermediate Educators in Effective Reading Collaboration for Special Education 

Students 

Purpose of the 

Study 

 

This research is being conducted by Lauren E. Duewer as part of the requirements for 

receiving my Doctor of Education at the University of Maryland, College Park. I am 

conducting this research under the direction of Dr. Jean Snell. You are invited to participate 

in this research project because your experience and expertise could provide the district and 

education research in general with insight regarding the current collaborative practices and 

the potential impact of a structured planning model in supporting intermediate educators in 

effectively and collaboratively planning for the reading instruction of special education 

students in grades 3-5 in [Redacted for Anonymity] The purpose of this study is to 

investigate the impact of a SCP on the planning and implementation of reading instruction for 

students with disabilities. 

You are being invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be actively 

teaching 3rd-5th grade as a special education teacher and agree to: 

1. Participate in a focus group discussion of current collaboration practice. 

(Phase 1) 

And if willing to continue: 

2. Use the provided protocol to collaboratively plan with your general 

education counterpart(s) at one of the above grades for the duration of this research 

and provide feedback on that collaboration. (Phase 2) 

Taking part in this research study is voluntary. 

Procedures 

 

As a participant in Phase 1, you already consented and engaged in a 60-minute virtual focus 

group outside of work hours on a selected date/time on the Zoom platform about the current 

collaborative planning process and your experiences. Participants in the focus groups will be 

offered a $5 gift card. 

 

Phase 2 Consent: For phase 2, if you are willing to continue to the implementation phase of 

the research, you will be provided with a planning protocol to use during reading planning for 

an intermediate grade of your choice. The training for implementation will take place 

immediately after the focus group session and will last 5-15 minutes.  It will include 

professional development (PD) on the proposed tool and expectations. At the conclusion of 

the PD, you will have the opportunity to ask the researcher questions. 

 

Phase 2 includes a structured collaborative protocol around accommodations/supports and 

reading skills/strategies to create an implementation plan for general and special educators for 

their students with disabilities. The SCP is meant to be embedded in the existing 

collaborative planning rolling agenda and time, and the micro-journal will be an additional 

burden of about 5-10 minutes of reflective time. You will be asked to implement the planning 

protocol during your weekly reading planning sessions, followed by a quick 8-question 

multiple-choice micro-journal across an eight-week window. At the conclusion of the 8 
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weeks, you will participate in an Exit Ticket that includes 10 questions reflecting on the 

collaborative process, learnings, and your experiences with student progress, as well as 

additional feedback to the investigator, which may take 10-20 minutes of your individual 

time. Those who participate in the implementation phase will be offered an additional $20 

gift card (from Target/Amazon.com or the like). 

Potential Risks 

and 

Discomforts 

 

As an educator, there may be some discomfort in changing the collaboration structures that 

may differ from those of other staff and the relationships with your colleagues.  There are no 

evaluative connections to the information being collected, and it will not be shared with your 

administrator. Participants may encounter discomfort when asked to respond to a specific 

questionnaire or focus group questions. During these activities, you may decline to answer 

any question without giving a reason and move on to the next question. There are no other 

known risks. 

Potential 

Benefits  

There are no direct benefits from participating in this research. However, possible benefits 

include personal use of the collaborative discussion model and the district learning more 

about collaborative structures to support the instruction of students with disabilities. The 

school district and possibly others might benefit from this study through improved 

understanding of the collaboration needs of educators and effective structures for planning 

reading instruction for students with disabilities in the intermediate grades. This improved 

understanding may lead to better instructional reading outcomes and greater access to the 

curriculum for students with disabilities. It will be for educational purposes only.  

Confidentiality 

 

 

Any potential loss of confidentiality will be minimized by assigning each participant a code 

number and an identification key to be used throughout the study, rather than their name. 

Only I will have access to the code and the identification key, and the focus group data will 

be kept confidential and securely stored through the UMD Box Platform. No other 

identifying information will be collected, and personal information will not be shared with 

others. Zoom video/audio/transcripts will be analyzed and summarized to ensure that no 

names or potential identifiers are reported in the dissertation or any subsequent documents or 

reports, and that they are erased at the conclusion of the study. Only I will have access to the 

secured laptop computer and locked cabinet or to any of the research data. No personal 

information will be shared with any other individual within the district or any external 

entities. If I write a report or article about this research project, your identity will be protected 

to the maximum extent possible. Your information may be shared with representatives of the 

University of Maryland, College Park, or governmental authorities if you or someone else is 

in danger or if we are required to do so by law. 

Compensation 

 

You have been offered a $5 gift card for the focus group. Participants who complete the 

implementation will be offered a $20 gift card. You will be responsible for any taxes assessed 

on the compensation. If you do not earn over $100, only your name and address will be 

collected to receive compensation. 

Right to 

Withdraw and 

Questions 

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part 

or stop participating at any time. If you decide not to participate in this study or if you stop 

participating at any time, you will not be penalized or lose any benefits to which you 

otherwise qualify. If you decide to stop taking part in the study, have questions, concerns, or 

complaints, or need to report an injury related to the research, please contact the investigator.  

 

Lauren E. Duewer 

lesollen@umd.edu 

240-353-3724 

mailto:lesollen@umd.edu
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Or 

Dr. Jean Louise Snell, Advisor of the EdD in School Leadership 

2115 Benjamin Building 

University of Maryland, College Park, MD 

301-405-2337 

Jsnell@umd.edu 

If you are an employee at [Redacted for Anonymity]  or the University of Maryland, your 

employment status or academic standing at [Redacted for Anonymity]  or the University of 

Maryland will not be positively or negatively affected by your participation or non-

participation in the study. 

Participant 

Rights 

 

If you have questions about your rights as a research participant or wish to report a research-

related injury, please contact: 

 

University of Maryland College Park 

Institutional Review Board Office 

1204 Marie Mount Hall 

College Park, Maryland, 20742 

 E-mail: irb@umd.edu 

Telephone: 301-405-0678 

 

For more information regarding participant rights, please visit: 

https://research.umd.edu/research-resources/research-compliance/institutional-review-board-

irb/research-participants 

 

This research has been reviewed in accordance with the University of Maryland, College 

Park IRB procedures for research involving human subjects. 

Statement of 

Consent 

 

Your signature indicates that you are at least 18 years of age; you have read this consent form 

or have had it read to you; your questions have been answered to your satisfaction, and you 

voluntarily agree to participate in Phase 2 of this research study. You will receive a copy of 

this signed consent form. 

 

If you agree to participate, please sign your name below. 

Signature and 

Date 

 

NAME OF PARTICIPANT 

[Please Print] 

 

SIGNATURE OF PARTICIPANT  

DATE 

 

 

mailto:jsnell@umd.edu
mailto:irb@umd.edu
https://research.umd.edu/research-resources/research-compliance/institutional-review-board-irb/research-participants
https://research.umd.edu/research-resources/research-compliance/institutional-review-board-irb/research-participants
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Appendix I: Focus Group Questions and Protocol Review 

(based on Research Questions 1 & 2) 

 

● RQ1: What are the current collaboration practices between intermediate 

general and special education teachers? 

● RQ2: How do special education teachers experience collaboration on 

teaching reading to students with disabilities? 

Focus Group Questions 

A. Please describe your current assignment and caseload (grades, caseload, subjects, 

other duties, etc.) 

B. Tell me about your current experience with planning practices in your school. 

a. Share about collaboration in intermediate grade planning (gr. 3-5) 

b. More specifically, do you collaborate on planning for reading (both formal and 

informal)? 

c. How do special education and students with disabilities factor into collaborative 

planning practices? 

d. How are students’ accommodations incorporated into collaborative planning? 

e. To what degree are you, as a special educator, supported by leadership in your 

collaborative planning, if at all? (master schedule, time, expectations, tools, 

etc.) 

C. Tell me more about your experiences with collaborative reading planning between 

special and general educators. 

a. When do you plan for reading (timing, grouping, focus, organization, etc.)? 

b. How have you, in your role as a special educator, contributed to collaborative 

planning for reading? 

c. What have you learned, and how have you developed from this collaboration 

with your colleague(s)? 

d. What do you see as the value or impact (positive or negative) of collaborative 

reading planning between special and general educators? 

i. Share more about the impact on students 

ii. Share more about the impact on you 

D. Please share any additional feedback you would like to provide to the researcher 

regarding planning, collaboration, reading, or anything else relevant at this time. 
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Consent for Phase 2 & Review of Collaboration Protocol 

The researcher will model the Strategic Collaboration Protocol (see Appendix J), share it, and 

review the following information (see Phase 2 Training Slides). 

 

 The protocol implementation goes as follows: 

1. Copy and paste the Strategic Collaboration Protocol into your rolling agenda for 

reading collaboration for the next 5-7 weeks before the meeting 

 

2. Identify the following items generally for reading planning and document in the 

Protocol: Unit, Focus Decoding or Vocabulary Skill, Focus Comprehension Skill 

(as available for the upcoming lesson group) 

 

3. Identify specifically: Key Strategies to be taught for either Focus, 

Accommodation Strategies (student-specific) for either Focus. 

 

4. Identify Next Steps or Follow-up that is needed, including by whom and when 

 

5. Click on the LINK here or as embedded in the Protocol to complete the 5-

question Exit Ticket to indicate the use of the protocol. 

 

If you would be willing to participate in the implementation of this protocol during the period of 

this research, please let me know, and I will follow up with you individually via email with the 

documentation. 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wisReFPvy0C3L6CVYK-YP3YHHhX8BZ4H/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ar79kFaOb26xlpWDABpsJOp6fpoXvQZ_8VL-2N_QGF4/edit?usp=sharing
https://umdsurvey.umd.edu/jfe/form/SV_5nbVOTAr6vXMXSm
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Appendix J: Strategic Collaborative Planning Protocol 

WHAT 

Grade: 
Subject: 
Unit: 

Decoding/ Vocabulary Skill: 
 
 
 
 

Comprehension Skill: 

Key Strategies: 
 

HOW 

Focus Accommodation Strategies 
(Student-Specific): 

●  
●  
●  
●  
●  
●  
●  
●  
●  

  
 

WHO 

Next Steps: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By Whom: By When: 

Micro-Journal LINK  

Derived from the What, How, Who protocol (Murawski, 2012) 

https://umdsurvey.umd.edu/jfe/form/SV_5nbVOTAr6vXMXSm
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Appendix K: Protocol Initiation Email to Educators 

DATE: 

 

Dear Educator: 

 

Thank you so much for already participating in the focus group! Additionally, thank you for 

agreeing to participate in the protocol implementation as part of the research (Supporting 

Intermediate Educators in Effective Reading Collaboration for Special Education Students) with 

me, Lauren Duewer, through the University of Maryland, College Park. I appreciate the generous 

provision of your time and input as important data in my research. In the next few weeks, you 

should receive your gift card via mail to your school building for your focus group participation. 

 

As a reminder, the protocol implementation goes as follows: 

1. Copy and paste the Strategic Collaboration Protocol into your rolling agenda for 

reading collaboration for the next 4-6 weeks before the meeting 

2. Identify the following items generally for reading planning and document in the 

Protocol: Unit, Focus Decoding or Vocabulary Skill, Focus Comprehension Skill 

(as available for the upcoming lesson group) 

3. Identify specifically: Key Strategies to be taught for either or both Focus, 

Accommodation Strategies (student-specific) for either or both Focus. 

4. Identify Next Steps or Follow-up that is needed, including by whom and when 

5. Click on the LINK here or as embedded in the Protocol to complete the 5-

question micro-journal to indicate the use of the protocol. 

 

Repeat this process at any of the reading collaborative planning sessions that happen 

during the duration of this research period. You will receive an email at the conclusion of the 

research to complete an Exit Ticket. 

 

If you have questions about this study, please contact me at lesollen@umd.edu or 240-

353-3724. 

 

Thank you in advance! 

 

Strategic Collaboration Protocol 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Ar79kFaOb26xlpWDABpsJOp6fpoXvQZ_8VL-2N_QGF4/edit?usp=sharing
https://umdsurvey.umd.edu/jfe/form/SV_5nbVOTAr6vXMXSm
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WHAT 

Grade: 
Subject: 
Unit: 

Decoding/ Vocabulary Skill: 
 
 
 
 

Comprehension Skill: 

Key Strategies: 
 

HOW 

Focus Accommodation Strategies 
(Student-Specific): 

●  
●  
●  
●  
●  
●  
●  
●  
●  

 

  
 

WHO 

Next Steps: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

By Whom: By When: 

Micro-Journal LINK  

Derived from the What, How, Who protocol (Murawski, 2012) 

https://umdsurvey.umd.edu/jfe/form/SV_5nbVOTAr6vXMXSm
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Appendix L: Thank You Email to Focus Group Participants NOT Joining Implementation 

Study 

 

Dear Educator: 

 

Thank you for participating in the focus group as part of the research (Supporting Intermediate 

Educators in Effective Reading Collaboration for Special Education Students) with me, Lauren 

Duewer, through the University of Maryland, College Park. 

 

I appreciate the generous provision of your time and input as important data in my research. In 

the next few weeks, you should receive your gift card via mail to your address, if provided. If 

you have questions about this study, please contact me at lesollen@umd.edu or 240-353-3724. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Lauren Duewer 

UMD Doctoral Candidate 

(District Position Redacted for Anonymity) 

 

 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1xdcuZkAUeCwYxLW3bsUy6IDp3UGlFoyrGvWbgrYw0QE/edit?usp=sharing
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Appendix M: Micro-Journal (Qualtrics) 

General Data Questions 

A. This is the ______ time we have used the Strategic Collaboration Protocol in part 

or whole. (1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc.–Single Selection). 

B. List the team member roles who participated in the reading collaboration process 

today. 

C. From this group, who were actively engaged in completing the reading protocol 

today. 

 

RQ2: How do special education teachers experience collaboration on teaching reading to 

students with disabilities? 

 

Please indicate the words that best describe the results of the team collaboration today: 

 

1 Little engagement from 

participants in collaborative 

planning 

Inconsistent engagement 

from participants in 

collaborative planning 

Consistent engagement 

from participants in 

collaborative planning 

2 Unproductive Somewhat productive Very productive 

3 Clear on reading 

instructional plans for the 

upcoming week  

Some understanding of the 

reading instructional plans 

for the upcoming week  

Unclear on the reading 

instructional plans for the 

upcoming week  

4 Instructional plans focused 

on foundational reading 

Instructional plans focused 

on foundational and grade-

level reading 

Instructional plans 

focused on grade-level 

reading 

5 Clear on my role as the 

special educator in reading 

instruction 

Some understanding of the 

my role as the special 

educator in reading 

instruction 

Unclear on my role as the 

special educator in 

reading instruction 

6 Did not consider IEP 

accommodations during 

Touched on IEP 

accommodations, but did 

Incorporated instructional 

strategies to reflect IEP 
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collaborative planning not include aligned 

strategies in planning 

accommodations into 

planning 

7 All participants' voices were 

actively included and 

listened to 

Some participant voices 

dominated more than others 

All participants' voices 

were not included or 

heard 

 

Feel free to explain any of the ratings above or share anything else the researcher may need to 

know. (Open-Ended) 
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Appendix N: Exit Ticket (Qualtrics) – RQ3/ OPEN-ENDED 

 

General Data Questions 

A. We used the Strategic Collaboration Protocol _______ times over the 

implementation period. (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, Other–Single Selection) 

B. List team member roles who participated in the reading collaboration process. 

C. From this group, who were actively engaged in completing the reading protocol 

regularly. 

 

RQ3: How can a Strategic Collaboration Protocol impact collaborative practice for 

reading? 

 

Tell me about your experience implementing the collaboration protocol: 

a. How did the implementation of the collaboration protocol impact your team’s 

reading planning overall? 

b. How did the implementation of the collaboration protocol impact your team’s 

reading planning for specific students? 

 

Please share any benefits or barriers about the protocol/process overall: 

c. Describe any changes in implementing accommodations and supports for students 

with disabilities. 

d. Describe any changes in student reading or instruction for students with 

disabilities. 

 

● Feedback 

e. Overall, how did your team view the addition of the Strategic Collaborative 

Planning protocol to the current planning process? 

f. Were there any adjustments to the protocol that your team made that were 

particularly helpful? 

g. Please share anything else you would like the investigator to know. 

 

Dear Educator: 

 

Thank you for participating in the focus group & implementation protocol as part of the research 
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(Supporting Intermediate Educators in Effective Reading Collaboration for Special Education 

Students) with me, Lauren Duewer, through the University of Maryland, College Park. 

 

I appreciate the generous provision of your time and input as important data in my research. In 

the next few weeks, you should receive your gift card via mail to your address, if provided, for 

the implementation research. If you have questions about this study, please contact me at 

lesollen@umd.edu or 240-353-3724. 

Sincerely, 

 

Lauren Duewer 

UMD Doctoral Candidate 

(District Position Redacted for Anonymity) 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1k_EOWRLXChPCMUF6tsDN9G_Lkh0qaHKU/view?usp=drive_link
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Appendix O: Letter of Support from District A 

(Redacted to Maintain Anonymity – For more information, please contact the author at: 

laurenduewer.academicrequests@gmail.com ) 

mailto:laurenduewer.academicrequests@gmail.com
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Appendix P: IRB from the University of Maryland 
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Appendix Q: IRB from District A 

(Redacted to Maintain Anonymity – For more information, please contact the author at: 

laurenduewer.academicrequests@gmail.com ) 

 

mailto:laurenduewer.academicrequests@gmail.com
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Appendix R: District A Collaborative Planning Guide Sample (pg. 3, 7, and 8) 
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Appendix S: Research Study Flier 

   

Seeking Special Educators for 
Voluntary Study around Collaboration 

You may qualify if: 

● You are involved in planning 

for intermediate-level elementary 

reading instruction (grades 3-5) 

● You are a resource special 

educator 

● You are 21 years of age or 

older 

Participant benefits may include: 

• improved understanding of the 

collaboration needs of educators and 

effective structures for planning 

reading instruction for intermediate 

students with disabilities 

• $5 gift card for Focus Group 

participation 

• $20 gift card for Implementation 

participation 

Participation involves: 

 

Focus Group: 

● Initial screening to confirm 

qualification 

● For those qualified and willing, 

a 45-60 min Zoom focus group 

● Opportunity to participate in 

the implementation group 

 

Implementation Group: 

● 8-week implementation of the 

planning structure 

● Implementation micro-journal 

● Final Exit Ticket 

 

 

 

Doctoral Research Study being conducted by: 

Lauren Duewer, Doctoral Candidate, UMCP, College of Education 

 

If interested, please contact me at: 

lesollen@umd.edu or 240-353-3724 
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Appendix T: Individual Receipt Form 

University of Maryland College Park 

Individual Receipt Form 

[$100 and Below] 

Initial Request: 

 

   I would like to accept a gift card for my participation. 

OR 

   I appreciate the consideration, but no gift card is requested. 

(No address needed below) 

Participant Name: ______________________________________________ 

Address: _____________________________________________________ 

    _____________________________________________________ 

Focus Group Participation: 

  I have received AMOUNT as participant compensation on DATE. 

Participant Signature: ______________________________ Date: _____________ 

Implementation Participation: 

   I have received AMOUNT as participant compensation on DATE. 

Participant Signature: _________________________________ Date: _________  

FOR OFFICE USE ONLY 

IRBNet #: 2090945-1 

Participant Study ID: Click here to enter text. 

Total Amount Received: Click here to enter text. 

Date(s): Click here to enter text. 

Initials of Person Dispersing Compensation: Click here to enter text. 
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Appendix U: Full Participant Demographic Table 

Particip
ant 

Alias 

School 
Alias 

Size of 
School 

(Enroll

ment) 

Location 
in 

District 

A 

Role(s) Grade 
Levels 

on 

Caseload 

Gender Years 
of 

Experie

nce 

Years of 
Experie

nce in 

SPED 

Caseload 
(# of 

students 

across 
assigned 

grade 

levels) 

Focus 
Group 

(Phase 

1) 

Impleme
ntation 

(Phase 2) 

FGA1  School 

A 

501–

700 

North Resourc

e, Chair 

K, 1, 2, 

3, 4, 5 

F 8-11 8-11 21-25 yes no 

FGA2  School 

B 

0-300 North Resourc

e 

K, 2, 3 F 4-7 4-7 16-20 yes yes 

FGB3  School 

C 

0-300 Central Resourc

e, 

Autism 

Co-

taught 

4, 5, 6 M 20+ 20+ 11-15 yes yes 

FGC4  School 

D 

301–

500 

Central Resourc

e, Chair 

1,3,4,5 F 12-15 12-15 11-15 yes yes 

FGC5  School 

E 

301–

500 

North Resourc

e 

3,4 F 0-3 0-3 11-15 yes no 

FGC6  School 

F 

301–

500 

North Resourc

e, Chair 

K, 4, 5 F 4-7 4-7 21-25 yes no 

FGC7  School 

G 

501–

700 

Central Resourc

e, Chair 

K, 2, 3, 

5 

M 16-19 0-3 21-25 yes yes 

FGC8  School 

H 

301–

500 

Central Resourc

e, Chair 

4,5 F 20+ 20+ 11-15 yes no 

FGD9  School 

I 

501–

700 

Central Self–

containe

d/ Co-

taught 

Autism 

3 F 0-3 0-3 0-5 yes no 

FGE1

0  

School 

J 

501–

700 

South Resourc

e, Chair 

K, 1, 2, 

3, 4, 5, 

6, 7, 8 

F 16-19 16-19 21-25 yes yes 

Note. Demographics of study participants across phases from the survey data, as developed by Lauren Duewer, 2025. Own work. 
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Appendix V: Executive Summary 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Exploratory Investigation of Intermediate Elementary Educator Reading Collaboration  

around Special Education Students 

Conducted by Lauren E. Duewer 

This exploratory qualitative study examined how collaborative planning structures between special and 

general educators in intermediate elementary grades (3–5) affected reading instruction for SWD. 

 

Problem and Research Aim 

The study targeted the critical issue that the lack of proficient reading in the intermediate grades is a strong 

predictor (4x greater) of not graduating from high school. This link is especially pronounced for SWD. In 

the target district, the reading achievement gap between SWD and their peers remained wide (over 25 

percentage points), with SWD reading proficiency remaining largely flat despite overall student growth. The 

central problem was that intermediate-grade reading educators were not collaborating effectively to plan 

instruction for SWD. 

 

In the district, the current Collaborative Planning Guidance was too vague; CPBs lacked targeted inclusion 

of special educators (and other service providers); collaborative Rolling Agendas lacked focus on 

incorporating accommodations and SDI; and the curriculum and state standards reduced the foundational 

reading focus in the intermediate elementary grades. For SWDs, it is necessary to better identify what is 

happening during collaboration AND whether an added collaboration tool is enough to shift practice and, 

therefore, meaningfully improve reading outcomes. 

The purpose was to investigate the current collaboration practices between general and special intermediate-

grade educators and then test the impact of implementing a short-cycle change idea, the SCP, on the 

planning and implementation of reading instruction for SWD. 

 

Research Questions 

● What are the current collaboration practices between intermediate general and special 

education teachers? 

● How do special education teachers experience collaboration on teaching reading to students 

with disabilities? 

● How can a Strategic Collaboration Protocol impact collaborative practice for reading? 

METHODOLOGY 

Two phases involving 10 special educators in District A 

● Phase 1 (Focus Groups & Interviews): Explored current collaborative practices, focusing on special 

educators’ experiences planning reading instruction for SWD. 

 

● Phase 2 (Implementation Study): Five participants volunteered to use the SCP–a tool based on the 

WHAT, HOW, WHO approach–during their weekly CPBs over an 8–12-week period, documenting their 

experiences via Micro-Journals and an Exit Ticket. 

KEY FINDINGS 

● Inconsistent Collaboration: Although CPBs are mandated, there was significant variability in 

their implementation and whether special educators were included in this weekly planning period. 

Many participants reported that informal collaboration (brief, outside-of-meeting exchanges) was 

used more frequently for shared planning between general and special educators than formal CPBs. 
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● Focus on Accommodations over Foundational Reading Skills: The collaboration efforts 

between the special educators in this study and their general education colleagues, regardless of 

setting, primarily focused on accommodations and responsive resource-sharing (e.g., graphic 

organizers, IEP snapshots, vocabulary supports) across all content areas, rather than Tier 3 

instructional planning for foundational reading skills. 

 

● Impact of the SCP: 

○ The SCP was viewed as a helpful, user-friendly tool that created opportunities for general 

and special educators to engage in targeted instructional reading planning. It served as a 

vehicle to increase general educators' awareness of students' IEP requirements and 

improve communication about students’ accommodations. 

○ The SCP did not significantly alter shared instructional planning toward foundational 

reading skills. 

○ The small sample of special educators in the study experienced inconsistent buy-in from 

general education colleagues for collaborating on literacy instruction, a problem that the 

SCP as a tool could not resolve. 

RECOMMENDATIONS, CONCLUSION & NEXT STEPS 

Recommendations for District A: 

BIG ROCK–Getting Smarter TOGETHER 

Create a Networked Improvement Community to plan, do, study, and act on improving intermediate 

elementary reading collaboration to instruct SWDs more effectively and identify best-fit practices for 

District A. 

Key Recommendations for Improvement: 

● Embed SCP Early: Introduce and use the Strategic Collaboration Protocol at the beginning of the 

school year to establish it as an expected routine. 

● Develop Shared Commitment to Collaboration between General and Special Education 

teachers: Train educators and administrators in collaboration practices to foster shared 

understanding, values, and a common language around shared instructional responsibility for all 

students, particularly those with disabilities. 

● Prioritize Foundational Reading Training: Extend training for intermediate-grade general 

educators in explicit, systematic foundational reading instruction (SOR) to better support all 

struggling readers, especially for SWDs. 

Conclusion: 

While the SCP proved to be an effective technical tool for structuring communication between 

general and special educators, it did not resolve larger cultural barriers around the ethos of collaboration 

between these two sets of educators, nor the implementation of specially designed reading instruction based 

on the sample of special educators in the study. The study concluded that inconsistent implementation of IEP 

accommodations and foundational reading instruction is creating an alarming lack of equitable access to 

the reading curriculum for SWDs. To improve practice, buy-in needs to be built with the input of schools, 

administrators, educators, and staff. Therefore, building improvement through a NIC would create space for 

action research to develop and trial a more effective collaborative practice for instructing SWDs in the 

district, which aligns with the DSE strategic plan and the Maryland Blueprint for Education. 
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Potential District A Networked Improvement Community of Practice Structure: 

 

● Starting Small Early 

○ Starting in September. 

○ Voluntary–Solicit Principal volunteers from Universal Tier schools for the first round (10-

15 schools) during summer. 

○ Engagement–request that school teams include intermediate educators (teachers, special 

education case managers, reading specialists, ELD teachers, 504 coordinators, etc.). 

○ Setting Regular Meetings–establish regular meetings to walk schools through the 

reflection and collaboration process discussed below. 

● Setting Purpose 

○ Current Outcome: Special Education students in grades 3-5 are not proficient in grade-

level reading compared to their general education peers. 

● Exploring the Problem Together 

○ Causal Systems Analysis–5 Whys–problem-focused (pg. 21) 

○ Organize the Problem into a Fishbone of Key Factors–user-specific 

■ Teacher Capacity 

■ Siloed Teacher Roles & Responsibilities 

■ Collaboration Structures 

○ System Improvement Map–brainstorming 

● Creating a Theory of Improvement (pg. 32) 

○ Set a Strategic Aim: What will be an improvement, AND how will we know? 

○ Identify Primary Drivers–potential high-leverage key shifts 

■ Develop Teacher Capacity Around Reading and Student Accommodations 

■ Reenvision the Collaborative Mindset 

■ Improve Collaborative Structures 

○ Identify Secondary Drivers–key hows to make the Primary Drivers work 

○ Identify Specific Change Ideas–more specifically, what key practices 

○ Keep in Mind–“Possibly wrong and definitely incomplete” 

● Trialing Solutions–Plan-Do-Study-Act 

○ Plan–Select and define the change, predict what will happen, and design the test 

■ Embed SCP in reading collaboration rolling agenda 

■ Training around foundational reading and accommodations 

■ Consistent access to planning 

■ Collect Feedback 

○ Do–Implement the change and collect the data (and what happened) 

○ Study–Analyze the data, compare results to predictions, and identify insights 

○ Act–Decide what next from what you learned–Abandon?, Adjust?, Expand? 

○ Repeat or Combine (2-4 iterations) 

■ Repeat–Continue the learning work 

■ Combine–shift, combine, or expand on key results across schools 

● Learning Together–Learning Schools to District Leaders 

○ Have NIC schools share their findings after 2-4 iterations of their PDSA 

○ District Leaders reflect on impacting results and potential broader implications 

○ Scale Up–key result expanded to a larger group of schools 

 

NIC information adapted from: Bryk, A. S., Gomez, L. M., Grunow, A., & LeMahieu, P. G. (2015). 

Learning to Improve: How America’s Schools Can Get Better at Getting Better. Harvard Education 

Publication Group. 
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Appendix W: District A Presentation 
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