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Abstract 

 

The study evaluated the preexisting collaborative climate at a public elementary school that 

implemented inclusive education by integrating students with exceptionality in general education 

classrooms. Qualitative data collected through in person interviews of IEP staff members at the 

school site were analyzed to identify a baseline of need prior to the development of a 

collaborative digital platform. Based upon the identified baseline of need, a website was created 

with the purpose of increasing collaborative efforts, enriching philosophical understanding and 

acceptance of inclusion, and promoting the use of resources that incorporate elements of 

universal design. The websites key function was to provide a platform for IEP staff to accurately 

and consistently monitor student IEP goal progress across settings, and to increase the quality 

and quantity of team communicational efforts. The website was piloted for a total of five weeks 

wherein IEP goal progress was digitally managed by the general education teacher, education 

specialist, and the paraprofessional that worked with the three student participants. Effectiveness 

of the website was measured by post-launch staff participant interview data and analysis of 

student progress data logged during the pilot period. Results indicated that the website was 

effective in addressing the gap that was identified between administrative expectations relating to 

inclusion and the collaborative efforts required to ensure successful implementation. The purpose 

of this study was to produce a tool that educators can use to increase collaboration between IEP 

team members.  

 Keywords: educational collaboration, IEP goal progress, inclusion, universal design 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 Research and practice have established that children diagnosed with special needs benefit 

from being included in general education settings alongside their peers, regardless of the type or 

severity of their exceptionality. Similarly, neurotypical peers benefit from learning in a 

classroom where students with identified exceptionality are included by being exposed to and 

learning alongside students who learn differently. An educational model that supports and 

nurtures these students and their learning disparities is known as the inclusion model. Inclusive 

education is “the vision and practice of welcoming, valuing, empowering, and supporting the 

diverse academic, social/emotional, language, and communication learning of all students in 

shared environments and experiences”, and is also understood to be, “the practice of 

differentiating instruction for students through collaborative planning and teaching among all 

members of the school community” (Villa & Thousand, 2016, p.18).  

The inclusion model fosters positive social, emotional, and academic opportunities for all 

students when implemented with determination and in earnest. Research establishes that the 

teacher’s individual instructional qualifications coupled with their attitudes toward inclusion are 

inextricable to the inclusion model (Chhabra, Srivastava, & Srivastava, 2010). Authentic 

application and implementation of inclusion requires cooperative instructional skills, 

philosophical understanding and acceptance, as well as administrative support and expectation. 

In order for the inclusion model to be practiced effectively, certificated staff members must 

possess the training and collaborative tools necessary for achieving dynamic implementation.  
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Statement of the Problem 

 Current collaborative methods occurring in schools across the nation advocate for the 

inclusion model, but lack the necessary processes to yield tangible and positive results. This 

researcher observes a gap between inclusion as the expectation and the collaboration necessary 

for success in terms of students meeting their Individual Education Program (IEP) goals in the 

general education classroom setting. Despite the inexhaustible efforts of educators across the 

country, it seems there is still a need for a universal, accessible, and effective collaborative tool 

that facilitates the communication between educators to be more fluent and consistent. The 

purpose of this study is to investigate current collaborative methods at one school site that 

advocates for inclusive education and to then develop a collaborative tool that serves to increase 

communication between IEP team members and to log actual progress made toward IEP goals 

across multiple settings. 

Research Questions 

 The following questions have been formulated as part of this project investigation relating 

to the needs as perceived by this researcher: 

a.)  What are the current inclusive expectations of IEP team members at the site of focus, and 

how does collaboration proceed on a daily basis in order to meet the expectations? 

b.)  Could the accessibility of a collaborative tool, such as a website for data collection, aid 

IEP team members in maintaining current information regarding IEP goal 

implementation and progress across all academic settings? 

c.)  How does the website pilot impact the entirety of the annual IEP process from educator 

communication for goal implementation through to the measurement of IEP goals within 
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the general education setting? 

Research Plans  

 This study focused on an elementary school in San Diego County that advocates for 

inclusive education serving students grades K-5. In preparing to examine and develop the 

project, this researcher investigated the current inclusive environment and collaborative climate 

through teacher interviews in order to establish a baseline of need prior to the design of the 

project. The project consists of the development of a collaborative website that serves a twofold 

purpose: to facilitate communication between all staff members who are accountable for IEP 

goal progress, and to serve as a place to log IEP goals and progress in the general education 

setting. The website provides both professionals and paraprofessionals accessibility to maintain 

tracking with progress made towards goals on a weekly basis across all settings, particularly 

when students change classrooms and instructors. The website also provides a section of 

resources for strategic implementation of inclusion strategies.  

 For the purposes of this study, the website was piloted for five consecutive weeks by a fifth 

grade IEP team of teachers. The teachers piloting the website included an education specialist 

assigned to an inclusive fifth grade classroom and the general educator of that class. A total of 

five students with IEPs in the fifth-grade class were included in the piloting of the website, with 

the written permission from their guardians allowing access and utilization of their child’s IEP 

information. Qualitative data was collected throughout the duration of the study, targeting IEP 

goal progress and feedback from participants/pilotees, so that adjustments in instructional 

delivery and differentiation could be made as necessary.  
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The measures of success of the project included the increased opportunity for 

collaboration among professionals, as well as short and long term IEP goal progress monitoring. 

The goal was that this project would build a healthier collaborative climate at the school site and 

increase the level of support available to educational staff members involved in the IEP process. 
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Chapter Two 

Literature Review 

This is a review of resources gathered and analyzed relating to creating and maintaining 

inclusive learning environments in general education settings. The focus of this review is on the 

varying factors that play a role on the successes, or lack thereof, of different educational models 

practiced worldwide. The commonalities for success found throughout the academic literature 

include; (a) teachers’ individual qualifications and teacher attitudes relating to inclusion, (b) 

team collaboration, and (c) administrative support and resource availability. Collectively, these 

common themes have a direct impact on student outcomes in educational settings where the 

administration strives to be compliant with federal laws that protect the rights of pupils with 

disabilities.  

The concept of educational inclusion has matured in the U.S. educational system over 

time (Lipsky & Gartner, 1997). Wright and Wright (2017) illustrate that pivotal court cases and 

legal processes, including Florence County v. Carter (1993): Mainstreaming Policy, Hartmann v. 

Loudon County (1997): Educational Benefit v Mainstreaming Preference, and T.R. v. Kingwood 

Township (2000): Continuum of Placements, have provided a basis for placement options and 

expectations for students with disabilities (http://www.wrightslaw.com/caselaw.htm). Our 

nation’s current educational placement policies have derived from years of ongoing redesign, as 

a result of revolutionary campaigns that have strived to reach equality for all people, such as the 

disability rights movement (Scotch, 1989). Developments in the disability rights movement were 

in part inspired by other monumental social reforms that have permanently altered our nation’s 

social structure, like the civil rights movement for instance (McCarthy, 2003). Advocates of the 
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disability rights movement have unreservedly insisted that the equitable treatment of people with 

disabilities is an issue of social justice that requires as much activism as racism or sexism, for 

example (Loewen & Pollard, 2010). Toit and Forlin (2009) indicate that “the international 

movement towards inclusive education has been firmly embedded within a human rights 

discourse” (p. 644). These data suggest that non-segregated inclusive learning environments can 

be established only by addressing protection of fundamental human rights. 

Equity, within the realm of education, requires individuals have “access to services, 

opportunities, professionals (researchers, trainers, policymakers, etc.) and a range of learning 

tools” that meet their unique needs within any learning environment (“Living and Learning in a 

World of Diversities,” 1999, p. 6). Furthermore, due to the requirements set forth by the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (20 U.S.C. 1400 et seq) and Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (29 U.S.C. 794), educational institutions have a legal obligation to 

provide a free and appropriate education (FAPE) within the least restrictive environment (Taylor, 

2011).  Specifically, Section 504 protects students with disabilities from being excluded or 

denied “equal educational” opportunities in any federally funded entity (Alexander & Alexander, 

2011, p. 618). The requirement that an education be provided in the least restrictive environment 

ensures a spectrum of placement options for students with an Individual Education Program 

(IEP) that must be explicitly stated therein. Moreover, federal regulations require “an explanation 

of the extent, if any, to which the child will not participate with non-disabled children in the 

regular class and in extracurricular and other nonacademic areas” must be included in each IEP 

(as cited in Wright & Wright, 2007, p.100). These requirements of federal regulations demand 

inclusion to at least some extent. 
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Villa and Thousand (2005) point out that “by the early 1980s, students considered to have 

mild or moderate disabilities were usually integrated into general education classrooms on at 

least a part-time basis” (p. 16). Since that time, the push for non-segregated opportunities for 

identified students has grown (Hicks-Monroe, 2011; Hill & Sukbunpant, 2013). A report 

published by the U.S. Department of Education (2016) indicated that 95 percent of students age 

six to twenty-one that are identified as having a disability, receive education within a regular 

school setting, and that 61.4 percent of those students are educated in general education 

classrooms for at least 80% of the time. These data suggest that the integration of students with 

disabilities in general education classrooms is the current educational trend in America.  

Despite the broad acceptance inclusive education has achieved, recent research suggests 

that there remains a significant group of educators who resist its implementation. Varcoe and 

Boyle (2014) state that “researchers’ findings on pre-service and in-service teachers’ attitudes 

towards inclusive education have been inconsistent” (p. 324). This suggests that inclusion, as 

mandated by law, is not universally perceived as successful (Braunsteiner & Mariano-Lapidus, 

2014). The way in which inclusion is perceived is vital to the outcome of the inclusion process. 

For example, Lambert (2008) states “the phenomenon on classroom teachers’ and building 

administrators’ perceptions along with students’ self-perceptions must be considered as these 

may have a great impact on the inclusion of students with disabilities” (p. 68). The repetitive 

themes that emerge across the academic literature discussing inclusive education as amount to 

prominent factors that impact the effectiveness of the model, and are discussed in detail below.  
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Teacher qualifications and attitudes toward inclusion 

There are a number of elements that impact the way teachers approach adopting inclusive 

practices. For instance, educators’ beliefs relating to inclusion are influenced by the type and 

severity of the conditions faced by students who will be placed in their general education 

classrooms. Avramids and Norwich (2002) go as far to propose that teachers’ attitudes are more 

influenced by the severity of a child’s disability than by teacher-related variables. Specifically, 

teachers are more accepting of the idea of implementing inclusion for students with mild 

disabilities, compared to students who have been identified as having more severe disabilities 

(Cook, 2002).  

Although the type and severity of student exceptionality has an impact, the quality of 

teacher preparation programs, and the degree to which supporting students with disabilities is 

emphasized in these programs, has significant influence on the attitudes of the general education 

teacher population (Lee, 2015). Research shows that “teachers from combined teacher 

preparation programmes in which general education and special education teacher preparation 

curricula were infused have significantly more positive attitudes toward inclusion than preservice 

teachers from separate programmes” (Kim, 2011). Therefore, programs designed to provide 

teachers with authentic and quality opportunities to practice inclusion methods have positive 

effects on teachers’ willingness and abilities to participate (Van Laarhoven et. al, 2007), 

regardless of the type and severity of student exceptionality. 

Preservice teachers who exit preparation programs with a strong sense of self-efficacy in 

terms of meeting the needs of diverse populations, including those with exceptionality, also feel 

more positive towards supporting an integrated classroom (Urton, Wilbert, & Hennemann, 
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2014). Research findings support the notion that teacher efficacy beliefs have an effect on a 

range of school related elements, including student outcomes in terms of academic achievement, 

and successful teacher practices (Wertheim & Leyser, 2002; Viel-Ruma, Houchins, & Jolivette, 

2010). The relationship between higher levels of teacher perceived self-efficacy and job 

performance, in terms of providing effective instructional supports for students, has been 

associated with healthier classroom environments and stronger student academic skills (Guo, 

Connor, Yang, Roehrig, & Morrison, 2012). In other words, “teachers with more positive 

attitudes toward inclusion are more likely to adjust their instruction and curriculum to meet the 

individual needs of students” (Taylor & Ringlaben, 2012). These factors suggest that when 

provided the sufficient tools, training, and supports, teachers are more inclined toward inclusion 

and in turn are more successful at implementing the inclusion model (Rekap & Parlak-Rekap, 

2017). 

Team Collaboration 

Team collaboration is defined as being an accustomed instructional strategy in special 

education that produces maximized benefits when implemented within inclusive educational 

environments (Buli-Holmberg & Jeyaprathaban, 2016, p. 121). Collaboration has also been 

established as being one of the single most pivotal factors contributing to maintaining non-

segregated learning opportunities for students with exceptionalities (Weiss, Pellegrino, & 

Brigham, 2017). Lambert argues that “the effectiveness of the inclusive model is dependent on 

the conceptualization and implementation of inclusion by general education professionals, 

administrators and parents of students with special needs” (Lambert, 2008, p. 68). 



13 

 

A form of collaboration that has been noted in research as a successful instructional 

methodology in supporting inclusive classrooms, is the co-teaching model (Willis, 2005; Shaffer 

& Thomas Brown, 2015). The co-teaching model ensures a shared responsibility, wherein 

educators must work together to effectively communicate, plan, and implement instruction 

(Brown, Howerter, & Morgan, 2013), with the goal of increasing student academic success. 

Under these conditions, it is crucial for school staff to join forces and work collaboratively in all 

avenues relating to education in order to influence student access to general education 

curriculum (Olson, Leko, & Roberts, 2016).   

Furthermore, collaboration appears to be a skill that must be practiced and refined over 

time. Voltz (2001) sheds light upon collaboration in terms of the considerable time it takes for 

professionals to build a smooth functioning collaborative relationship. The educators most 

directly responsible for ensuring access to the curriculum within the classroom are the general 

and special education team members. It is essential for these educators to be allotted sufficient 

time to work together in order to produce positive instructional outcomes (Howard & Potts, 

2009). Additionally, educators must have access to tools that make daily collaboration seamless. 

There is a need for higher standards in teacher preparation programs in regard to the emphasis 

and training of utilizing collaborative tools (Arthaud et. al, 2016).  

Administrative support and resource availability 

Administrative support and resource availability merge together as a theme because 

together they influence teachers’ perceptions of the level of overall support they receive. Level 

of support is distinguished throughout the literature in terms of the role it plays on teachers’ 
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attitudes in regard to inclusion. A higher level of perceived support, both internally and 

externally, is correlated with increased teacher readiness to integrate students with disabilities in 

instructional activities within the classroom (Clasberry, 2000; (Monsen, Ewing, & Kwoka 

2014),). Teacher readiness affects the likelihood of successful inclusive implementation (Vaz, et 

al., 2015). If administration efforts to provide more professional development opportunities for 

teachers, conditions that affect teacher attitudes and performance, such as self-efficacy, would 

increase and improve student outcomes (Hernandez, Hueck, & Carmen, (2016).  

There is a need for high quality teacher preparation programs that equip preservice 

teachers with the tools necessary to meet the needs of diverse student populations, including 

students with disabilities (Buysse & Hollingsworth, 2009).  Even in cases where more time is 

dedicated to providing high quality professional development opportunities for teachers, there 

still remains a need for viable tools (Lambe, 2011) that educators can access daily to integrate all 

the aforementioned components to successfully implement inclusion. The researcher has 

experience working in elementary schools that actively practice full integration of all students 

within general education environments and still need to improve the rate of professional 

collaboration among their faculties. Drawing on the existing academic literature and personal 

experience, the researcher has developed a tool, in the form of a website, that provides a platform 

for staff members involved in the IEP process to build a healthier collaborative environment and 

to experience an increased overall level of support. The website houses multiple components that 

provide teachers access to implementation resources, instructional strategies, social supports, 
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communication opportunities, and IEP goal organization. These components are elaborated in 

more depth in chapters 3 and 4. 
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Chapter Three 

Methodology 

Introduction 

 This research project was aimed to address the gap that exists between the expectations 

placed upon IEP team members to support students with exceptionalities in inclusive 

environments within general education settings and the actuality of delivering successful 

implementation long term. To do this, the researcher created a digital platform for IEP team 

members to utilize in effort to increase collaborative practice. The platform was developed as a 

user friendly, multicomponent website that provided educators with implementation resources, 

instructional strategies, social supports, communication opportunities, and a place for IEP goal 

logging and monitoring. Specifically, the website was created to build a more cooperative 

working environment for educators at a school site that practiced the inclusive integration of all 

students in general education classrooms. The website was constructed based upon the ideology 

that authentic and dynamic implementation of inclusion requires collaborative skills, knowledge 

and acceptance, and administrative support and expectation. The website was used as a means to 

produce fluid and ongoing communication between all members of the IEP team, and as a 

resource hub that provided suggested materials and supports that incorporate elements of 

universal design.  

Research Design 

 The researcher was an employed teacher working at the school site for the duration of the 

study, therefore, the practitioner approach was deployed. The study used qualitative data 

accumulated through in person interviews of IEP team members at a public school in San Diego 
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county that practiced inclusive methodologies. The qualitative research design fit most 

appropriately with the study due to the nature of the inquiries that were investigated. Qualitative 

data provided an in-depth understanding of how and what collaborative practices were utilized 

day to day within the school site under investigation (Agee, 2009). The interviews were 

delivered using both structured and flexible formatting. This ensured interview questions 

targeted the area of focus per participant, while allowing for authentic and robust feedback. 

Preliminary interviews were conducted prior to the development of the website to establish a 

baseline of need. Post interviews were conducted after the pilot of the website to gather data 

relating to the effectiveness of the tool. All data were collected by means of participant verbal 

responses. 

Setting and Participants 

 The development and launch of the study occurred at a public elementary school that 

advocated for, and delivered, inclusive opportunities for students with IEPs. Students with IEPs 

at the school site were exposed to the common core state standards within the general education 

setting for majority of their school day, and received minimal pull out supports outside of their 

general education classroom as specified by his or her IEP. A fifth grade general education class 

was selected to participate in the study based upon the collaborative expectations of the support 

staff working therein, enforced by the administration, which held IEP team members accountable 

for implementing inclusive practice. A nonrandomized selection of three fifth grade student 

participants occurred. The students were selected based upon the voluntary involvement of the 

support staff responsible for their IEPs, which included the researcher as their general education 



18 

 

teacher during the time of the study.  

To utilize student IEP information, parental consent forms were obtained that granted the 

researcher permission to privately publish IEP goals, using pseudonyms, to the website for the 

duration of the pilot. The consent form provided parents with detailed information pertaining to 

how their child’s information would be utilized, who would have access to the information, and 

what the goals of the research study entailed. Upon receiving parental permission, student IEP 

goals were published to a private and protected domain of the website that only approved staff 

members could access. There was one general educator, one education specialist, and one 

paraprofessional who piloted the website. 

Instruments 

 Preliminary interviews were conducted with the support staff responsible for the IEPs of 

the three student participants. The purpose of the preliminary interviews was 

to gain insight into the pre-existing collaborative practices occurring at the school and to identify 

a baseline of need prior to the development of the platform. The interview questions focused 

specifically on role expectations, collaboration, and IEP goal tracking. The following are 

examples of some of the preliminary interview questions that were inquired:  

a.)  What is your role in implementing the IEPs of identified students in the general 

education classroom? 

b.) What tools or resources do you currently use to help you accurately and consistently 

monitor the IEP goals of the students you work with? 

c.) Were you trained on how to accurately collect data relating to IEP goals?  



19 

 

d.) In what ways and how often do you collaborate with other members of the IEP team who 

work with the same students as you? 

e.) How much time do you spend per week, and per student, analyzing IEP goal data and 

adjusting instructional plans based on that data? 

 These questions were developed with the intent of gathering data that directly targeted the 

area of need at the school. Although each participant was asked the same questions, opportunities 

for elaboration were granted. This type of data collection allowed the researcher to gain an in-

depth and clear understanding of the collaborative climate of the school prior to the development 

of the website.   

After the preliminary interviews were conducted, a website was designed with the goal of 

addressing the need that was identified during preliminary data analysis. The website was 

composed of three major functions which included: 1.) Communication Support, 2.) IEP 

Tracking, and 3.) Resource Accessibility. Within each of these functions, participants had access 

to utilize materials that aimed to increase cooperative instructional skills, strengthen 

philosophical understanding and acceptance of inclusion, and promote effective IEP goal 

tracking.  

 The website was piloted for a total of five weeks wherein the researcher made adjustments 

to the platform based upon ongoing participant feedback. Additionally, the researcher maintained 

consistent communication with each pilotee to ensure participation was consistent and 

successful. The researcher was able to facilitate all domains of the website, which was made 

possible by the researcher’s role of website administrator and general education teacher of the 

student participants.  
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 At the end of the five week piloting period, post-launch interviews were conducted. The 

post-launch interview questions were related to the functionality, practicality, and effectiveness 

of the website, and they targeted collaborative implications. These interviews were conducted by 

the same means as the preliminary interviews, and verbal responses were collected for qualitative 

data analysis. 

The following are examples of some of the post-launch interview questions that were inquired: 

a.) What were some of the triumphs and challenges you faced when using the website? 

b.) To what extent do you feel the website increased the quality and quantity of 

collaboration between you and your team members? 

c.) To what extent do you feel the website increased the accuracy and consistency of the 

IEP goal tracking? 

d.) How likely would you be to use the website beyond the scope of the study? 

e.) What feedback would you provide to the website developer and administrator? 

 The participant responses to the post-launch interview questions provided valuable reports 

relating to user experience and field significance.  

Procedures 

 This study was conducted at a public elementary school in San Diego California that 

educated Kindergarten through Fifth grade students. Preliminary interviews were conducted to 

uncover existing collaborative expectations and methods relating to implementing inclusive 

practice at the school. Preliminary interview results indicated there was a need at the school for a 

tool that educators could utilize to ensure fluent, consistent, and effective collaboration relating 
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to monitoring the IEP goal progress of students integrated in general education classrooms.  

 Before developing the website, project permission was granted by the educators and 

administration that worked in the setting. Once approved, the researcher developed a digital map 

that outlined each component that would compromise the finished product, a fully functioning 

website that promotes a healthy collaborative network for educators. Extreme caution was used 

to ensure the website could function in a way that was ethical and protected the rights and 

privacy of the students involved. The website was introduced to volunteer IEP team participants 

and a complete overview was provided by the researcher prior to the launch. The educators 

piloted the website for a total of 5 weeks and adjustments were made as necessary based on 

participant feedback. Post-launch interviews were conducted which investigated the impact and 

effectiveness of the website as measured by participant qualitative responses. Additionally, 

success of the website was measured by analyzing progress made toward IEP goals during the 

five week pilot period when compared to that of preexisting data records.  

Data Analysis 

The website was trialed for a period of five weeks in which a significant amount of user 

feedback was provided by participants. The details provided by participants emphasized the 

convenience and advantage of utilizing a digital resource such as the website implemented in this 

study. Due to time limitations, the five week piloting period only allowed participants to witness 

short term collaborative outcomes produced as a result of the trial, which will be discussed in 

more detail in chapter five. Additionally, IEP goal data were analyzed by comparing preexisting 

handwritten anecdotal IEP goal records to digital IEP goal records stored in the tracking domain 
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of the website.  

Evaluation of Process 

 The development of the collaborative website was produced for all members of the IEP 

team, including support staff that work with students outside the classroom. It can be the role of 

the education specialist to initiate and manage IEP groups within the website wherein goal 

information is deposited and managed by all IEP team members across settings. The viability of 

the website ensures that the IEP team remains knowledgeable and up to date regarding the 

progress of the students they are accountable for prior to the actual IEP meeting. Future research 

entails incorporating parental access so that parents can be involved in the advocacy of their 

child’s educational goals. 

Ethical Considerations 

 The researcher addressed HIPPA and FERPA privacy acts by receiving a signed consent 

form from the parents of the student participants that were included in the piloted trial. The 

researcher included a contact number on the release form in the case parents had questions or 

chose to withdraw their child from the study at any given time. To maximize privacy, student 

pseudonyms were used on the website. Additionally, the website was secured under a SSL 

certificate encrypting all data connections to the site. Only confirmed and assigned IEP team 

professionals had access to the student participant IEP tracking domain on the site.  

Summary 

Through a qualitative methods approach, narrative research was conducted to explore 

existing collaborative practices at a public school in San Diego county. Results from in person 
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interviews were considered in the development of a digital platform that aimed to increase 

collaboration in an inclusive educational setting. A website was piloted at the school site for a 

period of 5 weeks wherein one general educator, one education specialist, and one 

paraprofessional engaged in cooperative and integrative efforts to increase team collaboration, 

with the goal of improving student outcome, as measured by progress made toward IEP goals. 

Finally, post-launch interviews were conducted to gather data for purposes of future research. 
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Chapter Four  

Results  

Introduction 

 

 The following research questions were addressed as a part of this project investigation and 

development relating to the needs of the school site, as perceived by this researcher: 

i. What are the current inclusive expectations of IEP team members at the site of 

focus, and how does collaboration proceed on a daily basis in order to meet the 

expectations? 

ii. Could the accessibility of a collaborative tool, such as a website for data 

collection, aid IEP team members in maintaining current information regarding 

IEP goal implementation and progress across all academic settings? 

iii. How does the website pilot impact the entirety of the annual IEP process from 

educator communication for goal implementation through to the measurement of 

IEP goals achievement within the general education setting? 

 In order to address these questions, the researcher embarked on a thorough investigation 

that entailed collecting qualitative data by conducting preliminary and post launch interviews, 

and by monitoring IEP goal progress made by students for the duration of a five week pilot 

period, wherein progress was digitally logged on the website. The Building Collab website 

consists of three functional interfaces that are displayed on the homepage. The three interfaces 

include: 1.) Communication Support, 2.) IEP Tracking, and 3.) Resource Accessibility. Each of 

these interfaces stockpile a variety of resources and tools that visitors can access to achieve a 

range of outcomes in relation to building a healthy collaborative climate at a school site. These 
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interfaces were purposefully incorporated in effort to a.) Promote communication and 

collaborative skills, b.) Provide an organizational tool and common outlet to track accurate and 

consistent IEP goal data, and to c.) Promote life-long learning and professional development in 

the field of education. Research pertaining to social network theory provides evidence that 

teacher relationships matter, and that they are “central to issues of student learning, teaching, and 

educational change” (Moolenaar, 2012, p. 32). With this in mind, this researcher developed the 

Building Collab website to first increase communication between IEP team members, in hope to 

strengthen and nourish teacher relationships, then, to provide a systematic, shared and structured 

approach for logging progress made toward IEP goals across multiple classroom settings.  

 The website was purposefully structured with a target audience in mind. Teachers, 

Administrators, Therapists, School Psychologists, and Paraprofessionals are some examples of 

the professionals for whom the website is intended.. With user friendly navigational tools and 

proficient administrative support, IEP team members can organize productively and collectively 

to ensure best practice in terms of providing quality instructional and behavioral support for all 

students. Although the Building Collab website was developed to target collaborative practice 

between IEP team members, it can be generalized to improve professional relationships field 

wide. 

Project Presentation  

 The homepage of Building Collab presents the “what we do”, or three motives, that are 

central to the philosophy of the project. This page provides a brief introduction conveying what 

the website serves to do. As aforementioned, these motives include 1.) Communication Support, 

2.) IEP Tracking, and 3.) Resource Accessibility. A brief description of each of these motives is 
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presented to users on the homepage, followed by a “learn more” option, wherein in-depth 

descriptions of each section is available. These motives are displayed on the homepage in figure 

1. 

Figure 1 Website Homepage 

 

 Figure 1 above shows the top of the Building Collab homepage that is displayed 

immediately after entering the web link into the browser. Upon selecting the “learn more” 

button, users are redirected to a complete descriptive breakdown of each section of the site. This 

breakdown provides users with the information needed to understand what functions are 

available through the website, and how to access and navigate each of those functions. This 

breakdown is displayed  on in figure 2 as follows:  
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Figure 2 More About What We Do 

 

 

 The screen capture above is an example of how the breakdown is displayed on the “more 

about what we do” page, but is expanded on the website to include 1.) Communication Support: 

forums, favorites, and subscriptions, 2.) IEP Tracking: portal descriptions, groups, and privacy 

statement, and 3.) Resource Accessibility: lesson plans, reflections, sharing resources, and what 

works. From this page, visitors can begin to navigate the site by selecting the forums icon in the 

top right corner of the page. The forums icon then directs visitors to a forums topic list which is 

shown in figure 3 below. 
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Figure 3 Forums 

 

 

From the interface shown above, visitors can select a topic of interest and access a broad range 

of materials. First, the Lesson Plans topic is comprised of complete lesson plans organized by 

grade level. Educators can post and access lesson plans within this folder by including the 

intended grade level and state standards that correspond. Next, the Reflections topic serves to 

promote social support between educators. Within this folder, educators can post topic specific 

reflections to which other members can then respond. Third, the Sharing Resources topic is for 

sharing miscellaneous and reusable resources that have proven through trial to be effective in 
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serving the needs of the students. Within this folder, visitors can use the search bar to find 

keywords pertaining to what they are specifically searching to find.. Finally, the What Works 

topic is comprised of subject specific discussions relating to current educational trends and 

practices. 

All forum topics are available to the public, with the exception of the IEP Tracking portal 

displayed as shown in the example above using the pseudonym “JP Morgan”. Visitors who wish 

to access the IEP portal of the website must request membership by selecting the “join” icon on 

the top right corner of the homepage. Upon selecting this icon, visitors are redirected to a page 

where they can request to create an account and are accepted at the discretion of the website  

administrator, who is the author of this project. Once approved, members can create private 

groups comprised of all IEP team members by student case. The IEP group administrator, ideally 

the Education Specialist, can then create topics, which group members can select and use to 

directly communicate with one another. An example of possible topic folders is shown in figure 

4 below. 
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Figure 4 Topic folders 

 

Upon selecting the “IEP goals and progress data” topic, members of the group can post 

student progress made across settings for other group members to see and to enter responses or 

more data.. Additionally, group members can opt to subscribe to their student forums so that they 

receive immediate notification when content is added. The IEP Tracking portal allows team 

members to easily and routinely remain informed about students on their caseload well before 

the IEP meeting takes place, and throughout the year.  

Summary 

The Building Collab was intentionally designed to address the need, established 

throughout the literature and affirmed through this research, for increased collaborative 

opportunities between IEP team members. The functions available on the website, as detailed 

above, are built upon Moolenaar’s (2012) established research that teacher relationships do 
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indeed matter and have a profound impact upon student outcome. The researcher developed the 

website with the understanding that natural and flexible changes will need to be made over time 

based upon increased user feedback. The website serves to equip IEP team members in need of a 

systematic and collaborative tool that can be used to strengthen cooperative skills among 

professionals in any school. The Building Collab has the potential to facilitate infinite teacher 

relations and to expand in scope to address additional needs not included in this study. The 

Building Collab can be accessed by visiting the following link: Building Collab 

(https://buildingcollab.us/) 

 

https://buildingcollab.us/
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Chapter 5 

Discussion 

The study evaluated the preexisting collaborative climate at a public elementary school 

that implemented inclusive education by integrating students with exceptionality in general 

education classrooms. Qualitative data collected through in person interviews of IEP staff 

members at the school site were analyzed to identify a baseline of need prior to the development 

of a collaborative digital platform. Based upon the identified baseline of need, a website was 

created with the purpose of increasing collaborative efforts, enriching philosophical 

understanding and acceptance of inclusion, and promoting the use of resources that incorporate 

elements of universal design. The websites key function was to provide a platform for IEP staff 

to accurately and consistently monitor student IEP goal progress across settings, and to increase 

the quality and quantity of team communicational efforts. The website was piloted for a total of 

five weeks wherein IEP goal progress was digitally managed by the general education teacher, 

education specialist, and the paraprofessional that worked with the three student participants. 

Effectiveness of the website was measured by post-launch staff participant interview data and 

analysis of student progress data logged during the pilot period. Results indicated that the 

website was effective in addressing the gap that was identified between administrative 

expectations relating to inclusion and the collaborative efforts required to ensure successful 

implementation.  

An inclusive learning environment ensures all students the right to participate and be 

included with other members of society regardless of circumstance (Toit & Forlin, 2009). The 

push toward achieving non-segregated educational opportunities for all students has been noted 
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in the research as being a worldwide progressive movement (Hicks-Monroe, 2011). The reality 

of supporting this type of movement is that the educators responsible for implementation must 

have cooperative instructional skills, positive attitudes towards the model, as well as 

administrative support and expectation. The Building Collab website seeks to address these 

realities full circle with the goal of increasing collaboration and promoting social support 

between educators. The researcher’s efforts were focused on ultimately increasing equity at one 

school site that might one day expand field wide.  

Summary  

 The goal of the Building Collab is to (1) increase collaboration between IEP team 

members, and (2) provide a systematic and effective resource for tracking IEP goal progress 

across settings. During the five week piloting period, the researcher learned that increasing 

communication between the IEP team, through a digital platform, improved perceived support 

and in turn positively impacted attitudes relating to implementation. Participants reported they 

experienced reduced anxiety relating to finding the time to log goal progress routinely and 

accurately across settings. Additionally, an increase in team solidarity was reported in terms of 

feeling informed and on the same page as other team members. Digital IEP goal data that was 

logged on the website during the five week piloting period was compared to handwritten goal 

data logs that were used in the general education classroom prior to the launch. The quality of the 

data recorded on the handwritten data logs was inconsistent, contradictory, and evidenced lack of 

training in relation to collecting useful and meaningful data that could be analyzed to measure 

accurate progress. The data logged on the digital source during the five week pilot was 

uniformed, organized, and showed evidence of consistent and useful information that included 
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date, setting, goal, trials, and prompt details. The education specialist was able to analyze these 

data in order to write accurate and meaningful academic reports for upcoming IEPs. All three 

student participants showed progress made toward 3 or more goals during the duration of the 

pilot, whereas progress made as interpreted by handwritten data logs, prior to the launch, was 

unclear due to the anecdotal and poor nature of their contents.   

Limitations 

The limitations of the study include the quantity of educators who had the opportunity to 

implement the resource. This resulted in limited participant feedback and narrowed the 

generalizability of the results. If time permitted, more user participants could have piloted the 

website, which would have resulted in more feedback that the researcher could use to make 

improvements. Time was also a limitation of the study due to the constraints of the project 

deadline. Due to time limitation, long-term implications were not examined. Plans for future 

research will address these limitations by offering the resource to other educators with no time 

constraints involved. The researcher plans to actively seek feedback from additional pilotees and 

make adjustments as necessary.  

 Furthermore, the researcher will have the opportunity to implement the website at a 

different school site than the one included in this study, for the 2017/2018 school year. The 

researcher will examine the project a second time through the lens of an education specialist, 

which differs from the lens of a general educator, as used in this study. From this end, the 

researcher will have the capability to train other staff members on how to utilize the resource, 

and facilitated collaborative growth working from the perspective of an advocate for inclusion. 

Additionally, parent and student access will be incorporated in the website in the future.   
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Lessons Learned and Educational Implications 

 Inclusion is trending toward becoming the staple educational model practiced worldwide. 

With this growing trend comes immense pressure for educators to successfully deliver the model 

all the while managing their already excruciatingly busy schedules. Supplying educators with a 

tangible resource they can use to smooth the transition between the reality of their practice and 

inclusion as the expectation is a small effort made towards educational reform. The response to 

efforts made through this project was positive by all accounts of those involved. The researcher 

learned that teacher attitudes toward inclusion can be persuaded towards advocacy when 

educators feel supported and feel that they have access to resources that make the change 

possible. The Building Collab website is structured in a way that users can effortlessly navigate 

through each interface while having the opportunity to personalize topics as desired. Because the 

Building Collab campaigns for inclusion by addressing the need for increased collaboration with 

the target audience in mind, it adds to the existing literature on inclusive practice and increases 

the likelihood of exceptional discharge. It is suggested that future research investigates how 

collaborative tools, such as the website piloted in this study, can be used by other educational 

teams besides IEP teams. For example, grade level teams in general education could benefit from 

using a digital resource to facilitate communication relating to their team obligations in creating 

curriculum, pacing plans, assessments, and etc.  

Conclusion 

 Providing educators with useful tools to aid in their efforts to implement inclusion in 

earnest, has yielded positive results as measured by qualitative data analysis as indicated above. 

Based upon an established baseline of need, as identified by in person interviews and an 
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examination of existing literature, a website was created with the goal of improving collaborative 

practices at a school site in San Diego county. The existing research surrounding the inclusion 

model paralleled results found during qualitative data collection, both of which revealed a need 

that was fulfilled by this project. A website was developed and piloted at a school that practices 

the integration of students with special needs within general education environments. Results 

indicated that the website did produce positive outcomes for both the educational staff who 

piloted the resource and the student participants involved. Suggestions for future research 

include an extended pilot to allow for an investigation of the long-term effects on IEP goal 

progress and teacher related indications. Teachers who are passionate and committed to ensuring 

social justice for all students, are at the forefront of igniting necessary educational and social 

reform. It is then our obligation, as the strongest advocates of our students, to ensure we are 

exhausting all efforts to provide safe, equitable, and powerful learning opportunities within our 

classrooms, that reflect the realities of the world in which we live.  
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