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Abstract 

 Teachers’ perspectives and perceptions of collaboration to support students with special 

needs were explored in this study.  A paper based survey instrument was used to collect data 

from volunteer teachers working in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley). One hundred thirteen 

teachers who taught at eight kindergarten to grade seven elementary schools were invited to 

participate in the study and thirty-three completed the survey.  It was hypothesized that teachers 

would indicate they believed that collaboration was a means of supporting students with special 

needs and they would also identify barriers to the process.  Teachers were also asked to describe 

their ideal model of collaboration as well as their best experience collaborating with a colleague. 

The general conclusion of this study was that teachers did indicate positive attitudes towards 

collaboration as well as providing models of collaboration that exist in this school district.  They 

also identified barriers that inhibit the process in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) 

elementary schools.  Further research is needed to determine ways to overcome these barriers. 
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Chapter One:  Problem to be Investigated 

Purpose of Study 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate collaboration between general and special 

education teachers.  More specifically, the study surveyed elementary general and special 

education teachers about their perceptions and practices with collaboration in order to meet the 

needs of students with special education designations in the general education classroom.  It also 

explored what these two groups of teachers believed to be barriers to successful collaboration as 

well as what supports are needed in order for general and special education teachers to engage in 

successful collaboration.  This researcher believed that barriers to collaboration do exist between 

these two groups of teachers and this study would help to understand this and learn more about 

these barriers. 

The area of focus for this study involved both teaching and learning.  This researcher 

wanted to learn more about how general and special education teachers are currently 

collaborating.  By learning more about current practice, it may be possible to find ways to 

encourage not only more collaboration, but also ways to make this time be more productive and 

purposeful.  Collaboration can also have an impact on student learning.  When teachers are able 

to collaborate with the focus being on supporting student success, students receive the benefit of 

both teachers (Trent et al., 2003).  Both general and special education teachers bring a wealth of 

background knowledge to the process.  Furthermore, because of their backgrounds, they each 

bring knowledge and understanding of the classroom teaching and learning environment and 

ways to support students with special needs within that environment.   

This current researcher was working as an itinerant specialist teacher providing support to 

seventy-five students in nine classrooms at two different schools.  In previous years the 
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researcher worked as a special education teacher at both the elementary and middle years levels 

and as a classroom teacher at the middle and secondary levels.  Having worked as both a general 

and special education teacher, the researcher understands how difficult it can be to work with a 

colleague or colleagues to support a student with special needs.  At the same time, it is important 

that all students are able to experience success at school.  In this researcher’s experience as the 

special education teacher, being able to dedicate time to meeting with the classroom teacher to 

plan for students with special needs has resulted in benefits for both teachers and learners. 

The goal of this study was to examine perceptions and practices of collaboration between 

elementary general and special education teachers as well what inhibits and enables collaboration 

as a means of informing local practice. School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) supports the idea 

of collaboration and refers to it as means to support learning for all and looks for ways to 

“reinforce the learner support team model to foster LST/classroom teacher collaboration to 

address learner needs” (School District 79 [Cowichan Valley], 2014, p. 17).  A Learning 

Services Team (LST) is the term used in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) to describe the 

team of school and district personnel that co-ordinates special services and supports classroom 

teachers in planning for students with special needs.  An expectation of this research was that it 

would show that in order for this collaboration to occur, structures and supports need to be in 

place throughout the district.   

Justification of the Study 

Collaboration is a process that permeates society.  Most significant achievements of the 

20th century would not have been possible without collaborative efforts in the workplace (Friend, 

2000).  Special education teachers have a long history of working with professionals, including 

teachers, administration, paraprofessionals, and district partners and are tasked with working 
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collaboratively with general education teachers to meet the needs of students with special needs 

(Lamar-Dukes & Dukes, 2005).  It is important to note that collaboration is more than simply a 

conversation or discussion between teachers; it is an on going process where the student is at the 

centre and the teachers are sharing responsibility for student learning (Lamar-Dukes & Dukes, 

2005).   

The special education teacher brings to the collaborative process an understanding of the 

student’s areas of strength and weakness, knowledge of necessary adaptations and/or 

modifications that enable access to the curriculum, as well as strategies to ensure student success.  

This teacher also brings an awareness of services that can be accessed and possible funding 

sources.  The general educator brings knowledge of the curriculum, resources available, an 

understanding of classroom dynamics, as well as teaching style to the collaboration.  This allows 

both educators to share complimentary skill sets and knowledge to support students.  In 

collaboration there is not an expert who is teaching others how to plan, deliver instruction, and 

assess, but rather all parties involved in the process have valuable expertise to share and this 

expertise is beneficial (Paulsen, 2008). 

With the move to inclusive education, which is a guiding principle of education in British 

Columbia (BC) (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2013a), students with special needs are 

in the general education classroom for the majority of the school day.  According to the Ministry 

of Education, collaboration is a means of supporting students identified with special needs.  The 

Ministry of Education also refers to collaborative consultation as way to address concerns or 

solve problems.  This allows students with special needs to receive their education with their 

chronological peer group.  Their general education teacher and special education teacher are 

supposed to work together to support their needs as well as meet the goals outlined in the 
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student’s Individual Education Plan (IEP).  In Kritikos and Birnbaum’s (2003) study more than 

half of the respondents identified working together as a role for both special and general 

education teachers in collaboration.  With this process, both the special educator and the general 

educator are able to bring to together their knowledge of student needs, curriculum, instructional 

strategies, and assessment practices to ensure that the student is receiving an educational 

program in the least restrictive environment possible.  

Special education teachers have specific duties and responsibilities that must be 

completed every school year.  They are responsible for ensuring that all required documentation, 

including the IEP, are current and satisfies BC Ministry of Education standards and guidelines 

for all students on his/her caseload as well as having students with new diagnoses obtain special 

education designations (BC Ministry of Education, 2013a).  Currently, there is no limit to the 

number of designated students that may be on a special education teacher’s caseload. As a result 

special education teachers have large caseloads and special education teachers have noted that 

with their increased caseloads they have less time to meet with classroom teachers (Allen, 2003).  

These caseloads, the students with Ministry of Education designations that are entitled to support 

from special education teachers, are increasing and continue to increase as a result of the BC 

government removing special education teacher caseload limits from contact language (Naylor, 

2011).  While special education teachers do not teach a full class of students, they still have 

teaching responsibilities and deliver instruction to small groups of students and are responsible 

for planning, delivering instruction, and assessing students who are receiving learning assistance 

(BC Ministry of Education, 2013a).  Furthermore, in most elementary schools there will be one 

special education teacher that is potentially supporting students in all classrooms and is also 

attempting to find the time to meet with classroom teachers to support those students (Friend, 
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2000).  As the demands on the special education teacher increase, the process of collaboration is 

negatively impacted. 

The responsibilities of a general education teacher are varied and many and, at times, can 

be overwhelming.  The Learning Assistance Teachers’ Association (2013) provides the 

following description: 

Picture a “typical” class in any BC school. You can expect that 10% of students have low 

or high incidence special needs Ministry designations (i.e., autism, chronic health, mental 

illness, learning disability, intellectual disability, gifted, etc.). Expect to find 20% of 

students in the “grey area". These students do not have a Ministry tag but are not yet 

meeting expectations in school. On average, 40% of students are not fully meeting 

learning outcomes. ESL students can be expected to make up 10% of the class. The 

remaining 20% of students are fully meeting or exceeding expectations. Therefore, 80% 

of students in our inclusive classroom have learning differences that affect success in 

school. (Guiding Principles section, para. 2).   

It is becoming increasingly more difficult for teachers to meet the many needs of all students in 

the general education classroom.  By engaging in collaboration, teachers have the opportunity to 

share the responsibility of planning, providing resources, determining instructional strategies, 

and assessing for students with special needs (Hindin, Morocco, Mott & Aguilar, 2007; Voltz, 

Raymond, & Cobb, 1994).  Collaboration is moving teachers away from solitary, isolating 

teaching where they are solely responsible for all learning in their classroom.  All teachers have 

knowledge to share and by working with special education teachers, general education teachers 

can learn new strategies and teaching styles to support students (Eisenman, Pleet, Wandry, & 

McGinley, 2011). Because both the special and general education teacher are jointly responsible 
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for the student with special needs, they can experience together the satisfaction and pride when 

that student is successful in the general education classroom as a result of their successful and 

effective collaborative efforts.  

The education system has shifted away from having students with special needs in stand-

alone classes serviced by a special education teacher towards an inclusive model with students 

integrated into the general education classroom.  With this shift, the importance of effective 

collaboration between general and special education teachers has increased.  The move towards 

inclusion and integration sees students with special needs in the classroom, with their peers, 

receiving whatever adaptations and supports are necessary to achieve success (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2013a).  In order for this to happen, classroom teachers may require the knowledge 

and skills of the special education teacher as he/she has specific training to share with the 

classroom teacher that makes inclusion a positive experience for all.  Conderman and Johnston-

Rodriguez (2009) put forward the idea that collaboration actually advances inclusion.  Initially, 

having a student with special needs in a general education classroom may potentially be 

overwhelming, but knowing there is a special education teacher to work with to create an 

environment that is conducive to learning for all can be reassuring and alleviate any anxious or 

nervous feelings.   

Research Questions 

What are elementary general and special education teachers’ perceptions and practices regarding 

collaborating to support students with special needs?  

What issues do teachers believe impede elementary general and special education teachers from 

collaborating? 

What supports do teachers feel should be in place to allow general and special education teachers 
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to collaborate?       

Hypothesis 

The current researcher expected that teachers would identify collaboration as having the 

potential to be a positive process and having positive impacts on students with special needs.  

Regardless of location, this researcher believed teachers would identify similar reasons or 

barriers for why collaboration was not occurring and what should be in place in order to increase 

the likelihood of it happening. 

Definition of Terms 

Collaborating and to collaborate is an interactive process between two or more 

individuals, with differing levels of experience and knowledge, who are working together to 

attain a specific goal or objective (Paulsen, 2008).  More specifically, according to the British 

Columbia Ministry of Education, special education teachers engage in a collaborative process 

with classroom teachers in order to plan and provide support services for students with special 

education designations (BC Ministry of Education, 2013a).  For the purpose of this study, the 

focus was on successful collaboration which is teachers working together, in a purposeful 

manner, with a very specific objective in mind.  

A general education teacher is a classroom teacher.  At the elementary level, they are 

responsible for planning, instructing, and assessing students’ work in most subject areas. 

A special education teacher can be defined as a specialist teacher who provides support 

services which may include consulting, collaborative planning, and direct teaching for both 

teachers and their students with diverse learning needs (Learning Assistance Teachers’ 

Association, 2013).  This includes both learning assistance and resources teachers.  In School 

District 79 (Cowichan Valley) learning assistance teachers support students with high incidence 
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designations and resource teachers support students with low incidence designations (J. Conroy, 

personal communication, April 5, 2015). 

The least restrictive environment refers to children with special needs receiving their 

education, as much as possible, in classrooms with their chronological peer group.  A student 

with special needs may only be removed from the general education classroom if, due to the 

intensity of their needs, that even with supports they cannot satisfactorily receive their education 

(Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004, PL 108-446). 

Students with special needs are students who have a Ministry of Education special 

education designation.  This includes both low incidence and high incidence designations.  The 

low incidence designations are physically dependent – multiple needs, deaf/blind, moderate to 

profound intellectual disability, physical disability/chronic health, visual impairment, deaf or 

hard of hearing, Autism Spectrum Disorder, and students requiring intensive behaviour 

intervention or students with serious mental illness.  The high incidence designations are mild 

intellectual disability, gifted, and learning disability (BC Ministry of Education, 2013a).  

Students with a special education designation have an IEP that identifies specific goals and 

objectives they are working on during the school year.   

Brief Overview of Study 

The goal of this current study was to determine teachers’ perceptions and practices 

regarding collaboration between elementary general and special education teachers to support 

students with special needs.   A survey, (Appendix A), comprised of twelve Likert scale 

statements, one ordinal ranking question, and two open-ended questions was conducted in the 

fall of 2014 in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) located on Vancouver Island, British 

Columbia.  This survey was distributed to eight kindergarten to grade seven elementary schools 
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in this school district.  The survey was distributed at the beginning of a monthly staff meeting.  

The aim of the survey was to uncover what teachers believed was currently occurring in terms of 

collaboration between general and special education teachers.  The survey also looked at what 

these two groups of teachers identified as being barriers to successful collaboration as well as 

what supports should be in place in order to encourage and enable future collaboration. 
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Chapter Two:  Review of Literature 

Introduction 

 This research investigated elementary general and special education teachers’ perceptions 

and practices regarding collaboration in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley), issues teachers 

believe impede elementary general and special education teachers from collaborating in School 

District 79 (Cowichan Valley) and supports teachers believe would enable general and special 

education teachers to collaborate in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley). 

 As mentioned previously, inclusion is a guiding principle in British Columbia’s education 

system.  This means that all students are entitled to “equitable access to learning, achievement 

and the pursuit of excellence in all aspects of their education” (BC Ministry of Education, 2013a, 

p. 2).  Furthermore, inclusion is more than simply having a student with a special education 

designation in the general education classroom.  Rather, it is about meaningful participation in an 

educational program and engaging and interacting with others.  The Ministry of Education 

identifies collaboration as a method for supporting students identified with special needs and 

refers to collaborative consultation as way to address concerns or solve problems.  Features of 

this process include mutual trust and open communication between all involved, all participants’ 

contributions are appreciated, and there is shared responsibility for decisions made. 

 The Ministry of Education also delineates the roles and responsibilities of school 

administrators and teachers.  School principals are tasked with ensuring that there is a 

functioning school-based team (SBT) in the school.  A school-based team is comprised of school 

and district personnel that co-ordinates special services and supports classroom teachers in 

planning for students with special needs.  The composition of the team varies dependent on need.  

Quite often there is a core group of regular members that may include the resource teacher, 
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learning assistance teacher, school principal, and counsellor.  As classroom teachers refer 

students to the SBT, other personnel, such as a speech language pathologist or an occupational 

therapist, as well as the student’s parent may be invited to the meeting.  Another responsibility of 

the school administration is to assist in the collaboration of the school-based team members in 

order to meet the needs of students with special needs.  According to the School Act teachers are 

responsible for, “designing, supervising and assessing educational programs and instructing, 

assessing and evaluating individual students and groups of students” (BC Ministry of Education, 

1996, Section 17[1] and [2]).  These responsibilities are also applicable to students with special 

needs.   

 This educational issue, collaboration between general and special education teachers, 

encouraged this researcher to investigate through this current research.  Because this current 

teacher/researcher was in a role where collaboration between both general and special education 

teachers is a necessity, she sought to uncover what was occurring for colleagues and what 

colleagues indicated was needed to engage in the process.  The literature reviewed below points 

to the need for sustained, purposeful collaboration in schools as a means of supporting students 

with special needs.   

Models of Collaboration 

According to Paulsen (2008), collaboration is an interactive process between two or more 

individuals with differing levels of experience and knowledge that are working together to attain 

a specific goal or objective.  More specifically, according to the BC Ministry of Education 

(2013a), special education teachers engage in a collaborative process with classroom teachers in 

order to plan and provide support services for students with special education designations. With 

this process, both the special educator and the general educator are able to bring together their 
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knowledge of student needs, curriculum, instructional strategies, and assessment practices to 

ensure that the student with special needs is receiving an educational program in the least 

restrictive environment possible.  It is important to remember that collaboration is not something 

that only happens one time or is a passing conversation in the hallway, rather it is a process that 

should be used continually to support student learning needs (Lamar-Dukes & Dukes, 2005). 

In his study, Austin (2001) described three models of collaboration between special and 

general education teachers including the consultant model, the coaching model, and the teaming 

or collaborative model.  As its name suggests, in the consultant model the special educator acts 

as a consultant to the classroom teacher by providing support for adapting and modifying 

materials and assessment procedures.  If teachers are engaged in the coaching model, either the 

special or general educator may be the expert in an area of curriculum or instruction and act as a 

coach to the other.  Most often, this model has one professional sharing knowledge with the other 

or one professional assisting another with a problem which can create an unequal status between 

the two (Coben, Thomas, Sattler, & Morsink, 1997).  Finally, in the collaborative model, both 

teachers are equally responsible for planning, teaching, and assessment. Committing to a 

collaborative model allows both teachers to share their knowledge and expertise, the classroom 

teacher on how to provide instruction to the class in its entirety and the special educator on how 

to ensure that students with designations are meeting their individual learning needs within the 

class setting. 

Within the school setting collaboration between general and special education teachers 

can vary in presentation.  Factors such as the general education classroom environment and 

needs of students with Ministry of Education special education designations will impact what 

effective collaborative relationships will look like (Sayeski, 2009).  Regardless of the form or 
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style of collaboration, it is important that only pertinent teachers are involved, though this may 

change depending on situation and student need and then others may be invited to the process on 

an as needed basis (Paulsen, 2008).  In their study, Damore and Murray (2009) identified six 

forms of collaboration considered to exist within one school district.  These six forms were 

collaboration only, collaborative team only, team teaching only, consult and collaborative team, 

consult and team, and collaborative team and team. Of these six forms teachers perceived 

consultation and a combination of consultation and collaborative teaching as occurring most 

often.  However, consultation and collaboration are two different entities.  With collaboration, 

teachers have equal status and are in partnership, whereas with consultation the status of teachers 

is unequal as one teacher is viewed as the expert who is imparting his/her knowledge and 

expertise to the less skilled (Coben, et al., 1997).   

 Benefits of Collaboration 

Collaboration makes schools, “positive, supportive, and effective places for students to 

learn and teachers to teach” (Brownell & Walther-Thomas, 2002, p.224).  The responsibilities of 

both general and special education teachers are varied and many and, at times, can be 

overwhelming.  It is becoming increasingly more difficult for teachers to meet the many needs of 

all students in the general education classroom.  By engaging in collaboration, teachers have the 

opportunity to share the responsibility of planning, providing resources, determining 

instructional strategies, and assessing for students with special needs (Hindin et al., 2007; Voltz, 

et al., 1994).   

Collaboration is moving teachers away from solitary, isolating teaching where they are 

solely responsible for all learning in their classroom.  Participants in Salend et al.’s (1997) study 

indicated that it was by working in collaborative relationships that they “began to notice and 
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respect each other’s skills, perspectives, experiences, and areas of expertise that they each 

brought to the team” (p. 6).  All teachers have knowledge to share and by working with special 

education teachers, general education teachers can learn new strategies and instructional 

practices to support students (Coben et al., 1997; Eisenman et al., 2011; Trent et al., 2003.  In 

Kritikos and Birnbaum’s (2003) study learning different strategies to support students was the 

most frequent response from participants for the benefits of collaboration.   

The main problem addressed in Kritikos and Birnbaum’s (2003) study was how to make 

collaboration successful and work as a way for teachers to better support students with special 

needs.  The purpose of the study was to “understand what is actually happening in collaboration, 

why it is happening, and what solutions are available to the issues found” (Kritikos & Birnbaum, 

2003, p.95).  This study had four research questions. 

1. Have you ever or often collaborated with a special education/general education teacher?   

2. What are the roles of the special education/general education teacher?   

3. What are some challenges/benefits you have encountered in your experiences?   

4. Would you do it again?  What could improve your experience? 

The hypothesis was that participants’ beliefs would contribute to understanding of how 

collaborative behaviours could be changed or improved to increase collaboration in the general 

education classroom. 

 Face to face interviews using 9 open-ended questions were conducted.  The interviews 

lasted about 45 minutes and responses required multiple sentences.  The interviewers, 3 graduate 

students at Northeastern Illinois University, recruited 16 special educators and 16 general 

educators from public and private schools in the Chicago area.  The teachers taught grades 

kindergarten to 12.   
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 Two teachers reviewed the data and found two major themes among the responses.  The 

first theme related to the first four questions of the interview and was about experiences with 

collaboration.  The second theme emerged from the next three questions and was benefits, 

challenges, and possible solutions to encourage collaboration.  Interestingly, only about half of 

the teachers interviewed felt that collaboration was something they should be doing.  The major 

benefits of collaboration indicated were learning new instructional strategies, student benefit, and 

resources.  Constraints identified included teacher relationships, time, and limited experience and 

background knowledge.  

 The research design method was a strength of Kritikos and Birnbaum’s (2003) study.  

The survey was vetted more than ten times based on faculty and student feedback.  Also, the 

researchers consulted 15 teachers for feedback, which was incorporated into the version used.  

After the 2 teachers, one being an author of the study, reviewed responses and identified themes 

and categories, another teacher reviewed the same data to ensure the same themes and categories 

were recognized.  It was helpful that the authors coded teachers’ responses so it was evident how 

many special educators or general educators responded in a particular way.  A weakness of the 

study was that while the 9 questions were embedded in the findings section, it would have been 

clearer if a complete sample of the questionnaire were included. Also, the authors did not include 

definitions of what was meant by special education teacher or general education teachers.  Aside 

from the general area the teachers were from, little information about the participants was 

described.  It is unclear which grades the teachers taught, their experience, and their roles in their 

schools.   

Kritikos and Birnbaum’s (2003) work could advance learning because it identified an 

avenue for increasing teacher collaboration.  The authors found that a way to increase teacher 
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commitment and engagement in collaboration was by focusing on sharing instructional strategies 

that benefit students and student learning. 

A flaw of this study is that teachers were recruited to participate in the study.  The 

methods used to recruit the teachers are not described.  Were teachers coerced into participating 

or were incentives offered?  This is unclear and should have been addressed.  Also, if the 

recruitment was targeted this could build in a certain bias based on who the researchers wanted 

to talk with. 

Kritikos and Birnbaum’s (2003) study relates to this current researcher’s study because it 

provides a possible way to organize the questionnaire around categories and themes.  This 

current researcher’s research questions are similar to what Kritikos and Birnbaum used and 

therefore their study could potentially support the findings of this current research.  It also 

reminds this researcher of the importance of uncovering the underlying perceptions and beliefs 

regarding collaboration before identifying why teachers are not collaborating with colleagues. 

To increase the likelihood that students will be successful in general education 

classrooms, collaboration is key (Paulsen, 2008).  “Schools need to build a climate of 

collaboration premised upon communication, sharing and opportunities for teachers to work 

together” (Harris, 2003, p. 321).  Because students with special education designations are in the 

general education classroom, collaboration between the general and special education teacher is 

the most common approach for ensuring student success for students with special needs 

(Eccleston, 2010).  Friend (2000) argues that, “collaboration is the conduit through which 

professionals can ensure that students receive the most effective education services to which they 

are entitled” (p. 131).  In order for this to happen, classroom teachers may require the knowledge 

and skills of the special education teacher as he/she has specific training to share with the 
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classroom teacher that makes inclusion a positive experience for all.  In fact, Eisenman et al.’s 

(2011) study indicates that through collaboration with a special education teacher, general 

education teachers felt more confident with their ability to use instructional adaptations and 

different learning strategies.   A key outcome of collaboration is that it allows teachers to share 

their skills in a formal process with support for student learning being the focus (Kritikos & 

Birnbaum, 2003).  The current researcher hoped to find evidence of similar benefits through her 

research. 

Barriers to Collaboration 

Time is referred to as one key factor that inhibits general educator and special educator 

collaboration (Coben et al., 1997; Friend 2000).  In order for these two groups of educators to 

best support students with special needs, there needs to be specific time devoted to effectively 

plan and determine strategies to best meet the students’ individual learning needs as outlined in 

the student’s IEP.  In their study, Voltz et al. (1994) noted that study participants identified lack 

of time as a significant barrier to teacher collaboration between general and special education 

teachers. This included both a lack of scheduled collaboration time during the school day as well 

as a lack of time available because of teaching responsibilities.  This sentiment was echoed by 

participants in Kritikos and Birnbaum’s study (2003).  Teachers in Trent et al.’s (2003) study 

shared that a lack of joint planning time during the school day negatively impacted their ability 

to successfully collaborate.  After teachers complete their responsibilities of planning, instructing, 

and assessing, there is not much time left for collaborating with colleagues (Brownell & 

Walther-Thomas, 2002).  In a British Columbia Teacher Federation (BCTF) research project, 

special education teachers indicated their belief that classroom teachers simply did not have the 

time to participate in the collaboration that occurred in previous years (Allen, 2003).   



PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES OF COLLABORATION   18 

Furthermore, in most elementary schools there will be one special education teacher that is 

potentially supporting students in all classrooms and is also attempting to find the time to meet 

with classroom teachers to support those students (Friend, 2000).  This current researcher 

wondered if general and special education teachers would also indicate access to time as 

impeding collaboration.  Furthermore, she wanted to know if teachers were collaborating during 

or outside of the school day. 

As teachers are not necessarily trained to work with other teachers, the relationship 

between the general education and special education teacher affects the outcome of collaboration.  

Before collaboration can begin, it is important to determine the roles and responsibilities of those 

involved.  Teachers may view their roles and responsibilities differently which can result in 

territoriality and language differences (Coben et al., 1997). When these roles of the teachers 

involved are ambiguous the process of collaboration becomes much more difficult as one teacher 

may feel like a subordinate to the other.  Austin (2001) discovered that when special and general 

education teachers were asked who was responsible for planning and adapting for students with 

special needs, special education teachers indicated they were and general education teachers 

responded in the same manner. This current researcher wanted to learn if this role uncertainty 

was also happening in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) because if it did exist, it would need 

to be addressed in order to support collaboration.   

Through the course of their study Conderman and Johnston-Rodriguez (2009) found that 

when teachers were asked what they found most challenging with collaboration the answer was 

interpersonal issues and the challenges of working with others.  Friend (2000) cautions that 

teachers may have inflated notions of their abilities to collaborate if they have only worked in 

comfortable interactions.  However, as schools are comprised of a variety of teachers with 
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differing personalities, it is not always possible to work in non-challenging collaborative 

relationships.  When asked about challenges faced when collaborating with special or general 

education teachers, participants responded with relationship difficulties, such as a lack of respect 

(Kritikos & Birnbaum, 2003).  Hindin et al., (2007) discovered in their study that some general 

education teachers felt anxious when the special education teacher was in the classroom due to 

feelings of being judged and inadequacy. A special education teacher reported that, “negotiating 

multiple relationships across classrooms on a daily basis had become a central feature of their 

work” (Eisenman et al., 2011, p. 96).  

Voltz et al. (1994) focused on how to increase collaboration among general and special 

education teachers in their study and found there was a noticeable difference between 

perceptions of actual and ideal performance of collaborative roles.  The purpose of their study 

“was to analyse and compare the perceptions of elementary general education teachers and 

elementary resource teachers of students with learning disabilities in regard to actual and ideal 

collaborative general and special education teacher roles” (Voltz, et al., 1994, p.529).  The 

researchers were also looking at the special educator’s perceptions of what inhibits performance 

of collaborative roles.  Unfortunately, a specific research question or questions is not clearly 

identified by the authors nor is a hypothesis.   

 Cover letters and questionnaires were sent to one hundred randomly selected elementary 

schools with a learning disability resource program.  There was one questionnaire for the 

resource teacher and a different one for the classroom teacher.  Two follow-up requests were sent 

to schools three weeks apart.  The survey was based on the Special Education Teacher – General 

Education Teacher Interaction Scale, SET-GETIS, which is based on the work of Dugoff et al. 

(as cited in Voltz et al., 1994).  The SET-GETIS describes twenty-two collaborative roles of 
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special educators and seven collaborative roles of general educators.  The use of this instrument 

is supported by research included in literature referred to in the article.  The SET-GETIS has a 

reliability coefficient of 0.87 for the actual scale and 0.92 for the ideal scale. 

 Two groups of teachers were included in the study, elementary resource teachers of 

students with learning disabilities and elementary general education teachers.  One hundred 

teachers from each group were randomly sampled from a national pool and 42 participated.  

They had between 4 and 17 years of teaching experience.   

 Voltz et al. (1994) found there was a noticeable difference between perceptions of actual 

and ideal performance of collaborative roles.  On the actual scale the majority of general 

educators did not indicate that special education teachers performed any of the roles often or 

always and most special educators seldom or never performed fourteen of the roles.  Both groups 

of teachers reported that general educators only performed two collaborative roles.  With the 

ideal scale, both groups wanted each other to perform most of the roles.  The special educators 

indicated scheduling and time as major constraints and in-service training was a moderate 

constraint.  Interestingly, the least desired collaborative role of both groups was physical 

presence in the each other’s classrooms.  Because there was no research question identified, it is 

not possible to determine if the results and conclusions are valid.  The researchers collected 

potentially useful information, but it is not clear if the data actually measure what they were 

intending to measure.  

A strength of the Voltz et al.’s (1994) study was the use of the questionnaire, which was 

included in the study, as it has a reliability coefficient and had been used in previous studies.  A 

limitation of the study was that it was based solely on perceptions and there were no observations 

of teachers performing the collaborative roles.  Unfortunately, there were a few weaknesses with 
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the study.  The researchers do not define what they mean by general education teacher or special 

education teacher.  Also, knowing the compositions of the schools the surveys were sent to 

would provide opportunities to generalize the findings. Another problem with this study was the 

lack of a clear research question.  Also, in the findings section, the researchers refer to teacher 

responses in a comments section, but this was not referred to in the methodology.  It is also 

unclear if responses to the questionnaire and write-in comments were to be anonymous.   

 Voltz et al.’s (1994) study contributes to advancing knowledge because it examines the 

ideal versus the reality of collaborative roles of both general and special education teachers.  

Furthermore, this study examines both groups of teachers whereas previous studies have mainly 

focused only on the role of the special education teacher.  Collaboration is a group process so it 

is important that general education teachers’ perceptions are explored to find ways to overcome 

the constraints that prevent it from occurring.   

 Voltz et al.’s (1994) study is related to this current research because of the way it focused 

on role definition and responsibility.  Based on the completed SET-GETIS, the researchers 

identified a gap between what teachers do and what they to want happen.  This current researcher 

is curious if a similar dissonance exists between what teachers in School District 79 (Cowichan 

Valley) want collaboration to be like and what is currently occurring. 

In their study, Hindin et al. (2007) addressed how teachers’ conversations and 

collaboration outside the classroom improve teacher learning.  The purpose, which was clearly 

stated, was “to investigate how a group of urban-middle school teachers used a school-based 

learning group to understand and apply in their classrooms a set of new teaching practices in 

literacy” (Hindin, et al., 2007, p.352).  The researchers investigated five research questions.   
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1. To what extent did teachers participate in and contribute to the group work of planning, 

enacting and reflecting on literacy instruction?  What roles did teachers take in that work? 

2. What orientation to literacy instruction did the teachers express in their group work?  

What orientation did they reflect in their classroom teaching? 

3. To what extent did the teachers share their instructional expertise with the group? 

4. How did the teachers differ in their roles, orientation and ways of sharing their expertise? 

5. What factors may contribute to differences in how teachers participate and learn? 

The hypothesis was there would be a connection between teachers’ conversations regarding 

teaching literature to observed instruction.  

The researchers used case studies with data collection including meeting observations, 

classroom observations, and teacher interviews.  This study focused on the second year of a two 

year period of time.  During the second year, teachers met twelve times for one hour and fifteen 

minutes from October to May.  The participants were four language arts teachers, two reading 

teachers, and four special education teachers.  Of these, three teachers were selected as case 

study participants, two language arts teachers and a special education teacher.  The researchers 

believed the three teachers were representative of the larger group and by focusing on only three 

teachers, the researchers would garner a deeper understanding of teacher participation which 

would then give understanding of teacher learning groups.  

The researchers discovered that the three teachers assumed three roles, community 

builder; contributing expert; and literacy apprentice, the special education teacher, when they 

were engaged in their group work.  The community builder’s and literacy apprentice’s teaching 

indicated they understood and applied the teaching style outlined in the curricular unit; however 

this was rarely shared with the group.  The teacher who was least skilled at using the literacy 
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instruction contributed the most to discussions.  The researchers found that the contributing 

expert did not share her expertise as fully as was expected with such a small sample size.  

However, this could have been merely a function of personalities.   

Conditions contribute to the likelihood of validity of the study.   The authors observed 

frequently and debriefed with the individual teachers and used more than one data collection 

technique.  As well as analysing data, they used transcriptions from group meetings and teaching 

observations in the classroom.  Also, audio and video recordings were made of instruction.  The 

setting of the study was described with detail to create an understanding of the three teachers as 

well as their class compositions.     

Strengths of the Hindin et al.’s (2007) work were that the researchers did not begin the 

case studies until the group of teachers had time to develop and establish relationships, teachers 

were individually interviewed to supplement material from observations and meetings, and the 

teachers were involved in developing the curricular unit that was used during the study.  The 

researchers also compared what teachers did during teaching time with what was observed 

during group meeting time.  For each research question, a summary of observation notes and 

interview information was included for each teacher.  A weakness of the study was the authors 

justified using three teachers for focus case studies by explaining that they were representative of 

a larger group, but generalizing based on three participants has limitations. However, there was 

no elaboration or description of the other teachers and, as a result, the reader is uncertain if these 

three teachers are indeed a true representation of the larger group.  Additionally, one of the 

research questions was about instructional orientation in the classroom.  While the researchers 

observed teaching, the study does not indicate if teachers had opportunities to observe each 

other’s teaching, which could have provided valuable information and insights.  It would have 



PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES OF COLLABORATION   24 

been helpful to read the transcripts of the entire interviews and observations as this would have 

provided more in depth understanding of the teachers’ experiences.  A flaw of the study is that it 

does not include any baseline data about teaching practice prior to participation.  It was alluded 

to, but not included. 

This study contributes to advancing knowledge by offering ways to support the 

development of teacher learning communities.  Providing teachers with a purposeful reason for 

collaboration is identified as a way to encourage teachers to develop teacher learning 

communities.  In this case the teacher-created curricular unit provided a practical reason for 

teachers to work together. 

Hindin et al.’s (2007) study supports this current research by addressing the relationship 

factor of collaboration.  The authors comment on how teacher engagement and commitment to 

collaboration can and will be shaped by pre-existing relationships with each other and previous 

experiences with collaboration.  Previous experiences may provide reasons for why teachers do 

not engage in collaboration or view it is being beneficial. Not only do existing relationships and 

experiences need to be considered, so does teacher communication style and assumption of roles.  

In the study, the two teachers who appeared to have the most to share about their use of the 

desired instructional strategy shared the most and the teacher considered to be the expert, 

contributed the least about instruction during group meetings. 

Facilitation of Collaboration 

As mentioned previously, time is a significant hindrance to collaboration.  One way of 

overcoming this is by setting specific times for teachers to meet during the school day and 

administration can support the collaboration process by scheduling time for teachers to meet 

(Coben et al., 1997).  Because of the constraints of a school’s timetable, it may take a creative 
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approach to find specific, regular times for teachers to meet.  For example, in one school, 

administration rearranged the school’s timetable to allow for shared planning time (Salend et al., 

1997).  Having this experience can allow teachers to get to know each other, share experiences as 

well as resolve philosophical differences.  More importantly, teachers in both Damore and 

Murray’s (2009) and Eisenman et al.’s (2011) studies would like there to be dedicated 

collaboration time, instead of attempting to find time before and after school or during lunch 

hours.  

Professional development is another way in which teachers can develop their 

collaborative skills.  This need for professional development to learn of new strategies and 

innovations was identified as the top current training need for teachers in Conderman and 

Johnston-Rodriguez’s (2009) study.  As referred to in the preceding section, teachers are not 

necessarily trained to work with each other.  Therefore, staff development can assist teachers in 

understanding the benefits of collaboration as well as their individual roles and responsibilities.  

Damore and Murray (2009) believe that senior administration at the district level are responsible 

for finding methods of providing general and special educators with professional development 

opportunities to develop their collaborative skills.  There is also research that suggests that pre-

service teachers should receive training in collaboration (Austin, 2001; Brownell & Walther-

Thomas, 2002; Damore & Murray, 2009).  

Administration support is an essential component in order for collaboration to be a 

successful process for all those involved (Coben et al., 1997).  It is also important that the school 

administration be involved in collaboration as they may assist teachers who are attempting to 

engage in collaboration by helping to resolve problems and share information.  “Effective 

principals serve as facilitators and problem solvers by sending the message that they are not 
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afraid of difficult issues and they don’t give up when conflicts arise” (Brownell & Walther 

Thomas, 2002, p. 227).  Also, administration can support the process by finding resourceful 

ways for teachers to meet during the school day.  One way of doing so would be similar to what 

occurred in a school involved in Trent et al.’s (2003) research.  In this instance, the school 

principal arranged release time for teachers by combining general education classes for a special 

event related to a curricular topic. Austin (2001) believes that school administration should 

promote collaborative teaching and this model should be based on current research. 

In order for successful collaboration to occur in a school, it is imperative that there is a 

firm establishment of trust (Conderman & Johnston-Rodriguez, 2009). Tschannen-Moran (2007, 

writes that the school principal is responsible for creating and maintaining trust in order to 

develop schools with trusting environments. Because trustworthy leaders attend to both 

relationships and tasks, teachers have the assurance that there will be support to implement 

learning strategies to improve student outcomes, the task, as well as to maintain effective 

collaboration, the relationship of the teachers involved. Additionally, it is important that this trust 

be authentic and genuine and not simply presumed to exist by the school principal (Harris, 2003).  

Both the general and special education teacher are assuming, potentially, untried roles with 

unknown results.  It is essential that the philosophies that influence the knowledge and behaviour 

of participating teachers be uncovered.  This is supported by Kritikos & Birnbaum’s (2003) work 

as teachers in their study indicated that interpersonal relationships have had a negative impact on 

their ability to collaborate  

Chapter Summary 

As is evident from this literature review, a growing amount of research exists on the 

importance of collaboration in schools. Researchers have found that by engaging in 
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collaboration, both general and special education teachers are able to learn from and support 

each other by sharing their experiences and knowledge (Brownell & Walther Thomas, 2002; 

Hindin et al., 2007; Voltz et al., 1994).  However, the process must be supported and viewed as 

means of enabling all students to experience success.  The research (Brownell & Walther 

Thomas, 2002; Coben et al., 1997; Conderman & Johnston-Rodriguez, 2009; Eisenman et al. 

2011; Kritikos & Birnbaum, 2003) indicates that while obstacles to collaboration do exist, it is 

through resources allocation, professional development of all involved, support from all levels of 

administration, and a school culture with trust at its foundation, the process can flourish. 
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Chapter Three:  Procedures and Methods 

Description of Research Design 

The purpose of this study was to investigate collaboration between general and special 

education teachers.  More specifically, the study surveyed elementary general and special 

education teachers about their perceptions and practices with collaboration in order to meet the 

needs of students with special education designations.  It also explored what these two groups of 

teachers believed to be barriers to successful collaboration as well as what supports they believed 

are needed in order for general and special education teachers to engage in successful 

collaboration.  A goal of this study was to uncover the beliefs, attitudes, and experiences of 

teachers in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley).  This is in turn can provide valuable 

information to school and district level administration about how to support the collaborative 

process in elementary schools.   

This research study gathered both quantitative and qualitative data regarding general and 

special education teachers’ perspectives and current practices towards collaboration as a means 

to support students with Ministry of Education special education designations.  Additional data 

were collected about what teachers believed to inhibit and enable collaboration between these 

two groups of teachers.  A self-reported survey instrument (Appendix A) was used to collect the 

above mentioned data. 

Description of the Sample 

 This action research was conducted in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) on 

Vancouver Island, British Columbia.  At the time of this study School District 79 (Cowichan 

Valley) employed 473 full- and part-time teaching staff in grades kindergarten to twelve and of 

these, 170 were full- and part-time elementary teachers (BC Ministry of Education, 2013b).  The 
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population of possible participants was comprised of the 113 full- and part-time elementary 

general and special education teachers from eight kindergarten to grade seven schools in the 

district and all 113 teachers were invited to complete the survey.   

 The elementary schools in this school district are composed of a mixture of students from 

a variety of ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  Of the 7587 students attending school in this 

district, 1542 are Aboriginal, 314 receive support from English Language Learning teachers, 966 

attend French Immersion schools, and 174 are international students (BC Ministry of Education, 

2014).  Additionally, 877 students enrolled in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) are 

designated as students with special needs and 314 of these students are elementary aged.   

 This research study was designed to recruit as large a sample as possible.  This was done 

in order to improve generalizability across the district to increase the likelihood that responses 

were indicative of School District 79 (Cowichan Valley)’s elementary teachers’ perceptions and 

practices of collaboration between general and special education teachers. 

Description of the Instrument Used 

The survey used in this current research began by collecting demographic information.  

General education teachers were asked for their years of teaching experience, whether they had 

full or part time employment, grade taught, number of students in the class, and number of 

students with special education designations in the class.  Special education teachers were asked 

for their years of teaching experience; whether they had full or part employment; and if the 

teacher was a learning assistance teacher, resource teacher, or had a dual-role of learning 

assistance and resource teacher.  Special education teachers were also asked how many students 

with special education designations were on their caseloads and of those students, how many had 

low incidence designations and how many had high incidence designations. 



PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES OF COLLABORATION   30 

A definition of collaboration (Paulsen, 2008) was provided at the beginning of the survey 

to ensure that participants understood what the researcher meant by the term.  Additionally, 

teachers were informed that the form of collaboration referred to in the survey was limited to that 

which occurs between general and special education teachers to plan and provide services for 

students with special education designations. 

The participant survey (Appendix A) consisted of twelve statements using a Likert scale, 

one ordinal ranking question, and two open-ended questions.  The twelve statements surveyed 

teachers’ experiences of and attitudes towards collaborating with a colleague to support students 

with special needs.  The ordinal ranking question asked teachers to identify what were believed 

to be obstacles towards collaboration.  The first open-ended question asked teachers to describe 

what they felt was the best model of collaboration and the second open-ended question asked 

teachers about their best experience of collaboration. The two open-ended questions were 

included in this study to enhance consistency of responses and uncover practices not referred to 

in the twelve statements.  

The twelve statements accompanied by a five-point Likert scale explored general and 

special education teachers’ perceptions and practices of collaboration to support students with 

Ministry of Education special education designations.  In many studies, teachers identified time 

dedicated to collaboration as a significant impediment for engaging and committing to 

collaboration (Coben et al., 1997; Voltz et al., 1994).  Because of this, there are four statements 

concerning formal and informal collaboration time during and outside of the school day.  This 

data would provide information about when teachers are collaborating and if there is a structure 

in place for collaboration in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley).  Statements also examined 

attitudes about the roles and responsibilities of the general and special education teacher when 
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collaborating.  Voltz et al.’s (1994) work suggests there may be a discrepancy with what both 

general and special education teachers believe to be the roles and responsibilities of themselves 

and others during collaboration.  This current researcher aimed to discover if this was also 

occurring in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley).  Participants also responded to statements 

that indicated if they were currently engaging in collaboration, if they had engaged it in the past, 

and if they viewed collaboration as means to support student learning.  The data from these 

statements would help to ascertain if teachers considered collaboration as something that is 

occurring in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley).  The responses to all twelve statements 

would help to create a picture of collaboration that occurred at the elementary schools in this 

district.   

 An ordinal ranking question was included for teachers to indicate what they perceive to 

be barriers to collaboration.  The barriers listed were workload of the general and special 

education teacher, interpersonal relationships amongst teachers, willingness of teachers to 

engage in collaboration, and time for collaboration.  These barriers were chosen based on prior 

research and data from this question sought to determine if teachers were identifying similar 

barriers to collaboration in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) as was indicated in the research 

(Allen, 2003; Austin, 2001; Brownell & Walther-Thomas, 2002; Coben et al., 1997; Conderman 

& Johnston-Rodriguez, 2009; Hindin et al., 2007; Voltz et al., 1994; Kritikos & Birnbaum, 2003; 

Trent et al., 2003). 

 The two open-ended questions asked teachers to describe what they believe to be the best 

model of collaboration and their best experience of collaboration with a colleague.  These two 

questions were included to allow teachers to provide a description of their ideal model of 

collaboration regardless of current experiences of collaboration.  Data from these questions was 
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intended to provide information about supports teachers believe are needed to encourage 

collaboration. 

 To increase internal validity a group of ten teachers in other school districts in British 

Columbia piloted the survey prior to the survey being administered in School District 79 

(Cowichan Valley).  This was done to ensure that the definition and wording used were clear to 

increase the likelihood that interpretations would be consistent among participants.   

 Both quantitative and qualitative data was collected from the survey.  Quantitative data, 

responses to the twelve statements accompanied by a five-point scale and the ordinal ranking 

question, was analysed using Excel software to determine percentage and frequency of responses.  

The qualitative data obtained from the two short answer questions was coded to uncover 

common themes.   

Explanations of the Procedure Followed 

Upon receiving approval from the Vancouver Island University Research Ethics Board 

and School District 79 (Cowichan Valley), the principals at the 15 elementary schools in School 

District 79 (Cowichan Valley) were contacted via written letter for approval (Appendix C) to 

administer the survey (Appendix A).  In this district, monthly staff meetings are held on the first 

Wednesday of every month.  After receiving approval from the school principals, a teacher 

contact at each school was contacted via telephone asking him/her to distribute the survey before 

the start of the November staff meeting.  The teacher contact was sent a script (Appendix D) to 

read before administering the survey and a survey package.  A survey package included a pre-

determined number of surveys (Appendix A), informed letters of consent (Appendix B) attached 

to each survey, and an addressed stamped postage-paid return envelope to the research assistant.  

A research assistant was used so the principal researcher did not know where the surveys came 
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from to decrease the chance the researcher would inadvertently identify the participants based on 

where they taught.  In most elementary schools in this district there is only one special education 

teacher.  By knowing which school a survey came from, the researcher would likely know which 

special education teacher completed it.  School principals were not asked to administer the 

survey to ensure that teachers did not feel pressured by the principal to complete the survey. 

Once the survey was completed, participants placed the completed survey in the addressed 

stamped postage-paid envelope. The teacher contact then sealed the envelope and mailed it to the 

research assistant.  The teacher contact was asked to mail the research assistant the envelope 

containing the completed surveys by the end of November 2014. 

The research assistant separated the surveys into two groups, those completed by general 

education teachers and those completed by special education teachers.  The surveys were then 

given to the researcher.  Consent to participate was implied by completion and submission of the 

survey.  As a result, teachers did not have to sign a written consent form.  No names were ever 

indicated on the survey. 

Discussion of Validity 

 As there may be with any research study, it is important to acknowledge the threats to 

validity.  While all participants volunteered to complete the survey, their previous collegial 

relationship with the researcher may have influenced them to do so.  A hierarchical relationship 

between the researcher and participants does not exist as all are teachers, but it is important to 

acknowledge that there is a pre-existing relationship.  To improve external validity the 

researched invited a large sample of elementary teachers who teach in the same school district to 

participate.  The purpose of this was to increase the likelihood of generalizing to the school 

district at large.  The possible participants were the 113 general and special education teachers 
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who taught at eight of the school district’s elementary schools.  Constructing a survey that 

teachers completed within 10 to 15 minutes contributed to an adequate response rate, which 

would provide data that could be used to generalize to across School District 79 (Cowichan 

Valley). 

 Measures were taken to improve the internal validity of the survey instrument.  Before 

being administered to the sample group, a neutral pilot group provided feedback to the researcher 

about the survey.  Feedback included the overall aesthetic appeal and readability, word usage and 

definitions, and time required to complete the survey.  Participants were able to complete the 

survey without revealing their identity.  Also, the surveys were returned to the research assistant 

in a sealed envelope, not the researcher directly.  A research assistant was used so the principal 

researcher did not know where the surveys came from to decrease the chance the researcher 

could identify teachers based on where they taught.  The research assistant then gave the 

completed surveys to the researcher.  

 There were limitations to this research study and they must be identified.  There was no 

control over the completion and submission of the survey which resulted in unreturned and 

incomplete forms.  However, having a teacher contact distribute the survey at a staff meeting, 

which all teachers are obliged to attend, helped to result in a higher return rate.  Also, a group of 

teachers may have discussed the survey prior to completing it and this could have resulted in bias 

in the responses.  Finally, this researcher created the survey instrument and though measures 

were taken to increase its internal validity, this is another limitation of the research. 

Analysis Techniques 

 The researcher used Excel to tally the responses to the twelve survey statements for all 

surveys returned from elementary general and special education teachers.  For each of the Likert 
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scale survey statements the percentage of frequency of response was determined.  The same 

process occurred for all general education teachers’ responses to the Likert scale statements.  

Finally, the statements were separated into themes and frequencies from all participants for 

Likert scale statements were displayed in graphs.  For the ordinal ranking question, the frequency 

of each response was presented as a graph.  The open-ended questions provided qualitative data 

that was analysed using content analysis for common themes.  These themes emerged from the 

data and were not pre-determined before the analysis began. 
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Chapter Four:  Findings and Results 

The purpose of the present study was to investigate elementary general and special 

education teachers’ perspectives and practices of collaboration as means to support students with 

Ministry of Education special education designations.  The data from the research could possibly 

inform practice around collaboration.  It might also provide evidence to show what strategies 

teachers are currently using as well as what they believe to be an ideal model of collaboration.  

School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) supports the idea of collaboration and refers to it as means 

to support learning for all (School District 70 [Cowichan Valley], 2013).  The current researcher 

hoped this action research would provide evidence to district and school level administration that 

teachers believe in collaboration as means to support student needs and want to engage in 

successful collaboration.  

The researcher gathered information from teacher participants in School District 79 

(Cowichan Valley) through a survey (Appendix A) distributed and collected in November of 

2014.  The survey consisted of twelve statements accompanied by a Likert scale, one ordinal 

ranking question, and two open-ended questions.  The survey was distributed to 113 elementary 

general and special education teachers in eight kindergarten to grade seven elementary schools.  

Thirty-three surveys were returned by the end of November 2014, which indicates a response 

rate of 29%.  Of these, 29 were general education teachers, 27 full-time and 2 part-time.  Four 

special education teachers completed the survey.  All were full-time teachers and 3 held a dual 

role of learning assistance and resource teacher and one was solely a resource teacher. 

In December 2014 the researcher of this study began to collate data submitted by the 

participants.  Years of experience ranged from 5 to 35 years, with the average being 17 years.  

One participant had been teaching 5 years or less, 14 had been teaching between 6 and 15 years, 
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13 between 16 and 25 years, and 5 had been teaching more than 26 years.  Eighteen participants 

were primary teachers, teaching grades kindergarten to three, and seven were intermediate 

teachers, teaching grades four to seven.  Three participants chose not to disclose the grade taught.   

At the primary level, class size ranged from 17 to 24 students per class.  Ministerial order 

sets the class limit for kindergarten at 22 students and grades one to three at 24 students (BC 

Ministry of Education, 2012).  At the intermediate level, with a Ministry of Education mandated 

maximum of 30 students, class sized ranged from 26 to 30 students.  The four special education 

teachers’ caseloads varied from 18 to 43 students with Ministry of Education special education 

designations.  The range of the number of students with low incidence designations was 8 to 19 

and the range of the number of students with high incidence designation was 8 to 24. 

The first section of the survey was designated to elicit information about general and 

special education teachers’ perceptions and practices of collaboration to support students with 

Ministry of Education special education designations.  The first method of data collection on the 

survey was a five-point Likert scale, where five indicated strongly agree, four indicated agree, 

three indicated unsure, two indicated disagree, and one indicated disagree with a particular 

statement.   

Table 4.1 displays the total frequency response of all participants for each of the 12 

statements.  Data is displayed for each of the twelve statements as listed in the survey.   
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Table 4. 1  

Total Frequency Response for 12 Likert Scale Survey Statements  

 Strongly 

Disagree 

1 

Disagree 

 

2 

Unsure 

 

3 

Agree 

 

4 

Strongly 

Agree 

5 

Based on the above definition, I engage in 

purposeful collaboration to support 

students with special needs. a 

3% 9% 0% 59% 28% 

I feel that collaboration with a colleague is 

a way to support student learning.  
0% 0% 0% 18% 82% 

I feel that it is part of my job to collaborate 

with my colleague(s) to support students 

with special needs. 

0% 0% 3% 24% 73% 

I believe I have experienced purposeful 

collaboration. 
3% 6% 0% 52% 39% 

There is FORMAL collaboration time 

during the school day. b 
66% 19% 3% 13% 0% 

There is INFORMAL collaboration time 

during the school day. 
15% 22% 15% 39% 9% 

There is FORMAL collaboration time 

outside of the school day. c 
19% 13% 9% 50% 9% 

There is INFORMAL collaboration time 

outside of the school day. 
9% 0% 0% 79% 12% 

I believe special education teachers are 

responsible for providing learning 

materials for students with special needs in 

the classroom. 

3% 21% 42% 27% 6% 

I believe general and special education 

teachers should collaborate to provide 

learning materials for students with special 

needs in the classroom. 

3% 0% 0% 52% 45% 

I am able to collaborate to create materials 

for students with special needs. d 
19% 19% 13% 31% 19% 

I am able to collaborate to determine 

strategies to support students with special 

needs. e 

9% 9% 3% 50% 28% 

Note.  a N=32 b N=32 c N=32 d N=32 e N=32  

 

N=33 

 

The range in frequency of responses is 0% to 82%.  Of the 12 statements on the surveys, 

8 statements had 0% for at least one of the Likert scale categories.  One hundred per cent of 
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participants agreed that collaboration with a colleague is a way to support student learning.  Only 

12% did not agree that they engage in purposeful collaboration.  Also, 97% agree that 

collaboration is part of their job as a teacher.  When asked about the availability of collaboration 

time 85% disagreed or strongly disagreed formal collaboration time was available during the 

school day and 81% agreed there was informal collaboration time outside of the school day.  

Fifty per cent of participants indicated they are able to collaborate to create materials for students 

with special needs, 97% believe general and special education teachers should collaborate to 

provide learning materials for students with special needs in the classroom, and 78% agreed they 

are able to collaborate to determine strategies to support students with special needs.  When 

asked if special educations are responsible for providing learning materials for students with 

special needs in the classroom, 42% indicated they were unsure, 6% strongly agreed, 27% agreed, 

21% disagreed, and 3% strongly disagreed. 

Table 4.2 displays the frequency of response to the twelve statements accompanied by a 

five-point Likert scale for all general education teachers.  The frequency ranged from 0% to 83%.   
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Table 4.2 

 General Education Teachers’ Frequency of Response for 12 Likert Scale Survey Statements  

Survey Statement Strongly 

Disagree 

1 

Disagree 

 

2 

Unsure 

 

3 

Agree 

 

4 

Strongly 

Agree 

5 

Based on the above definition, I engage in 

purposeful collaboration to support 

students with special needs. a 

4% 11% 0% 64% 21% 

I feel that collaboration with a colleague is 

a way to support student learning.  
0% 0% 0% 17% 83% 

I feel that it is part of my job to collaborate 

with my colleague(s) to support students 

with special needs. 

0% 0% 3% 24% 72% 

I believe I have experienced purposeful 

collaboration. 
3% 7% 0% 52% 38% 

There is FORMAL collaboration time 

during the school day. b 
71% 14% 4% 11% 0% 

There is INFORMAL collaboration time 

during the school day. 
14% 21% 17% 41% 7% 

There is FORMAL collaboration time 

outside of the school day. c 
21% 14% 11% 46% 7% 

There is INFORMAL collaboration time 

outside of the school day. 
10% 0% 0% 79% 10% 

I believe special education teachers are 

responsible for providing learning 

materials for students with special needs in 

the classroom. 

3% 14% 48% 23% 7% 

I believe general and special education 

teachers should collaborate to provide 

learning materials for students with special 

needs in the classroom. 

3% 0% 0% 55% 41% 

I am able to collaborate to create materials 

for students with special needs. d 
21% 18% 14% 32% 41% 

I am able to collaborate to determine 

strategies to support students with special 

needs. e  

11% 11% 4% 54% 21% 

Note. a N=28 b N=28 c N=28 d N=28 e N=28  

 

N=29 

 

Overall, 85% of general education teachers appear to engage in collaboration.  For 

Statement # 2, 100% of general education teachers strongly agree that collaboration with a 
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colleague is a way to support student learning and 96% of participants agree that collaborating is 

part of their job.  Eighty-five per cent disagreed that there is formal collaboration time during the 

school day while 41% agreed and only 7% strongly agreed that there is informal collaboration 

time during the school day.  When asked to respond to statement 9, “I believe special education 

teachers are responsible for providing learning materials for students with special needs in the 

classroom,” 48% of general educators indicated they were unsure.  While 96% of these same 

teachers agreed or strongly agreed with statement 10, “I believe general and special education 

teachers should collaborate to provide learning materials for students with special needs in the 

classroom,” only 75% agreed or strongly agreed that were able to collaborate to determine 

strategies to support students with special needs. 

The following figures, 4.1 to 4.12, present the distribution of all participants’ responses 

for the individual survey statements based on the five choices on the Likert scale.  The 

statements have been grouped together in common themes.   

 Survey statements 1, 2, and 4 share a common theme about teachers’ perspectives about 

the value of collaboration with a colleague.   

The first statement on the survey was, “Based on the above definition, I engage in 

purposeful collaboration to support students with special needs.”  Figure 4.1 summarizes the 

number of the total responses for each of the five Likert scale options for this statement. The 

distribution with 19 agreeing and 9 strongly agreeing indicates that a vast majority of teachers 

agree with the first statement that they are able to engage in collaboration to support students 

with special needs. 
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Figure 4.1 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 1 - “Based on the above 

definition, I engage in purposeful collaboration to support students with special needs.”  N=32 

The second statement on the survey was, “I feel that collaboration with a colleague is a 

way to support student learning.”  Figure 4.2 summarizes the number of the total responses for 

each of the five Likert scale options.  The distribution of results show that teachers in this school 

district strongly agree that collaboration is a way to support student learning as 6 agreed and 27 

strongly agreed with the statement. 
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Figure 4.2 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 2 - “I feel that collaboration 

with a colleague is a way to support student learning.”  N=33 

 Statement 4 asked teachers to respond to the following statement, “I believe I have 

experienced purposeful collaboration.”  Figure 4.3 displays the total response to this statement.  

The distribution of responses is more spread as compared to the responses to statement 2 (Figure 

4.2) and similarly spread as response to statement 1 (Figure 4.1). Still, the responses in Figure 

4.1 and Figure 4.3 fall more predominantly across agree and strongly agree with 30 out of the 33 

participants believing they have experienced purposeful collaboration. 
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Figure 4.3 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 4 - “I believe I have 

experienced purposeful collaboration.”  N=33 

 The first common theme of the survey was about teachers’ perspectives about the value 

of collaboration with a colleague.  Participants in this study indicated that collaboration with a 

colleague is valued as shown by the majority of responses in the agree and strongly agree 

categories for statements 1, 2, and 4.  

Statements 5, 6, 7, and 8 had a common theme about time available for collaboration.  

This included formal collaboration time during the school day, informal collaboration time 

during the school day, formal collaboration time outside of the school day, and informal 

collaboration time outside of the school day.  Figure 4.4 shows the total response to statement 5, 

“There is FORMAL collaboration time during the school day.”  The majority of teachers 

responded that they strongly disagree or disagree with this statement with 21 strongly 

disagreeing and 6 disagreeing.  
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Figure 4.4 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 5 - “There is FORMAL 

collaboration time during the school day.” N=32 

The responses to statement 6 are displayed in Figure 4.5.  For this statement, teachers 

were asked to what extent they agreed with this statement, “There is INFORMAL collaboration 

time during the school day.”  There is more dispersion of the responses to this statement than 

statement 5.  However, more participants agreed or strongly agreed with this statement than 

those who disagreed or strongly disagreed.  Thirteen agreed and 3 strongly agreed while 5 

strongly disagreed and 7 disagreed.  
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Figure 4.5 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 6 - “There is INFORMAL 

collaboration time during the school day.”  N=33 

Figures 4.6 and 4.7 display the responses to the two statements about collaboration time, 

both formal and informal, outside of the school day.  The responses to statement 6, the 

availability of formal collaboration time outside of the school day, are more evenly spread across 

all categories with 3 strongly agreeing, 16 agreeing, 3 unsure, 4 disagreeing, and 6 strongly 

disagreeing, than in Figure 4.7.  Statement 8, “There is INFORMAL collaboration time outside 

of the school day,” has almost all responses in the agree and strongly agree categories.    
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Figure 4.6 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 7 - “There is FORMAL 

collaboration time outside of the school day.” N=32 

 

 

Figure 4.7 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 8 - “There is INFORMAL 

collaboration time outside of the school day.” N=33 
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collaboration time during the school day. 

 Statements 3, 9, and 10 asked about the roles and responsibilities of teachers. Statement 3 

asked teachers if they believed that part of their job was to collaborate with colleagues to support 

students with special needs.  Statements 9 and 10 sought to solicit information about who was 

responsible for providing learning materials for students with special needs in the classroom.  

Figure 4.8 shows the responses to statement 3.  Thirty-two agreed or strongly agreed with this 

statement, “I believe that it is part of my job to collaborate with my colleague(s) to support 

students with special needs” and only one respondent was unsure. 

 

Figure 4.8 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 3 - “I believe that it is my job 

to collaborate with my colleague(s) to support students with special needs.” N=33 

 Statement 9 asked teachers to what extent they agreed with the statement,  

“I believe special education teachers are responsible for providing learning materials for students 

with special needs in the classroom.”  The majority of teachers, 14, indicated that they are unsure, 

11 agreed or strongly agreed, and 7 disagreed and 1 strongly disagreed.   
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special needs in the classroom.”  Of the thirty-three responses, 32 indicated that they agreed or 

strongly agreed with this statement.  This contrasts with the responses to statement 9, shown in 

Figure 4.9 as the mode was unsure.   

 

Figure 4.9 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 9 - “I believe special 

education teachers are responsible for providing learning materials for students with special 

needs in the classroom.”  N=33 
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Figure 4.10 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 10 - “I believe general and 

special education teachers should collaborate to provide learning materials for students with 

special needs in the classroom.” N=33 

 When asked about roles and responsibilities for collaborating to support students with 

special needs, 32 participants agreed that it is part of their job to collaborate with colleagues.  

Furthermore, 32 indicated that they believe general and special educators should collaborate to 

provide learning materials.  However, 14 were unsure if special educators are responsible for 

providing learning materials and 11agreed or strongly agreed while 8 disagreed or strongly 

disagreed. 

 Statement 11 sought to uncover if teachers in this school district believe they are actually 

able to collaborate to create learning materials and resources for students with special needs.  

Figure 4.11 illustrates that 16 teachers agree, 12 disagree, and 4 were unsure with the statement, 

“I am able to collaborate to create materials for students with special needs.”  
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Figure 4.11 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 11 - “I am able to 

collaborate to create materials for students with special needs.” N=32 

Figure 4.12 presents teachers’ responses to statement 12, “I am able to collaborate to 

determine strategies to support students with special needs.”  The teachers in School District 79 

(Cowichan Valley) indicated that they agree or strongly agree with this statement.  Figure 4.12 

demonstrates that the majority of teachers are able to collaborate to determine strategies to 

support students with special needs as 16 agreed and 9 strongly agreed with statement 12. 
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Figure 4.12 Numbers of participants of total responses for statement 12 - “I am able to 

collaborate to determine strategies to support students with special needs.” N=32 

The second method of data collection was an ordinal ranking question. The section of the 

survey elicited response about perceived barriers to collaboration.  The results of the response to 

this question are displayed in figures 4.13 to 4.16.  Participants were asked to rank from most to 

least significant the following barriers to collaboration: General Education Teacher’s Workload, 

Special Education Teacher’s Workload, Interpersonal Relationships, Willingness to Engage, and 

Time. 

Figure 4.13 displays the distribution of all participants’ responses to this question.  Time 

for collaboration was identified as being the most significant barrier to teachers engaging in the 

process with 11 participants selecting it.  Seventeen identified general educator workload as the 

most or moderately significant barrier and 13 identified special educator workload as the most or 

moderately significant barrier. The least significant barrier to collaboration identified by this 

sample of teachers was interpersonal relationships. 
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Figure 4.13 Distribution of total responses to ordinal ranking of barriers to collaboration N=27 

 Figure 4.14 presents the primary teachers’ ranking of the barriers to collaboration.  Eight 

primary teachers ranked general educator’s workload as the most significant impediment to 

collaboration between general and special education teachers.  No one in this group chose 

Interpersonal Relationships as preventing collaboration. 

 

Figure 4.14 Distribution of primary teachers’ ordinal ranking of barriers to collaboration N=15 
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 When intermediate teachers were asked to select the most significant barrier to 

collaboration, they indicated that it was the willingness to engage and time.  This group of 

teachers’ responses to the ordinal ranking question are presented in Figure 4.15.  Three teachers 

both indicated willingness to engage and time were the most significant, one person chose 

interpersonal relationships, one chose general education teachers’ workload and zero chose 

special education teachers’ workload.  

 

Figure 4.15 Distribution of intermediate teachers’ ordinal ranking of barriers to collaboration 

N=8 

 Figure 4.16 presents the special education teachers’ responses to the ordinal ranking 

question.  Two of the special education teachers indicated time was the most significant barrier 

and one person each indicated willingness to engage and interpersonal relationships as the most 

significant barrier.  This group of teachers chose time as the most significant barrier to 

collaboration, which is consistent with the overall response to the question displayed in Figure 

4.13.   
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Figure 4.16 Distribution of special education teachers’ ordinal ranking of barriers to 

collaboration N=4 
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when asked about the best experience of collaboration, general education teachers referred to 

resources. 

 The teachers in this district also commented on a structure for collaboration.  This 

included both a structure of formal collaboration time as well as different models of 

collaboration.  One description of what this model may look like is as follows, “Learning 

services team meetings with all staff present to discuss student needs [and] gives a better 

understanding of student needs across the school population.”  Other respondents referred to the 

Learning Services Team as a way for the special education teacher and other specialists to share 

information and background knowledge about students with special needs.  General education 

teachers wrote about in-class learning support and observation as being both a best model of 

collaboration as well as a best experience of collaboration.  However, one teacher did write that 

it is important to formulate a plan when having the special education teacher providing in class 

support to avoid interrupting the class.   

Using a co-teaching or team teaching approach was also the best experience for some 

teachers as it provided opportunities to learn of new ways to adapt materials and of teaching 

practices.  Participants referred to finding a like-minded colleague as the best experience of 

collaboration.  The following statement describes the importance of working with colleagues,  

 “Too often we’re left to do things in isolation and we truly need that other person to bounce 

ideas off, get inspired by and share the experience.”  Some of the teachers who completed this 

section wrote about the importance of developing interpersonal relationships in order to be part 

of a team where support and professional respect were always present.   

  When describing either the best model of collaboration or the best experience of 

collaborating with a colleague, thirty -three participants referred to the element of time.  Most 
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wanted formal collaboration time to be during the school day.  One participant explained the 

need for time to collaborate during school day “Should not always have to collaborate on our 

own time beyond the workday, particularly for designated children.”  This group of teachers also 

wants there to be on-going formal collaboration time during the school day, not just the two 

allocated IEP meetings.  “Although formal time to meet is often given during the year (IEP 

Group meetings) none is given outside of required meetings.”  At the time of this study, School 

District 79 (Cowichan Valley) has early dismissals for Professional Learning Community time.  

It was suggested that using this time differently by providing opportunities for collaboration 

would be a potential model of collaboration. 

A detailed explanation regarding the possible implications of the distribution of results 

for the twelve survey statements the ordinal ranking question, and the two open-ended questions 

will be presented in Chapter Five.  Recommendations and findings derived from the findings will 

also be discussed in Chapter Five. 
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Chapter Five:  Summary, Discussion, and Conclusions 

Brief Summary of Research  

The purpose of the current study was to determine teachers’ perceptions and practices 

regarding collaboration between elementary general and special education teachers to support 

students with special needs.  Secondly, the current study aimed to determine teachers’ preferred 

models of collaboration as well as self-reported best experiences of collaboration.  Teachers were 

also asked about issues that inhibit the process of collaboration.  

In November of 2014, a survey (Appendix A) and informed letters of consent (Appendix 

B) were distributed before the beginning of a mandatory monthly staff meeting at eight 

kindergarten to grade seven elementary schools in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley), located 

on Vancouver Island, British Columbia.  The potential participants of the study were the 113 

kindergarten to grade seven elementary general and special education teachers from these eight 

schools.  Thirty-three out of a possible 113 teachers participated in the survey, indicating a return 

rate of 29%.  Of these, 29 were general education teachers and 4 were special education teachers. 

The procedure employed for the current study was a survey (Appendix A) consisting of 

twelve statements accompanied by a five-point Likert scale, one ordinal ranking question, and 

two open-ended questions.  

Discussion of Findings 

The findings of this study will be discussed under the following themes: attitudes towards 

collaboration, issues that hinder collaboration between elementary general and special education 

teachers, and methods to encourage collaboration.   

Attitudes towards collaboration.  Analysis of both the quantitative and qualitative data 

revealed that participants tend to have positive attitudes towards collaboration.  Fifty-nine per 



PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES OF COLLABORATION   59 

cent of teachers indicated they agreed and 28% strongly agreed that they were engaged in 

purposeful collaboration to support students with special needs (Table 4.1) and 85% of general 

education teachers agreed they were able to engage in purposeful collaboration (Table 4.2).  This 

is important because in order to further develop collaboration in School District 79 (Cowichan 

Valley), it is crucial that teachers believe they are actually able to engage in the process with 

their colleagues.  Brownell and Walther-Thomas (2002) argue that collaboration provides 

positive and supportive working and learning environments.   Also, 97% of general and special 

education teachers indicated that they agreed that it is part of their job to collaborate to support 

students with special needs (Table 4.1).  This is different from what occurred in Kritikos and 

Birnbaum’s (2003) work.  In their study, only half of the teachers who participated reported that 

collaboration was something they should be doing.  Interestingly, Figure 4.1 does show that four 

participants either disagreed or strongly disagreed with statement 1, “Based on the above 

definition, I engage in purposeful collaboration to support students with special needs” which is 

more similar to what Kritikos and Birnbaum (2003) uncovered.   

Furthermore, 100% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that collaboration with a 

colleague is away to support student learning (Table 4.1 and Figure 4.2).  It is important that 

teachers feel they are able to collaborate because it is through collaboration teachers are able to 

share their experiences and areas of expertise with one another (Salend et al., 1997).  Figure 4.3 

demonstrates that 30 participants believe they have experienced purposeful collaboration.  This 

is similar to the findings of Voltz et al. (1994) and Hindin et al. (2007).  Their work illustrates 

the importance of utilizing collaborative processes to allow teachers the opportunity to share the 

responsibility of planning, sharing resources, determining instructional strategies, and assessing 

for students with special needs.  
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When general and special education teachers were asked if they were able to collaborate 

to create materials for students with special needs, 12 responded in the disagree categories, 4 in 

the unsure, and 16 in the agree categories (Figure 4.11).  However, when asked if they were able 

to collaborate to determine strategies to support students with special needs, 25 responded in the 

agree categories (Figure 4.12).  Also, Figure 4.10 shows that 32 out of 33 participants agree or 

strongly agree that general and special education teachers should collaborate to provide learning 

materials for students with special needs.  This implies that these teachers believe that special 

and general education teachers should be collaborating, however the purpose of their 

collaboration should be explored.  This parallels what Kritikos and Birnbaum (2003) uncovered 

in their work.  In their study, participants signified learning about new instructional strategies as 

a major benefit to collaboration.  In fact, they indicated this more than any other benefit of 

engaging in collaboration.  It appears that elementary teachers in School District 79 (Cowichan 

Valley) believe it is part of their job to collaborate and that they engage in collaboration (Table 

4.1), just not as means to develop learning materials and resources.   

Issues that hinder collaboration.  When describing what they perceived to be the best 

model of collaboration, numerous general education teachers wrote about the role and 

responsibilities of the special education teacher.  Many wrote about the need for the special 

education teacher to be in classrooms either providing support to students with special needs or 

observing the student in the classroom environment.  Often there is only one special education 

teacher in elementary schools and this teacher is potentially supporting multiple students in 

multiple classrooms and at the same time is also trying to meet with classroom teachers to 

support those students (Friend, 2000).  Before placing all the demands on special education 

teachers, general education teachers need to remember that most schools in School District 79 
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(Cowichan Valley) only have one special education teacher.  While special education teachers do 

not teach a full class of students, they still have teaching responsibilities and deliver instruction 

to small groups of students and are responsible for planning, delivering instruction, and assessing 

the students that are receiving learning assistance (BC Ministry of Education, 2013a). 

Based on the results of this current study, there appears to be some uncertainty about the 

roles and responsibilities of both general and special education teachers.  Austin (2001) 

described a consultant model of collaboration in which the role of the special education teacher 

is to provide adapted or modified materials for the classroom teacher.  The responses of general 

education teachers to statement 9, “I believe special education teachers are responsible for 

providing learning materials for students with special needs in the classroom,” where 21% 

disagreed and 3% strongly disagreed, suggests that teachers in School District 79 (Cowichan 

Valley) are not overwhelmingly in favour of a consultant model of collaboration (Table 4.2).  Of 

all participants, 14 teachers indicated unsure when asked to respond to statement 9, (Figure 4.9).  

This suggests that both special education and general education teachers are uncertain about the 

responsibility of providing materials for students with special needs.  This also occurred in 

Austin’s (2001) study when special and general education teachers were asked who was 

responsible for planning for students with special, and both groups indicated it was the other 

teacher’s responsibility. 

However, when general education teachers were asked if the general education and 

special education teachers should collaborate to provide learning materials, 55% agreed and 41% 

strongly agreed (Table 4.2).  Furthermore, when asked if they are able to collaborate to create 

materials, the responses were spread across all five categories of the Likert scale (Figure 4.11). 

When asked if they were able to collaborate to determine strategies to support students with 
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special needs, 54% agreed and 21% strongly agreed (Table 4.1).  What these teachers are 

describing is what Austin (2001) refers to as collaborative, in which both teachers can share their 

knowledge and expertise to ensure that all students are able to experience success in the 

classroom. 

The results suggest that elementary teachers in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) are 

uncertain if the special education teacher is solely responsible for providing learning materials 

for students with special needs.  At the same time, they suppose that general and special 

educators should be working in collaboration in order to find and develop learning materials for 

students with special needs in the classroom.  Moreover, when asked to describe the ideal model 

of collaboration, one general education teacher wrote, “SET [special education teacher] provides 

materials/tools/equipment to support SN [special needs] children.”  Conversely, according to the 

Ministry of Education (2013a), special education teachers work closely with teachers to plan for 

and access supports for students with special needs.  However, there was one participant who 

wrote, “As a classroom teacher I don’t expect my Resource Teacher to do the child’s program 

for me.  I will modify/adapt as needed.  The resource teacher needs to be aware of the child’s 

needs/provide support when appropriate.” 

Four statements on the survey were about the availability of formal and informal 

collaboration both during and outside of the school day.  When asked about formal collaboration 

time during the day (Figure 4.4), 21 strongly disagreed and 6 disagreed that this exists in School 

District 79 (Cowichan Valley).  Four participants did indicate that formal collaboration time 

exists in their schools and it would have been interesting to discover what this looks like. Voltz 

et al. (1994) found that participants in their study also identified that a lack of time during the 

school day was available for collaboration.  Participants in Kritikos and Birnbaum’s (2003) study 
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also specified that the lack of time dedicated to collaboration during the school day was 

inhibiting collaboration. Additionally, when ranking the barriers to collaboration in the ordinal 

ranking question, overall time was perceived to be the most significant barrier (Figure 4.13) and 

both intermediate teachers and special education teachers indicated that it was the most 

significant barrier (Figure 4.15, Figure 4.16).  This echoes what was shared by teachers in Trent 

et al.’s study (2003), that a lack of shared planning time during the school day has negative 

repercussions for collaboration.  While there is a lack of formal collaboration time during the day, 

13 participants did indicate that there is informal collaboration time during the day (Figure 4.5).  

Conversely, when asked about collaboration time outside of the school day, 16 agreed and 3 

strongly agreed that collaboration is happening formally (Figure 4.6) and 26 agreed and 4 

strongly agreed that it occurs informally outside of the school day (Figure 4.7).  This implies that 

teachers feel the bulk of collaboration is occurring outside the school day, with teachers meeting 

before they begin their teaching responsibilities or after teaching for a full day.   

Methods to encourage collaboration.  Participants provided valuable information about 

what they perceive to be the ideal model of collaboration to be.  Many participants indicated that 

scheduled, formal collaboration time for the general and special education teachers to meet and 

plan is idyllic.  When answering this question, a teacher wrote, “One where time is given during 

the school day, with TOC [teacher on call] coverage, for the teacher and special education 

teacher to sit down together to go over needs of students, strategies and goals.  Together they 

create a specific plan and materials needed.”  This is similar to what Damore and Murray (2009) 

discovered with their work.  In their study, teachers identified a combination of consultation and 

collaboration most frequently occurring.   

Simply put, teachers identified being released from their teaching responsibilities in order 
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to meet and plan as the best way to support students with special needs.  The only suggestion for 

how to provide time for teachers to meet during the school day was by providing a Teacher 

Teaching on Call (TTOC) for both the general and special education teacher.  Interestingly, the 

role of school administration in creating or supporting collaboration was not identified by any of 

the participants in this current research study.  Coben et al. (1997) view the role of school 

administration as being vital to successful collaboration.   Trent et al.’s (2003) and Kritikos and 

Birnbaum’s (2003) work present ways the school principal can support collaboration by 

providing time for teachers to meet.  In these two studies, the principal assumed the teaching 

responsibilities of the general education teacher and this allowed the general education and 

special education teachers time to meet during the school day.  Doing so allowed the teachers to 

focus on the task at hand, planning for students with special needs. 

 Teachers in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) also described their personal best 

experiences of collaboration.  The participants acknowledged that being provided with time to 

discuss teaching practices and sharing learning materials as a best model of collaboration.  Two 

respondents described this in greater detail.  One wrote, “In another district, I was given 1 hour a 

week ‘co-planning time.’  This was the most valuable experience – as I was able to discuss 

assessments, outcomes, strategies, and general family info.”  Another teacher described an 

experience, “Team teaching and planning of inquiry projects in [province name] where time is 

allocated during the day [several times in a year] to plan together.  Amazing results by teachers 

and students.”   

More than one participant identified two other experiences.  Firstly, using a team or co-

teaching method was described as being a best experience of collaboration.  Again, participants 

described having time to jointly plan activities and adapt learning materials as needed and deliver 
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instruction together in the class.  This is similar to the model of collaboration described in 

Austin’s (2001) work with general and special education teachers jointly planning for, teaching, 

and assessing students with special needs.  Secondly, in the current study general education 

teachers recognized the value of the special education teacher observing students with special 

needs in the general education classroom. The feeling was that by having in-class observations, 

the general and special education teacher would then be provided with time afterwards to debrief 

and then discuss strategies and create tools to support the student.  Based on the responses to the 

two open-ended questions, it seems that teachers in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) desire 

to have the special education teacher working in the general education classroom.  Intriguingly, 

this is not what occurred in both Hindin et al. (2007) and Voltz et al.’s (1994) research.  

Participating general education teachers in Hindin et al.’s (2007) study reported feeling uneasy 

and nervous when the special education teacher was in the classroom because they were 

concerned they would be viewed as inadequate.  Furthermore, both general and special education 

teachers in Voltz et al.’s (1994) study reported the least desirable form of collaboration was 

being in each other’s classrooms.  It is positive to learn through this current research that 

teachers in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley) not only want the special education teachers to 

provide in-class support, but they also welcome it. 

Limitations to the Study 

 Though this study did yield positive results about teachers’ perceptions and practices of 

using collaboration, it is important to address the limitations.  Most importantly, this study had 

33 volunteer participants, which represents less than one third of the elementary general and 

special education teachers in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley).  While the data the 

participants provided is invaluable, it is difficult to generalize to the larger school district and to 
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other school districts based on this small size.  Each school and district has its own processes for 

and structures of collaboration.  It would be erroneous to suggest that all teachers in all districts 

are able to engage in collaboration as a means of supporting students with special needs.   

 The control over survey location is also a limitation. Because participants were not 

required to complete the survey when it was distributed, there was no control over the 

completion and submission of the survey which resulted in unreturned and incomplete forms.  

Also, this would have provided time for teachers to discuss the survey prior to completing it.  

This type of discussion may have inadvertently influenced the responses and sentiments 

indicated by the participants.  Attitudes could affect the survey responses given that in education 

issues around special needs students tend to be controversial.  Also, teachers may have 

interpreted the questions differently than what was intended.  If participants had the opportunity 

to seek clarification, this may have impacted the responses to the survey. 

 The methodology of using a survey is another limitation of this study.  The one ordinal 

ranking question provided five barriers to collaboration.  It cannot be concluded that this 

particular group of teachers would not have identified any other barriers.  Follow-up interviews 

with participants after completing the survey would have provided clarification responses to all 

sections of the survey.  As well, some participants only chose to complete the first section of the 

survey, the twelve statements accompanied by the Likert scale. With this information, it would 

have been helpful to include statements on the first section of the survey about different models 

of collaboration and barriers to collaboration 

Suggestions for Further Research 

 The implications of this study’s findings, as well as the limitations of the study, leave this 

current researcher with suggestions for further research.  As noted, all participants in this study 
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were elementary teachers.  It would be interesting to see if secondary teachers responded in a 

similar manner as elementary teachers.  Would their ideal models of collaboration, release time 

and team teaching, be parallel to what elementary teachers identified? Are there other barriers to 

collaboration that exist more predominately at the secondary level as compared to elementary 

schools? 

When asked to rank the barriers to collaboration from most to least significant neither the 

primary or intermediate teachers indicated it was time.  The primary teachers overwhelmingly 

chose general education teacher’s workload as the most significant barrier and the intermediate 

teachers chose interpersonal relationships.  It would be worthwhile to explore if this is indicative 

of primary and intermediate teachers across the entire district and the province at large.  Also, it 

would be important to identify what is it about primary teachers’ workload that is inhibiting 

collaborative processes.  It would be equally important to determine how interpersonal 

relationships can be strengthened between colleagues in order to support collaboration.  Learning 

more about these two issues could lead to the implementation of new policies or practices.  

Finally, this current research and literature review clearly identify a key benefit of 

collaboration is to support student learning.  “Collaboration is the conduit through which 

professionals can ensure that students receive the most effective education services to which they 

are entitled,” (Friend, 2000, p. 131).   However, the focus of this study was on teachers’ attitudes 

and practices of the process.  The ultimate benefit of collaboration is to improve student learning 

and this function was not addressed with this study.  A study that employed focus groups or 

interviews could uncover the benefits of collaboration from a student perspective.   
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Implications for Policy and Practice 

 Given that participants in the current study indicated that the provision of release time for 

collaboration would support the process, the results of this study can be used to support the 

district’s current use of five two-hour early dismissal opportunities for collaboration.  School 

District 79 (Cowichan Valley) is looking to strengthen the Learning Services Team model of 

collaboration to address learning needs (School District 79 [Cowichan Valley], 2014) and the 

results of this study show that teachers desire to have time to meet with one another to discuss 

resources and instructional practices and strategies.  At the school level, school administrators 

can contribute to collaborative processes by using creative timetabling to provide release time for 

the general education teacher to meet with the special education teacher.  Another way school 

administrators can support collaboration is by looking to Trent et al.’s (2003) and Kritikos and 

Birnbaum’s (2003) work.  Instead of employing TTOCs to release classroom teachers from their 

teaching responsibilities, the school administrator could assume the teaching responsibilities of 

the general education teacher.  This would then allow the general and special education teachers 

to meet during the school day.   

 The participants in this study provided valuable information about what they believe is 

the best model of collaboration.  Instead of calling in outside consultants the district could look 

towards the wealth of knowledge and ideas from its local teachers on how to best develop and 

sustain collaboration between general and special education teachers.  This may also be 

applicable to the local teachers’ union.  The results of this study show that teachers are interested 

in team teaching as method of collaboration.  Perhaps the local union’s professional development 

committee could facilitate the development of team teaching skills through professional 

development opportunities. 
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 This current research study indicated that there was uncertainty around the roles and 

responsibilities of both the general and special education teacher.  It would be worthwhile for 

school administration and Learning Services Teams to review the general education teacher’s 

and special education teacher’s responsibilities in regards to students with special needs.  

Ensuring, as much as possible, that all teachers understand the responsibilities of both teachers 

for students with special needs may also assist in improving interpersonal relationships amongst 

colleagues.   

Additionally, this current researcher will use the positive findings of the study to facilitate 

discussions with colleagues to explore how to best collaborate to improve student learning. A 

number of participants in the study, school principals, and teachers who were not part of the 

study have expressed interest with regards to the findings of this study and indicated they would 

be interested in what the attitudes towards collaboration are as well as how to best facilitate the 

process.  Identifying through current literature what encourages collaboration may be of 

assistance for this researcher in her practice. 

Conclusion 

This action research project sought to uncover teachers’ perceptions and practices of 

collaboration, experiences of collaboration, and what were considered to be the best model of 

collaboration.  In this light it was successful as it revealed ways in which teachers in School 

District 79 (Cowichan Valley) are engaged in collaboration.  It also provided models of what this 

collaboration may look like in School District 79 (Cowichan Valley).  Notwithstanding any 

issues that hinder collaboration, teachers in this district do engage in collaboration and believe 

that collaboration is a way to support student learning.  Through the survey, teachers were asked 
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to reflect on prior experiences of collaboration and perhaps this will lead to some reinvigoration 

in the process.   
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Appendix A 

TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES OF COLLABORATION BETWEEN 

GENERAL AND SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS 

 

 

Please answer the following questions and then begin the short survey.  This survey is meant to 

be anonymous.  Please do not identify yourself, your school or anyone else. It should take 

approximately 15 minutes to complete. 

 

Thank-you for your time to complete this survey 

 

General Education Teachers please complete this section: 

 

I have been teaching for __________ years. 

 

I teach  ____ full-time. 

             ____ part-time. 

  

I teach grade ____. 

 

There are ____ students in my class. 

 

There are ____ students with Ministry of 

Education special education designations in my 

class. 

 

 

 

Special Education Teachers please complete this section: 

 

I have been teaching for __________ years. 

 

I teach  ____ full-time. 

             ____ part-time. 

  

I am a ____ Learning Assistance teacher. 

I am a ____ Resource teacher. 

I am a ____ Learning Assistance and Resource 

teacher. 

 

There are ____ students with Ministry of 

Education special education designations on 

my caseload. 

 

____ have low incidence designations 

 

____ have high incidence designations. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES OF COLLABORATION   76 

Please read the following definition before completing the survey: 

 

Collaboration is defined as an interactive process between two or more individuals who each 

contribute expertise to attain a specific goal or objective.  

Please note that for the purpose of this survey collaboration refers to the process of a general 

education and special education teacher working together to plan and provide services for 

students with special education designations. 

 

Please rate these statements based on your experiences with collaboration.  Circle the number 

that best represents your opinion. 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

1 

Disagree 

 

2 

Unsure 

 

3 

Agree 

 

4 

Strongly 

Agree 

5 

 

Based on the above definition, I engage in 

purposeful collaboration to support 

students with special needs. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I feel that collaboration with a colleague is 

a way to support student learning.  
1 2 3 4 5 

I feel that it is part of my job to collaborate 

with my colleague(s) to support students 

with special needs. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I believe I have experienced purposeful 

collaboration. 
1 2 3 4 5 

There is FORMAL collaboration time 

during the school day. 
1 2 3 4 5 

There is INFORMAL collaboration time 

during the school day. 
1 2 3 4 5 

There is FORMAL collaboration time 

outside of the school day. 
1 2 3 4 5 

There is INFORMAL collaboration time 

outside of the school day. 
1 2 3 4 5 

I believe special education teachers are 

responsible for providing learning 

materials for students with special needs in 

the classroom. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I believe general and special education 

teachers should collaborate to provide 

learning materials for students with special 

needs in the classroom. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I am able to collaborate to create materials 

for students with special needs. 
1 2 3 4 5 

I am able to collaborate to determine 

strategies to support students with special 

needs. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Ranking in order of most (5) to least (1) significant, what do you believe impedes collaboration 

between general and special education teachers? 

 

 ____ General education teacher’s workload 

 ____ Special education teacher’s workload  

 ____ Interpersonal relationships  

 ____ Willingness to engage in collaboration  

 ____ Time for collaboration 

 

 

Please describe what you believe is the best model of collaboration.  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

   

Without providing any identifying details, please describe your best experience collaborating 

with a colleague.  

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Thank you for your support in this research study.  Please place completed surveys in the 

envelope in the designated mailbox drawer by Monday, November 24th, 2014. 
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Appendix B 

INFORMED LETTER OF CONSENT 

 

TEACHERS’ PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES OF COLLABORATION BETWEEN 

GENERAL AND SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHERS 

 

October 5th, 2014 

 

Tasha Rowe, Student     Dr. Rachel Moll, Supervisor 

Masters in Educational Leadership   Faculty of Education 

Vancouver Island University    Vancouver Island University 

      250.753.3245 ext. 2161 

    Rachel.moll@viu.ca 

 

I am a teacher in School District #79 and am currently enrolled in the Masters of Educational 

Leadership Program at Vancouver Island University.  As partial fulfilments of program 

requirements I have designed a research project to study elementary general and special 

education teachers’ perceptions and practices of collaboration with each other to support students 

with special needs.   

 

You are being invited to participate in this research because you are either a general education or 

special education teacher in School District #79.  During this study you will be asked to 

complete an anonymous survey concerning your perspectives and practices with collaboration 

between general and special education teachers.  It consists of 12 statements accompanied by a 

five-point Likert scale, one ordinal ranking question and two open-ended questions.  It should 

take no longer 15 minutes to complete. 

 

There are no known harms associated with your participation in this research.  The potential 

benefits include having the opportunity to reflect on your current practice of collaboration and 

possibly making changes to how you collaborate. 

 

Participation is anonymous and all records of participation will be kept confidential; only my 

supervisor, research assistant, and I will have access to the information.  Data will be stored in a 

locked filing cabinet in my supervisor’s office and will be destroyed approximately three years, 

June 2018, after the completion of the project.   

 

The results from this research will be shared in the form of an oral presentation at the Vancouver 

Island University Research Conference and will form the basis of the thesis paper as part of the 
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requirement for the MEDL degree.  Identities of individual participants will be anonymous.  

However, you may be quoted directly and, as such, there is a possibility that you may be 

identified by how you have responded to open-ended questions, in particular. 

 

Participation is completely voluntary.  If you do no want to answer a question or questions on the 

survey, you are not required to do so.  Participation may be withdrawn anytime before the survey 

is submitted however, as the survey is anonymous, it will not be possible to separate your data 

from other participants’ after the survey is submitted. 

 

The return of your completed survey indicates your consent to participate in this study and for 

the information you provide to be used in the research.  Please retain a copy of this letter of 

consent for your records.  

 

If you have any concerns regarding the ethical considerations of this study, please contact the 

Vancouver Island University Ethics Officer via email at reb@viu.bc.ca or telephone at 

250.753.3245, ext. 2665. 

 

Should you have any questions regarding this research project or would like more information 

about the project, please feel free to contact me via e-mail or at the telephone number listed 

below. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

 

Tasha Rowe 

 

 

mailto:reb@viu.bc.ca
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Appendix C 

RECRUITMENT SCRIPT 

 

This survey is part of a research study that is being conducted by Tasha Rowe, a student in the 

Masters of Education Leadership Program at Vancouver Island University.  Tasha is also a 

teacher in School District #79.  She has designed a research project to study collaboration 

between general and special education teachers.  The survey aims to gather data about 

elementary general and special education teachers’ perceptions and practices with collaboration 

with each other as means to support students with special education designations.  The survey 

also examines what teachers believe to be barriers to collaboration as well as what supports are 

needed to encourage collaboration. 

 

Your participation is anonymous. If you do not want to answer a question or questions, you are 

not required to do so.  By completing and submitting the survey, you are giving consent for the 

information collected to be included in Tasha’s research project. 

 

The survey should take no more than 15 minutes complete.  Please take the survey with you to 

complete at your convenience.  Once you have completed the survey please place the completed 

survey in the envelope in my mailbox drawer. 
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Appendix D 

LETTER TO SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

 

To the Principal of _____________ Elementary School, 

 

I am a teacher in School District #79 and currently enrolled in the Masters of Educational 

Leadership Program at Vancouver Island University.  I am working on a research project on 

collaboration between general and special education teachers. The Superintendent of School 

District #79 has granted approval for this research. 

 

The purpose of this project is aimed at exploring elementary general and special education 

teachers’ perceptions and practices of collaboration to support students with special needs.  This 

project also looks at what teachers believe to be barriers to collaboration as well as supports they 

believe enable and encourage collaboration.  Teachers will be asked to complete an anonymous 

survey that should take approximately 15 minutes to complete.  A teacher in your school would 

distribute the survey before the start of the November 5th 2014 staff meeting. The survey 

consists of 12 statements accompanied by a five-point Likert scale, one ordinal ranking question, 

and two-open ended questions. 

 

I am hoping you will agree to have this survey distributed in your school.  Attached to this letter 

please find a sample copy of the survey.  If you are in agreement of teachers participating in this 

research, I will deliver a survey package (containing the survey, an informed letter of consent, 

and an addressed stamped postage-paid envelope) to a teacher in the school.  This teacher will 

also be given a script, attached to this letter, to read to teachers before distributing the survey. 

You would not be involved in administering or collecting the survey.   

 

If you have any concerns regarding the ethical considerations of this study, please contact the 

Vancouver Island University Ethics Officer via email at reb@viu.bc.ca or telephone at 

250.753.3245, ext. 2665. 

 

If you are in approval of this research study, please let me know by e-mail. 

 

Thank you in advance for making this study possible. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Tasha Rowe 

Vancouver Island University, Student 


