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Collaboration Interviews
To better understand how collaboration functions within a school team, I interviewed four professionals who work closely together in supporting students with disabilities: special education teacher Kendra Greenwood, general education teacher Anastasia Shoemaker, paraprofessional Nadia Wallace, and administrator Kelly Swift. Each interview included three original, role-specific questions designed to explore responsibilities, barriers, and opportunities for strengthening inclusive practice. The following sections include the questions posed, documented responses, individual summaries, and a synthesis of findings across the interviews.
Special Education Teacher Interview
· How do you balance collaboration with general education teachers and the responsibilities of managing IEPs and caseloads?
Kendra explained that balancing collaboration and compliance is one of the most challenging aspects of her role. She noted that managing IEP meetings, progress monitoring, documentation, and service minutes can easily consume her schedule. To maintain collaboration, she intentionally schedules regular check-ins with general education teachers, even if they are brief. She prioritizes co-planning during critical instructional units and relies on shared digital documents to streamline communication. She emphasized that without proactive scheduling, collaboration can quickly become reactive rather than purposeful.
· What are the biggest barriers you face when working with paraprofessionals and administrators? 
Kendra shared that role clarity can sometimes be a barrier. Paraprofessionals may not always receive clear guidance regarding instructional expectations, and administrators may not always see the daily demands tied to IEP compliance. She explained that when expectations are unclear, misunderstandings occur. However, she noted that open communication and consistent feedback help mitigate these challenges.
· How do you ensure that students with IEPs are meaningfully included in grade-level instruction rather than simply present in the classroom?
Kendra stated that meaningful inclusion requires intentional planning, not just placement. She collaborates with general education teachers to pre-teach vocabulary, modify materials without lowering expectations, and identify appropriate accommodations. She emphasized the importance of maintaining high expectations and ensuring students are actively engaged in core instruction rather than working on isolated tasks.
Special Education Teacher Summary
Kendra’s responses highlighted the tension between compliance responsibilities and authentic collaboration. She values inclusion and sees it as an active process requiring shared ownership between educators. Clear communication, proactive scheduling, and high expectations are central to her approach.
General Education Teacher Interview

· How prepared do you feel to support students with IEPs in your classroom, and what kind of support do you need most?
Anastasia expressed that while her teacher preparation program introduced inclusive practices, much of her confidence developed through on-the-job collaboration. She feels generally prepared but noted that interpreting IEP language and implementing accommodations consistently can feel overwhelming. She identified co-planning time and access to practical strategies as the most helpful forms of support.
· Can you describe your experience with co-teaching or collaborating with a special education teacher? What works well, and what doesn’t?
She explained that co-teaching works best when both teachers share instructional responsibility rather than one taking a support-only role. Clear communication about lesson goals and flexibility during instruction are key strengths. She noted that challenges arise when planning time is limited or when roles are assumed rather than discussed.
· How do you differentiate instruction while still maintaining pacing for the entire class?
Anastasia described using small-group rotations, tiered assignments, and formative assessments to adjust instruction. She acknowledged that balancing differentiation with pacing is difficult, but she views it as part of meeting diverse learner needs rather than an “extra” responsibility.
General Education Teacher Summary
Anastasia’s responses reflected a willingness to collaborate and a recognition that inclusion benefits all students. She emphasized shared responsibility and the need for structured planning time. While confident overall, she values continued support in implementing accommodations effectively.
Paraprofessional Interview
· What kind of training or support did you receive before working with students with disabilities?
Nadia shared that her initial training focused on district policies and safety procedures, but much of her instructional learning occurred on the job. She relies heavily on guidance from special education teachers and professional development sessions offered during the school year.
· Do you feel included as a member of the instructional team? How are your ideas and observations used?
Nadia stated that inclusion varies by classroom. She feels most valued when teachers ask for her input about student progress or behavior patterns. She explained that because she spends significant one-on-one time with students, her observations can provide important insights. However, she acknowledged that she is not always included in planning conversations.
· What helps you feel most confident and effective in supporting students during instruction?
Nadia explained that clear direction before a lesson, understanding the learning objective, and knowing specific student goals help her feel prepared. When expectations are unclear, she feels less confident in her support role.
Paraprofessional Summary 
Nadia’s perspective emphasized the importance of communication and role clarity. She values collaboration but relies on teachers to include her intentionally. Training and pre-planning conversations significantly impact her effectiveness.
Administrator Interview
· How do you support collaboration among special education and general education staff?
Kelly explained that collaboration must be intentionally built into the school’s structure rather than left to chance. She prioritizes creating a master schedule that allows for common planning time between special education and general education teachers. She also incorporates inclusive practices into whole-staff professional development so that collaboration is seen as a shared responsibility rather than a special education initiative. In addition, she encourages team problem-solving meetings where teachers can discuss student needs proactively instead of waiting for concerns to escalate.
· What strategies do you use to ensure that legal requirements (e.g., IEP implementation, inclusion) are being met effectively? 
Kelly described a multi-layered approach to accountability. She conducts regular file reviews to ensure IEPs are current and compliant, monitors service delivery logs to confirm that students are receiving required minutes and checks that accommodations are clearly communicated to classroom teachers. She also attends IEP meetings, when possible, particularly when complex decisions are being made. Kelly emphasized that compliance is not simply about avoiding legal issues; it is about ensuring students receive the supports they are entitled to. She views accountability as a protective measure for both students and staff.
· How do you address conflicts or differing perspectives within collaborative teams?
Kelly explained that differing perspectives are inevitable in collaborative settings, particularly when staff members bring varied experiences and instructional philosophies. When conflict arises, she facilitates conversations that refocus the team on student-centered goals. She encourages staff to articulate concerns clearly, identify shared priorities, and work toward consensus-based solutions. Kelly also stressed the importance of maintaining professionalism and psychological safety, so staff feel comfortable expressing differing viewpoints. She believes that when conflict is handled transparently and respectfully, it can strengthen collaboration rather than weaken it.
Administrator Summary
Kelly’s responses reflected a systems-level understanding of collaboration. She sees her role as creating the conditions that allow teachers and support staff to work effectively together. By embedding collaboration into scheduling, professional development, and accountability structures, she ensures it is sustained rather than dependent on individual initiative. Her perspective highlighted the balance between maintaining legal compliance and fostering a positive, trusting staff culture. Ultimately, she views collaboration not only as an instructional priority but as a leadership responsibility that directly impacts student access and outcomes.
Synthesis of Interviews
Each interview provided a distinct lens on collaboration, yet several consistent themes emerged.
First, intentional communication was identified as essential across all roles. The special education teacher emphasized proactive scheduling; the general education teacher valued timely updates; the paraprofessional highlighted the importance of being included in conversations; and the administrator stressed structured systems to support collaboration.
Second, role clarity surfaced as a critical factor. When expectations are clearly defined—whether related to instructional responsibilities, prompting strategies, or compliance procedures—collaboration becomes more effective. When roles are assumed rather than discussed, confusion and inefficiencies occur.
Third, there was a shared understanding that inclusion requires active effort. Inclusion is not simply placement in a general education classroom. It requires differentiated instruction, purposeful accommodations, progress monitoring, and shared ownership of student outcomes.
The perspectives also reflected differences in daily focus. Teachers concentrated on instruction and student progress. The paraprofessional emphasized direct student interaction and independence. The administrator viewed collaboration from a systems and compliance standpoint. These differences were not contradictory; rather, they illustrate how effective collaboration depends on clearly defined yet interconnected responsibilities across roles.
Overall, these interviews reinforced that successful collaboration is built through structured time, mutual respect, ongoing communication, and a shared commitment to student growth. When these elements align, inclusive practices become sustainable rather than situational. Moving forward, strengthening systems that promote structured collaboration and shared accountability will be essential in sustaining inclusive practices across the school setting.


