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IT TAKES A TEAM: THE POWER OF COLLABORATION 
WHEN WORKING WITH AT-RISK STUDENTS 

BY STEVEN T. KELLEY AND DEBORAH DIXON 

I
t happened on two days in May and from the moment they 
walked through our doors, we knew something was differ
ent about them. They were smaller in quantity, younger in 

age, and our kindergarten screening indicated that they had 
complex needs. They were the graduating class of 2018 and they 
were our incoming kindergartners, arriving for our annual kin
dergarten registration. Their story and the work of a dedicated 
inter-disciplinary team of educators is inspiring and illustrates 
a powerful picture of collaboration and teamwork. 

The demographic profile of this group of kindergartners pro
vided some early data that was valuable in getting to know 
and understand their needs. First, there were less of them than 
any other class in the last 20 years. Rather than the typical 
kindergarten enrollment of 70-75 students, there were only 45 
students enrolled. This necessitated eliminating one of our four 
half-day sessions of kindergarten. They were also a young group, 
with thirty-two percent of the students being born in August or 
September. By comparison, only fourteen percent of the prior 
year's kindergartners had August or September birthdays. Many 
of the students came to us already identified as needing special 
education services. In fact, sixteen percent of the students were 
already identified as educationally handicapped. Finally, we 
looked at the results of our May kindergarten registration screen
ing: forty percent of the students had scored below the cut-off 
on our screening tool, the Brigance. By comparison, just twenty-
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three percent of the prior year's students had scored below the 
cut-off. Clearly, our three classes of kindergarten would each 
contain an unusually high number of at-risk students. 

Given this demographic information, our teachers recognized 
that there would be some unique challenges in meeting these 
students' needs. As the year began, the students quickly earned 
the reputation as "sweet kids who worked hard and loved school," 
yet at the same time, academic concerns quickly came to light 
and became the dominant topic of staff conversations. Given the 
fall assessment data we had collected, the kindergarten teachers 
recognized that it would be challenging to provide the students 
with the additional supports and programming necessary to 
facilitate their academic growth. 

Recognizing this challenge, a group of staff members met to 
discuss the results and prepare a plan of action. Members of this 
team included the classroom teachers, a special education teacher, 
the reading specialist, the early intervention teacher, and the 
principal. Together, we created a roster of students who would 
be invited to participate in our Kinder-Power Program. 

The Kinder-Power Program is designed to be our most intensive 
early intervention initiative at the kindergarten level. This pro
gram is run during the hour break between our morning and 
afternoon sessions of kindergarten. Morning kindergartners 
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stay an hour later and afternoon students arrive an hour early. 

The sessions are multi-disciplinary in nature and are taught col

laboratively by our early intervention teacher, a special educator, 

a speech/language pathologist, an occupational therapist, and 

a Title I para-educator. A low teacher-student ratio has made 

the program successful. 

By staff consensus, the roster of Kinder-Power students was 

established and capped at 14 in order to maintain the integrity of 

the program. While the 14 neediest students were invited to par

ticipate in Kinder-Power, it was evident that there would be other 

students who would not receive this level of intervention. 

In the spring, we completed our final round of kindergarten 

assessments. While there was clearly growth in some students, 

we remained highly concerned about the majority of kinder
gartners who we viewed as at-risk for academic failure. It was 

clear that we would need to do things differently for all of our 

kindergartners as they entered first grade. It was apparent that a 

traditional model of instruction would not fully meet the needs 

of these students. We needed to create a learning environment 

that was truly differentiated. 

been made to cluster the majority of our at-risk students into 

two adjoining classrooms. This would allow for efficiency of 

services such as speech/language, occupational therapy, special 

education, and early intervention. 

Secondly, the teachers in these two classrooms knowingly 

volunteered for the job, understanding that it would require 

working with more adults, attending more meetings, and 

sharing ownership of their classrooms with other profession

als. In order for this collaborative approach to be successful, 

it was determined that communication among all staff was 

paramount and that a minimum of two weekly planning ses

sions would be utilized. These planning sessions would focus 

on differentiating instruction and incorporating the related 

service components into the fabric of the classroom instruc

tion. Constant and ongoing assessment of our students and 

our instructional practices would shape the conversations of 

these meetings. As one teacher stated, "It was so valuable 
looking at the children through the different lenses of other 
professionals on the team. It allowed all of us to gain more 
insight into our students' personalities, learning styles, and 
social-emotional needs." 

It was so valuable looking at the children through the different lenses of other 

professionals on the team. It allowed all of us to gain more insight into our 

students' personalitities, learning styles, and social-emotional needs." 

As a team, we met and looked toward the future. On an afternoon 

in early June, we held the first of two special "summit meetings," 

at which teachers from kindergarten and first grade, specialists, 

and administrators began planning for these students. By now, 

the superintendent of schools had heard about this unique class, 

and he joined the team for its first meeting. This meeting focused 
on identifying the specific learning strengths and weaknesses of 

the students and on brainstorming ways we could accommodate 

their needs through creative grouping and instruction. At the 
end of the meeting, we discussed the need to meet again during 

the summer in order to create a clear and comprehensive plan 
for educating these students. The superintendent was impressed 

and pleased by the collaborative spirit of the team and accepted 

a proposal to pay a stipend to a team of staff members in order 

for them to work together for a day during the summer. 

The second summit meeting, held during the summer, was highly 

successful and ended with excitement and enthusiasm regard

ing the upcoming school year. A new model of instruction had 
emerged, a model with several key features. First, a decision had 

Thirdly, the new model included a modified daily schedule 

with an instructional approach that included an emphasis on 

kinesthetic learning, a multi-sensory approach to teaching, 

and the creation of a language-rich environment to address 

the receptive and expressive language deficits that were evident 

in so many of the students. According to the early interven

tion specialist, "It was necessary to conti1111ally focus on the 
wrriculum and decide what we were teaching and how we 
were teaching it." 

Finally, all of this was to be accomplished using a "SWAT Team 

approach" with staff members from different areas of specialty 

working in the classroom, in collaboration with the teachers. By 

design, there would be times when a para-educator, the early 

intervention teacher, the classroom teacher, a special educator, 

and a speech pathologist would all be working together in a 

classroom at the same time. 

In summary, the idea was to "divide and support," providing 

students with a low teacher: adult ratio during key teaching 
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times. Staff decided to stand shoulder to shoulder in their work 
within the classrooms. 

In addition to these key changes, one other important element 
emerged as part of our new model: engaging parents in their 
child's learning. One of the demographic features noticed in 
kindergarten was the lack of parent involvement in school. 
The kindergarten teachers had described many of the parents 
as being disconnected to school. We decided to address this 
concern, attempting to engage the parents through a series of 
workshops. The workshops were designed to provide the parents 
with the materials and skills they would need to reinforce their 
child's learning at home. 

Surveys were sent out in an attempt to focus the workshop topics 
based on parent feedback. Once the surveys were tabulated, a 
workshop series was developed and publicized. Sessions were 
scheduled after school and in the early evenings to accommo
date the needs of parents. Based on the parent surveys, topics 
focusing on how to support children with their reading, math, 
writing, and behavior were developed. 
Child care was provided, free materials were given out, and 
food was served. The atmosphere was light and relaxed and the 
parents were actively engaged through math games, role-plays, 
and discussion. The collaboration which had previously been 
strictly staff based, now grew to include parents. We were visibly 
strengthening the link between home and school. 

The synergy created by all of the team work became more and 
more noticeable in weekly collaborative planning meetings. 
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There was a visible energy and excitement in the air concern
ing the education of these students. Throughout the first grade 
year, ongoing collaboration and team support buoyed everyone 
involved. The SWAT Team approach in the classrooms evolved, 
resulting in unexpected benefits. Because speech pathologists 
and occupational therapists were working shoulder to shoulder 
with teachers and para-educators, professional learning began 
to naturally occur. Staff members began to unintentionally men
tor each other, and their philosophies and approaches began to 
rub off on each other. Teachers began to think like specialists 
and specialists began to think like teachers. Individuals become 
stronger and thus, the group gained collective strength, power, 
and focus. One first grade teacher stated, "Having a specialist 
work within my classroom gave me opportunities to learn and 
incorporate so111e of their techniques into my daily teaching." 

As the end of first grade arrived, our spring assessments revealed 
the results for which we had hoped. Our students demonstrated 
strong and steady growth. In fact, as a whole, this particular 
group of students scored as well or better than the prior year's 
first graders; no small feat, given where they had started. The 
staff was able to reflect upon and celebrate the success of each 
child's progress. Members of the team noted that, "Because 
of the m1111ber of adults who were committed to these chil
dren, we were able to 111eet their needs on every level: socially, 
e111otional/y, and cognitively." One of the first-grade teachers 
expressed, "The responsibility for educating these children 
was shared, which changed my thinking. As a teacher, it was 
110 longer about what I needed to do ... it was about what we 
needed to do. I was not in this alone and now I cannot imagine 
teaching any other way." 

The story of this unique group of students has inspired us to 
continue this collaborative model as they move to second grade. 
Through a deep level of commitment to children, and through 
the power of collaboration, we are rewarded with students who 
are making strong and steady progress, parents who are invested 
in their child's education, and teachers who have learned that 
there is great power and great promise in collaborating with 
their colleagues. 
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