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Teachers work together to establish

and achieve key goals

By Vivian Troen and Katherine C. Boles

ommon experience,

along with a vast col-

lection of research,

demonstrates that

schools can expect a

range of benefits to

accrue when teachers

work together. Teacher teaming can reduce

teacher isolation, increase collegiality, fa-

cilitate the sharing of resources and ideas,

and capitalize on teachers’ individual and

shared strengths. And most recently,

teacher teaming has been “discovered” as

an avenue toward teacher learning and en-

hanced professional development that can
lead to gains in student achievement.

We've been working in and studying

teacher teams for more than two decades,

and our current work focuses specifically

on analyzing the elements of effective

teacher teams. So far, we have found very

few teams that can truly be called effective

in every sense. The reasons for this are

many and vary from school to school. Too

often, however, teams are created by a

school leader putting groups of teachers
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together, generally by grade level or sub-
ject matter, and saying, “OK, you guys are
a team, now collaborate.”

Unfortunately, collaboration is not
synonymous with effective teaming, and
most teams lack the tools and resources
needed to make them successful. Our re-
search has uncovered the most common
pitfalls to team success.

COMMON TEAMING PITFALLS

e Teachers are given common planning
time for team meetings but lack the
facilitation skills necessary to use the
time effectively.

e Teachers and principals believe that
experience equals expertise; teams fre-
quently lack internal expertise and are
reluctant to look outside the team for
help.

e Teachers are reluctant to exert leader-
ship or assume leadership roles.

e Teachers choose to team around issues
that are peripheral rather than central
to their daily teaching.

*  Good working relationships are seen

as the key to team success; the content
of teaching and learning has less em-
phasis.

e The team has no clear purpose or
goals; team members may speak of is-
sues such as increased collegiality or
mutual support, but rarely engage in
instructional talk that would signifi-
cantly change teach-
ing and learning.

e Dutting necessary
structures in place is worksheet.
undervalued.

*  Most teachers have on p.63.

no vision of what

constitutes effective

teaming, and they have few models to

learn from.

CONDITIONS OF EFFECTIVE
TEACHERTEAMS

Our experience has shown that teach-
ing teams rarely reach their potential be-
cause they lack effective team attributes.
Anyone who wants to upgrade the per-
formance of teaching teams needs not only
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to understand these factors but also how
to implement strategies necessary to en-
sure team SUCCess.

We've developed a framework, below,
for evaluating the effectiveness of teams,
and we look at each team we investigate
using five criteria, or conditions. Within
each condition are several levels of devel-
opment that determine where a team’s
overall effectiveness lies along a broad spec-
trum.

ATEAMING SUCCESS STORY

We do not consider ourselves ivory-
tower academicians far removed from the
real life of schools and classrooms. We have
each spent more than 20 years as public
school teachers and fully understand the
problems of transforming theoretical mod-
els into everyday practice that yields real-
istic results. Recently, using the framework

CONDITIONS OF EFFECTIVE TEACHER TEAMS

we developed, we worked with teams in
one K-8 school in a large urban school sys-
tem to improve student learning.

We will call this school Elmhurst El-
ementary. Its principal had read a de-
scription of what we had been calling our
Millennium Team teaching model (Troen
& Boles, 2003) and found funds to im-
plement our model in her school for the
2007-08 school year. Her goal was to make
this a multiyear initiative to transform the
school.

THE MILLENNIUM TEAMS
Understanding the pitfalls to teaming,
we developed a series of workshops and
study groups for Elmhurst Millennium
Team teachers. These were designed to
guide teachers in developing and reflect-
ing on their practice as members of a team
responsible for improving student learn-

ing, enhancing inclusion strategies, initi-
ating new teachers into the profession,
and/or developing a peer coaching rela-
tionship.

Agreeing that teacher learning cannot
take place in 30-minute blocks, the prin-
cipal arranged the master schedule to give
each team an 80-minute block once a
week for meeting time. A priority was to
teach the teachers how to use that block
of time during the school year as an op-
portunity to build curricular and instruc-
tional skills. We introduced the teachers
to the importance of focused instructional
talk as opposed to endless discussions
about operations. Teams practiced using
tools for co-planning, co-teaching, and ob-
serving and documenting practice in or-
der to promote a culture of shared inquiry
and collaboration.

As a result of these encounters, the

Improved teaching and learning

A
Y

Task focus

Is the team'’s task
well-defined and
articulated?

- Does it focus on
improving
student learning?

Leadership

- Does the team
encourage
leadership by all

its members?

- Is leadership
distributed so
that it is available
in one way or
another, and at
one time or
another, to all
teachers?

- Are all teachers
empowered to
take risks?

- Isindividual
teacher
instructional
expertise valued
and used by team
members?

Establishing
structures and
processes

« Does the team
determine ways
to work together
to achieve
agreed-upon
goals?

+ Does the team
distribute
resources
effectively to
accomplish its
goals?

+ If needed, does
the team know
how to access
and enlist outside
expertise?

Collaborative
climate

- Does the team
promote a
working
environment that
generates trust,
communication,
and synergy?

Personal
accountability

+ Istherean
expectation of
performance
improvement for
both the team
and the
individual?
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Team spirit

teachers assumed responsibility for setting

their own Millennium Team goals and

identifying the outcomes they hoped to
achieve collectively. They defined four
team goals:

1. Define and explore what constitutes
instructional talk.

2. Connect team conversations to class-
room planning and practice.

3. Provide opportunities to improve prac-
tice in concrete forms (e.g. using as-
sessment data, working collaboratively
on lesson plans, looking at student
work, and conducting classroom ob-
servations) with room for each person’s
reactions, interpretations, conjectures,
and analysis.

4. Develop and enact practices that en-
sure individual and mutual accounta-
bility within the team.

We established a structure so that
teachers regularly met in ongoing study
groups to raise questions, solve problems,
examine student work, co-plan units, de-
velop their teaching practices, and refine
the Millennium Team model. Participants
collaborated with us in the ongoing de-
velopment of study group agendas and
monthly “team tune-ups,” based on their
evolving work.

At the team tune-ups, we gave each
team member a copy of the meeting tran-
scripts and asked them to find evidence of
team talk around the four Millennium
Team goals. Over the school year, teams
formed definitions and judgments about
attaining these goals and identified next
steps. Team members agreed to hold each
other accountable for attaining their team
goals and developed benchmarks to eval-
uate progress in achieving them.

AN ASSESSMENT OF TEAM PROGRESS
A typical problem with teacher com-
munities where team meetings are sup-
posed to address instructional issues is that
the teachers end up having discussions that
merely make them feel better. Like people
everywhere, teachers like to talk to each
other about their jobs. But in the end,
there are few tangible outcomes that
demonstrate teacher or student improve-
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ment. The Millennium Team challenge
was to assess whether the process on which
everyone had worked so hard was meeting
the goals we had set for ourselves.

At the end of the 2007-08 academic
year, we collected data to assess the effect
of the new team structure on Elmhurst’s
teacher teams. We collected data for this
assessment from several sources: student
work and test scores, honor roll and uni-
form compliance data, discipline behavior
records, curriculum maps, lesson plans,
meeting minutes and transcripts, and in-
terviews with the principal and teachers.
We identified four major ways in which
change had occurred in the teams.

1. Defining and exploring what con-
stitutes instructional talk

Teachers had committed to improv-
ing their own conversations about cur-
riculum and instruction in order to
improve their students’ learning. To pre-
vent the common team pitfall of discus-
sions being consumed by logistics, we had
introduced a protocol that helped teams
analyze a team transcript and pinpoint dif-
ferent kinds of instructional talk. (See p.
63.) Reading transcripts of previous team
meetings allowed teachers to analyze what
they had actually discussed. As they gained
skill in observing their own process, teach-
ers were ably equipped to streamline meet-
ings to address specific learning goals.

When asked to assess the team’s in-
structional talk at a team tune-up, one
teacher commented, “To be truthful, last
year team meetings were nearly all logis-
tics. ... We never set an agenda item
around the improvement of teaching and
learning. Now 15% is used for logistics
and 85% is used to address topics on de-
veloping better strategies for teaching to
improve student outcomes.”

An examination of instructional talk
and the activities occurring in teacher
teams provided powerful insights to de-
veloping teacher learning and ultimately
student learning.

2. Connecting team conversations to
classroom planning and practice

Elmhurst Elementary put a high pri-
ority on inclusionary practices and reduc-
ing the achievement gap for special
education students. For many years, mid-
dle school teachers had graded and ac-
commodated special needs students in an
individual manner. Early in the year, the
issue became a focus of a day-long work-
shop, where teachers hammered out con-
sistent policies. They made a coordinated
effort to ensure that lessons and exams
were not “watered down” for special needs
students.

Two initiatives proved to affect teacher
practice and student
achievement. First was

the creation of a coher- "Now 15% is

ent grading policy by
content area. Second,
building on the expert-
ise of colleagues and the
team’s special ed teach-
ers, each teacher’s reper-
toire was expanded to
include the best inclusive
practices of the team
(e.g. “lesson launches”

used for logistics
and 85% is used
to address topics
on developing
better strategies
for teaching to
improve student
outcomes.
— Teacher
assessing the
team

incorporating differenti-
ated instruction, cross-
content sharing of identified gaps,
accommodating assignments and exams
for special education students in a consis-
tent and sensitive way).

The change was dramatic. On ac-
commodated-in-class assessments, the ma-
jority of special ed students showed an
improvement of at least 10 percentage
points, and 70% received a grade of C or
better.

Figures for homework assignment
completion and quality showed that spe-
cial education students, with few excep-
tions, were completing required assign-
ments, and regular education students were
doing so with increased frequency. No fail-
ures were noted for the homework portion
of students’ grades, whereas in previous
years, the failure rate in the homework cat-
egory had been as high as 50%.

According to one 6th-grade teacher,
“We are no longer spending time address-
ing whether or not we need to accommo-
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date lessons. We now are entering into the
discussion of how to best accommodate les-
sons and when modification is necessary.”

The middle school math teachers, con-
cerned with students’ inability to write about
their mathematical thinking, met in content-
specific teams. A math teacher commented,
“Reflection pieces in mathematics experienced
major gains in quality and length. Students
have benefited from the specific procedures
we've developed. Now students respond to re-
flection questions in a way that is consistent
throughout the middle grades.”

3. Providing opportunities to improve

practice in concrete forms

Teachers on the 6th-grade team voiced
concern that class beginnings were not as ef-
ficient as they might be. One teacher video-
taped the first 10 minutes of a number of his
classes and chose one clip to analyze with the
team. After commenting on this video, other
teachers examined their own 10-minute open-
ings. Teachers decided to create a consistent
protocol for the first 10 minutes of class, ad-
dressing the conundrum of effective class be-
ginnings and looking for time to complete
lessons. Their collaborative solution ultimately
saved an average of seven minutes per class
for many team members, but more impor-
tant was a significant improvement in class
behavior. Discipline issues were minimized
during the entire class period as a result of
consistent and predictable expectations and
routines established at the beginning of the
class period.

4. Developing and enacting practices that
ensure individual and mutual account-
ability
The kindergarten team, made up of teach-

ers with very different teaching styles and be-

liefs about teaching, decided to address
reading instruction as a team. One of the
teachers, a part-time literacy coach, reviewed
the many facets of Readers and Writers Work-
shop instruction in team meetings, and then
taught the team how to analyze text to decide
which teaching points were appropriate for
their students. Subsequently, the team held
conversations about student work produced
as a result of this new learning. When, in a
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team meeting, it became clear that one of the
teachers had not followed the agreed-upon
plan of action, the team put pressure on that
teacher to follow the pedagogy in pursuit of
increased student learning.

According to teacher reports, consistent
practices developed by the 7th/8th-grade team
were instrumental in doubling the number of
students on the honor roll over four terms.

Improvements in discipline showed up in
surprising ways. The dress code at Elmhurst
Elementary, in place for three years, called for
all students to wear khaki slacks or skirts and
a blue shirt. Compliance had never been
100%, but during the 2007-08 academic year,
compliance rose steadily from 27% to 71%.
Teachers attributed the increase in compli-
ance to students understanding a consistent
set of expectations, rewards, and consequences
implemented by all staff.

One teacher commented, “These im-
provements were possible because of the con-
sistent implementation of incentives and the
changes made to instruction as a result of
teaming. Furthermore, the children were
aware of the ways in which their teachers were
working together and the efforts made by the
entire team.”

PRACTICES TRANSFORMED

At year’s end, teachers assessed their own
and their team’s progress and arrived at goals
to work on the following year. Teachers iden-
tified the coordination of leadership respon-
sibilities as an issue and targeted team
planning in subgroups as a goal, with more
content-specific professional development as
part of the mix. They put creation of a regu-
lar schedule of peer/group observations on
their “want list” and recognized they needed
better communications between classroom
and special education teachers. All team mem-
bers agreed to work on developing and refin-
ing leadership skills.

Most important to us were the positive
signs that a Millennium Team model had the
potential to provide tangible improvements
in teaching practice and student achievement
by transforming teacher talk and teaching
practice.

On a final note: The well-worn phrase
“Change is a process, not an event” proved to

It all takes time, energy, and a
willingness to stick with the process.

be more than just a cliché in the case of
Elmhurst Elementary. The year’s trajectory
was not entirely smooth, and there were ups
and downs. There were periods of hope and
growth coupled with periods of conflict and
dissatisfaction. Euphoria sometimes followed
disappointment. Yet one very important les-
son learned is that no matter how skilled the
participants in school change, a lot of patience
is required. It all takes time, energy, and a will-
ingness to stick with the process. The bene-
fits that teachers realized through their own
experiences bore this out.
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