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Abstract 

Teachers, researchers and policy-makers in the areas of literacy and language 

development have recently touted teacher collaboration as an innovative approach to 

better serving elementary English learners. Collaborative planning and instructional 

approaches are becoming widespread in educational practice. And though research seems 

promising in terms of benefits for teachers and students, there is scant information about 

the collaborative meaning-making practices of teacher teams and the instructional 

decisions that result. In the current study I explore the practices and perceptions of one 

first-grade team as they collaborate to plan instruction for their English-learning students. 

My study is situated within a sociocultural framework (Vygotsky, 1978; Johnson, 2009) 

and uses case study methodology to provide an in-depth exploration of the actions and 

perceptions of teachers within a unique context (Merriam, 2009). I highlight three major 

findings: the team's planning practices were significantly influenced by multi-layered 

policies in both supportive and restrictive ways; the team's collaborative planning 

promoted practices that may improve the teachers' understandings of English learners and 

support improved classroom practice; and the participants, though dissatisfied with 

aspects of their collaborative practices, felt that overall they were better teachers because 

of them. Findings from this project add to the fields of professional development and 

literacy instruction for English learners by identifying the influences and tensions 

embedded in the teachers’ work and exposing the everyday negotiations of complicated 

issues that teachers undertake.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

U.S. educators are once again in the throes of major policy-driven shifts in 

schools. Over the last few decades, teachers, administrators, and researchers have been 

deeply engaged in the work of school reform to close the Achievement Gap (Darling-

Hammond, 1993). Driven by changing demographics, a research imperative, and political 

movements, the daily work of educators has been focused on how to improve instruction 

to ensure student learning. In the past, these initiatives have been complicated by the fact 

that schools were not all working towards the same standards. What equaled achievement 

in one state, was not necessarily the same as in a neighboring state. In 2008, governors 

and state commissioners of education from across the country began development of the 

Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for grades K-12 that provide uniform national 

benchmarks (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and the Council 

of Chief State School Officers, 2010). Since their release in June of 2010, most states 

have adopted the standards, many as part of federal grants for reform efforts. As CCSS 

are rolled out in states across the country, educators are facing many challenging shifts in 

curriculum and policy driven by the reform. These standards put greater emphasis on 

content area literacy, dense informational text reading, and the use of academic language 

than previous standards had. The standards also emphasize that the responsibility for 

language and literacy development lies not with one teacher or department, but rather 

with the school community as a networked system. Still, according to findings of a recent 

national survey of teachers, many teachers feel unqualified to teach to the CCSS English 
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Language Arts standards and only one in ten respondents reported being “very prepared” 

to teach English Learners (ELs) (EPE Research Center, 2013) 

To policy makers, school leaders, and content experts in English language learner 

literacy development it is gravely concerning that teachers may not be ready to assist 

English learners in meeting literacy benchmarks in this new era. The number of English 

learners in classrooms across the U.S. has grown significantly—21% of all school-aged 

children speak a language other than English in the home and 13% of all public school 

students in grades K-12 are English learners (United States Department of Education, 

2013). It is estimated that it will increase through the next century. Moreover, these 

children are not succeeding at the same rate as their English-only peers. For example, the 

average scale score for fourth-grade English learners in reading on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress was 36 points below non-ELs. 69% of ELs in fourth 

grade scored below the basic level of proficiency (NAEP, 2011). It is imperative that 

schools and teachers have the know-how to ensure that English learners receive the 

educational program they need in order to meet and exceed rigorous national standards.  

In light of this mandate, teachers and administrators are rethinking their service 

delivery models and instructional methods for English learners. Research has shown the 

importance of quality, scaffolded instruction in both grade-level content as well as 

English language development (August & Shanahan, 2006; Goldenberg, 2010). However, 

there are few teachers with expert pedagogical and content knowledge in both of these 

areas. General education teachers at the elementary level are by and large prepared to 

teach all content areas, but have very little training in English as a Second Language 
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(ESL) methods. EL specialists, on the other hand, typically have expertise in language 

acquisition and infusing language instruction with content, but are not prepared in 

classroom instruction, management, or specific content area pedagogy. Educators are left 

with the dilemma of how to provide the best possible strategy to ensure that English 

learners excel. In order to accomplish this, many schools are adopting reform initiatives 

based on inclusive and collaborative instructional methods (Robinson & Riddle Buly, 

2007). 

Teachers, researchers and policy-makers in the areas of literacy and language 

development have recently touted collaboration as the future direction for meeting the 

needs of English learners. This winter, for example, the Alliance for Excellent Education 

held a briefing focused on the transition to CCSS at which Kenji Hakuta, a prominent 

researcher from Stanford University, said, “This (shift) is going to require collaboration. 

It’s going to require the rethinking of what EL teachers do and what happens in ELD 

(English Language Development) instruction.” (Hakuta, 2013). Hakuta described how the 

CCSS are putting more focus on EL instruction being everyone’s responsibility. And, he 

is not alone. In the month prior to finishing this dissertation there have been articles on 

collaboration in popular educational media, such as the Colorin Colorado blog, 

Language Magazine, the Education Week newsletter, and the Washington Post. Clearly, 

planning and instructing in collaborative and aligned ways in order to support students’ 

achievement of the rigorous, college-ready standards is a hot topic nationwide. 

 In addition to being a widespread and timely issue, collaborating to serve English 

learners is also a personal one for me. I began teaching elementary-aged English learners 
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seventeen years ago. In my first year, I taught a class of third and fourth grade students 

who were new to the country. Instead of being integrated with mainstream third and 

fourth grade classes, these students were put in my class to learn basic English and school 

expectations for a year before entering the mainstream classes. This model was less than 

ideal—I lacked the training and resources needed to be an effective classroom teacher 

and my newcomer students were separated from their English-speaking peers. In the next 

year, however, the district EL department introduced a collaborative instructional 

program in elementary schools. All English learning students were assigned to regular 

mainstream classrooms and I provided EL service through collaborative co-teaching with 

the classroom teachers. I planned and taught with them to provide content area instruction 

infused with scaffolding and language development. For eight years I taught in primary 

grade classrooms using this service model until I became an EL program coordinator and 

professional developer at the district level. In this position I implemented training and 

school-based coaching for mainstream and EL teachers using the collaborative model. It 

was during that time that I began to look for research to help guide teachers and design 

effective programs. At the time, there was very little information for me to call upon, and 

what existed was primarily in the field of Special Education rather than for English 

learners. As a school district, we were on the cutting edge of an approach to EL service 

that is now being praised as a nation-wide standard. In a recent article spotlighting her 

work, the superintendent of schools said, "We were one of the first districts in the nation 

to put brand-new English-learners in the mainstream classes. We knew we had to put a 

stop to this whole deficit model of teaching these students English first and content later. 



 

 5 

Too many of them were never getting to the content" (Hawkins, 2013). The team and I 

were passionate about enacting collaborative instructional approaches as a pathway to an 

equitable and effective education. 

Following my position at the district office, I entered graduate school and also 

became an elementary literacy coach. In that role, I supported classroom teachers in 

putting literacy research into practice through training, collaborative coaching, and 

facilitating professional learning communities. The teachers, administrators and I took up 

new efforts to use common literacy assessments to guide instructional practices and 

related professional development needs. I found this work challenging, rewarding, and 

mostly, thought-provoking. Questions arose from my daily work with teachers as I 

considered the complexities associated with the coming together of co-teaching, 

collaborative professional learning, data-driven instruction, and serving English learners. 

Though separate constructs in the research literature, these forces were all coming 

together in everyday practice. It is in this theoretical space that my dissertation project is 

located. 

 Educators and researchers have begun to explore the benefits of teachers’ 

engagement in collaborative professional development. And, while collaborative co-

teaching and learning communities have become common approaches to addressing 

student achievement, there is sparse information available to help teachers understand 

what is involved in making these processes and relationships work to guide instruction 

for linguistically diverse students. One possible door into better understanding 

collaborative co-teaching that supports English learners is to learn from the successes and 
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challenges of teachers who are working at the forefront of this evolving movement. 

Though I am very familiar with this context and the research behind it, I see great 

potential in examining the daily work of these educators and their perceptions of 

collaborative approaches. My purpose within the current study is to undertake a 

naturalistic exploration of one first-grade team as they collaboratively design literacy 

instruction for their English learners. It focuses on an area that has not been the subject of 

sufficient attention in the research and yet is becoming widespread practice. Specifically, 

my inquiry seeks answers to the following questions: 

Table 1:  
Research Questions 
 

1) What are the structures and practices a first-grade team of a first grade team 

making collaborative decisions about literacy instruction for their English 

learners? 

2) What ideas and strategies emerge from these structures and practices that may 

increase understanding and improve practice for English learners? 

3) What are the participants’ perceptions of the structures and practices? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

In the upcoming chapter, I review the literature on the major research and 

theoretical groundings that shape my dissertation study, including what is know about 

collaborative instructional planning in and out of the classroom. I also describe my 

theoretical framework and how it guided my inquiry. In chapter three, I describe my 

methodological design and how it connects to my research questions as well as 

information about the school setting and the four participants involved. In chapter four, I 
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present major findings in answer to my research three questions in the form of teacher 

quotations, narrative vignettes and code counts and descriptions. Chapter five concludes 

with a discussion and interpretation of my key findings, addresses implications for 

teaching and policy implementation, and proposes possible further research. 
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

My study explores how a team of teachers collaborated to plan literacy instruction 

for English learners. In this chapter I review the relevant research base that provides the 

foundation for this study. In this review I discuss many overlapping topics – professional 

development, collaboration, data-driven instruction, and English learners – as seen 

through a sociocultural lens. First, I explore sociocultural theory as an encompassing 

theoretical framework. I then review the literature on collaborative inquiry approaches 

and collaboration and co-teaching for English learners.  

Using a Sociocultural Framework to Inform Collaborative Inquiry 

In this study I use a sociocultural framework as a lens through which I view 

teacher collaboration and learning. A main tenet of sociocultural perspectives is that 

human cognition is based in social activities that happen within cultural contexts 

(Vygotsky, 1978). Unlike behavioral or cognitive perspectives that believe that cognition 

happens independently, based in the individual, sociocultural theories suggest that 

learning is situated in a context and mediated by language as a tool of meaning making. 

Learning is a result of dialogic mediation means that happens through interacting with 

others and the environment (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Individuals construct meaning 

through a process of exploration within a social group (Wells, 2000). As part of the 

group, individuals contribute ideas and solutions while at the same time providing 

support for each other’s learning as a form of apprenticeship. This space in which 
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someone is able to achieve more with assistance than he or she can accomplish alone has 

been defined as the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978; Wells, 2000).  

Sociocultural theory emphasizes the role of the social context in human 

development. In this way, learning is both linked to the past through shared cultural 

history and looking towards the future of human development. Any activity is situated in 

place and time. Although there may be commonalities across activities and settings, each 

activity is unique because of the particular individuals, setting, and artifacts involved 

(Wells, 2000). These situated activities are the site of potential change and transformation 

of the individual participants and of the situation itself. From this perspective, particular 

instances of situated collaborative activity are the crucible of change and development. 

Within education, a sociocultural perspective sheds light on the link between the social 

and the cognitive and allows us to examine the complex ways that teachers learn and 

enact teaching experiences and shows the result of those experiences (Johnson, 2009). 

Teaching is a process of experiential learning based in particular individual contexts that 

are ever changing (Borg, 2003). Teachers must view their work not only as teaching 

others but also as a means of learning themselves (Lee & Smagorinsky, 2000). Becoming 

an expert teacher involves incorporating new learning, both from instruction and 

experience. Teachers do not passively acquire the knowledge they need to teach, but 

rather are agents of transformation, constructing knowledge themselves within their 

instructional and professional contexts.  

Recent research on teacher cognition has shed light on teacher learning by 

capturing the complexities of learning how to teach. I use the term teacher cognition here 
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to refer to what teachers know, believe, and think (Borg, 2003). Interpretive research 

captures the complexities of life in schools. It is less interested in what teachers should 

do, and more interested in discovering what teachers know and how they put that into 

action during teaching activities. Interpretive research reveals the mental lives of teachers 

-- what they know and the problems they face. In this study, I zoom in on the 

collaborative meaning-making processes of one teacher team within the communities of 

practice in which the teachers work. I am particularly interested in the ‘symbiotic 

relationship’ that exists between teacher cognition and classroom practice (Borg, 2003). 

 Figure 1 represents a schematic conceptualization of a teacher meeting through a 

sociocultural lens. Meeting participants bring with them their own set of knowledge, 

beliefs, and experiences. Student data and curricular expectations are used as tools. 

Within the context of the meeting, they become agents of their own learning by 

collaboratively negotiating meaning and constructing knowledge. In this setting, they are 

both apprentices and teachers as they contribute ideas and formulate new learning. 

Concurrently, the teachers are making decisions about classroom implementation. They 

are internally setting some ideas aside and adding others to their practice. The results 

from the meetings, then, include both instructional plans derived from collaborative 

knowledge construction as well as a different set of knowledge than the participant came 

to the meeting with. That newly enhanced knowledge may be only minutely different 

than what the participants came in with or it may be significantly different and represents 

individual professional development. How the instructional plans and enhanced 

knowledge are enacted in the classroom is beyond the scope of the current study. 
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Figure 1.  Schematic conceptualization of a teacher meeting through a sociocultural lens. 
 

Within this study, sociocultural theory lays the theoretical groundwork for my 

research design, interpretation, and implications. I collected observational data within the 

meeting context and also interviewed participants to understand their own perceptions of 

the phenomenon. I derived themes inductively through my analysis using a sociocultural 

lens to understand the context, the practices, and the participants and how they may have 

influenced each other. In these ways, sociocultural theory is threaded throughout my 

study. In the next section of this chapter, I present a summary of the literature on 

collaborative inquiry, collaborative instruction and co-teaching, and effective instruction 

for English learners. These three major bodies of research provide a background for this 

project. 
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Collaborative Approaches to Teaching English Learners 

In this section I lay a foundation for my study through an examination of the 

literature base in collaborative, inquiry-based approaches to professional development 

and improved student outcomes. This review defines important terms and constructs and 

provides the backdrop for the case I present in later chapters.  

Figure 2 outlines the two collaborative approaches I review: collaboration outside 

of the classroom and collaboration in the classroom. Though these two constructs are 

related and overlapping, I conceive of them differently within this review based on their 

distinct purposes and contexts. Collaboration outside of the classroom is linked to school-

wide professional development efforts and is employed in order to improve outcomes for 

all students, especially those for whom extra attention may be beneficial. This type of 

collaboration is team based and often incorporates step-by-step procedures to use student 

data to plan instruction. Collaboration in the classroom, or co-teaching, is an approach 

used to provide enhanced services for students receiving Special Education or learning 

English. Co-teaching is based on a partnership between a general education teacher and a 

specialist and incorporates planning, teaching, and assessing together. These approaches 

overlap in their use of student data to plan instruction and their foundational purpose of 

negotiating and constructing meaning. As described in chapter four, the teachers within 

this study were actively working to bring these two spheres into closer alignment, yet still 

framed them as separate activities.  
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Figure 2. Collaboration inside and outside the classroom. 

 

Collaboration outside of the classroom. In recent decades, there has been a 

trend toward school-based inquiry by teacher teams as a method of professional 

development for teachers and academic improvement of students (National Staff 

Development Council, 2001; Torgeson, Granger Meadows, & Howard, 2011). The 

central goals of collaborative efforts are to reprivatize teaching and engage in reflective 

dialogue to improve instruction and student learning (Saunders, Goldenberg, & 

Gallimore, 2009). Sometimes called Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) or data 

teams, groups of teachers convene regularly and frequently during the workday to engage 

in collaborative professional learning to strengthen their practice and increase student-

learning results. Members of the team are accountable to one another and to the goals of 
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the team in alignment with the school or district-wide goals for student achievement. A 

thorough analysis and ongoing use of data from a variety of sources inform decisions 

about instructional planning and assessment of student learning (DuFour, 2004). Using 

student outcome data to guide professional development is linked to the research showing 

that quality teachers have a strong impact on student achievement. This research suggests 

that the extent and quality of teacher knowledge matters for teachers’ effectiveness and 

student outcomes (Darling-Hammond, 2000).  

Evidence that teacher teams focused on improving student learning can produce 

student- and school-level effects of both statistical and practical significance is beginning 

to appear (Gallimore, Ermeling, Saunders, & Goldenberg, 2009). Several recent studies 

on the effects of PLCs on pedagogy report that teachers perceive their practices had 

changed as a result of participation, however few describe specific changes to pedagogy 

(Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008). Even fewer studies make connections to student 

outcomes. In a search of the literature, I found nine studies (Berry et al., 2005; Bolam et 

al., 2005; Hollins et al., 2004; Louis & Marks, 1998; Phillips, 2003; Saunders, 

Goldenberg, & Gallimore, 2009; Strahan, 2003; Supovitz, 2002; Supovitz & Christman, 

2003) that examined the relationship between teachers’ participation in PLCs and student 

achievement and each found that student learning improved. Although small in number, 

these studies offer initial evidence of the effectiveness of PLCs in terms of student 

learning.  

Several different educational consortia offer training and resources on how to 

implement data-driven instruction in schools. Though there are several slightly different 
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approaches, all are focused on increasing student achievement through the use of student 

data to set learning goals and shared pedagogical knowledge (DuFour, 2004). One guide 

used to direct teachers through this process is the six-step data team meeting process that 

I will describe in greater detail in chapter four. The way that educators understand and 

implement PLCs and data teams varies from school to school. Some differentiate 

between the two purporting that data teams focus more closely on student data generated 

from common formative assessments while PLCs emphasize teacher learning. Others 

claim there is no difference or that data teams are a deepening of the work of PLCs. In 

the current study, I use the term PLC to describe the meetings at which the whole grade 

level team convenes to undertake a data examination process and six-step process to 

designate the step-by-step process of examining student data as this mirrors the lexicon 

used by the school. 

Team-based decision-making using student assessment data is also a central 

component of multi-tiered intervention approaches to improving student achievement, 

such as the Response to Intervention (RTI) framework. RTI is a school-wide, multi-tiered 

approach that provides research-based instruction for all students and supplemental 

support for those students who may benefit (Fuchs, Fuchs, & Vaughn, 2008). The goal is 

to ensure that all students get the high quality instruction they need. RTI and multi-tiered 

interventions are becoming increasingly widespread in U.S. schools and have become a 

common part of the instructional landscape (National Center for Education Evaluation 

and Regional Assistance, 2008). Serving English Learners within this framework 

provides a particular challenge for schools because of the complexity of factors affecting 
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student achievement. A number of practitioner briefs, webinars, and online articles offer 

recommendations and considerations for designing instructional interventions with this 

population. Key recommendations include increasing opportunities to develop 

sophisticated vocabulary knowledge and early, explicit, and intensive phonics and 

phonological awareness instruction (Gersten, et al., 2008); building students’ background 

experiences and creating opportunities for practice and application (Echevarria & 

Hasbrouck, 2009); and early intervention, diagnostic/prescriptive teaching, and the 

availability of problem-solving support systems (Garcia & Ortiz, 2006).  

At the school in which this study takes place, the concepts of collaborative 

professional learning, data-driven instruction, and multi-tiered instruction are overlapping 

and the boundaries between them are indistinct. They are all nested within a framework 

of collaborative inquiry and negotiation of meaning within a community of practice. The 

underlying assumptions of these approaches to professional development and improved 

student achievement are aligned with the sociocultural model described above. In the 

next section I provide a review of the literature in a closely related area. Collaborative co-

teaching originates from the same sociocultural backdrop as professional learning 

communities, yet differs in its purposes and implementation. 

Collaboration in the classroom.  Collaborative co-teaching has conceptual roots 

stemming from the 1960’s. Initially seen as a way to decrease professional solitude and 

share responsibility for students, teacher teaming was the practice of grouping two or 

more teachers together with responsibility for a group of students for instructional 

purposes. By the early 1970’s, team teaching had become a common practice in both 
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elementary and secondary school and across subject matter (Friend, 2010). Though co-

teaching was being explored in other arenas, the approach especially took hold in the 

field of special education. In the 1960’s, special educators began to voice their concerns 

about the effectiveness of traditional special education programs (Friend, 2010). 

Traditionally, students receiving special education were separated from their mainstream 

peers and instructed in a separate curriculum from that of the general education 

classrooms. The new focus on mainstreaming students with disabilities led to increased 

expectations that special educators and general educators work in constructive and 

coordinated ways in the classroom. By the 1980’s, the idea began to take hold that special 

education could be offered in general education settings through partnerships that crossed 

the traditional boundaries between teachers and thus the concept of co-teaching emerged 

(Bauwens, Hourcade, & Friend, 1989). 

Since the adoption of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, interest in 

co-teaching has intensified (Friend, 2010). With NCLB, schools are accountable for the 

achievement of all students, including those with disabilities and English learners. 

Serious repercussions, such as reconstituting or closing schools, have most educators and 

school officials anxiously seeking the best ways to educate children with special needs in 

order to meet their accountability targets (Mastropieri et al., 2005). 

 Common types of teaming at the secondary level included interdisciplinary and 

multidisciplinary teams where teachers planned together, bringing their content expertise 

to the table, to inform coordinated curriculum for adolescent students (Spraker, 2003). At 

the elementary level, team teaching took on new and different forms as schools adapted 
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the ideas of collaboration for the needs of younger students. Team teaching was 

originally conceived as teachers within the same discipline, same grade, or across grades 

coming together for short periods or for an entire year to share some instructional 

responsibilities (Spraker, 2003). Literature on this type of teaming is limited and the 

focus is on two or more teachers instructing together in a more general way, rather than 

an interdisciplinary curricular approach such as in the middle school reforms in which 

teachers share planning responsibilities for instruction while they continue to teach 

separately (Ancess 2000; Welch, Brownell, & Sheridan, 1999). Over time this practice 

has changed somewhat and is more likely to refer to two elementary teachers who may 

share a double-size classroom divided by a sliding wall that opens. The teachers 

collaborate to teach their combined students so there is no reduction of teacher-student 

ratio (Friend, 1999). The term partnering is frequently used when two staff members are 

involved in some form of collaborative teaching (Spraker, 2003). The term co-teaching is 

often used to describe a partnering team in which a general education teacher is joined by 

a special education teacher or EL specialist within the classroom to provide inclusive 

instruction. The goal of these co-teaching partnerships is to increase student achievement 

through the delivery of a more coordinated and personalized curriculum collaboratively 

designed and implemented by a specialist (ESL or special education) and a content expert 

teacher (elementary education) (Costello, 1987).  

 Co-teaching in this context is defined by Marilyn Friend (2010) in the following 

way:  

the partnering of a general education teacher and a special education teacher for 
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the purpose of jointly delivering instruction to a diverse group of students, 

including those with disabilities or other special needs, in general education 

settings and in a way that flexibly and deliberately meets their learning needs. (p. 

11)  

Co-teaching is unique from earlier conceptions of team teaching. In team teaching, two 

teachers collaborate to instruct two classes of students, whereas in co-teaching the 

teacher-student ratio is reduced. More teachers should mean that the level of personal 

attention and individualization of instruction for students should be twice as high as in 

classrooms with only one teacher. For example, during an independent work time, co-

teachers can coordinate to have individual conferences with students or meet with small 

groups to differentiate instruction. An additional difference from team teaching is in the 

expertise of the teachers involved. In co-teaching there are significant differences in the 

areas of expertise exhibited by the collaborating professionals. A general education 

teacher often is trained and experienced in such areas as the elementary curriculum and 

standards, pacing, and classroom routines. A specialist, on the other hand, has expertise 

related to the processes of learning, the individualized nature of some students’ needs, 

and an emphasis on teaching until mastery (Friend, 2010). Bringing these two educators 

together means that the expertise and knowledge base may be increased for the benefit of 

all of the learners in the classroom, especially for those with unique needs. 

 In the classroom, co-teaching can take on many different configurations. 

Sometimes two teachers will actually teach a lesson side-by-side, but co-teaching may 

not always look like this. Sometimes, teachers may decide to divide the classroom into 
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two groups, one with each teacher, and teach parallel lessons as a way to increase student 

interaction. Or sometimes stations are set up for students to rotate through teacher-led 

activities with different objectives. And sometimes co-teaching can appear that only one 

teacher is instructing, however the other has an important and defined role, such as 

observing student behaviors or assisting specific students. In most co-teaching situations, 

the roles that the teachers play and the configurations they employ change with the 

student needs and the lesson objectives (Cook & Friend, 1994). Besides the in-classroom 

collaboration, there is also the planning of lessons, assessing student learning, and a 

sharing of related duties, such as grading, which are also part of co-teaching. Co-teaching 

can be for all or part of a single subject matter class and may or may not take place daily 

throughout the school year. In elementary schools, co-teaching often occurs for relatively 

short periods of time (e.g., 30-45 minutes) because specialists need to serve students in 

several different classrooms and their time is split amongst them. 

 From its establishment in the 1960’s, co-teaching has risen to a preferred delivery 

model for special education and has become common practice in schools across the 

United States. Within the field of special education, practitioners have amassed a set of 

knowledge and best practices about co-teaching that are now being tapped into within the 

field of second language education. Though there are certainly differences between the 

two subjects, they share the goal of helping exceptional students achieve academic and 

lifelong success. The movement of special education towards an inclusive model of 

service delivery provides inspiration for similar approaches with English language 

learners. For the last decade, mainstream and EL teachers have been using co-teaching 
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and collaboration strategies learned from their counterparts in special education inclusion 

classrooms (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). Co-teaching has become a promising alternative 

to conventional service delivery models for English learners because of the relative ease 

of meeting students’ academic and socio-emotional needs in a coordinated and planned 

way  (Friend, 2010).  

The intuitive appeal and increasing recognition of co-teaching as an instructional 

model calls into question the effectiveness of the design. Does co-teaching increase 

student achievement?  The research literature on co-teaching is still, surprisingly, nascent 

and data on student outcomes have been particularly elusive (Welch, Brownell, & 

Sheridan, 1999; Kloo & Zigmond, 2008). Most of the published literature on co-teaching 

focuses on logistics for planning and implementation rather than empirical studies of 

improved outcomes (Welch, Brownell, & Sheridan, 1999; Kloo & Zigmond, 2008). 

 In general, findings indicate that effects and outcomes of co-teaching are likely to 

be indirect. It appears that co-teaching is at least as effective as non-collaborative 

approaches, though there is not a solid empirical base (Spraker, 2003). Correlational and 

case study research suggest positive outcomes as measured by teacher satisfaction and 

teacher testimonials (Welch, Brownell, & Sheridan, 1999). Teachers generally have 

favorable attitudes and satisfaction with various forms of team teaming (Welch, 

Brownell, & Sheridan, 1999; Kloo & Zigmond, 2008). Teaming improves school climate 

for teachers and increases their feelings of efficacy through more meaningful 

relationships with students (Ancess, 2000). Co-teachers improve their relationships with 

their students and families, their instruction, and their classroom management. In 
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addition, it appears that the existing literature on teaming reflects an improved attitude on 

the part of teachers toward shared responsibility in the inclusion of students with 

disabilities (Welch, Brownell, & Sheridan, 1999). All of these efforts are likely to play a 

role in student achievement. 

 Although it is important that the research illuminates teachers’ attitudes towards 

co-teaching, there exists a paucity of evidence of effectiveness based on student 

achievement measures. York-Barr, Ghere, and Sommerness (2007) report considerable 

positive academic gains in both reading and math of first and second graders receiving 

instruction in inclusive and collaborative models. Scanlan, Frattura, Schneider, and 

Capper (2012) present case study data illustrating the outcomes of one school district’s 

efforts to implement inclusive service delivery for culturally and linguistically diverse 

students. As the result of multiyear overhaul, K-12 student proficiency levels had 

improved 28 percent. These findings suggest that the inclusive and collaborative 

instructional models were likely to have been a contributing factor in positive academic 

growth. 

Co-Teaching Supports English Learners. The goal of collaborative co-teaching 

for English learners is to provide a partnership in which mainstream and EL teachers 

instruct a diverse group of students to meet their needs in the classroom (Hoffman & 

Dahlman, 2007). Co-teaching offers the opportunity to provide research-based instruction 

for EL students as well as improving school climate for teachers of English learners. 

Collaboration is needed in order to face the considerable challenges associated with 

educating English learners (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). Teachers face challenges such as 



 

 23 

developing accessible curriculum for English learners with many different levels of 

English proficiency. Accountability for student achievement, as measured by large-scale 

assessments given only in English, has increased since NCLB, putting even more 

pressure on teachers. School administrators face challenges such as program compliance, 

creating a safe and positive environment for all learners, and providing professional 

development opportunities for EL teachers. 

 English language learners are a diverse group of students and, though a 

respectable body of research exists on how to support them, schools and teachers are still 

struggling to find ways to meet their varied needs. Goldenberg (2010) recently compiled 

findings from two large reviews of recent research on the improvement of the education 

of children from non-English-speaking homes that give some direction: Findings from 

the National Literacy Panel (August & Shanahan, 2006) and the Report from the Center 

for Research on Education, Diversity and Excellence (CREDE) (Genesee, Lindholm-

Leary, Saunders, & Christian, 2005). Taken together, their major findings according to 

Goldberg are: 

1. Teaching students to read in their first language promotes higher levels of reading 

achievement in English. 

2. What we know about good instruction and curriculum in general holds true for 

English learners as well. 

3. English learners require instruction modifications when instructed in English 

(Goldenberg, 2010, p. 22) 
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 The benefits of bilingual education, both in terms of English achievement and the 

advantage of knowing two languages, have been proven. However, disparate student 

backgrounds, scarcity of qualified staff, and policy decisions that disallow instruction in 

the primary language (such as Proposition 227 in California) often make bilingual 

instruction out of the question. Goldenberg’s second and third major findings provide a 

guide for effective instruction in predominantly English educational settings. In these 

settings, teachers are unlikely to share the language or cultural background of their EL 

students, which can cause communication breakdowns with children and their families. 

More often than not, English learning students need intensive supports to integrate 

successfully into the school environment and get on track academically. In addition, 

when teachers have students from many linguistic backgrounds in one classroom or 

group, the challenge is magnified. This intense level of effort on the part of teachers can 

become understandably exhausting; collaborative co-teaching may offer some support.  

 Most teachers who have participated in co-teaching report that it supports the 

continued improvement of their practices and is more fun than teaching alone (York-

Barr, Ghere, & Sommerness, 2007). Co-teaching can also provide a powerful support 

system for mainstream classroom and EL teachers who might otherwise feel isolated or 

frustrated about the challenges they face (Hoffman & Dahlman, 2007). Through the use 

of successful cooperative planning and organizational techniques, teams of general 

educators and EL teachers not only discover how to improve their lesson delivery and 

differentiate instruction for English learners, but also offer peer support to each other and 

engage in formal or informal mentoring and peer coaching arrangements (Dove & 
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Honigsfeld, 2010). Marilyn Friend (1999) asserts that improvements in student-student, 

student-teacher, and teacher-teacher relationships form a powerful rationale for 

incorporating co-teaching (p. 15). Student-student relationships in a co-taught EL/general 

education classroom may create an atmosphere of trust and celebrate diversity. Student-

teacher relationships may be improved by the opportunity for teachers to have additional 

contact with their students. This may have the effect of reducing teachers’ cultural biases 

toward students that could result in lowered expectations, criticism, or few opportunities 

to respond in class. Co-teaching also strengthens teacher-teacher relationships. Previous 

research indicates that EL educators are sometimes seen as less qualified by their 

colleagues (Nieto, 2000). Because EL and general education teachers are working as a 

team in a co-teaching relationship, the social stigma of EL teachers may be reduced. 

Strong teacher relationships may also increase the ownership of the EL program by 

general education staff, and overall improved morale. 

 There are many potential benefits of co-teaching for students. Co-teaching offers 

the hope of a classroom setting in which students have access to language-rich 

environments in English and opportunities to learn grade-level content in a way that is 

accessible to them. There are three chief benefits of the co-teaching model for students, 

1) receiving instruction in their regular classroom with classmates, 2) a lowered teacher-

to-student ratio, and 3) access to two teachers with different expertise. Below, I explain 

these benefits and provide examples. 

 Instruction in classroom. Common models of EL instruction ask students to 

leave their regular classrooms to receive a specialized curriculum, usually in a small 
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group with other English learners and often in small, closet-like spaces. With co-

teaching, the EL teacher and general education teacher work mostly together in the 

classroom and flexibly in close-by hallways and small rooms. The benefits of staying in 

the classroom are both sociocultural and academic. In a three-year case study of a school 

enacting EL collaborative co-teaching in first and second grades completed by York-

Barr, Ghere, and Sommerness in 2007, teachers reported that students felt more included 

and less scared, experienced a greater sense of community, and developed more varied 

relationships, including friendships between EL and non-EL students. The teachers in the 

study described their EL students as: 

•  Engaging more in instructional and social situations, including more class 

participation; 

•  Demonstrating fewer undesirable behaviors; 

•  Learning from and supporting one another, including helping with translations; 

•  Being more challenged, regardless of ability and language differences; and 

•  Achieving academically as indicated by classroom assessments and 

standardized tests. (York-Barr, Ghere, & Sommerness, 2007, p. 321)  

The teachers in this study described a “learning boost” for students that took place when 

teachers taught side-by-side, sharing the same students and instructional space. 

Additionally, students didn’t lose instructional time transitioning to a new room, teacher, 

and activity.  

 Lowered teacher-to-student ratio. A lowered ratio of teacher to students, say 1:15 

instead of 1:30, means that teachers are more able to provide individualized and small 
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group instruction. While one teacher is instructing (or has eyes on) a group of students, 

the other teacher can work with different students. Teachers in the three-year case study 

stated that small group instruction, made possible by co-teaching, is the primary 

advantage of the collaborative instructional model (York-Barr, Ghere, & Sommerness, 

2007). One way to maximize the intensity of instruction is to use a variety of different 

grouping structures. For example, during whole class instruction, grade-level material is 

provided to all students in a mini-lesson. Then, some students work independently while 

others receive more personalized and focused instruction connected to the daily objective. 

Both homogeneous and heterogeneous groupings are effective depending on the specific 

instructional purpose of the lesson. 

 Access to two areas of expertise. An ideal collaboration between EL and general 

education teachers facilitates the integration of content-based English language teaching 

and EL-accessible content teaching (Davison, 2006). That means that systematic planned 

language development is possible rather than just the inclusion of EL students in the 

regular activities of the mainstream classroom. Often collaborative co-teaching is seen as 

simply a case of adding another pair of hands; an idea that teachers are simply doubled 

rather than differentiated. Successful co-teaching arrangements take into account that 

there are two curricula: that of English language development as well as the grade-level 

content. The goal is to incorporate language objectives into content lessons (Short & 

Echevarria, 1999). Having two teachers, each with an expertise in their curricular area, 

makes this goal much more doable. Co-teaching makes it possible for teachers to make 

the modifications necessary to support English learners.  
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 Successful Co-Teaching Teams. From a research perspective, little is known 

about what makes successful collaborative teams of EL and general education teachers in 

elementary schools because of the scarcity of studies in this area. Several practitioner-

based articles make recommendations for implementing successful co-teaching programs, 

however the empirical research base is thin. Rather, the recommendations seem to rely 

mostly on common sense, research on teacher collaboration in general, and the everyday 

experiences of researchers and teachers. 

 The success of a co-teaching team seems to rely on finding the right combination 

of team members. Personal and professional qualities of teachers seem to play a large 

role in the team’s success or failure. When asked to describe an ideal team member, 

teachers in York-Barr, Ghere, and Sommerness’ (2007) study replied with “remarkable 

consistency” the importance of: 

• Being student-centered (e.g., “more focused on students than on territory”), 

genuinely caring about students, and taking a holistic view of student growth 

and life experience;  

• Being competent and knowledgeable about students, curriculum, instruction, 

and assessment;  

• Understanding classroom etiquette;  

• Feeling secure and open, willingness to share ideas and perspectives and to 

change;  

• Sharing commitment, responsibility, and accountability for student learning;  

• Being flexible (e.g., “Everyone has to give up some of their freedom”);  
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• Demonstrating a high level of professionalism, respect, and trust; and  

• Being a nice person with a passion for learning (p. 319).  

 In addition, teachers who are committed to social justice and inclusive practices 

may work more willingly with their colleagues to enhance instruction for EL populations 

(Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010). Respect for one another’s knowledge, roles, and 

responsibilities, is also essential for building a high degree of trust in the relationship 

(Davison, 2006; Roache, Shore, Gouleta, & de Obaldia Butkevich, 2003). York-Barr, 

Ghere, and Sommerness (2007) found four domains of professional and contextual 

knowledge that appeared supportive of inclusive and collaborative instruction. 

Table 2 
Domains that Support Inclusive and Collaborative Instruction 
Domain of Knowledge Description 
Individual students Knowing students’ interests, learning strengths, and 

challenges, as well as the instructional strategies and 
adaptations that best support their growth 

The curriculum, 
instruction, and assessment 

Knowing grade-level standards; content area scope and 
sequence; differentiated instructional strategies; ways to 
teach to individuals, small groups, and a whole class of 
students; flexible groupings; and ongoing assessment 
practices that are embedded within instructional contexts 

The environment Knowing classroom schedules, etiquette, routines, 
expectations, materials, and teacher preferences for use of 
space and time 

Team members Knowing areas of expertise, teaching styles, working 
preferences, and personalities 

Adapted from York-Barr, Ghere, and Sommerness, 2007, p. 326 

One of the more complex and highly influential factors to affect the success of co-

teaching appears to be teachers’ beliefs. Few would argue that the beliefs teachers hold 

influence their perceptions and judgments, which, in turn, affect their behavior in the 

classroom. Beliefs are instrumental in interpreting, planning, and making decisions 
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regarding tasks and hence play a critical role in defining behavior and organizing 

knowledge and information (Pajares, 1992). Developing a collaborative program requires 

a common belief in core principles (Friend, 2008). Incompatibility of perspectives on 

effective teaching, such as how to plan for co-teaching, how to manage behavior, and 

how to interact with students can seriously inhibit positive relations (Mastropieri et al., 

2005). One set of beliefs that may become consequential in a collaborative setting is 

beliefs about educating diverse learners. Individual teachers and administrators may have 

varying and even opposing perspectives about their ability and responsibility to educate 

students with special needs and students learning English. Studies have shown that 

teachers’ beliefs have a considerable impact on their attitudes towards inclusion that, in 

turn, are translated into practice. Teachers who accept responsibility for teaching a wide 

diversity of students and feel confident in their instructional and management skills can 

successfully implement inclusive programs (Avramidis & Norwich, 2002). Because 

beliefs can play such a significant role in the success of a co-teaching endeavor, schools 

must recognize that team teachers need opportunities to explore and develop shared 

beliefs that honor and support diverse learners. Collaborative professional development 

opportunities, such as school-based inquiry groups and facilitated reflection times, can 

support ongoing exchange of ideas (Schnorr & Davern, 2005). 

 The roles of teachers and how they work with each other in a co-teaching model 

is dramatically different than traditional instructional models. Challenges, for general 

education and EL teachers alike, can arise. In examining studies of co-teaching, several 

key issues repeatedly arise as challenges. Pragmatics are often cited in the research as the 
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cause of difficulties. At the top of the list is the challenge of finding time to co-plan 

(Friend, 2008; York-Barr, Ghere, & Sommerness, 2007). A significant amount of time 

together weekly is recommended to plan for instruction and differentiation and yet many 

teachers find it difficult to do with all of the demands placed on them. Other challenges 

stem from lack of administrative support, or insufficient curricular knowledge 

(Mastropieri et al., 2005). Although teachers may begin efforts towards collaboration 

without administrative direction, administrative support has been found to be essential to 

the success of sustained collaborative efforts (Davison, 2006; Spraker, 2003). In a survey 

in the Washington, D.C. area, 125 educators were asked about their preparedness for co-

teaching. Respondents indicated that they understood the need for collaborating with each 

other to serve students. They also responded that they did not know the roles of other 

school professionals, did not have the time and the support they would like from their 

administration, nor did they receive adequate training on ways to collaborate (Roache, 

Shore, Gouleta, & de Obaldia Butkevich, 2003). Co-teaching demands the identification 

of individual teacher roles and responsibilities as well as a firm agreement on the 

decision-making process for instruction, student behavior, communication with students 

and their parents, and evaluation of student progress (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010).  

My review of the literature establishes co-teaching and professional learning 

communities as promising practices that may increase teacher knowledge and thereby 

improve student achievement in schools. Though collaborative approaches have become 

a common approach to educating linguistically diverse students, there is sparse research 

in place to help teachers understand the important processes and factors involved in 
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making it effective for students. Skilled educators with unique areas of expertise may be 

able to pool their knowledge through shared learning and planning so as to allow students 

access to both, yet we do not know how this looks in practice. Descriptive studies of this 

phenomenon are warranted. Research on how co-teachers plan for language and content 

instruction may be of particular interest to elementary educators of English learners, 

especially within the context of increased use of data-based decision making processes 

and the increasing use of tiered interventions with English learners. The current study 

takes up some of these questions and explores what results when a team of teachers 

undertakes a collaborative planning approach. In the next chapter I offer a detailed 

description of my methodological approach to this study including links to the theoretical 

constructs outlined here. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

In this study I seek to understand how a team of educators makes decisions and 

plans for the instruction of English learners in literacy. I examine what is involved in 

collaboratively designing literacy instruction for English learners and the role that learner 

data, teachers’ knowledge and beliefs, and the teaching context play in the instructional 

plans and practices that result. In the current chapter I outline the methodology I used to 

gather and analyze data, as well as describe the participants and setting of the study.  

 Research focused on discovery, insight, and understanding from the perspectives 

of those being studied offers the greatest promise of making a difference in people’s lives 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 1). Qualitative researchers seek to understand how people interpret 

their experiences and uncover the meaning of a phenomenon to the people involved. For 

example, rather than simply finding out which teaching method produces the highest 

scores, qualitative researchers might ask how the method was put into action, how the 

students interacted with it, and what prompted the teachers to chose one method over 

another. What is derived is an understanding of “action-in-context” (Demerath, 2006). 

My study is situated within this qualitative framework and provides an in-depth 

exploration of the actions and perceptions of teachers within a unique context. I do not 

hope to determine whether their actions are typical or effective, rather to gain a deeper 

understanding of the phenomenon of collaborative learning and planning in a specific 

context. My study investigates the following questions: 
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1) What are the structures and practices of a first grade team making collaborative 

decisions about literacy instruction for their English learners? 

2) What ideas and strategies emerge from these structures and practices that may 

increase understanding and improve practice for English learners? 

3) What are the participants’ perceptions of the structures and practices? 

Case Study Methodology 

In this study I explore the complex nature of the decision making and meaning 

making processes used by a team of educators. This topic integrates information across a 

number of sources and seeks to provide insight into a complex cultural phenomenon 

(Purcell-Gates, 2004). The understandings, derived inductively from the data, will enrich 

the reader’s understanding of this complex cultural phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). I 

employed a case study approach, focusing concentrated inquiry into a single case: a team 

of teachers collaboratively making instructional decisions (Stake, 2003). I use case study 

because I wanted to understand a real-life phenomenon encompassed by contextual 

conditions (Yin, 2009). From an interpretivist perspective the contextual conditions are 

not confounding variables, but rather are a part of the data itself, inseparable from one 

another. Because of the intertwined nature of the participants, their actions, and the 

context, I rely on multiple sources of evidence that converge in a triangulating fashion to 

describe the phenomenon. 

 A case occurs within a bounded system and is the unit of analysis (Merriam, 

2009). Unlike other qualitative research, its unit of analysis defines case study. In the 

current project, the teachers-in-action are a case example of the phenomenon of 
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instructional decision-making for English-learning students. The case represents specific 

teachers within a unique temporal and physical context who are undertaking a distinct 

process. Merriam (2009) further characterizes qualitative case study as particularistic, 

descriptive, and heuristic. Case study is particularistic in that it focuses on a particular 

phenomenon that has the potential to reveal greater understanding. It is descriptive in that 

its end product is highly-detailed and provides a “thick” account of the complex 

phenomenon under study (Geertz, 1973). By giving a comprehensive and literal 

description, a case researcher is able to portray the richness of variables and their 

interactions over time. Finally, case study is heuristic because it reveals new meanings 

and understandings to the reader through a representative stand-in for an entire 

phenomenon. What is learned from the case estimates the experience of the whole.  

In summary, deep inquiry and interpretation of teachers’ experiences and 

perceptions yield data that provide insights necessary to understand the larger processes 

and issues involved in teaching and learning. Case study is the medium I employ for this 

exploration. Now that I have explained the methodological approach to my study and 

how it is connected to my research questions I continue by providing a detailed 

description of the data sources and methods of collection I used. 

Data Sources and Collection 

 Fieldwork data consist of direct quotations from people obtained through 

interview, detailed descriptions of people’s actions recorded in observations, and excerpts 

from various types of documents (Patton, 2002, p. 4). For this study, I incorporate data 

from each of these three sources of evidence, which allowed me to develop “converging 
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lines of inquiry” (Yin, 2009). Each of the sources serves to corroborate the findings of the 

others as a form of methodological triangulation (Patton, 2002). Triangulation clarifies 

meaning by identifying different ways a phenomenon is being seen (Stake, 2003). 

According to Erickson (1986), “In fieldwork one never considers a single system level in 

isolation from other levels: that is a basic feature of the sociocultural theory from which 

participant observational methods derive” (p. 143).  

I collected field data over a four-month period in the fall of 2012. Sources of data 

include background survey, meeting and classroom observational notes and artifacts, and 

teacher interview. Here I describe the data sources and methods of collection while 

clarifying links to my central research questions. 

Background survey. Prior to data collection in the field, my participants 

completed an online survey to provide me with background information. Questions 

covered training, licensure area, teaching experience, and experience and attitudes 

towards PLCs and collaborative co-teaching in an open-ended format (Appendix A). I 

downloaded their survey responses to a spreadsheet for later analysis. 

Observation. Teacher meetings were the primary source of observational data. 

The meetings occurred approximately twice weekly at the school during regular 

instructional hours. This observational data provided me with a firsthand encounter with 

the phenomenon of interest in the setting where the phenomenon of interest naturally 

occurs (Merriam, 2009). I attended each meeting during the data collection period as an 

observer. I made an effort not to participate in the meetings by averting my eyes and 

focusing my attention to taking notes on the iPad. My observational field notes document 
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the meeting events, teacher interactions, and tools used. Additionally, I documented my 

own behavior and thoughts as part of the observational data as I entered the context of the 

phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). Figure 3 is a sample note in which I recorded a question 

regarding the observation. 

 
Figure 3. An electronic note documenting my thoughts during an observation. 
 
 

Teacher meetings. Over the four-month period of data collection, I attended 

fourteen teacher meetings. Ten of the meetings were weekly PLC meetings attended by 

the study participants and the literacy coach as well as other collaborating teachers in the 

grade level. Attendance at these meetings was required by the school administration and 

took place in a large meeting area for approximately 50 minutes per week. The remaining 

four meetings were collaborative planning meetings organized by the study participants 

that took place in one of the teacher’s rooms. These were also 45-50 minutes in length. 

I collected observational data collection of teacher meetings through two modes: 

observational fieldnotes and audio recordings using the AudioNote application on the 

iPad. This application allowed me to collect an audio recording while taking 
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simultaneous descriptive fieldnotes that are linked to the audio (Spradley, 1979). I 

prepared the fieldnotes using systematic procedures described in the following steps.  

Step 1: Audiotaping of meeting and concurrent note-taking. During the 

observation, I took note of the observable verbal and nonverbal interactions and 

described them in detail as well as the participants, the environment, and the tools and 

artifacts used in the meetings. In addition, my own impressions and questions were 

recorded in the document, separated from the observational notes by parentheses. The 

audio recording captured the verbal interactions and was primarily used as an aid to 

support the transcription and write up of observational fieldnotes during step three 

(Merriam, 2009).  

Step 2: Creation of an editable document. Shortly after the observation, within a 

day, I downloaded the AudioNotes file from iPad to computer. The document with audio 

timestamps was then converted to an editable word processing document and stored on 

my secured personal computer. 

Step 3: Review of the audio file and supplementation of field notes. As soon as 

possible after the observation and creation of the editable document, I reviewed the audio 

files as I consulted with the fieldnotes. The purpose of this phase was to ensure that the 

notes provide an accurate reflection of the interaction (Halcomb & Davidson, 2006). This 

sometimes required listening to the audio file several times, comparing it with the field 

notes, and amending the notes until they provided a thorough and descriptive 

representation of the interaction. Additionally, I recorded theoretical memos taken while 
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listening to the sound files in a separate notation to distinguish them from my 

observational notes. 

Step 4: Uploading of the revised fieldnotes to Dedoose. Upon revision of the 

notes, I uploaded the electronic file to a secure website, Dedoose. I stored all field data, 

except the meeting artifacts, in Dedoose and analyzed therein. I stored the hard copies of 

artifacts, such as student work reviewed in the meeting and planning notes, in a file at my 

house. 

Classroom observations. I observed one class session of co-taught literacy 

instruction in each of the three first-grade classrooms during the months of October and 

November. Data from these observations provide a broad picture of the classroom 

environment and the instruction resulting from the teachers’ plans. I documented the 

setting, the participants, and the events of the literacy lessons through observational note-

taking using a simple observational protocol  (Merriam, 2009) (Appendix B). The 

teachers provided times and dates when I could observe a typical literacy workshop 

lesson. During the observations, I sat at the back of the classroom and outside of the 

action and took notes on my iPad so that students did not interact with me as an adult 

“helper.”  

Interview. A qualitative interview is a specific kind of complex speech event 

with it’s own rules and purposes (Spradley, 1979). Not unlike a friendly conversation, an 

interview involves greeting, questioning and answering, turn taking, expressing interest, 

and leave taking. What sets interviews apart, however, is the explicit purpose and focus 
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related to the research questions. The chief purpose of undertaking an interview is to 

allow the researcher “to enter into the other person’s perspective” (Patton, 2002, p. 341).  

 In this study, the purpose of my interviews with teachers was to provide insights 

that could not be collected through observation. The interviews provided data on the 

teachers’ understandings and perceptions of their team and the processes involved in 

collaborative planning (Merriam, 2009). The focus of the interviews was mostly on the 

teachers’ constructed meanings and perceptions about planning, instruction, and 

assessment of language minority students and how it shaped their approaches to 

collaborative planning as well as classroom instruction. The interviews were the primary 

tool for probing meaning. 

I conducted one 45-60 minute, individual interview with each participant and one 

40-minute group interview with the four participants. The individual interviews took 

place mid-way through the field-based phase of the study after I had gathered some 

observational data in the teacher meetings and classrooms. This allowed me to 

concentrate the interview questions on topics and questions that arose from these data. 

We conducted the focus group interview after the completion of data collection and 

preliminary coding. Through it, I gathered information to more fully answer the research 

questions and to collect synthesizing responses from the participants. I completed all of 

the interviews at the school site during the teachers’ regular work hours at a time of their 

convenience, typically during their preparatory period. In addition to scheduled 

interviews, we engaged in several informal reflective conversations that took place before 

or after the teacher meetings, often in the hallways of the school. 



 

 41 

Individual interviews. I used a semi-structured protocol to interview the 

participants. I created an interview guide in order to ensure that I gathered uniform 

information to facilitate comparison in responses between the participants on key topics 

(Patton, 2002). The interview questions were primarily descriptive in nature (Spradley, 

1979) and probed for beliefs and opinions about literacy assessment and instruction of 

English-learning students and collaborative decision-making processes (Appendix C). I 

also asked conversational, follow-up questions of each participant to clarify their replies 

and encourage full responses.  

I collected interview data in a similar manner to the observational data collection. 

Steps 1, 2, and 4 (above) were identical, however I used a different transcription process. 

For the interviews, I listened to the audio file and transcribed the entirety in detail. The 

transcription is a word-for-word record of the interview, with the exception of speech 

disfluencies, such as false starts, word repetitions, or fillers, such as “uh” and “well.” 

During the focus group, there were instances when the participants spoke over each other 

or added emphasis through verbal agreement or head nodding. These utterances were 

noted but not transcribed. In addition to the interview transcript, I took brief 

observational notes of key ideas and preliminary analyses using the iPad during the 

interview.  

Focus group interview. Focus group interview methods are typically used to 

collect data in a social context where people can consider their own views in the context 

of the views of others (Patton, 2002). Participants relate their experiences and reactions 

among peers with whom they share some common frame of reference and can comment 
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on each other’s point of view. In a focus group setting, individuals do not necessarily 

answer questions the same way they would individually and may modify their opinions 

based on the give and take of the discussions as the group progresses (Kreuger & Casey, 

2009). For the current study, I chose focus group methods in order to obtain a group 

perspective on the phenomenon. Additionally, because the content of the final interview 

was focused on the supportive aspects of their practices, the focus group format 

encouraged an agreeable outlook and group accountability. 

 I conducted the focus group interview in much the same manner as the individual 

interviews. I used an interview guide with questions to ask open-ended questions and 

prompted for more complete responses when needed (Appendix D). I recorded the 

interview using the iPad and took brief notes. After leaving the field, I downloaded the 

audio file, created a verbatim transcription, and uploaded the document to Dedoose, in 

the same manner as the individual interviews. During the transcription, it was sometimes 

difficult to identify who was speaking but based on my familiarity with the participants’ 

voices and the context, I was able to confidently assign the speaker in all instances. 

Documents and records. Documents are written, visual, digital and physical 

material relevant to the study at hand and are typically prepared for personal purposes 

(Hodder, 1994). Documents can provide information that may otherwise take time and 

effort for a researcher to gather and can be used in the same manner as data from 

interviews or observations (Merriam, 2009). For the current study, I gathered authentic 

documents used within the context of the case. During meetings, for example, teachers 

used student work and assessment data as part of their instructional decision-making 
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process. Additionally, meeting notes and lesson plans that resulted from the meeting 

helped to illuminate the teachers’ processes, and substantiated data from the observations 

and interviews. Though the import of these documents is determined locally, access to 

the documents provides illustrative data for the study.  

Secondary data sources. Supplementary background data was derived from 

documents or records pertaining to the context of study. Records, unlike documents, 

represent officially sanctioned meanings (Hodder, 1994). Public records, such as district 

level documents (i.e. websites, policy briefs, EL programming handbook, etc.) and school 

level documents (i.e. mission/vision statements, staff handbook, student records, school 

reports, websites, intervention plans) deepened my understanding of the policy milieu 

within which the teachers are performing. Further, I was invited to collect observational 

data at a special meeting of district personnel and school-level staff called by the school 

principal on the topics related to this study. Data from the field notes taken at this 

meeting provide context and background for the data collected from primary sources. 

The following Table describes each source of data and the corresponding 

rationale for its inclusion. 

Table 3 
Sources of Evidence and Purpose 
Data Source Purpose 
Background survey To establish each participant’s teaching experience 

and expertise with EL students, as well as their 
attitudes towards data-driven PLCs and collaborative 
co-teaching 

Recordings and transcriptions To capture the processes undertaken by the teachers 
during meetings 

Observational field notes and 
documents 

To triangulate recorded data through a “condensed 
account” (Spradley, 1979); to describe context 

Theoretical memos and jottings To record initial thoughts during and soon after data 
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collection that lead to deeper analyses  
Individual interviews To gain individuals’ insights about attitudes and 

perceived causal inferences and explanation on 
focused topics 

Focus group interview To gain group insights about attitudes and perceived 
causal inferences and explanations; to support group 
cohesion through a shared reflective experience 

 
Setting and Context  

 Qualitative inquiry, unlike quantitative probability sampling, typically focuses on 

small samples selected purposefully (Merriam, 2009). Purposeful sampling is based on 

the assumption that the investigator desires to gain understanding and therefore must 

select a sample from which the most can be learned (Patton, 2002). I chose an 

information-rich case based on specific criteria that address the question that has been 

identified and from which I can learn a great deal about the central issues. Choosing a 

case involves not only looking for typicality, but, perhaps more importantly, choosing 

cases that seem to offer “opportunity to learn” (Stake, 2003). In the following sections, I 

describe the setting and participants that comprise the information-rich case at the center 

of the study and how I identified them. 

School district. The school district in which this study took place is the largest in 

its state with 20,000 elementary-aged students and 43 elementary schools. It is located in 

an urban center in the Midwest. The district choice was key to this study for several 

reasons, including demographics, EL programming, and literacy curriculum. 

Demographics. The demographics of the school district mirror those of other 

large urban areas and exhibit tremendous cultural and linguistic diversity. According to 

information provided by the district website, in 2011 the student body was comprised of 
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31% African American (including immigrants from Africa), 31% Asian American, 24% 

Caucasian, 14% Hispanic, and 2% American Indian students. 40% of the students are 

identified as English Language Learners and they speak more than 100 different 

languages and dialects. Hmong, Spanish, and Somali are the most prevalent home 

languages. Because of the significant number of EL students in this district and the state 

money that comes with them, the district has extensive resources to develop and maintain 

a high-quality educational program for them. The district was recognized in 2011 Federal 

report Winning the Future: Improving Education for the Latino Community (U.S. Dept. 

of Education, 2011) as an example of a school district showing progress in delivering EL 

services. 

EL program. The English Learner department in the school district has developed 

a comprehensive support network for English learners. Key to that network is their 

collaborative instructional model for K-12 students. EL students within this district 

outperformed the statewide average for their peers on the annual state test for several 

consecutive years. According to materials on the department’s website, in most of the 

schools ELD instruction is provided through collaboration between general education 

teachers and EL specialists. They provide content-based EL instruction in which English 

learners participate with their classmates in age-appropriate, academic activities and also 

receive instruction to develop English language proficiency. EL instruction is aligned 

with grade-level curriculum and differentiated to make content accessible to students at 

all levels (ELL Fact Sheet, 2008). The collaborative instructional model is supported by 
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professional development in the form of training and coaching for general education and 

EL specialists. 

Literacy curriculum. The district’s elementary literacy department has adopted a 

district-wide approach to literacy instruction. Literacy instruction is delivered primarily 

through an instructional block with three components: a 60-minute Readers Workshop, a 

60-minute Writers Workshop, and 30-minute Skills/Word Study period. According to 

information on the department’s website, the workshop approach is significant because it 

allows teachers to teach reading and writing skills in the context of ongoing, purposeful 

student work that is differentiated for the needs of particular learners.  

Four years ago, the district purchased a curriculum package for Readers 

Workshop. The curriculum, Mondo Bookshop Reading Program, is a comprehensive K-5 

package of student materials and teacher resources. It includes a scope and sequence of 

daily lessons that guide whole group and small group differentiated instruction. The 

district adopted a comprehensive, job-embedded literacy professional development model 

to train teachers in the new curriculum. Program developers and district staff trained 

literacy coaches from each elementary school on proper implementation of the program. 

Subsequently, the coaches provided on-site professional development for teachers in the 

form of one-on-one coaching and facilitated PLCs. Within the PLCs, teachers and 

literacy coaches analyzed data from student assessments, building walk-throughs, and 

implementation surveys in order to inform ongoing professional development. After-

school workshops, on-line courses, and summer institutes were also offered. This 

comprehensive professional development plan continued across the first four years of 
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implementation and provides a backdrop to understand the policy milieu of the school 

site in which this study takes place. 

School site. Bloom Park Elementary school serves approximately 630 

kindergarten through sixth grade students. It is set in the middle of a working class 

neighborhood at the outer edge of the district, bumping up against an inner-ring suburb. 

The students at the school reflect the diversity of the entire district due to district-wide 

bussing (Table 4). The staff is comprised of a principal and assistant principal, two 

literacy coaches, 23 general education teachers, and 9 EL teachers, as well as special 

education staff, content area specialists, educational assistants, and administrative support 

staff. 

 
Table 4 
Bloom Park Elementary School demographics, 2010-2011 

Students of color 88% 
Free and reduced lunch 88% 
English Language Learners 66% 
Languages spoken at home: 

English 
Hmong 
Spanish 
Karen 
Somali 
other 

 
28% 
48% 
8% 
8% 
2% 
6% 

 
 
Participants and Their Students 

Four elementary educators participated in this case study. In the following 

section, each participant is described briefly, as well as his/her teaching setting and path 

to becoming a teacher. The data were derived from the initial background survey. Each 

participant is briefly described in Table 5 below, and then discussed in more depth. 
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Table 5 
Participants 
Name 
(pseudonym) 

Teacher preparation Years teaching Current position 

Nate M.Ed. Second Languages and 
Cultures 

19 EL teacher 

Brandi M.Ed. Elementary Education 15 Elementary education 
Linda M.Ed. Education 22 Elementary education 
Pa Nhia M.Ed. Education 6 Elementary education 
 

Nate. Nate is the EL teacher on the first grade team. He began his career as an 

educator teaching Middle and High School French. After a few years he began to teach 

EL in addition to foreign language. Shortly thereafter he moved to the elementary level 

and held positions in many area school districts. He has been in the present district for 

nine years and has taught EL at all elementary grade levels. He has taught first grade for 

6 years and was also the EL team leader at the school during this time. He has traveled 

extensively, has lived in Thailand, and speaks Finnish as a second language. 

 In recent years, Nate has participated in many professional development 

opportunities that inform how he teaches literacy to English learners. As a graduate of the 

Reading Recovery Advocacy program, he feels that he gained considerable content 

knowledge about literacy that put him on par with his collaborating elementary education 

teachers. “(The program) taught me the reading process and how to teach the reader, as 

opposed to the reading.” He feels that he is particularly skilled at teaching reading, 

especially to English learners. 

 Nate was the initial contact person for the study and, when first approached, was 

eager to share his experiences with collaborative co-planning and teaching. He has a very 

positive attitude towards co-teaching saying that he’s had “fantastic” experiences, 
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especially when all members of the team have similar training and are “on the same 

page.” He has been in several different co-teaching settings and has had many team 

members over the years. He feels that classroom teachers have relied on him and other 

EL teachers to help them learn to meet the needs of newcomer populations in all areas of 

school and life.  

Brandi. Brandi has been a first grade teacher for ten years. Prior to her work in 

first grade, she taught kindergarten in the same district. She has had many leadership 

experiences within her school. She was the union steward, on the site council, first grade 

team leader, a mentor for new teachers and “too many committees to count.” Four years 

ago when the district introduced a new reading curriculum, Brandi’s classroom was used 

as the demonstration site for teachers from across the district to observe her instruction. 

Brandi feels that she has an expertise in classroom management and community building. 

She has also participated in many workshops on literacy instruction. She is a monolingual 

English speaker. 

 Brandi has been involved with co-teaching on many different levels over the years 

in this district. When she first started working in a collaborative model with an EL 

teacher, she stated that it was more of a pull-out model for the EL students. It then 

evolved to one teacher teaching and one observing and re-directing students. Along the 

way, she said, there were more opportunities for discussion and planning time together. 

In the past three years, she has been more involved with a “true team teaching model in 

which both teachers are present for the mini lesson and both are adding to the 

discussion.”  
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Her attitude about collaboration is mostly positive, though she has some 

qualifications.  

I have been a part of very good, well run teams where collaboration can be 

exciting and fulfilling. I have also been a part of some very frustrating 

situations where I have felt taken advantage of or upset while trying to 

collaborate. In general, collaborating is time consuming and a big 

commitment but it also can have huge benefits. I have been lucky enough 

to have had more positive experiences with collaboration and feel good 

about. (Background survey) 

Brandi has also participated in Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) in 

recent years. As part of this process, she began looking more closely at data to help 

determine her instruction. These meetings mostly took place during the teachers’ 

common preparation period. Brandi stated that the PLCs were valuable because they 

were driven by the teachers’ own classroom data and what the team wanted to focus on. 

Again, she feels that these efforts are a time commitment but that the process is starting 

to make more sense and come together in a positive way.   

Linda. Linda is the most experienced teacher on the team, having taught for 22 

years. She worked at a middle school for 13 years and then moved to the elementary level 

in 2005. She has been on staff at four elementary sites in the past eight years—all of them 

high-poverty, high-needs schools with a large percentage of EL students. She is a 

monolingual English speaker. She, too, has taken on many leadership roles within the 
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school and is currently on the leadership committee and is the team leader for a new math 

curriculum. 

 Linda sees herself as skilled in all areas of teaching including all content areas as 

well as classroom management. She has participated in many professional development 

opportunities around literacy, behavior management, and equity issues. For Linda, 

collaborative co-teaching has been a generally positive experience. This year she is 

collaborating with Nate during Readers Workshop to provide intensive service for the EL 

students in her room, but especially the students who have little or no English. These 

students are clustered in her classroom so that the Nate can spend more time with them. 

 Linda’s attitude about PLCs is also positive. She has participated in them for 

many years on a weekly basis. She stated in her background survey that “it is a good way 

to look loosely at what we need to cover or how to tweak what we are doing to meet the 

student needs.” 

Pa Nhia. Pa Nhia is the most novice teacher of the four participants and the 

newest member of the team. Her undergraduate study was in elementary education 

however she did not start a teaching position directly out of school. Instead, she started a 

family and was encouraged to come back to education when her daughter started school 

at a Hmong immersion school. Pa Nhia is a native Hmong speaker and was excited to 

teach in a language immersion program that supported her home culture. During this 

time, she also went back to school to get her Masters in Education.  

Over the past six years Pa Nhia has taught first through third grades at three 

different elementary schools. This was her first year at Bloom Park Elementary and she is 
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teaching first grade for the second year in a row. She was hired for the position in the 

summer of 2012, after the team had already agreed to participate in this study. I contacted 

her via email during the summer and she consented to participate. 

As one of the teachers on the pilot Hmong immersion team, Pa Nhia attended 

many training sessions on language acquisition and wrote, reviewed, and piloted the new 

Hmong language curriculum. She was a committee member of the school’s dual language 

committee and has also participated in professional development around reading and 

writing. She sees herself as a generalist in terms of content area expertise saying that she 

“likes to keep an open mind about all of the subjects.” 

In her six years of teaching in this school district, Pa Nhia has never had the 

experience of teaching literacy without an EL co-teacher though these collaborations 

have been implemented differently. 

I’ve always taught literacy with an EL teacher since I’ve started teaching 

in (this district). Sometimes we both co-teach together in front of the class. 

Sometimes, we do parallel teaching. Other times we teach according to the 

groups of students that we have so that we can better meet their needs and 

this could mean separate rooms and/or spaces, or in the same room—just 

different parts of the room. The amount of time could range from 15 

minutes up to 30 minutes. (Background survey) 

Pa Nhia reports that she does like co-teaching and that she believes “two minds 

are greater than one.” But she qualifies her enthusiasm saying that the two teachers must 

believe in it and want to do it in order for the co-teaching relationship to be successful. 
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She also talks about past challenges with finding time to plan together in order to “be on 

the same page” and the importance of being willing to try new things. 

 In regards to data-informed instruction, Pa Nhia believes that most instruction 

should be based on what students know and what they need to know. She has participated 

in PLC meetings in the past and her attitude is positive as long as teachers are given the 

time they need to look at the data and plan instruction accordingly rather than being 

asked to make time for it outside of their regular workday. 

Students. The students in the classrooms were not participants in the study, 

however they influence the decision-making of the teachers and are part of the contextual 

fabric of the study. The student make-up of each of the first grade classrooms was not the 

same due to a school policy of clustering students who receive extra services into specific 

classrooms. English learners made up more than 50% of each of the three classrooms. In 

Brandi’s class, English learners accounted for 13 of the 21 students, in Linda’s 16 of 23, 

and in Pa Nhia’s 14 of 24. However, though the percentage of EL students was similar, 

Pa Nhia and Linda’s classrooms were designated as the rooms where newcomer students 

and those with the least English proficiency would be placed, whereas students with an 

Individualized Education Program were clustered into Brandi’s room (Figure 4). 

Clustering the students who needed the most support allowed the specialists to provide 

more intensive services for the students because it reduced the number of classrooms they 

needed to work in. So although there were EL students in each of the three classrooms, 

Nate spent more of his time in Pa Nhia’s and Linda’s classes than in Brandi’s, who 

worked more closely with the special education staff. 
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Figure 4. Classroom clustering snapshot shows how special groups of students are 

grouped in specific classrooms to increase co-teaching time in those rooms. 

 

Case Selection  

For the purpose of the current study, it was important to identify a teacher team 

who met my pre-established criteria in order to answer the research questions. The 

criteria for choosing the case were based both on the people themselves as well as on the 

activities in which they were engaged (Patton, 2002). In Table 6 I detail the criteria and 

also describe the importance of each criterion. 
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Table 6 
Case Selection Criteria and Rationale 
Criteria Rationale 

Elementary 
teachers 

This study examines the process of data based decision making 
at the elementary level. 
 

At least 2 certified 
teachers (One in 
ESL, the other in 
Elementary 
Education). 

This investigation concentrates on the instructional decisions 
made regarding English learners, therefore it is essential that the 
perspectives of general education and EL are documented. The 
number of teachers on the team is not important. 

Collaborating 
educators 

I look closely into the behaviors and perceptions of educators 
who are collaboratively planning and providing instruction for 
EL students.  

Teaching students 
with diverse 
linguistic and racial 
backgrounds.  

Diversity of student demographics adds breadth and richness to 
the data as the teachers will be asked to consider many different 
factors in working with a range of students. 

Experienced, 
knowledgeable, and 
expert practitioners 

It is important that the teachers are experienced and expert 
practitioners of their disciplines. The findings from this 
examination may lead to a deeper understanding of the 
instructional decision-making process from which models of 
practice can be formed.  

Reflective and 
verbally expressive 
participants 

This inquiry describes the meaning assigned to the decision-
making event by the participants. Teachers who are already 
involved in meaning-making through individual and 
collaborative reflection and who are willing and able to share 
perceptions with me provide deeper insight. 

Use of literacy 
assessment data 

Because the emphasis on data-based decision making in schools, 
this study describes in detail how data are used as well as how 
teachers make sense of the data within their particular context. It 
is important that the teachers are using literacy data. 

Instructional 
decision-making 
and co-planning 

The aim of the study is to examine and describe the processes 
involved in collaborative planning for English learners, the 
participants must be experienced with this practice. 

 

 In order to find a school and teaching team that met the desired criteria for this 

study, I began two years ago by talking with the director of the EL department, with 

whom I had previously worked. She suggested several possible schools and teams to me. 
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I took this information to two district-level literacy coaches who had worked closely in 

the elementary schools to gain their perspective. The list was whittled down to a few 

teams at three schools, those who most closely met my criteria. Next, I happened to come 

into contact with one of the EL teachers from the short list, Nate, in a personal setting and 

shared with him my idea for a study. I knew Nate as an EL colleague when we both 

worked together in the school district. He was very enthusiastic about the topic and about 

participation yet was unsure about whether his general education colleagues would be 

willing.  

As the study design came together and gained approval from my committee, I 

contacted the principal at Nate’s school, Bloom Park Elementary, and made an 

appointment to talk with her about my study. She is a trusted colleague and was able to 

direct me to the first grade team at her school who she felt would be the best match. This 

also happened to be the Nate’s team. She contacted the teachers in person to introduce the 

idea and give it her consent and I followed up soon after with an email requesting a 

meeting. In the spring of 2012, I met with the team to describe the study, answer 

questions, and gain their verbal consent to participate. I did not know the general 

education teachers prior to this meeting. As often happens, changes in staffing occurred 

over the summer as one of the first grade teachers became the literacy coach and a new 

teacher, Pa Nhia, was found to replace him. I contacted her individually by email to 

inform her of the study and gain her consent. Finally, during the opening week of the 

2012-2013 school year, I met with the teachers to reestablish a connection and answer 

questions before beginning data collection the following week. 
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 In summary, the participants were chosen based on pre-established criteria 

according to the research questions and recommendations from administrators and 

professional developers at a variety of levels. They were contacted at school, with the 

exception of Nate, who I had contacted previously.  

To this point I have described the design of the study as well as the particular data 

sources, context, and participants involved. In the following section, I detail the data 

analysis and interpretation strategies that I used to examine the data and find answers to 

the research questions I posed.  

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

Interpretive data analysis is a process of examining and reviewing the data corpus 

in order to generate empirical assertions (Erickson, 1986). All qualitative data analysis is 

primarily inductive and comparative (Merriam, 2009). Qualitative researchers follow an 

inductive analytical process by gathering data to build towards a theory rather than 

testing a hypothesis. They move from particular instances to more abstract categories and 

concepts. Qualitative data analysis is also comparative because the researcher compares 

bits of data to other bits of data in order to identify patterns in the data corpus. In this 

study, I used qualitative analysis strategies to understand the case data and answer the 

research questions. 

 First, I created an inventory of the entire data set using a web-based application, 

Dedoose. Dedoose is an easy to use, highly visual, qualitative and mixed methods 

research tool. Documents, photographs, and artifacts can be uploaded to the secure 

website and then organized, excerpted and coded. Researcher notes can also be attached 
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to the coded excerpts. Once data are coded, Dedoose allows the researcher to explore for 

deeper patterns and relations in coded content. 

I analyzed the observational notes of teacher meetings and interviews transcripts 

using a holistic inquiry process (Erickson, 1986). I took a wide-angle view at the outset 

of the study in order to gather a diverse array of data without presuming to know where 

the initial questions might lead. Once uploaded to Dedoose, I began some preliminary 

open coding of the elaborated field notes from the teacher meetings and interviews, and 

also made note of thoughts, questions, and initial understandings. By analyzing the data 

and constructing preliminary categories during data collection, I had the opportunity to 

verify the initial themes with subsequent interviews and observations (Merriam, 2009). 

Having identified the full range of events through repeated observation, I began to focus 

on those of central interest and move away from a totally inductive process into a period 

of verification and discovery that was more deductive (Erickson, 1986). I searched for 

possible connections of influence between and among the events and the surrounding 

environment.  

In addition, I also analyzed teacher interviews using a question-by-question 

content analysis approach in order to understand the relationship between the responses 

of the participants. This strategy allowed me to compare themes within and across 

respondents and lead to assertions related to the relative frequency of themes as well as 

the content. 

After uploading the entire data set to Dedoose, I completed a corpus review, 

reading through each of the sources of evidence again and generating preliminary 
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assertions. After this second pass through the data, I began a more thorough coding 

process using the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Figure 5 shows 

an example of a coded interview transcript. This sample is removed from Dedoose to 

conceal the participants’ real names, however it shows my original field notes in the first 

column and the codes I assigned to the excerpt in the right column. 

PLC4 
October 1, 2012 
EL tchr, Nate, Linda, Brandi, Lit coach, PaNhia, SpEd1, SpEd2 
 

 

15:30 Lit coach-“We're moving into looking at our reading 
data.” Handing out printed copy of each classroom’s assessment 
profile.  

Reading assessment 
Coach shaping work 

16:01 Oral language goal. District presented that as a district 
only 47 percent.  

District expectations 
shaping work 

Question regarding validity. Speech teacher says it's a Memory 
task. Is/are verbing or a plural -s is a dialectical difference.  

Questioning validity 
of assessment data 

17:37 “EL students have a bigger gap but what about 
expectations?”  

Great Quote 

“Is it accurate? This isn't the discussion you wanted. We don't 
have a choice do we?” 

Lack of 
choice/freedom 
District expectations 
shaping work 

People are listening but looking at their data sheets.  
 

Reading assessment  

 Nate is working on a binder of his lesson plans. Erasing 
something hand written at top. 

Artifacts of Planning 

19:54 Step 1. He’s writing on his chart, looking at the data now. 
Yellow are people who have a 6. Close to proficient are a 5 or 6.  
 

Data-driven 
planning/PLC 
process 

Nate side talking with Chi.  Private talk 
Talking about data zone and learning center kids. Technical  
Nate has out three binders with each class list with data summary. Artifacts of planning 
28:19 Nate-“It would be interesting to know who those kids 
are... Who is in there?”  Celebration = more than half are 
proficient. 57%- surpassing district. 47%  - yay for Linda's class.  
They're a talky group. 

Data-driven 
planning/PLC 
process 

 
Figure 5. Sample of coded meeting transcript.  

 

After coding was completed, I reviewed these codes looking for “key linkages” that 

connect several items of data by establishing them as instances of the same phenomenon 
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(Erickson, 1986). The linkages lead to patterns of generalization that became my central 

assertions. Finally, I tested these assertions tested for evidentiary warrant through a 

focused search of fieldnotes, interview transcripts, and documents looking for 

disconfirming and confirming traces of evidence.  

Finally, I used content analysis to interpret documents, records, and other 

secondary data sources. Content analysis is a process of searching text and analyzing for 

recurring words or themes that is used to condense qualitative data by identifying core 

consistencies and meanings (Patton, 2002). I examined how the current data manifested 

the analytic codes initially generated through the holistic analysis. This is a kind of 

analytic induction whereby the data were compared to previously established 

explanations. This line of analysis allowed me to determine the differences, consistencies, 

and relationships between the teacher’s planning sessions, their own meaning making, the 

context, and the instruction that results. If the data did not fit, I reformulated previous 

explanations or allowed new ones to emerge (Merriam, 2009).  

Subjectivity and Researcher Bias 

 Subjectivity is a defining feature of qualitative research. Interpretive researchers 

believe that there are many truths dependent on the interaction of the context and the 

participants. Truth is subjective, rather than objective, and is linked to perspectives, 

feelings, beliefs, and desires. Part of the inherent subjectivity of qualitative research is 

that of the researcher’s own positionality to the topic, participants, and the research. 

Researcher subjectivity is “like a garment that cannot be removed” (Peshkin, 1988, p. 

17). What do we do with our own subjectivity while we’re in the field and how do we 
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represent in writing the ways in which our own subjectivity is imbedded?  As qualitative 

researchers we both question our own ability to represent others and also must live with 

this discomfort if we are to continue to do research (Pillow, 2003).  

 I am positioned both as an insider and an outsider within the context of this study. 

I was an EL teacher for 17 years in the same school district in which this study takes 

place. Also, within that time I was a teacher on special assignment with the EL 

department and was an integral part of the design and adoption of the collaborative co-

teaching model that currently exists. In addition, I was a literacy coach at an elementary 

school. I experienced a significant amount of professional development around the new 

curriculum, Mondo Bookshop Reading Program, and worked closely with teachers to 

implement it, as well as facilitated data-driven PLCs. Truly, it was my own experiences 

that led me to the research questions investigated within this study. In this way, I am a 

cultural insider. The teachers, coaches, and principals in this study know me as a 

colleague in the work we have done together over the years. My previous experiences 

have shaped my beliefs about how best to meet the needs of English-learning children. I 

cannot bracket this part of myself from the research, and indeed, I see it as a strength 

rather than a weakness. Because of the extraordinary level of background knowledge I 

have with the topics and context under study, I was able to gain entry, establish trust with 

the participants, and pose relevant questions. All of this led to a richer data set and a 

deeper level of analysis than I would have been able to achieve as an outsider. However, I 

also had to be acutely aware of my insider status throughout the collection and 

interpretation of the data and keep in mind how this affects my own understandings of the 
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phenomenon. Moreover, my role is complex, as I am no longer a teaching colleague of 

the study participants but have recently changed roles. I am now a researcher from the 

University and seen as a cultural outsider. The teachers and coaches I interacted with in 

this study treated me as an expert, often asking me for advice or input. This too presented 

a challenge in terms of subjectivity. I both wanted to be able to “give back” to the 

community but was also concerned about influencing the data. In order to preserve my 

stance as an observer rather than a participant, I offered to come back to meet with them 

after data collection and analysis were complete.  

In this chapter I have outlined the methodology used to conduct this interpretative 

case study. I provided background information about the participants and the setting in 

which the study took place. I also described the sources and methods of collecting data 

and analysis. In chapter four, I share major findings of the study. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

 In this case study, I sought to understand how a team of four first-grade teachers 

came to make decisions about literacy instruction for English learners in their classrooms 

and what resulted from their collaborative planning. The team was comprised of three 

classroom teachers and one EL teacher. Primary data were collected through 1) 

observation of professional learning community meetings, 2) observation of teacher 

planning meetings, 3) observation of literacy instruction in each teacher’s classroom, 4) 

in-depth individual and group interviews with the participants, and 5) documents and 

records from the meetings. The data I collected was guided by my three research 

questions: 

1) What are the structures and practices a first-grade team of a first grade team 

making collaborative decisions about literacy instruction for their English 

learners? 

2) What ideas and strategies emerge from these structures and practices that may 

increase understanding and improve practice for English learners? 

3) What are the participants’ perceptions of the structures and practices? 

This chapter is organized into three sections that parallel each of the research 

questions. In each section, I share evidence to illustrate the major themes that were 

generated from data analysis in the form excerpts of transcribed conversations and 

interviews, data tables, related documents, and vignettes. First, I examine and describe 

the collaborative practices of the team. 
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Collaborative Structures and Practices 

 The first research question addresses the structures and practices employed by the 

team to make decisions about literacy instruction for their English learners. The 

collaborative planning undertaken by the teachers was influenced by multiple layers 

within a system as well as what individual teachers bring with them in terms of 

experience, beliefs, and knowledge. In this section I will first describe the influences of 

macro-structures, such as policies and curricular mandates, on the work of the teachers. 

Then, I consider the meeting practices, such as the meeting schedule and what typically 

takes place in them.  

Macro-structure influences. Social, cultural and historical macro-structures 

shape the everyday work of teachers (Johnson, 2009). Educational reform policies affect 

how teachers enact their teaching practices and the kinds of learning environments they 

create for their students. Sanctioned policies and curricular mandates have consequences 

on what happens within classrooms. Within the current study, the many layers of policy 

expectations, from the school level up through national mandates, are threaded 

throughout the teachers’ work. In this section, I focus on the contextual influences that 

emerged from the data analysis. Table 7 report the number of instances each macro-

structure was coded in the observational and interview data. I describe and provide 

examples from the codes in detail below. 
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Table 7  
Frequency of Events Influenced by Macro-Structures 

Macro-structure Number of events 

School-level expectations  24 
Literacy curriculum 33 
District policy 24 
State/national policy 2 

 

School-level expectations. The team’s work was greatly influenced by the 

policies, expectations, and guidelines at the school. These expectations were typically 

delivered by the literacy coach in the PLC meetings or emerged as references to 

conversations with the school principal. For example, the principal and literacy coach 

expected that all teachers would attend and participate in PLC meetings with their grade 

level team each week. The literacy coach facilitated the PLC meetings and reported back 

to the principal and leadership team about what transpired during the meeting. As the 

meeting facilitator, the coach directed the thinking of the team through conversation 

starters and questioning, learning activities, and moving through the PLC process. For 

example, in one meeting the coach asked, “Think of one thing that you took away from 

the process of looking at student work that we did over the last three meetings” (PLC 3, 

September 25, 2012). In another meeting, the coach began by reviewing the PLC goal 

and then saying, “We're going to watch a video of (a literacy trainer) doing the oral 

language, session 1.” He handed out a note-taking sheet called “oral language 

instruction” with the main learning objective and key responsibilities listed and directed 

the teachers to take notes on student language and teacher moves (PLC 7, October 23, 
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2012). Without the coach, the team’s interactions and learning experiences during the 

PLC meetings would likely have been considerably different.  

The literacy coach influenced the work of the classroom teachers beyond the PLC 

meetings as well. One instance that exemplifies this came up in several interviews and 

observations. The building literacy coaches and the principal completed structured 

observations during reading instruction for each classroom in the school. On the day of 

the observation in Pa Nhia’s class, she and Nate had planned a shared reading lesson that 

included a language focus on using “is” and “are” correctly in a sentence. The teachers 

used a fill-in-the-blank style worksheet to teach and practice this objective. After the 

observation, however, the teachers were concerned because they felt they had been 

“knocked down” (Pa Nhia, interview 1, November 2, 2012) for this activity and “got 

criticism from the coach” (Nate, PLC 11, November 20, 2012). The teachers said that 

they were confused about the expectations particularly because they felt that the language 

lesson they conducted was what their students needed in order to participate in the 

subsequent shared reading sessions. They continued to discuss the incident for more than 

two weeks after it occurred. Clearly, the act of observing and discussing instruction 

greatly influenced the teachers’ perceptions of the lesson that occurred that day and 

possibly their understanding of quality instruction and the implementation of future 

lessons. 

Literacy curriculum. As noted previously, the school district was four years into 

implementation of a new curricular program for Readers Workshop. Previously, there 

was no agreed-upon, district-wide scope and sequence or lesson pacing guide. But over 
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the last four years, teachers had been expected by district officials to “fully implement” 

the Mondo Bookshop Reading Program (Mondo website). The new curricular approach 

represented a significant influence on the instruction that teachers enact and students 

receive. The participants in the current study spent considerable time processing this 

change and dealing with the tensions that arose as they interacted with the policy 

expectations related to the curriculum. Much of what I observed in relation to the reading 

curriculum was in regards to planning lessons, using materials, and enacting teaching 

strategies directed by the Mondo program. 

The teachers also used a district-wide curriculum for Writers Workshop, though it 

was not a purchased program. Teachers were provided with a calendar of writing units as 

well as a unit overview with some anchor lessons, suggestions for materials, rubrics, and 

so forth. However, there was not a daily lesson guide nor were there lesson plans for each 

day of the unit. The Writers Workshop curriculum had been recently rewritten and 

aligned with the Common Core State Standards. Teachers had been using the Writers 

Workshop approach for many years and most of the writing units were familiar, yet there 

were new units and expectations associated with the revised curriculum. About half of the 

PLC meetings were focused around writing and the writing curriculum. 

 District policies. Beyond curriculum expectations, the teachers’ experiences were 

significantly influenced by the district-level policies concerning EL service. In the spring 

of 2011, I attended a workshop delivered by staff from the district’s EL department in 

which they gave an overview of the elementary EL service guidelines. They described 

their Collaborative Instruction Model in relation to types of support students need at 
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different levels of English proficiency in order to acquire academic language. The 

document states that, by federal and state law: 

ELL programs must enable students to participate in the mainstream and not 

replace or supplant any part of the regular academic program. Therefore, general 

education and EL teachers work most effectively in collaboration, with both 

professionals contributing in the planning and delivery of instruction, with respect 

to their area of expertise.  (para. 2) 

The brochure goes on to outline a variety of co-teaching configurations and 

research-based instructional strategies to support English acquisition. Figure 6 is the 

document showing the criteria an administrator looks for on an EL Literacy Walkthrough 

as evidence of high-quality instruction. 
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Figure 6. ELL literacy walkthrough sheet used by instructional leaders to look for 

evidence of high quality ELD instruction during readers workshop. 
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One of the key recommendations of the EL department staff was to develop 

English Language Development (ELD) lessons around language objectives that take into 

account the functions, structures, and registers of English and that scaffold the grade-

level content objectives. The Department provided a lesson-planning template, titled 

English Language Development Focus Sheet (Figure 7), and said that its use was 

mandatory for all ELD lessons during Readers Workshop.  
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   D a i l y  E n g l i s h  L a n g u a g e  D e v e l o p m e n t  ( E L D )  F o c u s  S h e e t   

Saint Paul Public Schools - The Center for Professional Development - Elementary Literacy. May be reproduced by SPPS staff for instructional purposes only. 
Copyright Mondo Publishing 2009. Last Revised 11/2/2009. Modified by SPPS ELL Department 4/13/2011 

ELL Teacher:________________________________ Grade: _______ Group:_______________________  Date:______________ 

KEY: ✔= observed understanding X = additional 
instruction required      

 Lesson plan with scaffolding:  
   

 Comments for future instruction:  
  

 
  

 

 

Reading Instructional Strategy Supplemented:   Whole Group Shared Reading 
         Students and ESL Levels 

       

Reading Instructional Teaching 
Focus: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Sequencing: 
Pre-Teaching 
Mid-Teaching 
Re-Teaching 

Materials: _____________________ 

Title: _________________________ 

Text Level: _______ Chart #:_____ 

Other: 

 
 
 
 
Language Domains: 
Writing   Listening 
Reading  Speaking 

LANGUAGE OBJECTIVES: 
Register: Social/Academic  Structure: Vocabulary, Grammar, Discourse  
Function: Purpose        

        

        

        

 

Figure 7. ELD focus sheet used by Nate to plan instruction for ELD and monitor student 

progress. 

 

The focus sheet details the language objectives, the core instruction being 

supplemented, the materials used, the lesson plan with scaffolding, the students in the 
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group, and a record of the students’ mastery of the objective or need for additional 

instruction. The EL staff provided several examples of how to use the focus sheet and 

how to determine language objectives related to students’ English proficiency and linked 

to the core curriculum, Mondo Bookshop. The EL teachers use the sheet to keep track of 

what has been taught to groups of students and it also serves as a record of student 

progress. 

 EL teachers across the district attended a similar training and were asked to use 

the ELD focus sheet as a part of their regular practice. Principals were also provided with 

these materials and were told to conduct brief observations in co-taught classes in their 

schools using the EL Literacy Walkthrough document. Use of the focus sheet and the 

criteria outlined on the walkthrough constituted a significant change in practice for both 

the EL teachers and their collaborating grade-level partners. The participants in the 

current study referred often to “the way EL used to be” and to the confusion and unease 

they have felt as a result of the new policy expectations. These comments arose during 

PLC meetings related to Readers Workshop as well as during the teacher interviews.  

State/national policy. The final sphere of influence to emerge from the data was 

the state and national policy level. As compared to the macro-structures nearest to the 

classroom, from my observation data the most distant layer seemed to carry less 

influence. Indeed, the Common Core State Standards and the embedded policy mandates 

within them only arose once in a conversation about a newly aligned first-grade writing 

unit on persuasive letter writing and speech making. Though the teachers did not make 

much mention of national mandates, these underlay the other macro-structures and thus 
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constitute a pervasive, if hidden, influence. One example is the nation-wide momentum 

towards the implementation of data-informed decision-making teams as part of the multi-

tiered intervention frameworks.  

The multi-layered expectations from the school, district, and state/national 

policies acted upon the team in ways that significantly influenced their planning practices 

as outlined above. Figure 8 depicts the team at the center of many co-centric circles of 

influence. 

!

!

!
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protocol$

literacy$
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Multi:tiered$
interventions$

 

Figure 8. Macro-structures that shape the first-grade team’s work. 
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Now that I have described the contextual structures surrounding the first grade 

team’s work, I turn next to an account of the meeting practices including the schedule and 

agenda as well as the participants and activities. 

Meetings. The four first grade teachers had a regular and predictable schedule for 

meeting together weekly. The team met in several different configurations. The meetings 

often included a variety of other school personnel in addition to the study participants. 

Table 8 shows the different configurations of the regular meetings, the attendees, and 

their length and frequency. 

Table 8 
Meeting Participants and Weekly Schedule 
Meeting type Participants Scheduled time, 

frequency, and length 
Literacy PLC 
meeting 

Nate* 
Brandi* 
Linda* 
Pa Nhia* 
EL newcomer specialist 
Special education teacher – speech 
Special education teacher – LD 
Special education teacher –EBD 
Literacy coach 
 

Once/week on Tuesdays, 
2:00 – 2:50 

Readers Workshop 
planning 

Nate* 
Linda* 
Pa Nhia* 
EL newcomer specialist 
(occasionally) 
 

Once/week on Thursdays, 
2:00- 2:50 

Writers Workshop 
planning 

Nate* 
Brandi* 
Special education teacher – LD 

Irregular, a few 
times/month (becoming 
regular by the end of study) 

* denotes study participants 
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In addition to PLC and weekly planning meetings, the members of the team also met 

informally and “on-the-fly” in different configurations as part of their regular planning 

practice. These meetings were before school drop-ins, hallway conversations, or even in-

class pre-briefings before a lesson. It should also be noted that the team collaboratively 

planned instruction for math and participated in math PLCs on Monday afternoons. Their 

total weekly collaborative planning time was typically between 3-4 hours.  

 The literacy PLC meeting took place in a central meeting room at Bloom Park 

with a large rectangular table with chairs around it. The two literacy coaches also had 

their desks in this room and there were curricular materials for check out. Bulletin boards 

with school-wide information, calendars, and student data were posted around the room 

and there was a digital projector set up for use during the meetings.  

PLC meetings typically proceeded in a systematic manner. Though the teachers 

were invited to give feedback about the structure and agenda of the literacy PLC, the 

literacy coach planned and facilitated the meetings. At the request of the team members, 

they began with 5 minutes of informal “catch up” time in which the coach set up the 

meeting materials and the teachers came to sit at the table after walking their students to a 

specialist class, such as art or physical education. After the first five minutes the literacy 

coach began the meeting by reviewing what transpired at the last meeting and giving an 

overview of the agenda. He typically used the digital projector to display the ongoing 

meeting notes for all to see. The agenda of the meetings, at least initially, was driven by 

guidelines provided for the literacy coaches by the district level elementary literacy 

department as well as the school-based leadership team. The meetings progressed with 
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interactive discussions and learning activities focused on a topic or learning objective for 

the teachers for about 45 minutes. Table 9 shows the topic and activity of each PLC 

meeting I observed. At the end of the meeting, the literacy coach often gave a rushed 

summary of what to expect at the next PLC as the teachers scurried off to their 

classrooms. 

Table 9 
PLC Meeting Topics and Activities 

 

 In addition to the literacy PLC meetings, team members met regularly to plan for 

readers and Writers Workshops. The PLC meetings provided a rare opportunity for the 

Date PLC 
Meeting Activity 

9-11-12 PLC1 Examine student writing samples using district models 

9-18-12 PLC2 Not observed 

9-25-12 PLC3 Examine student writing in relation to learning targets 

10-2-12 PLC4 Examine oral language assessment data (step 1) 

10-9-12 PLC5 Analyze oral language assessment data to prioritize needs 
(step 2) 

10-16-12 PLC6 
Establish SMART goal for oral language (step 3), select 
specific strategies (step 4), and determine results 
indicators (step 5) 

10-23-12 PLC7 Deepen learning about implementation of oral language 
instructional protocol 

10-30-12 PLC8 Analyze student writing using end-of-unit rubric and 
prepare grades for conferences 

11-6-12 PLC9 Share oral language practices; plan Writers Workshop 
unit 

11-13-12 PLC10 Share Writers Workshop practices related to new unit 

11-20-12 PLC11 Monitor plan and celebrate success at the end of the 6-
step cycle (step 6) 
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entire team to meet together and, although some planning was accomplished during these 

meetings, it was mostly focused toward broad instructional plans rather than day-to-day 

lesson planning. Therefore, the team needed a separate meeting to plan at a more detailed 

level. For the lesson planning meetings, smaller subsets of the larger first grade team met 

with the co-teachers for each instructional period. As outlined in Figure 4 on page 54, 

Nate, the EL teacher, worked with Pa Nhia and Linda during Readers Workshop and with 

Brandi during Writers Workshop. Since Nate collaborated with Linda and Pa Nhia for the 

same content area, these three teachers met and planned together as a group. Brandi was 

not a part of these meetings because she met with the speech teacher who was co-

teaching with her during Readers Workshop. Brandi, Nate, and the LD special education 

instructor collaboratively taught writers Workshop in Brandi’s class. Brandi and Nate had 

taught writing together for several years and were able to minimize their planning 

sessions to “on-the-fly planning” plus a few scheduled meetings. However, the special 

education teacher had never taught Writers Workshop before nor taught in a regular 

grade-level class so was not as competent with this level of planning. By the end of the 

study, the team had come to the realization that more planning time together was needed 

and intended to come together more frequently. Linda and Pa Nhia did not work with a 

collaborating teacher during Writers Workshop and therefore planned the lessons on their 

own or occasionally with each other. 

 In addition to the PLC meetings and planning meetings, I observed one on-the-fly 

meeting. An on-the-fly meeting can be defined as a meeting that is not planned and is 

usually quite brief as teachers take advantage of the extra moments they have together 
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during the day. On-the-fly meetings might occur before children arrive in the morning, in 

the hallways during transition periods, outside on the playground during recess 

supervision, or any borrowed time when teachers are together with no instructional 

duties. Since these meetings were spontaneous, I was only able to observe one, however 

the teachers reported that they happened quite frequently during the day, especially for 

Nate because he was co-teaching all periods with three different teachers. 

 In this section I described the scheduling of PLC and planning meetings and the 

purpose of each as well as the participants and topics that were addressed in them. I also 

showed the relationship of the co-teaching structure to the meetings and highlighted the 

major meeting activities that I observed during the data collection period. Next, I move to 

a deeper examination of the processes that occur in the meetings and what comes from 

them that is related to English learners. 

Decisions That Results for English Learners 

 In the previous section, I examined the pragmatic aspects of the team’s meeting 

practices and the influence of macro-structures on their collaborative work together. In 

the next section of the paper, I address the second research question. The second question 

asks what processes occur related to teacher learning, what types of issues arise when 

thinking together about instruction for English learners during literacy instruction, and 

what instructional plans result. Figure 9 is a heuristic representation of the major thematic 

concepts derived from analysis of the data. The three major themes were learning 

processes, instructional plans and tools, and EL issues and strategies. Next, I describe 

each of these themes in turn and provide examples from the data.  
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Figure 9. Decisions that result for English learners included learning processes, EL issues 

and strategies, and instructional plans. 

 

Learning processes. Both the PLC meetings and the planning meetings 

undertaken by the first-grade team were intended to affect the instructional practices of 

teachers and improve outcomes for students. Embedded in this practice is the notion that 

thinking together is more effective than thinking alone. Yet, coming together in a 

common space--just a meeting--does not ensure learning. Rather, it is in the interaction of 

the people within that space where cognition, and thus action, can be affected. The 

teachers in this study participated in many different kinds of social learning processes. 
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Below, I share five processes that emerged from the analysis of the data set and provide 

related examples. 

 Making learning explicit. Though observed only five times in the meeting data, 

one of the ways that teachers exchanged knowledge was through the explicit conveyance 

of new knowledge. In other words, the teachers reflected on their own metacognition and 

shared that thinking with the team with phrases such as “I learned that…”. In each 

instance, the literacy coach facilitated the metacognitive sharing. He prepared a learning 

experience, such as watching a video of a teacher trainer modeling a lesson procedure, 

and then afterwards the coach asked the teachers to share one thing they learned from the 

video. For example, after examining student writing together, the literacy coach prompted 

the team to “think of one thing that you took away from the process of looking at student 

work that we did over the last three meetings and share that with the group” (literacy 

coach, PLC 3, September 25, 2012).  After some wait time, teachers took turns sharing 

their reflections on the process and their learning. 

Collaborative inquiry. During both the PLC and the planning meetings, there 

were several instances where the teachers were engaged in collaboratively figuring out a 

problem or working towards a common goal. This inquiry-based interaction was 

sometimes facilitated and other times ad hoc. Typically, a problem was presented by a 

member of the team or emerged from the conversation and one teacher would begin to 

wonder aloud about a solution or explanation. At this point, another teacher or teachers 

would join in the inquiry. Sometimes a solution would be reached and other times there 

was simply a discussion without resolution. One example of a collaborative inquiry 
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process took place when the team was working on how to implement a new unit on 

writing persuasive letters and speeches. During PLC 9 the extended group of first-grade 

teachers was working out how to begin the unit, when the question of how to incorporate 

opinion writing into a neighborhood walk arose. 

Brandi: I really liked the idea of walking around the community and 
noticing things that need to be changed. How could we make an opinion 
about that? How could we write about that? I think it would be great to 
have them just take a walk and we could just talk about these things. I 
don’t think bringing their journals is necessary, just discussion. I like that 
idea.”  

Special education teacher: Or we could even have them tell us when they 
see something and we could write it down. 

Brandi: Yeah, when we get back you mean? 

Linda: We don’t have a lot of time to do this unit and it seems like we’re 
diving in to a lot so…”  

Nate: I think we need to see how far we can go and just start building it. 
 

There is a sense that they can figure out the plan together as they share ideas and decide 

together on their approach to the unit plan. 

Publicly reflecting on personal practice. From time to time during PLC meetings 

or literacy planning meetings, representing about 20% of the total coded instances under 

the learning processes code, the teachers in the study would spontaneously share with the 

team their own reflections about how a lesson went (often when it went poorly) or puzzle 

about how to make something work better. By sharing their own reflective thinking about 

their teaching they took a learner stance and made it okay to share vulnerabilities with 

each other. This public reflection occurred equally as often in the small planning group as 
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in the larger PLC team meetings. Brandi reflected on the success of her students in 

writing persuasive letters saying, “I think it's hard, but they are doing a lot better than I 

thought they would.” When asked why she thought that was the case, she described how 

she had started with a whole-class model in which they wrote a letter to the principal 

about what they wanted changed at school. She felt that this offered the scaffolding they 

needed to be successful independently. “They seem to be getting the idea of a letter too!” 

she added (PLC 10, November 13, 2012). 

 Sharing personal practices. Sharing personal teaching practices was the most 

predominant type of learning process in the data, accounting for almost half of the sub-

codes under learning processes. In nearly every observation a teacher or teachers shared a 

successful practice from their own toolkit. Sometimes this sharing amounted to pointing 

to an artifact from a lesson and saying “I did that” to a more formal planned presentation 

of oral language teaching strategies during a PLC meeting. The study participants valued 

the process of sharing personal practices, mentioning in their interviews and during 

planning meetings that they would like more time to do so during PLC meetings. In 

Brandi’s interview she explained:  

I think that just building on somebody else’s ideas or what somebody else thinks 

that you…I’m getting different things that I’d never thought about before. 

Somebody else’s perspective is huge in how we’re teaching because you can get 

really into your rut of how you’ve done it every year and this is how it’s going to 

be. (Interview, October 2, 2012)  
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The teachers reported that sharing practices was a worthwhile process in which to engage 

during their valuable time together.  

 Sharing research or practice of others. Less than 5% of the time, the teachers 

engaged in sharing a practice learned from someone else. One example of this was during 

a discussion about how to make little books for students to use during Writers Workshop 

and one of the team members shared a practice she learned from a teacher at another 

school. Additionally, the team turned to research articles and professional books when 

searching for best practice solutions to problems. When the team was considering how to 

launch the new writing unit, Nate turned to a chapter in a professional book on the topic 

for guidance. After some discussion about how to modify the suggestion, the teachers 

planned to use the expert suggestion.  

Six-step data team meeting process. The six-step data team meeting process is  

different than the other processes I have discussed in that it was based on a specific 

protocol facilitated by the literacy coach. The “six-step process” was authored by 

educational consultants and adopted by the school district as protocol to be used for PLC 

activities (though they are sometimes called data teams rather than PLCs). According to 

the website, “what makes the Data Teams process distinctive is that we are not just 

looking at student scores, but at the combination of student results, teaching strategies, 

and leadership support” (The Leadership and Learning Center, n.d). Educators using this 

process complete the six steps in order to match instruction to students’ needs based on 

learner data. The six steps are: 1) collect and chart assessment data; 2) analyze data and 

prioritize needs; 3) set, review, and revise incremental SMART goals; 4) select common 
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instructional strategies; 5) determine results indicators; and 6) monitor plan and evaluate 

results. The first grade team accomplished one cycle over a six-week period. 

Instructional plans and tools. As outlined previously, the purpose of the 

collaborative meeting work was ultimately to improve teaching practice through 

increased teacher knowledge based in collectively-derived planning and reflection. 

Improved instruction was expected to increase student achievement outcomes. I did not 

collect comprehensive data on teachers’ instructional practices or on their students’ 

literacy achievement, however I collected a considerable amount of data on the 

instructional plans that resulted from the meetings. I have no proof that they were 

executed, but the plans themselves show footprints of the teachers’ knowledge put into 

practice and in that way provide valuable evidence to help document the knowing-doing 

gap. I concentrate particularly on the plans made for teaching literacy to English learners. 

In the following section, I focus first on the planning of Readers Workshop and then on 

Writers Workshop, as there are similarities but also differences in the approach for each. I 

present typical plans, based on the data collected. 

Readers Workshop. In this school district, elementary reading instruction is 

framed within a Readers Workshop structure. As mentioned previously, the newly 

adopted literacy curriculum plus the district expectations regarding literacy instruction 

and EL service have a tremendous influence on the planning that occurs. The materials, 

learning targets, lesson plans, and small group strategies are all provided to teachers, 

however there are still implementation issues for the team to consider based on the 

particular needs of the students in their classes and how two (or more) teachers 
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implement them together. The workshop structure outlined by the district literacy 

department depicts instruction with three main parts: mini-lesson, literacy work time, and 

sharing (Figure 10). The mini-lesson and sharing time are typically taught whole group 

and focus on grade-level standards, while the work time is for independent reading 

activities and differentiated grouping based on students’ needs.  
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Figure 10. Readers workshop graphic from district website showing the different aspects 

of the workshop and the time period. 

 

Weekly planning meetings. Nate, Pa Nhia, and Linda planned Readers Workshop 

together on Thursday afternoons for the following week. Mini-lessons were not discussed 

in the PLC meetings. Usually the plans that were made were the same in both Pa Nhia’s 
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room as in Linda’s although there were times when other activities, like a visit from 

Officer Friendly or the availability of the computer lab, threw the schedule off a bit. Each 

of the teachers had their own system of recording the plans that were made during the 

meetings. Some kept notes on a blank page while others used a pre-made planning book. 

It is important to note that the generic lesson plans were provided so the notes that the 

teachers kept were a brief summary of the lesson focus and any additional notes they 

needed about supplemental instruction or resources that would be required for the lesson. 

Figure 11 is sample of Nate’s weekly lesson plans. His plans supplement the lessons 

provided by the Mondo curriculum. He lists the learning target and language objective for 

each lesson as well as the independent work task and notes to himself.  
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Figure 11. A sample of Nate’s weekly lesson plan for Readers Workshop showing a 

learning target and language objective for each daily lesson. 
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 When the three teachers planned these daily lessons they discussed in detail the 

whole-group mini-lesson, looking closely at the lesson plan and materials. Typically, they 

referred to their experience from previous years of teaching the lesson (this is the fourth 

year of implementation) as they thought through the lesson procedures. They also 

discussed their observations of their students’ participation in similar lessons and what 

they thought would be difficult or easy for them. For example, when looking at the lesson 

objectives for a Readers Workshop lesson, Nate said, “Predictions and author's message 

together? It's too hard for students at this level.” (Planning 3, October 25, 2012)   

For each mini-lesson, the teachers wrote a learning target and a language 

objective to be displayed during the lesson, as was expected by school leadership 

personnel. The learning target was pre-determined but the teachers spent some time 

discussing the language objective. They discussed the kind of language that students 

would need in order to participate in the lesson, such as the language of expressing an 

opinion or the language of making a prediction, and then agreed upon a sentence frame 

using that language. Some of the examples of sentence frames they used were:  

“I predict ____. I was right/wrong because ____.”   

“I like ____ because ____.”  

“____ reminds me of ____.”  

Though the district EL department literature described teaching language objectives 

across word, sentence, and discourse levels and in relation to the language acquisition 

level of the students, the team focused their discussion only on the language frame 
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(sentence level). They did not discuss how to instruct the language they expected students 

to use or how to assess mastery. When talking with the classroom teachers about 

language objectives during the individual interviews, they each said that principal 

expected them to be posted and that they have used them consistently for the past two 

years. Brandi and Linda mentioned that they took a considerable amount of time to 

conceptualize language objectives last year and that much of their planning time together 

was spent figuring out what language needed to be taught during the lesson, however 

they felt that they were working more on instinct this year. The classroom teachers all 

said that their students used the language objectives written on the board to help them 

formulate sentences as they were discussing their ideas and that they encouraged the 

students to do so by modeling and pointing to the sentence frame as a scaffold. No other 

strategies for teaching the language were mentioned. In his interview, I asked Nate to 

explain whether the team’s conception of language objective as a sentence frame was 

also his understanding. He responded: 

To me, no. It can be. It can be a part of it. It’s there to help the kids and it will 

give you a certain vocabulary, a certain structure you need in order to discuss the 

academic content, but my feeling is it shouldn’t be limited to that. (Nate, 

interview, October 28, 2012) 

 PLC meetings. In addition to the weekly planning sessions, Readers Workshop 

was also discussed during many of the first-grade PLC meetings. During this time, the 

literacy coach facilitated the six-step data team meeting process as described above using 

classroom data collected on all students as part of the reading curriculum. First-grade 
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assessments included: oral language assessment, benchmark text level/comprehension, 

oral reading fluency, print concepts, phonemic awareness, letter recognition, letter-sound 

correspondence, and word knowledge. For the PLC meetings I observed, the focus was 

solely on the oral language assessment data, though the participants reported that future 

meetings would be dedicated to looking at other literacy assessment data.  

 I observed a series of six meetings based on a six-step process using the oral 

language assessment data of the students. The oral language assessment is part of the 

regular Mondo Bookshop curriculum and is administered to all first-grade students. It is a 

sentence repetition task that is meant to provide “information concerning strengths and 

weaknesses in what a student is able to listen to and understand of the complex structures 

of spoken English used by adults” (Mondo Publishing, n.d.). The first-grade team 

examined the scores of their students. The literacy coach told them that a proficiency 

level of 7/15 was expected at this time of year. They then categorized their students as 

“proficient, close to proficient, far to go but likely to become proficient, and far to go and 

not likely to become proficient within SMART goal time.” They analyzed the data and 

found that 57% of their students were proficient and that Linda’s class had stronger oral 

language skills than the other two. They also began to ask questions about the data such 

as Who are the students in the intervention group? and What errors are they making? In 

subsequent meetings they began to answer those questions though there was not a 

significant amount of time spent doing so. The team decided to focus on twelve “bubble” 

kids who were in the middle two categories. Several of these students were English 

learners. After discussing these students a bit, it was decided that the teachers needed 
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more information about the focal students’ language skills and would therefore 

administer another language assessment to them and report back to the group the 

following week, the Oral Language Acquisition Inventory (OLAI). In the next meeting, 

they compared scores and types of errors. Some common errors included: 

• Pronouns 

• Pronunciation of word endings 

• Tense 

• Plurals 

• Possessives 

• Prepositions 

• Word order 

With the help of the literacy coach, the team agreed upon a SMART goal:  “Increase the 

total number of students from 20% who have mastery of level 1 and 2 sentences on the 

OLAI to 60% by November, 20, 2012” (PLC 6, October 16, 2012). 

 In contrast to the active and results-oriented discussion of common student errors, 

the conversations about teaching strategies were somewhat less lively. Over the course of 

several meetings, the EL newcomer teacher and the speech specialist shared some 

practices they had used for developing oral language. The other team members listened 

intently and asked questions about the implementation of the practices. They appeared 

interested in putting new ideas into practice but did not make plans to do so. In addition, 

the literacy coach presented a video of a teacher trainer implementing a small group oral 

language protocol during PLC 7 and asked the teachers to notice what strategies he used. 
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This particular discussion was very strained with a considerable amount of uncomfortable 

wait time. During the six-step process, teachers are typically asked to select a common 

instructional strategy that they will all put into practice with their students, however the 

team did not discuss a common practice or commit to an instructional plan. When I later 

asked about how the six-step process facilitated their classroom instruction, the first 

grade teachers each stated that it helped them to focus on particular students and to notice 

their language use more. They did not, however, mention that they made changes in their 

instructional practice.  

 In the final meetings of the six-step process (PLC 11, November 20, 2012), the 

teachers examined the oral language assessment data they had administered six weeks 

after beginning the process. They shared the scores of their twelve bubble students to 

determine if they had met their goal. The teachers had hoped to increase the percentage of 

students who mastered the first two levels of the assessment from 20% to 60%; their 

results indicated that 50% of the students did reach level 3 therefore they did not meet 

their initial goal. They discussed “what went well” and determined that it was positive 

that all of the students did increase their scores and that six of them had achieved mastery 

of the first two levels on the OLAI assessment. They also considered what was 

challenging and stated that they were frustrated that students were still making the same 

errors they had seen earlier, such as using incorrect pronouns, tenses, and plurals. They 

felt that these language skills should be taught more explicitly within the reading 

curriculum, but seemed to separate that understanding from their own agency to make 

such a change. They felt that literacy curriculum did not allow them to make adaptations 



 

 94 

to the oral language instructional protocol and they did not know how else to teach these 

skills during the day. 

Writers Workshop. Unlike Readers Workshop, there were fewer policy influences 

on the planning of Writers Workshop for the team. All teachers were expected to use the 

workshop approach, whether taught by the classroom teacher individually or with a 

collaborative teaching partner. District curriculum leaders had previously determined 

which writing units would be completed in which grade levels and provided a calendar of 

roughly when each writing unit would be taught. They developed and distributed writing 

units with model lessons, a sample unit plan, and a list of useful resources; however there 

was neither a day-to-day pacing guide nor detailed lesson plans. The first-grade teachers 

felt that they had more freedom to adapt the unit to their own classrooms and, in fact, the 

literacy coach expected instructional scaffolding based on the students’ language and 

writing skills.  

Writing was addressed in five of the ten PLC meetings I observed. The team 

began the school year by examining the writing of the students in their classrooms as 

compared to an end-of-unit rubric provided in the curriculum. One teacher would choose 

a piece of writing to share with the group and make copies for all in attendance for group 

analysis. They would each share something they noticed about the writing sample, 

sometimes in a round-robin fashion and other times in a more naturalistic conversational 

mode. Several times during these conversations, Nate pointed out particular language 

issues related to second language learning and asked questions to encourage a 
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conversation on this focus. One example of this was when Linda shared a writing sample 

of one of her English learners during the first PLC meeting, Figure 12. 

 

Figure 12. Student writing sample that Nate was referring to when he noticed language 

conventions during the PLC meeting. 
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The student had written, “I go fishing with my mom dad and my sisters.” While others 

noticed the complete sentence and that the words matched the pictures, Nate noted that 

she used –ing and plural -s tense and that it was written in the present tense. This led him 

to further questions.  

It looks very perfect and so my wondering was, because all the sounds are 

represented and the sight words are correct and everything is perfect, if the 

writing was done from memory? There are no invented spelling or other strategies 

used. I would want to know more about this student—if she’s willing to take a 

risk or if she’s being safe with staying around the known. (Nate, PLC 1, 

September 11, 2012) 

A few months into the semester, the PLC meetings on the topic of writing focused 

more on planning and implementing the new writing unit. The topic was driven by the 

teachers’ need for support and work time rather than a learning experience facilitated by 

the literacy coach. The plans that resulted from these meetings focused on building 

background experiences and scaffolding for the students to be successful at creating 

persuasive writing and speaking. The following dialogue from PLC 9 (November 6, 

2012) between the teachers illustrates how they came to a collective understanding about 

the language involved in the persuasive genre and how to make those language forms 

accessible for children. 

Nate: This is really getting a little bit into grammar, but I started thinking 
about how would you say that—the what and the why. And this is what I 
think. It’s a conditional. It’s if. You know, “if we had lollipops in school 
we would”… There’s a would. 
 
Brandi: Could it be if/then?  
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[Brandi asks Nick for another example to help her understand and he 
provides one.] 
 
Brandi: So, if I had my own room at home, I would sleep better.”  
 
Nate: Yeah. 
 
Brandi: To me, that sounds really hard. 
 
Nate: Is it confusing? 
 
Linda: I get it but I don’t know if that’s where we want to go. I don’t want 
them to say it like that. I want them to have a good reason. 
 

The teachers collectively decided on the language structures they wanted the students to 

use as part of the writing unit. Embedded language structures may not have been a topic 

of conversation had Nate not been a part of these conversations.  

Planning tools. The team used material tools during their planning meetings that 

engendered particular activities and shaped teacher learning. The tools they used 

represented functions imposed by macro-structural influences, such as curricula or 

templates. There were also tools derived formatively as a part of their teaching practices 

like informal note-taking or schedule organizers used to help put plans into action. In 

observations of the PLC and reading planning meetings, I noted the teachers’ use of tools 

as part of their planning processes. I was particularly interested in the role of learner data 

as a tool and how the data informed the plans that resulted. Table 10 shows the types of 

learner data the team used and the number of times I observed their use during the study. 

I describe them in detail below. 
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Table 10 
Instances of the Use of Learner Data 
Type of learner data shared by teachers Number of times observed 

Informal observation of student behavior 24 

Observational notes 3 

Student work 14 

Classroom-based literacy assessments 22 

Large-scale assessments 4 

 

The table shows the range of learner data used by the first-grade team. The 

teachers on the team used their own observations of the students in their classrooms 

throughout the planning meetings, both in the form of informal story-telling about what 

happened in class and as more formal written notes or checklists. These data were often 

used to demonstrate a link to instructional practice. For example, during a conversation 

about the day’s lesson during a reading planning meeting, Nate noted, “One thing I 

noticed was that the group I was with today in your room (Pa Nhia’s) were giving me 

one-word answers” (February 6, 2013). In their interviews, the team members also 

described some of their observational note-taking practices and how they used that 

information to guide their instructional decisions. Brandi described her process for 

Writers Workshop: 

It’s just dating it and writing down some things that you noticed or things 

that you need to work on. I think it’s going to help us when we’re going 

back. We haven’t really done a very good job of digging into this, like 
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what’s the next steps with this, but I think that’s where we were hoping to 

go with it. It does help me with report cards, I have to say. But I think in 

my world, my magical world of what’s going to happen, we’ll actually 

discuss what we’re writing and talking about, but mostly it’s helping me 

keep track of who I’m meeting with. It’s really helping me see which kids 

I keep targeting. (February 10, 2013) 

Brandi alludes to a concern with the use of observational data that came up again 

in the interviews with Nate and Pa Nhia. Though the teachers collected observational 

data, they didn’t have an established practice of using that data to guide instruction. This 

led them to question whether the data collection was really worth their time. During his 

interview Nate asked, “And really, what are we doing with that data? …you know, PLCs 

are supposed to be guiding the instruction, but we haven’t had time to sit down and get 

that together.”  He showed me a binder of hand-written lessons using a template provided 

by the EL department for Readers Workshop planning called the ELD Focus Sheet.  

So this, this is mine that I keep and in a way it’s good because I have a record. I 

mean, it helps me focus on what I’m going to do, the materials, and my lesson 

focus, and my language objective, and then we would put who I’ve seen and what 

days, and you know, if they could get it or if they couldn’t and then sometimes I 

keep some notes there. (Nate, October 26, 2012)  

The lessons included a place for the names of the students receiving the small 

group instruction and whether they mastered the concept or not as well as a small box for 

observational notes. When asked how the observational data is used, Nate also says that it 
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is something he would like to be better at using, but for now it is mostly an accountability 

piece. “Administrators want to see you doing this when they walk in the room” (October 

28, 2012).  

In addition to the use of observational data as a planning tool, I observed teachers 

using the reading and writing curricula in PLC and planning meetings. The curricula 

seemed to be the starting point for much of the collaborative planning undertaken by the 

team, particularly in planning for Writers Workshop and for the planning of daily mini-

lessons in Readers Workshop. The other starting point was student assessment data and 

rubrics of student writing. In the six-step data team meeting process, the first step was to 

examine student assessment data. At the beginning of the year, they also used standards-

based rubrics to look at student writing in order to determine what skills needed to be 

taught.  

A final tool I observed was the use of large-scale assessment data. The teachers 

did not mention state accountability tests, most likely because first graders do not 

participate in them for another two years. However, beginning in kindergarten, all of the 

students in the state who are considered Limited English Proficient do participate in an 

English Proficiency Assessment of reading, writing, listening, and speaking called the 

Access assessment. It is given annually in states that are members of the WIDA 

consortium to monitor students' progress in acquiring academic English (WIDA, n.d.)As 

a result of this assessment, students are given a holistic language score from one 

(beginner) to six (advanced), as well as separate scores for each of the language 

modalities. The ACCESS assessment scores were mentioned only by Nate, the EL 
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teacher. He used the students’ scores as a measure of their overall language proficiency. 

For example, in one instance, he mentioned a student’s level in relation to her writing 

sample. Nate also used the ACCESS scores of each student to develop his schedule by 

allocating relatively more time to classes with the lower proficiency students. 

Additionally, he used the scores to group students and guide ELD instruction during 

Readers Workshop. He grouped students with like scores together and planned language 

instruction based on each group’s needs.  

In answer to the second research question, I have described the learning processes 

the team members participated in and how they plan readers and writers workshop 

lessons for English learners. I have also explained how the teachers used different types 

of learner data to design their instructional plans. A final theme I focus on is the specific 

issues that arise 

Issues and Strategies for English Learners 

 The focus of the current study is on how teachers work together to meet the needs 

of English learners during literacy. In this section I present many instructional issues 

related to English learners that the team faced in the course of their classroom planning. 

Many of these issues were merely mentioned by the teachers during meetings and 

interviews while others were recurring themes in the stories the teachers told about their 

practice. Also, I present data on the ways that teachers modify and supplement 

instructional plans to support the acceleration of students’ English learning. In the 

following section, I describe the issues and strategies that emerged from the observational 

data and teacher interviews and show how they interconnect. 
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 English learner issues. Several issues surrounding the education of English 

learners surfaced in the data, including language difficulties, building background 

knowledge, and socio-emotional needs. Some of the important issues related to English 

learners have been described previously in other sections of the paper. For example, the 

most common code in the data set was ascribed to issues of language related to literacy. 

Language issues and difficulties were mentioned in eight of the ten PLC meetings and by 

all of the teachers in their interviews. Language was key in both learning strands taken up 

by the PLC team during data collection—the six-step data team process related to oral 

language and the study of student writing and development of the persuasive writing unit. 

I have previously described how language was discussed during these processes (e.g., 

PLC meetings, p. 27). In the instances I observed, the teachers typically compared the 

students’ performance to standard English and noted the errors or challenges faced by 

English learners. Language in these contexts includes phonology, vocabulary, syntax, 

conventions, and discourse. Some of the conversation around language also focused on 

the students who were receiving special services for language delays, including some 

English learners. 

 Besides language, other concerns were raised involving literacy instruction with 

English learners. For one, there were a few references to the role of students’ background 

knowledge and the importance of providing instruction to build the background 

knowledge necessary for students to understand the texts they were reading. Pa Nhia 

described in her interview how a mismatch of background knowledge and text could 

cause confusion for her students:  
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We started Signs of Spring. It was really hard for them to understand what 

signs are. When we talk about signs of spring all they can think of is the 

stop signs. This is what they think—there’s going to be a big sign that says 

spring on it. I wish we could have more lenient ways to build that 

background knowledge before we dive in to that story, which we don’t 

have. They’ll go like, you can be off by one of two days but sometimes it 

takes 3-5 days just to build that background knowledge. (November 2, 

2012) 

She goes on to describe how challenging it is for her to stay on pace with the expectations 

of the district in regards to the reading curriculum when her students don’t have the 

language necessary to comprehend the text. She would like to spend more time than 

allowed building their schema and pre-teaching vocabulary.  

 Participants also mentioned the socio-emotional needs of English-learning 

students, especially those who have recently arrived in the United States. Both Pa Nhia 

and Linda told stories of how important it was for their students to feel a part of the 

classroom community. For them the students’ school success was linked to their “fitting 

in” and was central to their curriculum. 

Last year I had a few (students) who were non (English) speakers, like one 

girl who’s just like my boy this year, and she…I just think the success of 

her, just the comfort she felt after, you know, the full year, and how much 

her language developed the whole year, and just her whole personality is 

just so large—it just got really great. I just remember telling my principal, 
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that’s what it’s all about. I mean, this Mondo stuff is not important… 

(Linda, October 26, 2012) 

 

Nate, the EL teacher, also mentioned the students’ growing confidence throughout the 

year and their improved academic scores as a result.  

 In summary, the key issues that arose related to English learners were language 

difficulties, background knowledge, and socio-emotional needs of students. Next I look at 

how the teachers put specific support strategies for English learners into their plans. 

 English learner strategies. Several strategies were used by the teachers in order 

to support English learners including scaffolding, identifying language objectives, 

promoting student talk, and co-teaching. In the team meetings and the interviews, study 

participants discussed strategies and approaches for instruction of English learners during 

literacy periods. An instructional strategy is not necessarily a named procedure, but 

instead an approach or a plan to support the specific needs of the students. I explain the 

strategies below with illustrations from the data. Additional strategies cited in the data set 

less frequently were using the students’ first language (Hmong) to clarify difficult ideas 

and providing visual supports, such as photos or realia. 

 Scaffolding. Though they did not typically use the term “scaffolding,” the team 

often considered how to modify their instruction to make it accessible for English 

learners. This work did not fall solely to the EL teacher as the specialist, but rather was 

the work of the general education teachers, the extended first grade team, and the literacy 

coach. The fact that everyone was responsible for supporting English learners’ 
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comprehension of and participation in classroom activities was never questioned. For 

example, when planning the new unit for Writers Workshop, the team discussed the 

importance of allowing students to tell their ideas orally before writing them as a way to 

show that they understand the genre even if their writing lagged behind their oral 

language. Also, during Writers Workshop, the teachers often used a model of their own 

writing using a think aloud to help students understand how to approach the writing. 

During the lesson I observed, Nate illustrated a personal story on a piece of chart paper. 

With the students, he then added writing to the illustration and shared how to combine 

two ideas into one sentence using “and.” During her interview, Linda shared that she was  

at times uneasy about how much scaffolding to provide for students, saying that she felt 

that she was “spoon-feeding” them sometimes by continually prompting them to include 

features in their writing. Pa Nhia, on the other hand, expressed the desire to slow down 

for the English learners so that she could break down concepts more. She shared, for 

example, that in a lesson on comparison she introduced only the concept and vocabulary 

of “same,” rather than “same and different” as the lesson suggested, because she felt that 

her students needed more time to master the concept before adding the idea of difference. 

 Different strategies for scaffolding were embedded in the instruction of Readers 

Workshop. For example, the workshop model is designed to differentiate instruction 

based on the students’ needs and to gradually release reading activities so that students 

can participate in them independently. Other instances of scaffolding include using a 

Venn diagram to support students’ understanding of comparison, helping students who 

were not yet able to complete class work independently, and re-teaching lesson objectives 
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using different material. The scaffolds described were intended to support the learning of 

all students but may offer essential support for new language learners. Nate took the 

notion of scaffolding for English learners to a new level during his D instruction. He 

planned differentiated supports, materials, and expectations for EL students based on 

their WIDA language proficiency level.  

What I have done is always try to take that (Readers Workshop lesson) focus and 

get my kids somewhere on a spectrum of that focus. My level fours that I have, 

because of the data that I’m keeping, I know that they will be able to do that 

grade-level content. Level threes sometimes will need support. They are close but 

they might need a little support or practice on it. And twos definitely need to be 

scaffolded. This is why I have such a large book collection because I scaffold my 

materials and what I do in the focus…so as close as I can get them to that goal. 

(Nate, interview, October 28, 2012) 

 Identifying language objectives. The first grade teachers’ regular practice 

included a focus on language objectives. Their conception of language objectives, 

however, seemed discrepant from the district’s notion. For this team, teaching a language 

objective meant that they would determine a language structure related to the learning 

target for the lesson that the students needed in order to participate in the lesson. The 

teacher then wrote the sentence starter on a sentence strip or on the board for the students 

to access during a lesson. When I asked the teachers about this teaching strategy they 

reported that it helped their students to have the written language as a resource for 

communicating ideas. This resource was available to all students, not only English 
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learners, and was used by all according to the classroom teachers. Again, Nate reported 

that the practice of identifying and posting language objectives was supportive but also 

fraught with complexity.  

I think that’s the difficulty, we have all these learning targets and language 

objectives and everything like that, I think it’s so confusing for our kids. We 

struggle with it as teachers. I think it’s too much information and sometimes… I 

don’t know if it’s because I’m an EL teacher …sometimes I can’t see the forest 

for the trees because it’s all language. It’s all language. And then what I see 

happening is that language is sort of reduced to a sentence starter or stem or 

something like that. (Nate, interview, October 28, 2012)  

Nate pointed out that language learning is interlaced with literacy learning and that 

perhaps the narrow conception of a language objective was not accelerating student 

language acquisition as hoped. 

 Promoting student talk. Two of the teachers on the team mentioned the 

importance of building time for students to talk together into literacy instruction. Nick 

noted that there was little time for, what he called, “authentic conversation around a 

topic” during the school day and that he hoped to bring that into the curriculum. Pa Nhia 

also expressed this concern: 

I feel like…it’s not enough time for them to just interact … Students learn best by 

helping each other and learning from each other and talking to each other and I 

feel like I haven’t been doing a lot of those because of the time constraints… 

(November 2, 2012) 
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They both mentioned using partner sharing protocols, such as turn-and-talk, as well as 

incorporating small group settings in which the students may feel more comfortable to 

take risks and speak in English than in the whole group setting. 

Co-teaching. The first-grade teachers considered co-teaching an integral part of 

meeting the needs of their English language learners during literacy instruction. In the 

context of this team, co-teaching referred to the partner relationship between Nate (EL 

teacher) and each first-grade teacher. Nate served students in all three rooms and 

designed his schedule in order to co-teach an entire literacy block (Writers or Readers 

Workshop) in each classroom. For the rest of the day, he supported students in the three 

rooms during other content areas, such as math or skills.  

As part of their co-teaching relationship, Nate and the classroom teachers 

participated in planning, instruction, assessment, and reflection together. The planning 

structures I observed in this study- the PLC and Readers Workshop planning meeting- 

included teams of teachers, yet co-teaching partners also planned together, often 

informally in the classroom during the school day. The teachers stated that on-the-fly 

planning and touching base during the class period allowed them to be flexible based on 

what happened in the moment. They explained that having a trusted co-teacher made this 

possible. Nate described this phenomenon during the group interview. 

Sometimes it just happens different (than you planned). And I think for 

me, when I walk into the room, and I think for all of us, we know that it’s 

both of us together and it’s almost like a safety net. No matter what we 

plan, and I’ve heard that some teams are planning three weeks out which 
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is just ridiculous because when it comes down to it, more often than not, it 

does not turn out the way that you think it was going to turn out. And I 

know that we have enough flexibility. We’re there to help each other turn 

it around …wherever it goes. So I don’t have anxiety about that like I 

might have if I was doing something by myself. (December 20, 2012) 

 Co-teaching looked similar in each of the classrooms that I observed. Nate and the 

general education teacher taught the whole group mini-lesson together and then during 

work time, they either worked with individuals or small groups. Both teachers facilitated 

the sharing of student work and ideas at the end of the workshop period. When the 

teachers were teaching together, both were at the front of the group and taking turns with 

instruction. For example, Pa Nhia and Nate co-taught a lesson on making comparisons 

during reading. Pa Nhia read a big book aloud, page by page, stopping to let the students 

turn and talk about similarities they see on the pages that were just read. Then Nate 

elicited responses from students while Pa Nhia scribed them on a t-chart representing 

similarities and differences. Next, Nate gathered little books for partnerships of children 

to use during independent reading while Pa Nhia described their task and modeled it for 

the students. After a quick side conversation with Nate about how to pair the students, Pa 

Nhia sent the children off to their work spaces and Nate handed out books. This example 

highlights how the two teachers have important roles during the mini-lesson, rather than a 

superior and subordinate relationship. It also illustrates some of the many advantages to 

having two teachers conducting a well-planned lesson. 
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 The first-grade teachers recognized several benefits of co-teaching. For teachers, 

co-teaching resulted in: 

• a “safety net” in the classroom if something should go astray in a lesson 

• a lighter work load due to shared accountability 

• knowing their students better because of the opportunity to observe them while 

the co-teacher was leading the lesson and greater opportunity for contact during 

small groups 

• learning new teaching strategies and activities from the other teacher 

These benefits had the effect of improving their daily work life and increasing their sense 

of professionalism. The data also highlighted the following results of co-teaching that are 

beneficial for English language learning students: 

• students have access to more resources 

• students experience more focused teacher time due to reduced teacher to student 

ratio 

• improved instruction because it is modified for English learners with the expertise 

of two professionals 

• lessons are more engaging with two presenters 

My second research question asked what resulted from the planning meetings for 

English learning students. I found that the meetings involved a variety of collaborative 

learning and planning processes. The data also revealed that the meetings served as an 

arena for addressing some issues and learning strategies specific to language learners and 

literacy. Now I will turn to the findings of the third research question. 
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Teachers Perceptions of Collaborative Planning 

 My first two research questions examined the structures and practices of a first-

grade team’s planning meetings as well as the outcomes of their planning for English 

learners. The third research question addresses how the teachers perceive their work 

together. I sought to gain a deeper understanding not only of what was happening but also 

how the teachers made sense of their experiences. The data from individual and group 

interviews add dimensionality to the observational data. The teachers’ perceptions begin 

to connect the dots between the planning and what is implemented in the classroom, 

particularly when and when their beliefs are in contrast to what is expected of them. 

 In the following sections I describe key perceptions of the teachers that I derived 

through inductive analysis of the interview data. In the individual interviews, each 

teacher was asked the same core set of questions, though the conversations were 

expanded based on the teachers’ responses. As I discuss teachers’ perceptions, I first 

present their commonalities and then turn to any individual differences or nuances 

amongst team members. Overall, the general education first grade teachers seemed to 

convey very similar attitudes and perceptions, however the EL specialist at times held a 

unique perspective. In the group interview, there was little to no disagreement 

communicated amongst the team. The teachers agreed with, supported, and added on to 

the ideas of others with head-nodding and laughter. If there was a contrasting opinion, it 

was not stated during the interview. 

Meaningful “face time”. Each of the teachers on the first-grade team expressed 

discontent with the PLC meetings. Their concerns seemed to be centered on the six-step 
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data team meeting process. The six-step process was facilitated in the meeting by the 

literacy coach who was, in turn, enacting a policy expectation of the school principal, the 

principal’s supervisor, and ultimately the superintendent of schools. To the teachers, it 

simply did not feel like a meaningful learning or planning experience. As Linda stated, 

“We just feel there’s other ways to use our time, but we do it because we’re supposed to” 

(interview, October 26, 2012). 

 The team members placed a high value on the time they had together. Brandi 

declared in the group interview, “I think it’s a must to get face time with everybody.”  

They did not seem resentful that there was an expectation to meet--in fact, they never 

disparaged the time spent together. Rather, they wished for the PLC meeting to be “more 

driven by us and our wants and our needs,” according to Nate. Midway through the six-

step process around the oral language assessment that I documented in this study, the 

team’s discontent was palpable. During the seventh PLC meeting the literacy coach 

showed teachers a training video and asked, “What could we incorporate (from the video) 

in our lessons to help our students?” The team responded with silence. They did not make 

eye-contact with each other or the coach. The coach waited for over one minute, yet there 

was no response until the awkward silence was finally broken by one of the special 

educators saying, “I can’t handle the silence” and shared an answer. After the meeting, 

the issue seemed to come to a head amongst the team members. As Brandi explained, it 

was not only the process but also the particular subject of their inquiry—oral language.  

If you can’t sense, I’m having a real PLC issue. I just think that there’s so 

little opportunity for us all to be together, all these experts in one room, all 
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these people who can bring a ton to the table. And I think we’re really 

doing a disservice to our PLC. Nothing against (the literacy coach) or our 

team, it just feels like a big waste of time right now. If I have to look at the 

oral language scores one more time, I feel like I’m going to slash my 

throat. … It feels like it’s very strict and mandated right now. It’s very 

much what the district, I assume, is coming back to our coaches and 

principal saying our oral language scores are junk--you need to be 

focusing on these during your PLC time. And I think it’s fine, but I don’t 

think it’s fine every week. It’s like, let’s look at this for a couple PLC 

sessions and then move on. If we’re going to meet together every 

week…awesome. Let’s get some things going about what we really want 

to do. (interview, November 2, 2012) 

At this point, Brandi took her concerns to the literacy coach. By the end of the six-step 

process focused on oral language, the last meeting I observed, the coach had met with the 

leadership team of the school and they had determined a new approach to examining 

student data during PLC meetings which would focus on a few students across data 

points rather than on several students’ scores on one assessment. 

 When I asked the teachers what they thought would be a more valuable use of 

their time during PLC meetings, they said that they would like to have more collaborative 

planning time. The PLC meetings that focused on the new Writers Workshop unit came 

at the request of the teachers. The literacy coach said that he set aside the six step process 

so that the teachers could engage in the unit planning instead. The teachers also reported 
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that they would appreciate time to create checklists and rubrics together to use for 

informal classroom assessment.  

In addition to collaborative planning, the general education teachers cited the 

importance of learning new practices from the other specialists on the team. Linda said 

that she would really like to know what is going on in the other classrooms in terms of 

their collaboration with the special education teachers. She felt that her students may also 

benefit from using the strategies that are being employed yet she was not able to 

implement them because they did not have time to share these ideas. Additionally, Pa 

Nhia, as the least experienced teacher on the team, stated that she would like to receive 

more help and support during the PLC meetings. “We’re talking about things that we 

can’t even plan together as a team. Why can’t we talk about things like we need help?”  

She particularly cited implementation of the writing curriculum as an area where she 

needed support that she wasn’t receiving.  

We looked at the student writing in PLC, but I feel like it wasn’t enough 

direction on how we could do more. How we could…guide us to use this 

new curriculum. To help us, okay, what if we have kids who don’t want to 

write or who want to write more? Yes, we did look at the writing, but we 

weren’t given any extra support, like in reading. Like (the literacy coach) 

came and observed me and came up with a couple points that I need to 

work on, but there’s no feedback on what I need to do with it. There’s no 

direction on what is the next step. How do I go about doing that? There’s 

no feedback. No support in that. Okay, you’re not doing that or that, okay 
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so support me. How am I supposed to do that? (interview, November 2, 

2012) 

 
 In sum, the teachers’ perceptions of the PLC meetings were complex. On the one 

hand the valued the time provided for them to meet together however they were 

dissatisfied by the processes they were undertaking within the meeting. They agreed that 

the meetings should be based on the needs of the teachers in regards to their students and 

curricular problems rather than on the expectations of district personnel and prescribed 

six-step process. In the next section I will describe another theme that surfaced in the 

data—the importance of useful and trustworthy learner data. 

Useful assessments and data. The first-grade teachers placed a high value on 

assessment and informal data that helped them to plan their classroom instruction. On the 

other hand, they did not mince words when it came to data that did not earn their respect. 

Having an understanding of the teachers’ perceptions in relation to data and assessment 

within the context of this study is important because it formed the basis of how they 

approached their work together and their instructional planning. First, I detail data the 

team found useful and how it informed their instruction. Next, I share the team members’ 

thoughts on the assessment data that they did not value or put to use in significant ways. 

 During the group interview, the team members were asked what data they found 

helpful to them when planning literacy instruction. In response, they stated that the some 

assessments were useful and described how they used them. Table 11 describes the data 

they perceived as useful and quotes from the teachers about how they use that data. 

 



 

 116 

Table 11 
Literacy Data Perceived as Useful by the Teachers 
Data perceived as useful How it is used 
Anecdotal notes taken during guided 
reading 
 

“What strategies are you looking for” 
“Who’s getting it each time” 

Informal running records of independent 
reading books 
 

“I can see the progress they’ve made since 
September.” 

Mondo Bookshop assessment battery 
given to each student 3x per year: 
letter sound, letter recognition, phonemic 
awareness, nonsense word fluency, word 
knowledge, print concepts, oral reading 
with comprehension 
 

“They are going to show progress, or they 
are going to show us what they’ve learned 
from the beginning of the year.” 
Grouping students during literacy work time. 

Progress monitoring notes on lesson 
focus sheets  

“Thinking through and making sure I have 
focused instruction and as far as if they got it 
or not.” 
 

Collaboratively designed writing rubrics 
aligned with the standards and used to 
evaluate student writing samples 
 

“It gave me a picture of the whole class--that 
really got me in a frame of mind of what do 
we need and where do we need to go.” 

Data recorded on observational checklists 
during lessons (e.g. can produce a 
rhyming word, participates in turn and 
talk during mini-lesson) 

“I really didn’t know that that many kids 
didn’t get rhyming words, but when I saw it 
on that grid, that really made it real for me 
where I don’t think I would have had that 
kind of an awareness.” 
“Even for conferences I can show parents 
how much so and so participates.” 
“Or (noticing) this kid participates all the 
time and now he’s not, so maybe something 
is going on…” 

 

The chart represents various types of data and assessment, beyond the literacy assessment 

data typically used during the six-step data team process. The teachers assign significance 

to assessments that provide them with information about individual students as well as 

class-wide information. They use these types of data for a number of purposes, but 
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mostly for their own classrooms and to share with parents. Brandi summed up the 

importance of purposeful classroom data for teachers:   

You’re writing down things that are helping YOU, that make sense for YOU. I’d 

say any time it’s stuff for you and not to please somebody else or not that 

somebody is going to come in and catch you--It’s stuff that you’re going to be 

able to reflect on. I mean, we can collect data all day long but if we’re not finding 

any time to look at it or analyze it or use it for something—what’s the point? It’s 

pointless. (November 1, 2012) 

 The teachers had much to say about “pointless” data in addition to what they 

considered useful data. First, they were quick to assign the “pointless” label to the data 

derived from the oral language assessment used as part of the Mondo assessment battery. 

The data collection period of the current study encompassed only one cycle of the six-

step data process, which was focused on the fall scores of the students on the oral 

language assessment, so it figured prominently in my dataset. Other assessment data was 

discussed, such as letter-sound correspondence and instructional reading level, in 

interviews but I did not observe it in use. As I mentioned previously, the first-grade 

teachers were resistant to learning experiences focused on oral language. This resistance 

stemmed from disapproval of the assessment and seeped into all aspects of related 

practice. The disrespect for the assessment was expressed through sour facial expressions 

and eye rolling in the PLC meetings as well as direct quotations stating that they didn’t 

like it and “it drives them crazy.” 
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 The teachers’ apprehensions about the oral language assessment show what they 

value about assessment data in general. Their concerns with the measure, as expressed 

during meetings and interviews included: 

• not a valid test of language, instead it is just a “memory task” 

• not a valid assessment for students who have trouble paying attention to aural 

stimulus 

• not a valid assessment since only 47% of students in the district are at standard 

• not fair to EL students because they have dialectical differences that prohibit them 

from showing mastery 

• doesn’t help guide instruction because it doesn’t tell enough about the types of 

errors the student makes 

• scoring is unfair because minute errors are weighted the same as more significant 

ones 

• not kind to newcomer EL students because it is too difficult and makes them feel 

stupid 

• doesn’t show how far students have come, only shows them as below expectation 

• “punishes” students who score lower on the oral language assessment by holding 

them back in guided reading level 

• scores are misleading when reported to parents 

• don’t believe that students or even EL adults can achieve mastery on the 

assessment (distrust the norming data provided by Mondo) 
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Nate shared a slightly different opinion about the oral language assessment data 

than the classroom teachers. His concern was in how the data were used. The team 

looked at the scores and set a smart goal to raise the scores of some of the students who 

had not met the benchmark, yet Nate’s comment during the meeting was that it would be 

really interesting to know who those kids are and what errors they made. When asked to 

elaborate about why this was important, he explained: 

I wanted to know if we’re talking about EL kids; I wanted to get a clearer picture 

of what could be behind their struggles for language. If they’re EL or non-EL, 

what language group, …what are the possible miscues. I want more information 

so that, if I was doing it I could very strategically go in and try to address what I 

see. (October 26, 2012) 

Beyond wanting to know more about the students, he also questioned the use of 

oral language assessment data as part of a six-week PLC with the implication that 

students can or should make great improvements in such a short period of time. 

We know that language acquisition is a long-term process and 

sometimes they can appear to have something and then it’s not secure, … 

I’ve studied many languages and I can’t tell you how long I just sat and 

listened to sounds. And I feel like we don’t allow for that, it’s hurry up 

and catch up to grade level and we are really asking a lot of students. I’m 

comfortable with the ambiguity of language acquisition and the time it 

takes, and that’s NOT where schools are at. (Nate, interview, October 26, 

2012) 
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 In addition to the oral language assessment data, large-scale assessment data also 

appeared to be devalued by the team. Because first graders do not participate in state-

wide testing, there was no mention of these assessments or related goals. The only other 

large-scale assessment taken by students beginning in kindergarten was the WIDA 

ACCESS assessment. The results of the ACCESS were never discussed or referenced 

during the PLC or planning meetings, except for an occasional reference to a student by 

their level, usually by Nate. Nate also said that the classroom teachers do not have any 

training or experience with the assessment or the scores. He shares the ACCESS levels 

with them at the beginning of the year but says that it is otherwise not used. 

Flexibility in curriculum. The elementary teachers in the school district were in 

the fourth year of implementation of a new reading curriculum. The curriculum provided 

literacy assessments, reading materials, lesson plans, and a prescribed sequence and 

schedule of lesson objectives. The first-grade teachers in the current study had much to 

say about the effect of the strict curricular expectations on their teaching practices and the 

ways that these expectations adversely affected their English-learning students. The 

classroom teachers each expressed their discontent with the lack of teacher autonomy and 

agency in regards to matching their curriculum and instruction to the needs of the 

students in their classrooms. Pa Nhia described it this way in her interview: 

I feel like my hands are tied. I feel like I’m so bound that I can’t move out 

of my space. 

Amy: Tell me more, what do you feel bound by?  
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Just the curriculum. It’s so straight. Do this, do this and do this and then be 

done. So when I look at my low kids, I’m like, they need more practice 

with it. They need to move around. They need to do more partner work. 

They need to be able to sit on the floor and move around and do things and 

experiment and talk with their partners. And I feel like we can’t. There’s 

just not enough time. (interview, November 2, 2012) 

Much of teachers’ frustration was expressed as a lack of time. They felt that the 

curriculum pushed them forward more quickly than they would like to go. Brandi, for 

example described a lesson involving The Three Little Pigs. In the lesson, there was an 

expectation that the students would already be knowledgeable about the story, yet many 

of her students who were new immigrants to the United States were not. She felt that she 

had to take “five steps back” to fill in that gap in order for her students to be able to 

participate in the required lesson, yet she was not allowed to vary from the lesson pacing 

guide. Instead, she tried to cram in a basic intro and continued on but felt that her 

students did not fully comprehend the lesson. She concluded, “I think when you’re trying 

to follow a curriculum that’s designed for your kids, it’s not designed for your kids, if 

that makes sense” (November 1, 2012). 

 Because of the pressures on the teachers to comply with the expectations of the 

curriculum, they were often taking a subversive stance as they quietly made small 

modifications to their instructional plans. For example, when they took a “day off” near 

Halloween to do a creepy craft project, it was kept “on the down low.” And though they 

mentioned that the principal wouldn’t like it, they felt it was worth the risk. Other times it 
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was worth the risk was when they chose not to teach the sanctioned lessons (such as 

teaching only four of the five lessons on one book) or when they modified the lesson 

procedures. One example of modification was re-teaching the same lesson objective for 

two days in a row rather than moving on to another focus. In her interview Linda 

described the importance of repetition and embedded redundancies for students to gain a 

new skill, “Kids need repeated stuff and then they’ll get it. But if they’re not paying 

attention one day you’ve got to repeat, repeat, repeat, and the Mondo pacing guide is so 

fast that we feel they’re really missing out on it” (October 26, 2012). This notion of 

slowing down the curriculum recurred in all of the interviews. 

 Near the end of my data collection period, the teachers attended a training session 

delivered by district personnel and their literacy coaches on the topic of co-teaching 

during Readers Workshop. In that session, the trainers modeled a lesson that used reading 

materials and lesson procedures beyond the Mondo lesson plan. The teachers took this as 

a new license to modify the curriculum more freely than they had in the past. They were 

quite exuberant about the possibilities this new freedom afforded them. In the final group 

interview, I asked participants to share an example of a collaborative planning practice 

that affected implementation at the classroom level. The teachers had the following 

discussion about their newfound autonomy:  

 
Brandi: The only thing I can think of is that last week we had a day to plan 
together… so, time. We were actually given time to do this. And now, 
kind of given permission. It was the first time we heard that we can go 
beyond Mondo. So we kind of felt this energy or excitement after hearing 
that we can put in some other poems or we can supplement some other 
things. It had been a little bit like you felt that you were cheating somehow 
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before. So just being given permission. We started, like let’s do some 
kinesthetic stuff or whatever.  
 
Linda: And we can put more stuff in it. More acting, or movement. Or 
bringing in another art project. 
 
Brandi: And I hope that excitement continues because I left feeling good 
about teaching. I think when you’ve taught the same curriculum for, what 
is this, four years now? You get into a rut, or a routine, or whatever, where 
you don’t feel like you even want to do it anymore. So this week felt to me 
like, we can throw…I personally just hope I can continue that, to find 
some fun things that…I don’t even know if fun is the word. Just using 
some different intelligences, honestly. And using some different material. 
 
Pa Nhia: Make it more meaningful for the students. Make it fun to learn 
together. 
 
Linda: (sarcastic shock) What?!! 

 

Having the freedom to adapt and modify the curriculum gave the teachers a new 

enthusiasm for teaching reading and increased their own professional sense of agency. 

They mentioned the importance of being able to actually teach as they had been trained 

to. They saw this as an opportunity not only to incorporate “fun” but also to better meet 

the needs of their English learners and other students who benefit from adaptations, such 

as the use of mixed media and more active learning. 

Collaboration and co-teaching. The team of teachers in this study saw co-

teaching and collaborative planning as a highly successful way to serve English learners 

due to the many benefits for themselves as educators and for their students. They did 

acknowledge many challenges to co-teaching in general, and in their own context 

specifically, however they felt that as a team, they were effective. I asked them, in the 

final group interview, if they perceived their team as unique and if so why. They 
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unanimously felt that their team was different from some of the other teams they had 

been a part of or had worked with in the past. They listed the following factors in their 

success as a team: 

• open to learning from each other and sharing 

• on the same wavelength 

• experienced with first grade curriculum and instruction 

• have fun together 

• don’t feel judged 

• can work out interpersonal difficulties without holding grudges 

• trust each other and confide in one another 

• feel comfortable around one another 

• team is “on my side” 

• are not “control freaks” 

Most all of the above factors concern their interpersonal relationships as team members 

and co-teachers. The teachers clearly perceived this social accountability as an essential 

aspect of successful collaboration. Nate described the importance of keeping these 

strengths at the forefront of their work together. He said, “I think it’s just like any other 

relationship--because I really do see it as a relationship--where you have to work on it all 

the time” (October 26, 2012). 

 Though they felt that their collaborative relationships were mostly successful, 

they also experienced some significant challenges. When asked about the hard parts, the 

most common response from participants was lack of time. Even with 3 hours per week 
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set aside for team planning, they still felt that time together, particularly in longer blocks 

and away from their students, was their most needed resource. Beyond time for co-

planning, they also felt there was a lack of co-teaching time as well. As previously 

outlined, Nate’s schedule was determined by the language needs of the students in each 

room, prioritizing students with lower language levels (Table 12).  

Table 12 
Nate’s Daily Schedule 
Time Subject Classroom Teacher 

9:40 – 10:30 Readers Workshop Pa Nhia 

10:30 – 11:30 Readers Workshop Linda 

11:30 – 12:10 Lunch  

12:10 – 12:25 Skills Linda 

12:25 – 12:40 Skills Brandi 

12:40 – 1:15 Math Pa Nhia 

1:15 – 2:00 Math Linda 

2:00 – 2:50 Common Prep  

2:50 – 3:50 Writers Workshop Brandi 

 

They also took into consideration the importance of co-teaching an entire literacy block 

rather than coming in and out of the room for only part of the workshop. Nate’s time was 

divided roughly evenly between the three rooms, with slightly more time devoted to the 

two rooms with more newcomer students. Nate could not be in all rooms at once so the 

team staggered their workshop periods to enable the co-teaching schedule, however, it 
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was not possible to arrange his schedule in such a way that allowed him to be a part of all 

of the readers and Writers Workshop blocks. The classroom teachers wished that he 

could have been part of both literacy blocks as they appreciated having a co-teacher at 

these times. Nate also desired to be a part of these instructional periods in order to better 

serve his students. 

 In addition to a lack of time for planning and co-teaching, the data revealed that 

the team was struggling with the expectations associated with their specific teaching 

roles, particularly in light of recent reforms. They were confused and angry about the way 

they felt they were being restricted in how they worked together. While it might seem 

obvious that a generalist’s role is to teach content to all students and a specialist’s role is 

to provide supplemental services to a particular population, when two teachers work as 

collaborative partners in the classrooms, it becomes less clear. One illustration of this 

point was related to small group instruction in Readers Workshop. The reading 

curriculum incorporated many small grouping as part of the work period including small 

group shared reading, guided reading, and oral language. In oral language group, the 

students who scored low on the assessment met with their teacher and generated oral 

language about a large photo on a flipchart. The goal of these sessions was to increase 

students’ ability to think, talk, and write about the photo, thereby improving students’ 

comprehension of oral and print language. At the same time that these groups were being 

facilitated by the classroom teacher, Nate would pull groups of students to a back table to 

work on English language development. The goal of this group was to improve students’ 

ability to speak, listen, read, and write in English. It can be seen that the instructional 
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goals of the oral language group and the ELD group were similar, yet delivered by 

different teachers. This caused confusion and tension. The teachers felt that Nate should 

be able to do more than only ELD instruction as directed of by the district EL department 

and recorded on the ELD focus sheet. Brandi voiced her frustration with this policy in her 

interview. “From a reading perspective…can he seriously not just help them read? I know 

that EL is like, ‘we are not reading teachers,’ but it feels like it has really given them just 

these very structured…I think we’ve all been given very structured roles that we didn’t 

used to have” (November 1, 2012). 

 Additionally, the teachers felt that Nate was more qualified to facilitate the oral 

language instructional groups than the general education teachers who did not have as 

much training in language. In a conversation during PLC7, the team asked the literacy 

coach about the oral language lessons. 

Brandi: Are they talking at all about having EL start to do (Mondo) oral 
language in our district?  
 
Coach: No. They (the EL teachers) can look at it more as a vocabulary 
building background beforehand but not doing the oral language lesson--
teaching the vocabulary in relation to that before you would do a lesson.  
 
Brandi: I don’t know how EL feels, but I just feel like it's a disservice that 
we’re not having them do oral language.  
 
Special education teacher: ‘Cause you guys are experts (referring to Nate). 
 
Brandi: Exactly. I feel like I’m teaching them English when it’s not my 
expertise. 
 
(October 23, 2012) 
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Nate, too, felt that his role was being unnecessarily restricted. He expressed a desire to go 

back to the way the district used to approach EL instruction because he felt that he was 

better able to meet the needs of his students when he had the flexibility to design 

instruction for them that was not focused solely on the Readers Workshop mini-lesson 

objective. He described how he previously used books to create thematic units in which 

he modeled reading strategies, taught vocabulary, told stories, used pictures, encouraged 

student writing, and incorporated lots of talking. He felt that this kind of integrated 

language and literacy development was missing from the current conception of ELD 

instruction. 

 Though the classroom teachers were upset about the constraints placed on Nate by 

the EL department, they were also very unclear about just what he was doing in his small 

groups. When I asked them what it was that Nate was doing in his ELD groups, none of 

the classroom teachers knew with much specificity. They replied that he was re-teaching 

the mini-lesson and that he was developing oral language. They also said that they trusted 

that he was doing what he was supposed to do and what was best for the students. In 

Linda’s words: “I don’t really know what he does over there, I just trust that he’s doing 

what he’s supposed to. And then we talk about the kids afterwards, you know” 

(interview, October 26, 2012). However, Nate felt unsatisfied by this approach. He 

described a previous co-teaching relationship in which there was a “good exchange of 

ideas and nobody thought that they would be expert or the keeper of information” 

(interview, October 26, 2012). Ideally, he felt that a classroom teacher should know more 

about what is happening during ELD instruction but he was also very understanding 
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about the tremendous pressures placed on classroom teachers and the heavy load of 

expectations they already carried. 

 Nate said that it was very important to him that he always knew what was going 

on in the classroom in regards to literacy instruction. He was committed to attending all 

team meetings and trainings, just as the general education teachers did. He shared that he 

makes it a point to “know everything a classroom teacher knows because I will not accept 

being put down or diminished or, you know, put to the side” (October 26, 2012). Clearly, 

he felt very strongly that increasing his knowledge base put him on an equal footing with 

classroom teachers and ensured that he would not be marginalized, as sometimes happens 

with specialists. Nate felt that he was an essential and valued member of this first-grade 

team and each of his co-teachers shared with me their thankfulness for his expertise.  

In summary, the first grade team perceived their work together as highly 

efficacious and satisfying. They appreciated their co-teaching and co-planning time 

together and they felt that each individual’s teaching was enhanced by this model. They 

were, however, unsatisfied with some aspects of the PLC, the curriculum, and the EL 

service model. Much of their disdain came from policies imposed upon them at an 

institutional level and how these policies resulted in a lack of autonomy and personal 

agency.  

In chapter four, I have presented a summary of the data and my findings in 

relation to my three research questions. In question one, I asked about the structures and 

practices the team uses to make collaborative decisions about literacy instruction for 

English learners. Findings illuminated the multi-layered expectations from the school, 
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district, and state/national policies and the ways that these policies acted upon the team. 

The policies that had the greatest influence on the team were those originating from the 

spheres closest to the classroom. The teachers referenced school and district level 

expectations much more often than state or national policies. Some of the most influential 

policies were related to curriculum, serving English learners, and professional learning. 

In the second section of this chapter, I presented findings about the ideas and 

strategies that emerged from the teachers’ collaborative practices for English learners. I 

highlighted three major themes: the learning processes that the teachers engaged in, the 

instructional plans for Readers and Writers Workshops and the planning tools they used, 

and the issues and strategies that arose concerning English learners.  

The team engaged in a variety of collaborative learning processes. I described six 

different processes and provided examples of each: making learning explicit, 

collaborative inquiry, publicly reflection on personal practice, sharing personal practices, 

sharing research or practice of others, and the six-step data teams meeting process. 

Individuals made their learning explicit to their teammates through discussion and 

sharing of specific practices they had acquired. They solved problems together. They 

reflected on their own personal practice and shared research and practice of other 

teachers. And the team participated in a step-by-step process for examining student data, 

determining and measuring goals for students, and monitoring progress. Taken together 

these processes exemplified the collaborative nature of the meetings and the learning that 

took place within them.  
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The teams and co-teaching partners grouped themselves in many configurations 

for planning sessions. The PLC meetings included the entire first grade team and were 

facilitated by a literacy coach, whereas the weekly planning meetings only included the 

teachers who were co-teaching. Additionally, co-teaching partners met on the fly to plan 

when possible. The teachers spent at least two hours weekly planning literacy instruction 

together and sometimes closer to three. The intensive meeting schedule resulted in plans 

that were modified to meet the needs of their English learning students. They used 

authentic learner data, such as observational notes, running records, and literacy 

assessment data, to hone in on the needs of their students. The teachers took up important 

issues related to language difficulties, background knowledge, and socio-emotional needs 

of students. They also put into their plans specific strategies to support the students such 

as scaffolding, identifying language objectives, promoting student talk, and co-teaching. 

Collaborative planning and co-teaching appear to have promoted practices that may 

improve teachers’ understanding of English learners and support improved classroom 

practice. 

Finally, in the third research question I asked how the study participants perceived 

their collaborative planning. Again, the findings were multifaceted. I described four 

major themes on this topic that came from the interview data: the need for meaningful 

“face time” with their team members, the importance of useful assessments and data, a 

desire for flexibility in the curriculum, and the role of collaboration and co-teaching. The 

teachers were dissatisfied with several aspects of their collaborative practice, mostly 

related to a policy expectation that they did not agree with or did not find valuable.  
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They also reported that their work together was satisfying and important and that 

they were better teachers because of their collaboration. Team members described 

important attributes teachers must have in order to be successful with collaboration. They 

were confident that collaboration and co-teaching was the best way to meet the needs of 

English learning students. 

The findings from my research questions illustrate how a team of first-grade 

educators collaborates to plan instruction for English learners and what supportive 

practices and strategies are employed. In chapter five, I will discuss my interpretation of 

these findings in relation to current understandings in the field and consider how they 

may impact educators on a broader scale. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion and Implications 

 In this study, I observed the school-based work of a team of teachers as they made 

decisions and learned together in their planning for the literacy instruction of English 

learners. The purpose of this research was to provide a close-up view of collaboration 

efforts in order to better understand what those practices look like. I also sought to 

understand how collaboration influences the work of teachers, and the possible outcomes 

for students. I discovered three major findings: the team’s planning practices were 

significantly influenced by multi-layered policies in both supportive and restrictive ways; 

the teams’ collaborative planning and co-teaching promote practices that may improve 

their understanding of English learners and support improved classroom practice; and the 

participants, though dissatisfied with aspects of their collaborative practice, felt that they 

were better teachers because of it. These findings are important in that they provide a 

detailed portrait of the practices and perceptions of this teaching team and illuminate the 

possible benefits of collaborative planning on a broader scale. The findings also highlight 

tensions that arose within the data and lead to further questions about providing quality 

learning environments for English learners. In this chapter I discuss my results in greater 

detail, from the lens of a researcher who has also participated in collaborative co-teaching 

and teacher education on collaborative instruction. In addition to analyzing the benefits 

and tensions of this work, I also consider implications for policy makers, educators, and 

researchers. 
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Institutional Forces and Teacher Agency 

The school district in which this study took place had enacted several policies that 

affect the everyday practices of teachers in ways that may not have been expected or 

intended. District leaders put these structures in place in an effort to reform and improve 

student outcomes. These structures were intended to be in the best interests of students. 

They were based on the research, however teachers perceived them not as supports, but 

as constraints. On several occasions my participants revealed that though they felt that a 

particular teaching strategy was helpful to the students in their classroom, they feared 

being caught by an administrator doing something that they were not supposed to do or 

that was outside of their defined role. The constraints of the policy had imposed a loss of 

autonomy and devaluation of their role as educators. In many cases, what was meant to 

be a support to afford high quality practice instead became a prohibitive barrier to teacher 

agency. In my data there are several examples of district-wide policies that interact with 

the daily work and professional development practices of teachers, such as required 

attendance at PLC meetings, the mandated EL service model, and the implementation of 

a district-wide curriculum for reading (see chapter four for additional examples). The 

tension between structure (i.e., policy, curriculum) and agency (i.e., flexibility, choice) is 

an important one that affects not only the lives of educators but has repercussions for the 

instruction they provide to students. 

An example of the tensions between structure and agency can be seen within the 

practices of the Professional Learning Community. Though the original research base on 

PLCs emphasizes the importance of voluntary participation, in this district and many 
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across the United States, participation is required. All teachers in the study were expected 

to attend both math and literacy PLC meetings each week. Content coaches and 

administrators were trained in a data-driven decision making model that used a six-step 

process for looking at data in PLCs, and were asked to put the model into practice in their 

school. During the meetings the teachers examined classroom data and determined a 

measurable goal for the students who hadn’t mastered a particular skill or concept. The 

intention was that teachers share high quality pedagogy with each other and thereby learn 

and implement new strategies. In practice, though, not as much time was spent talking 

about instruction as my participants would have liked. They appreciated having the time 

to share teaching strategies with their peers, but felt that the structures imposed on the 

PLC did not allow them to do that. It is interesting to note that though they placed a high 

value on sharing practices with their peers, little mention was made of implementing 

those ideas or how they worked for students.  

Dilemmas around the imposed use of data also surfaced. Within the six-step 

process, the teachers were expected to have the know-how to evaluate the effectiveness 

of an instructional intervention based on data. They called upon their own observations 

and reflections as well as prescribed formative assessments of their students. Based on 

their professional knowledge, the teachers often questioned the validity of these 

assessments for their particular students, especially for English learners. The purpose of 

data-driven instruction is to improve practice through collaborative professional 

development around student data, yet the teachers themselves did not see how it might 

significantly impact their practice. They questioned why so much time was spent looking 
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at data that was not meaningful and formulating a goal that was unreachable, when they 

really wanted to be sharing and learning new practices. They pushed back against what 

they saw as mandates imposed upon them and were resistant to practices in which they 

had little or no say.  

Another example of the tension between structure and agency in my findings can 

be seen in how literacy instruction is enacted in classrooms. The district leadership had 

adopted a new reading curriculum and an expanded writing curriculum leaving little 

room for teacher choice in what was taught or how. Beyond that, there were also 

mandates about who was to deliver core instruction in literacy, i.e., the classroom teacher, 

and how the EL teacher was meant to supplement core instruction for English learners 

through explicit language instruction using the co-teaching model. The teachers 

perceived these policies as restrictive and confusing and as a result the co-teaching 

relationship was strained. Classroom teachers felt overwhelmed by implementing 

differentiated core instruction on their own rather than with the help of their co-teacher, 

and also felt unqualified to deliver this instruction when it was related to language. The 

EL teacher also felt limited by the directive, saying that he knew how to meet the needs 

of his students but was not able to do so unless he was sneaky and took “time off.” 

Instead of having limits placed on their roles, the teachers wanted the freedom to 

determine how best to work together. Pa Nhia and Brandi expressed this desire in the 

final interview when asked what advice they would give to a new collaborative teaching 

team: 

Pa Nhia: The relationship within the team needs to be a good relationship 
where you can communicate and be able to plan. 
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Brandi: I think not getting too stuck into roles is important (Pa Nhia 
agrees). Like, “I’m the classroom teacher so I can only do this. You’re the 
EL teacher so you can only do this.” I think for many, many years in (our 
district) it was like, “You’re coming into MY room right now and don’t 
even try to discipline this kid,” or whatever. And now it’s like the 
collaboration does help you get to know all of the kids. And I personally 
appreciate it if someone disciplines my kids or it’s not always me because, 
as a classroom teacher, it can feel like you’re the one who is ultimately 
responsible for this child. And I think it helps that other people are kind of 
taking some of that. So I think just not getting too stuck into your roles, I 
guess--that you all are in it together. (December 20, 2012) 
 
The grassroots desire to be “all in it together” was at odds with the expectations 

imposed on the team by the district. And though perceived as barriers, the structures were 

initially established to support co-teaching and the implementation of quality instruction 

for English learners.  

The exemplars I outline above highlight the very real balancing act between 

structure and agency that is negotiated in the everyday practices of teachers. Though it 

goes beyond the boundaries of this study, one can speculate that the choices teachers 

make about curriculum and pedagogy within the context of multilayered and sometimes 

competing influences have a powerful effect on classrooms, instruction, and students. 

Often posed by teachers as a tug of war between what they are “supposed to do” and 

what their students need, these two forces are dichotomized rather than integrated. 

Teachers want to slow the curriculum down but they’re expected to follow a pacing 

guide. They want to provide more active and arts-based pedagogy but they must focus on 

text-based literacy. They want to have flexible co-teaching roles but are directed to stay 

within boundaries. In these ways and many others, the teachers feel a significant loss of 

autonomy as new reforms are implemented.  



 

 138 

It is perhaps overly appealing to villainize reform efforts and reformers, blaming 

them for the restrictive atmosphere created in school settings, however administrators and 

educational leaders are faced with structural influences at macro levels that cause them 

the same kinds of tensions. The resulting policies are not designed to be in opposition to 

teachers and students but rather to be facilitative of success. Without a reading or writing 

curriculum, an instructional framework, or service guidelines, the teachers in this study 

would likely be much further behind in terms of implementing data-based instructional 

decisions for English learners. These policies are supportive in many ways. It is where 

they converge with competing ideologies that resentment is sparked. Structural supports 

are essential to collaborative learning and data-driven instructional planning yet 

sometimes seem to step over the line into teacher practice in a way that discredits the 

professionalism of teachers. And, of course, that line is different depending on the 

participants and the context. I was left wondering how district leaders can make policies 

that support and encourage good practices, such as data-drive instruction and co-teaching, 

while also developing teacher autonomy and professionalism. I also questioned how 

teachers working within such constraints could find ways to meet the needs of English 

learners through modification, adaptation, and supplementation. This study begins to 

describe that tension point and its influence on practice.  

Collaborative Planning Approach  

 Collaboration and co-teaching between general education and EL teachers has the 

potential to benefit English learners and their teachers in a number of ways (Honigsfeld 

& Dove, 2010). Shared knowledge and expertise enhances professional learning and 
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results in stronger programs for English learners. The findings from my study 

substantiate this assertion. My portraits of collaborative teacher planning yield important 

details about how collaboration looks in practice and also illuminates the complexities 

and challenges faced by teachers within this context.  

 The teachers in this study clearly saw benefits to collaborative planning and co-

teaching. To them, the team offered a support system, a network of trusted colleagues, 

and an avenue for joy and meaning in their often-stressful days in school. On numerous 

occasions they spoke of the high value they placed on their collegial relationships. The 

participants reported that planning together was an essential part of this collaborative 

model. The professional learning community and reading planning meetings represented 

socially mediated arenas for both designing quality instruction and also for professional 

development. The teachers were concurrently learning new concepts from each other, 

incorporating them into their own knowledge (or not), and enacting them in the form of 

instructional decision-making. Therefore, the potential result of planning together could 

be in the form of conceptual development or in instructional improvements. Both are 

highly desired effects of educational reform initiatives and stand to make differences in 

student success.  

As I observed these meetings, I wondered what is the added value, in terms of 

knowledge and/or instruction, of collaborative planning with EL and general educators 

above and beyond planning alone or without an EL specialist? There was substantial 

evidence that Nate’s presence in the meetings stimulated conversation around EL-related 

issues that may not have occurred without him. He often asked questions about the 
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relationship between language and literacy and shared his knowledge about the English 

language and its acquisition. For example, when looking at student writing samples, Nate 

focused his comments on how students’ first language may interfere or support writing in 

English. He also examined the curricula with an eye towards potential difficulties for 

English learners and shared EL pedagogical strategies that he knew to be effective with 

his teammates. Without Nate’s attendance at the meetings, these issues may not have 

come up. Undoubtedly, his presence led to improvements in the instructional plans for 

English learners. And yet, there seemed to be a limit to the influence he was able to 

assert. For example, the instructional practices he recommended did not always 

materialize in the plans of the classroom teachers. It was as if the teachers expected the 

pedagogical strategies he brought up to be enacted by him, but did not see them as an 

enhancement to their own practice. Also, the purview of their collaborative planning was 

confined to co-teaching lessons, most often the mini-lesson and student work sharing 

time that closes out the workshop. That left more than half of the literacy instructional 

period, the segment when the teachers were working with small groups or individual 

students, to be planned alone. Therefore, the influence of the EL teacher on the 

implementation of literacy instruction was felt for only a portion of the period. In Readers 

Workshop Nate met with EL students during work time, yet EL students participated in 

guided reading, small group shared reading, and oral language with the classroom teacher 

and experienced instruction planned only by her. It seemed taboo to my case study group 

to co-plan lessons to be taught by another teacher. It was as if that would be overstepping 

implicit boundaries. There is a concern, then, that though EL issues are raised and 
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pedagogy discussed, the extent to which this affects changes in classroom practice is 

limited. 

  In a related concern, there is the potential that EL issues may not be raised at all 

in collaborative planning meetings. In the current case study, Nate was a highly 

knowledgeable, experienced, and confident teacher who was able and willing to give his 

input during meetings. This may not always be the case. Some EL teachers lack the status 

or social skills to share even when they do have the knowledge. Nate mentioned to me in 

his interview that there were several matters that he did not feel comfortable addressing 

in meetings. In order to maintain his relationships with his teammates, he censored ideas 

that might have caused hurt feelings or mistrust. He was not willing to give feedback that 

could damage the relationship of the team even when it served the needs of the students. 

A tension exists here in the prioritization of collegial rapport over student achievement. 

Educators and policy makers need to be aware of it and consider ways to mediate its 

effects.  

 A dilemma also arises in that the classroom teachers, though they did appreciate 

having a co-teacher, did not perceive the EL teacher’s expertise as value added. The 

classroom teachers placed a very high value on teaching with another teacher who 

participated in the same professional development as they did and with whom they 

planned closely. Because of this shared knowledge, the EL teacher was seen as a strong 

asset. He was viewed as a competent professional who could help reduce the teacher-

student ratio and lend another teaching voice to the classroom.  However, the classroom 

teachers also did not appear to value his special expertise related to English learners.  The 
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teachers did not indicate that he had additional skills or knowledge beyond their own, but 

rather that he “didn’t really do anything differently” from them. Teachers also seemed to 

feel that their considerable experience teaching English-learning children made them 

equally as effective at teaching them as the EL teacher. Certainly one of the desired 

outcomes of collaborative planning and professional development is increasing the 

confidence of general education teachers to work with English learners, and yet a 

resulting difficulty may be an over-confidence that would then devalue the EL teacher’s 

expertise.  

Despite their confidence with teaching English learners, the classroom teachers in 

my case study were resistant to explicitly teaching language. They expressed hostility 

toward the administering the oral language assessment, were unwilling to engage in 

learning about the oral language instructional protocol, and incorporated language 

objectives into their mini-lessons because they thought they might get “caught” by 

administrators if they didn’t. They mentioned repeatedly in meetings and interviews that 

teaching language was not their role and should be left to the experts (the speech and EL 

teachers). Nate expressed a concern in our private interview that although the teachers in 

the school gave lip service to being expert at teaching English learning children, they 

often avoided talking about language and EL issues. He thought there was much more 

that could be done to help the English learners if these issues could be brought to the 

forefront. So, although the classroom teachers saw themselves as highly effective 

teachers of English language learners, they may also have been blind to important aspects 

of these students’ education. The teachers did not seem to know that they did not know. 
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In other words, they may have thought they were expert because they did not have an in-

depth understanding of the educational needs of English learners.  

In summary, collaborative planning and co-teaching appear to have positive 

consequences for the teachers and students in this case study, however the benefits may 

also be limited for a number of reasons. The implications of this finding are especially 

important for administrators and professional developers. They point to a strong need for 

support and guidance for co-teachers both in terms of time and resources, but also in 

continuing to develop their relationships and communication so that learning and 

implementation of best practices for English learners do not become silenced. Educators 

need to keep a keen focus on ensuring the achievement of their students. All teachers 

require a lot of knowledge about English learners in order to make good instructional 

decisions so ongoing professional development is crucial. In other words, the 

establishment of the structures for collaborative planning and co-teaching are 

foundational, but not enough to ensure that the needs of English learners are being met. 

Data-Driven Literacy Instruction for English Learners 

 Improving student outcomes is not easily done. Currently, school reform 

initiatives focus on improved instructional practices that result from knowing individual 

students and their strengths and challenges in achieving curriculum standards. The goal is 

for teachers to identify students who need instructional modifications and set measurable 

goals for their improvement. Achievement of these gains depends on knowing the 

students and also knowing how to instruct them. This close-up of portrait of one team’s 
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efforts sheds light on how the collaborative process looks in action and how what 

happens in the meetings may influence the classroom. 

The teachers in this study sought to understand the literacy strengths and needs of 

their students through the collection and analysis of different types student information. 

They collected data derived from literacy assessments as well as informal qualitative 

information from student work samples and classroom observations. With English-

learning students, the use of these data to inform instruction can be complicated. Just as 

Nate felt the need for more information about particular students as he looked at their oral 

language assessment scores, teachers may need to expand their notion of data or the types 

of information they collected when planning for English learners. Literacy development 

for English learners is a complex and multifaceted process, and is also unique to each 

learner based on his or her background and individual differences. When a teacher sees, 

for example, that a student scored a three out of fifteen on an oral language assessment, 

there may be a temptation to say that the student is far below the grade level benchmarks 

and is struggling with language or listening comprehension. However, looking beyond 

the score may reveal that there are other influences or factors involved. Perhaps the 

student is new to the country and has only been learning English for a year and yet is able 

to repeat three complete sentences in English without error. In this case, a child who is 

excelling in terms of language growth could be seen as struggling if one relied solely on 

his scores. A number alone does not tell the whole story. Teams engaged in the 

examination of student data to plan instructional approaches must go beyond the 
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assessment numbers to consider qualitative information about students that takes into 

account the complexity of literacy learning in a second language. 

The information that teachers use to make decisions must also be trustworthy. As 

the teachers in this study highlight, most literacy assessments are designed to assess 

native English speaking children, but are not a reliable measure of the skills of English 

learners. Whether it is cultural bias, threats to validity, or out of reach benchmarks, the 

use of literacy assessments with English learners can bring up many concerns. The 

interpretation of these data can also be misleading if teachers aren’t familiar with issues 

related to second language acquisition. This poses a dilemma for teachers using data to 

design instruction. If the data are not trustworthy, how can they be used for instructional 

decision-making? In the current case study, teachers spent much of their time protesting 

the use of assessment data that they mistrusted. Their hostility lead for the most part to 

perfunctory analysis of the data and superficial implementation of the instructional 

strategies discussed during the PLC meetings. This is not the kind of impact reformers 

hope for in terms of improving classroom practice through the use of data. Based on this 

finding, I suggest that teachers need comprehensive professional development around 

literacy assessments and that the literacy assessments used must yield valid information 

about students’ strengths and weaknesses.  

 In the case of this first grade team, the teachers appeared to be pulled between 

meeting students where they are and pushing them forward to achieve high standards. 

The mandated literacy curricula of the district were designed around nation-wide grade-

level standards and aimed to even the playing field across different school contexts 
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through the uniform expectation of rigorous learning. The curricula are centered on 

grade-level skills, but also encourage differentiated grouping, scaffolding and 

supplementation as necessary within the literacy workshop model. However, the teachers 

on this first grade team felt that the needs of their students were not in alignment with the 

expectations of the curricula. From the teachers’ points of view, the students were being 

pushed too quickly through materials that they did not adequately comprehend. The team 

wanted to slow down to include more frontloading of vocabulary and background 

knowledge, to provide more focus on practical and useful language functions, and to 

enhance the instruction with peer interactions, multimedia extensions, and fun activities. 

From another point of view, however, the desire to “slow down” may be indicative of 

low expectations and deeply-embedded beliefs that some students may not able to 

achieve rigorous standards. Since A Nation at Risk first sounded the alarms that American 

education was “a rising mediocrity” (Gardner, Larsen, & Baker, 1983), reformers and 

educational leaders have expounded on the importance of keeping high expectations for 

all children enacted through a challenging curriculum, high quality instruction, and 

knowing students through data analysis. On the other hand, speeding up the curriculum 

can also mean a lack of flexibility necessary to help students understand what is being 

taught. The curriculum-focused, as opposed to student-focused, approach may lead to 

significant gaps in students’ academic skills that compound over time to create a chasm 

that cannot be closed. Somehow then, in educational practice at a grand scale, but also in 

the small moments at the classroom level, these two forces must be balanced in a way 

that leads to student achievement. 
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Limitations 

As with any research, the findings from the current study are both supported and 

limited by its design and implementation. I have documented the experiences and 

perceptions of a team of first grade teachers working together to plan literacy instruction 

for English learners. I provided a dense and detailed description of the data, yet they 

represent only a small period of time for one team. My study depicts a highly 

contextualized view of a team’s collaborative planning for English learners. The same 

boundaries that allow me to study the phenomenon of my inquiry also constrain the 

generalizability of my findings. I studied only one team within the context of one school 

and district. Nonetheless, teachers and other school personnel who are enacting 

professional learning communities and co-teaching with English language learners 

however, may discover meaningful connections and possible enhancements to their own 

work in this example. 

Participant selection is another potential barrier to transferability. I employed 

purposeful sampling in order to observe a well-functioning team and therefore selected a 

sample from which much could be learned. The participants provided an information-rich 

case based on pre-determined criteria. Nevertheless, the team of teachers initially 

recommended by administrators changed between my initial contact with them and the 

beginning of data collection. One of the members of the team became the literacy coach 

and a new teacher was hired to fill his position. Though the new participant was an 

experienced collaborator and had worked with English language learners, she had not 

worked with this team of first grade teachers and was new to the school and the particular 
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student population. With three of the remaining members continuing, I determined that 

the team still fit the criteria of experienced practitioners even though there was a new 

member. My findings are limited by how well the participants in the study represent the 

pre-determined criteria and how well those criteria define the phenomenon under inquiry.  

Finally, my previous role working with EL and classroom teachers in this district 

helped me to gain the trust of the principal, literacy coach, and teachers who participated 

in this study. As a teacher leader who had participated in professional development 

related to the literacy and language curricula, I came to the study with my own set of 

experiences and beliefs. Because of this I was able to enter into conversations with the 

teachers in a way that a less knowledgeable other may not have, yet this may also have 

led to assumptions on my part about the teachers’ understandings or perceptions. I 

attempted to account for my own biases and subjectivities through data triangulation and 

descriptive accounts of the teachers’ experience and perspectives. In addition, because of 

my previous leadership position, the participants may have misrepresented their own 

practices and opinions in order to tell me what they thought I wanted to hear. The results 

of my study are limited by the honest and nonbiased responses of my participants. 

Conclusion and Directions for Future Research 

 In this project, I set out to understand the collaborative planning practices of a 

first grade team and how those practices might support English learners during literacy 

instruction. I found that benefits and tensions exist around institutional forces and teacher 

agency, the collaborative planning approach, and data-driven literacy instruction for 

English learners. Findings from this project add to the field of professional development 
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to improve literacy instruction for English learners by identifying the influences and 

tensions embedded in the teachers’ work and expose the everyday negotiations of 

complicated issues that teachers undertake. My findings also highlight several promising 

practices for collaborative planning and instruction that could lead to a better match 

between classroom instruction and the needs of young English learners. I have outlined 

how the team goes from dialogic mediation within a community of practice to the 

implementation of classroom practice to shed light on the knowing/doing gap. These 

findings are relevant to educators and researchers as they consider how to implement 

collaboratively planned and delivered classroom instruction. Though my implications 

must be viewed cautiously because they are highly situated and context dependent, they 

do provide valuable insights into a relatively new and under-researched practice for 

serving English learners.  

 Findings from this study add depth to educational research relating to a number of 

topics including professional learning communities, co-teaching, data-driven instruction, 

and EL pedagogy. They also point to a number of future research possibilities. There is a 

widely-held belief in education that the more teachers work together, the better students 

are going to do. Yet, there is much to be learned about how this collaboration happens in 

support of English learners. At the classroom level, questions arise about best practices 

for language development as well as how two teachers can work together to support 

learning. There is a great need for more research that guides teachers and policy makers 

towards effective collaborative planning and co-teaching practices.  
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This case study points to a line of inquiry related to the link between planning and 

instruction. There is a need for long-term ethnographic studies, formative inquiry, and 

experimental designs in which researchers examine how plans become instruction and 

how that instruction affects student outcomes. Taking another perspective, further 

research might explore the role of power relationships in the convergence of institutional 

forces and teachers’ professional development, learning, and teaching practices. Varied 

analytic approaches might be employed such as critical discourse analysis to examine the 

influence of underlying power structures. This type of inquiry may lead to insights about 

team interactions and underlying teacher beliefs that influence classroom practice. 

Researchers urgently need to understand the knowing/doing gap, what informs whether 

knowledge is transferred to the classroom, and how professional development can bring 

about change. The future of collaborative planning efforts may be dependent on 

increasing the quantity and quality of research on them (Friend, 2010). It is only in this 

way that teacher educators and school change participants can hope to impact 

instructional practice in the classroom. 

Collaborative approaches to serving English learners offer hope for closing the 

achievement gap and for providing truly equitable educational environments for all 

students. Ultimately, collaborative planning and co-teaching represent a profound 

transition that is underway in schools. The boundaries that have separated English 

learners and their teachers from the mainstream in the past are blurring as educators form 

partnerships and teams to provide high quality learning. This transition creates a pathway 

for educators to affect student achievement through the power of shared expertise and 
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collaborative problem solving. Through collaborative planning, we may better be able to 

build on the many skills and experiences English learners bring with them to the 

classroom, rather than viewing them from a perspective of deficit. Expert differentiation 

and adaptation for every child in a classroom may simply be too much to ask of one 

teacher alone, but this ideal becomes a genuine possibility when teachers come together. 

Through collaboration, professionals can create innovative opportunities to respond to the 

diversity of today’s learners. 
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Appendix A 

 
Background Survey 
 
 

1. What is your name? 
 

2. Please describe your educational background and your career path. 
 

3. What teaching license do you hold and when did you become licensed? 
 

4. Please describe your teaching experience. 
 

5. How have you engaged in a leadership role within your school, currently or in the 
past? 

 
6. In which areas of teaching are you particularly skilled or expert? 

 
7. Describe any professional development, training, or other enriching activities in 

which you have participated that inform how you teach literacy and/or English 
learners. 

 
8. Please describe your past experienced collaboratively co-teaching to meet the 

needs of English learners. 
 

9. In past collaborative teaching experiences, how have you made time to plan 
together? 

 
10. In general, how would you describe your attitude towards past collaborative co-

teaching experiences? 
 

11. Please describe your past experiences with Professional Learning Communities or 
data-driven instruction. 

 
12. In past PLC experiences, how have you found time to meet together? 

 
13. In general, how would you describe your attitude toward PLCs/data-driven 

instruction? 
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Appendix B 

 
Classroom Observation Protocol 
Date: 
Teacher(s): 
Students:  #____ ELL #_____Other 
 
Time	   Learning	  activity/setting	   Teacher	  behaviors	   Student	  behaviors	  
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Appendix C 

 
Individual Interview Questions 
 
My research question is about how your first grade team uses data to plan literacy 
instruction for your English learners.  Your responses to these questions will help me 
understand your thinking about some of the observations I’ve made and also fill in gaps 
in the process that I haven’t been able to observe. Your responses are confidential and 
anonymous, I won’t share them with anyone in the school or district, but I may use issues 
you raise and quotations in publications of this study. 
 
1. Describe the students in your class. How many? Languages? Language and literacy 

levels?  

2. I have been observing your planning sessions for Readers Workshop mini-
lessons/work time and have a pretty good idea of how you go about doing that, but 
I’d like to know more about your planning/decision-making process for small group 
instruction and individual conferences. (guided reading, oral language, other?).  

3. How does the PLC process connect to your team/co-teaching planning sessions? 

4. As a general education co-teacher, what do you see as your role in the 
instruction/assessment of English learners? 

5. How would you describe ELD instruction?  

6. How do you define “language objective”? How do you plan language objectives? 
What kind of instructional strategies do you use to teach LOs? How do you know 
when they’ve been met? How do you record this information? How does it influence 
further instruction? 

7. What is the most difficult aspect about meeting the needs of the English learning 
students in literacy instruction? What are you most successful at? 
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Appendix D 

 
Focus Group Interview Questions 
 
As I was looking through the data I was thinking a lot about the challenges that you’re 
facing. That’s really important and that’s what I want to bring out in my paper, the 
challenges and complexities. But what I didn’t really hear, or we didn’t get to was the 
things that you feel like are in place, are working well for ELL kids. I hope this format is 
going to work instead of interviewing you all individually because I realized that after the 
first interviews you were going over a lot of the same experiences, I thought it might be 
interesting to hear each other. One thing that’s important to me is that I hear everyone’s 
voice. 
 
1. In the past few months I've learned a lot from you about collaborative planning and 
some of the challenges and constraints that you're feeling based on the curriculum and 
district expectations. These are important ideas that I will write about in my paper. Today 
I'd like to turn the focus to what you feel is going well with the instructional decision-
making you do together. What do you think is working well and how do you know that? 
 
2. Share an example of a recent decision you made as a team or a co-teaching pair that 
you implemented in your classroom. When that happens, what are some reasons why? 
And when it doesn't happen, what are some reasons it doesn't? In other words, what helps 
bridge from collaborative planning to practice and what breaks it down? 
 
3. Imagine a new charter school is opening in the Twin Cities. The teachers want to serve 
their ELL students through a collaborative planning and instructional model during 
reading. What advice would you give them about how to organize and support this 
model? What kinds of student information/data or resources do they need to help their 
ELL students succeed? 


