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Excerpts from “A Case for Collaboration” 
Draft Document Prepared by The Ability Challenge  

Targeted Collaboration 
Targeted collaboration” is ABC’s term to describe both a method of communication (i.e., meeting 
frequently to discuss students), as well as a sort of relationship between individuals (i.e., working 
together to share ideas about practice). We have defined quality to account for both of these concepts.  
Broken into component parts, targeted collaboration is made up of many “interactions,” shorter 
exchanges - in person, telephonically, or electronically - to share ideas and information about students 
that, when taken together collectively, comprise collaboration.  Some interactions are brief and isolated, 
while others are regular, frequent, and deep.  In this document, we refer to “interactions” to discuss the 
varied and necessary component parts that make up targeted collaboration. 
 
Our focus on targeted communication draws inspiration from the medical field, where improved 
communication has been used as a tool to reduce preventable medical errors, a leading cause of death 
(Sullivan et al., 2015). Likewise, ABC believes that robust targeted collaboration will enable providers to 
properly and promptly assess and meet the needs of students in hopes that no student is left behind. 

Definition of Quality 
Our definition of quality targeted collaboration has three facets.  We believe that by focusing on 
improving targeted collaboration students will achieve at higher levels because school staff will be able to 
(1) better identify and understand what students need to connect with and access the curriculum, (2) 
modify and add instruction and other supports tailored and designed to meet each student’s 
individualized needs, and (3) operate in ways that maintain high expectations, high standards, and growth 
mindset for all.   
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Collaborate 2+ IMPACT Students 
Understanding both student and adult behavior is a core component to building strong school systems.  
There are several layers to this concept.  On the adult side, it is helpful to be aware of the essential 
elements necessary for building collaborative relationships with others working in service to students 
(McLesky, J. et al., 2017). ABC has identified seven of these elements, which are described more 
thoroughly below.   
 

2+ Multiple Perspectives/ ”Noticing” 
 
Multiple perspectives and “noticing” illuminate a fuller picture.  Far too frequently we default to what we 
know and what we’ve experienced (Chugh, 2018). This is the lens through which we teach and relate to 
students and is virtually unavoidable, even for the most self-aware of us.  We need to take steps to make 
ourselves aware of our bias and to make ourselves vulnerable by listening to others’ experiences, 
especially our students.  We have a lot to learn from them and from each other.  If we are to truly serve 
our diverse learners, we must build collaborative relationships that are grounded in seeking strategies 
that enable us to connect with students and help them connect with curriculum.  For our diverse 
learners, we may need to try three times the number of strategies typically used to find what works and it 
is incumbent upon members of the school community to drive that search fueled by optimism and 
possibility. 
 
Focusing individuals on “Noticing,” also referred to as “nudging,” serves to combat the phenomenon of 
“Bounded Awareness” (Bazerman, M., and Sever O., 2015). Bounded Awareness is the concept that we 
sometimes hyper focus on one particular goal and direction, and in so doing we fail to see other contrary 
factors that are right in front of us.  By noticing, and encouraging our peers to notice, we are more likely 
to see the issue from multiple perspectives and avoid blind spots.  If we seek to confront our blind spots 
before taking action, especially when it comes to determining how to modify instruction to meet a 
student’s needs or what the potential impact of a particular intervention might be on another student’s 
behavioral response, we can head off errors and make a determination about best next steps with a 
deeper connection to the outcome we seek to achieve.   
 
It is important, when we collaborate, that we seek and consider as many perspectives as is reasonably 
possible, given the scope of issue we’re discussing.   
 

EXAMPLES IN ACTION 

● Assigning an “inquisitor” at each grade level meeting to intentionally play devil’s advocate prior 
to decisions being made 

● Bringing students to the table in what would otherwise be an adult attended meeting to offer a 
new perspective to a particular issue 
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I Intentionality / Preparation 
 
Intentionally prepare and operate with purpose to drive success and growth. This concept covers the 
work done prior to collaborative interactions, as well as what happens during those exchanges.  Research 
indicates that increased frequency of collaboration correlates to improved student outcomes (Ronfeldt, 
M. et al., 2015), but we believe the appropriate characterization is in reference to how certain activities 
are approached: Intentionality in one’s actions and adequate preparation increase the likelihood of 
reaching intended outcomes and successful follow up. 
 
Being intentional about variables, such as the method of communication, who is included in the 
conversation, whether individuals are prepared, and how outcomes will be implemented ensures 
efficiency for otherwise busy school staff and helps move toward decisions and action. Indeed, spending 
time getting to know a co-teacher partner or building rapport with teachers who are new to the school 
can streamline what might otherwise be a time-intensive process (Walther-Thomas, C., 1996).   
 

EXAMPLES IN ACTION 

● Sending meeting goals in electronic meeting invitations to ensure the necessary people 
participate 

● Enacting a daily morning huddle between a grade level team to touch base on the prior day’s 
behavioral changes 

 

M Manageable Goals and Objectives 
 
Manageable goals and objectives help target your efforts.  Research shows that in many industries, 
including education, setting clear, specific and challenging goals leads to better performance (van der 
Hoek, M., 2018).  Interactions in which a goal or objective (or several) are established at the outset are 
more likely to lead to clear resolution and follow up that impacts students.  Similar to intentionality, clear 
goals and objectives helps maintain focus and efficiency in targeted collaboration.  However, there is also 
a distinction between intentionality and goals because they don’t always go hand in hand.  An interaction 
can be intentional, in that the method of communication used was driven by the meeting topic, and yet, 
there was no clear goal or objective sought.   
 

EXAMPLES IN ACTION 

● Using a standardized co-planning agenda that requires participants to return to the stated 
goals at the end of the meeting to ensure next steps are clear 

● Maintaining a running notes document and regularly reviewing prior meetings for outstanding 
or unresolved issues 
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P Positivity/ Optimism 
 
Positivity and optimism fuel motivation go the distance/persist despite challenge. Put briefly, these are 
often the concepts also labelled high expectations, growth mindset, and sense of possibility - but we’ve 
wrapped them up in one package.   
 
Additionally, as the discourse of neurodiversity gains momentum, maintaining a strengths-based 
approach is critical to our ability to differentiate learning effectively (Armstrong, 2012).  We know the 
research tells us that teacher expectations influence outcomes but knowing the research and practice 
that embraces positivity in every facet are two very different things.  Presenting positive role models, 
planning driven by Universal Design for Learning, and making environmental modifications based on 
student interests and strengths are a few examples of how positivity can be implemented for equity 
(Armstrong, 2012).  Indeed, strong systems for collaboration to bring these differing approaches to light is 
perhaps the most impactful way to cultivate student strengths.     
 
Even in the face of structural issues like poverty, a mindset that every student can succeed not only 
proves true, it also instills a great amount of confidence within students (Claro, Paunesku & Dweck, 2016). 
 

EXAMPLES IN ACTION 

● Starting each Child Study Team meeting expressing gratitude for colleagues successes with 
students 

● Meeting with a student who has processing challenges during lunch every day to reinforce 
lessons 

 

A Adequate resources and conditions for 
success 

 
Adequate resources and conditions for success may be a benchmark for effective systems, but without 
them, the rest of the elements present much more of a challenge to serving students. It is important to 
be aware of how conditions and resources are impacting targeted collaboration, both to find creative 
solutions when those things aren’t present and to think strategically about future processes that might 
need adjustment or a redistribution of resources.  
 
When asked what gets in the way of effective collaboration, educators often point to time, space, and 
lack of resources as inhibitors to practice (Bayne, 2015).  On the other hand, individuals in similarly 
resource-strapped environments are finding creative ways to collaborate to better meet the needs of 
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students.  For example, research shows that having common planning time built into the master schedule 
is a critical component for effective teaming practices and higher student achievement (Flowers, N., 
Mertens, S., Mulhall, P., 1999).   
 

EXAMPLES IN ACTION 

● A school with no common planning time, a special education teacher may head to a general 
educator’s classroom just before lunch to have a quick chat about an intervention that worked 
for a shared student 

● Scheduling a contract physical therapist to one to school for a walkthrough prior to testing 
cycles so that helpful accommodations, such as chair/desk height can be optimized for 
students with attention needs 

 

C Common Language/ Understanding 
 
Common language can help facilitate shared understanding for the work. To improve access, we should 
be aware of how our language lands with others and build structures and space in which concepts can be 
more thoroughly discussed.  We must listen deeply.  This element also builds on Respect/ Trust in that 
when people safe, they are more likely to raise when they need clarification.  Without it, interactions may 
remain monopolized by dominant participants weakening the overall scope of the discussion. 
 
In today’s diverse school settings, we all have a tendency to simplify and get to the point.  This can have 
an unintended effect of marginalizing some who may not come to the table with the same common 
language or understanding of how terms should be defined.  Establishing a common language means that 
groups purposefully define how they are using terms and concepts to ensure that messages and 
communications are interpreted in the same way across stakeholders (Thomas, J., McDonagh, D., 2013).   
 

EXAMPLES IN ACTION 

● Create a school glossary easily accessible to all that defines acronyms and school-specific terms 
for the whole school community 

● Avoid using jargon, euphemisms, or other industry specific terms when possible, especially in 
interactions with parents and other non-educator stakeholders 

 

T Trust/ Respect 
 
Trust and respect are the cornerstones for healthy interaction.  As members of the school community 
bring different areas of strength and expertise to the table, even minimal levels of trust enable them to 
learn from each other and share ideas.  Where higher levels of trust exist, individuals are able to ask 
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questions, seek different opinions, and engage in dialogue about issues (even challenging ones) that go to 
the heart of supporting students (McLeskey, J. et al., 2017).   
 
Trust and respect are often relative terms and difficult to norm across individuals and settings, but 
without a baseline relationship and understanding between individuals, interactions will remain surface 
level never reaching a state of targeted collaboration.  It’s not always harmonious and easy, but 
respectful dialogue and exchange of ideas leads to more well-rounded consideration of options and 
ultimately to better solutions. 
 

EXAMPLES IN ACTION 

● Two teachers disagree in a meeting to discuss a student’s Behavior Intervention Plan and get 
heated, but ultimately reach a solution and a plan for next steps 

● A novice general education teacher goes to a veteran special education teacher for support 
crafting lesson plans that differentiate for students with vast instructional needs 

Let the Learning Begin! 
Having a shared understanding of collaboration is only a first step. ABC has developed a way to record our 
evidence and detect patterns that will lead to learning about how we work with one another.   
 

Our application, The Hopper, has been designed to collect information that helps teams build and 

improve on the elements set forth in this document.  Visualizations enable quick and immediate access to 
your data, as well as your team’s performance more generally, in easy to understand snapshots.  Our tool 
is designed to bring the elements most critical for collaboration to the forefront to give you more data 
from which you can elevate your practice.  As you log each daily interaction, engage in weekly reflections 
about overall shifts in practice, and view the data charts, keep the ideas outlined in this paper front of 
mind and identify instances in which you have been driven to better meet the needs of your students.   
 
You have the skills needed to drive change. In fact, many of you are using these tools already. Our goal is 
not to reinvent the classroom but rather draw-out or refine the attitudes and actions so that your 
communication becomes more purposeful. How do we know this? A 2012 study on interprofessional 
collaboration among leading nursing and physician organizations reported that the collaboration was 
“already occurring at the ground level,” but not at the organizational level (Jablow, 2013). This issue 
reinforces the idea that there are many talented individuals that are capable of great things.  We’re 
happy to be on the journey to improvement alongside you. 
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