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THE COLLABORATIVE TEAM APPROACH 
 

 
 
 
RATIONALE FOR COLLABORATIVE TEAMS 

 

Teachers and other school personnel typically apply their full range of 
skills and preferred strategies to resolve student academic, behavior 
and/or health issues prior to seeking assistance from their colleagues or 
community resources. Educators commonly require supplemental 
support when educational problems are considered unmanageable, 
judged especially complex or determined to be beyond the purview of the 
school. In these cases, the active, cooperative involvement of diverse 
school and/or community resources frequently is necessary to 
comprehensively study and creatively problem solve the educational 
issues which place students at risk for school failure.  
 
As the numbers and types of student problems increase in complexity 
and intensity, schools are being challenged to establish effective 
mechanisms for addressing these problems to ensure students’ academic 
success. Collaborative multidisciplinary team approaches that feature 
structured and collegial planning, decision-making and problem-solving 
processes, and that are fully integrated into the educational program, 
have proven to be effective in providing the required intervention and 
referral services for students’ learning, behavior and health problems.  
 

The team approach, designed to support school staff and parents who 
seek assistance for the resolution of diverse educational problems, is 
supported by the research literature and the field-tested experiences of 
schools in New Jersey and throughout the nation as an effective system 
for organizing and providing intervention and referral services for general 
education pupils. The school-based preventive intervention team has 
been used in a variety of configurations in school districts across the 
country as an approach for providing intervention and referral services 
for regular education students’ learning, behavior and health issues (for 
examples of these programs, see the section in the manual titled Best 
Practices for Team Collaboration in Support of I&RS). These teams have 
had various titles, including teacher assistance teams, student support 
teams, student success teams, instructional support teams, school 
consultation teams, peer intervention teams, intervention assistance 
teams, collaborative intervention teams, core teams, student assistance 
teams, student assistance programs and classroom alternatives support 
teams. 
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The Collaborative Team Approach 
 

Rationale for Collaborative Teams, continued 
 

New Jersey schools have flexibility in naming the building teams 
designed to perform I&RS functions, and school districts have flexibility 
in the configuration and performance of I&RS team services. While 
districts are required to adopt an appropriate multidisciplinary team 
(N.J.A.C. 6A:16-7), structure or mechanism for their I&RS program, 
freedom is provided in choosing the team approach that is appropriate 
for each school building. Schools are encouraged to either build upon or 
reconfigure their traditional complement of instructional, administrative 
and pupil services staff.   
 
The print and videotape materials developed by the New Jersey 
Department of Education in support of the I&RS regulations focus on 
processes and structures that feature team collaboration as the 
foundation for planning, organizing and implementing I&RS programs. 
The materials feature best practices for the implementation of team 
approaches and the delivery of I&RS services as they apply to schools in 
New Jersey. 
 
 

The school’s program of I&RS 
is conceived to be an ancillary 

student support service for helping staff and parents address the 
complete spectrum of student learning, behavior and health problems. It 
is not intended to supersede traditional methods or resources for helping 
students to function effectively in the general education program.  

Ancillary Student Support Service 

 
The intended scope of I&RS programs is much broader than the limited 
function of pre-referral interventions to the Child Study Team (CST). It is 
possible that a fully institutionalized program of I&RS that targets its 
resources to the identification and amelioration of problems at the 
earliest possible stages of problem identification would never or rarely 
function as a pre-referral mechanism for CST evaluations. 
 
 

I&RS teams have the potential to improve 
educational practices, programs and services 
for students who are at-risk for school failure 

in several ways. Previous field-based studies of I&RS and similar teams 
in other states have identified the following benefits: 

Benefits of Building-
based I&RS Teams 
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The Collaborative Team Approach 
 

Benefits of Building-based I&RS Teams, continued 
 

 

 

 Virtually immediate attention is given to the needs of the teacher, counselor, 
other school staff members or the parent(s) or guardian(s) requesting 
assistance. 

 
 The structured problem-solving process used by the I&RS team; the follow-

up, monitoring and evaluation activities set forth in the I&RS action plan; and 
the focus on short-term, achievable behavioral goals provides a high 
likelihood of success in addressing individual student needs. 

 
 In a substantial number of cases, students at-risk receive interventions 

designed to accommodate their individual learning, behavior and/or health 
needs in the context of the general education setting, without referral to 
special programs and services. 

 
 Data collection and assessment activities for interventions are focused on the 

context in which the problem is occurring, rather than on referral for separate 
diagnosis and possible special education placement. 

 
 Decreases inappropriate CST evaluations and classifications by developing a 

supportive problem-solving mechanism in the K-12 general education 
program, and increases the capacity in general education to address learning, 
behavior and health problems. 

 
 In the event that the I&RS team obtains information that indicates that an 

evaluation for special education services is warranted, the I&RS process 
provides a clear trail of data and other information on related issues and 
concerns (e.g., student performance, records of attempted strategies prior to 
I&RS involvement, appropriate instructional objectives and instructional 
strategies designed by the I&RS to bring about meaningful student progress) 
that are used by the CST to facilitate the evaluation process. 

 
 Provides a standardized, systematic and non-threatening procedure for 

providing collegial support to individuals requesting assistance for problems 
related to the educational process. 

 

 Provides a vehicle for consolidating or coordinating the functions of various 
problem-solving teams (e.g., 504 Committees, Drug/Alcohol Core Teams, 
School Resource Committees, Pupil Assistance Committees). 
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The Collaborative Team Approach 

 
Benefits of Building-based I&RS Teams, continued 

 

 
 For educators, parents or guardians and other community representatives, 

the program provides opportunities to pool their experience, expertise, 
resources and individual perspectives on student strengths and 
vulnerabilities for the precise identification of student problems; a superior 
match of appropriate remedial strategies with student characteristics and 
the context in which student problems occur; and opportunities for the 
development or enhancement of essential skills and strategies to meet 
diverse student needs. 

 
 Provides a medium for bringing about changes in school culture and the 

norms of professional behavior that promote collaborative interactions and 
relationships, which benefit students, educators, parents and other 
community members alike.  

 
 Lowers stress, raises confidence, increases willingness to try new strategies 

and reduces classroom problems. 
 

 Provides a tool for solving problems that occur outside of the classroom 
(e.g., fighting, bullying, cursing, vandalism, substance abuse), as well as 
inside the classroom. 

 
 Reduces repeat requests for assistance for similar issues due to increases in 

staff ability to address diverse educational problems. 
 

 Broadens the capacity of school staff to work with student problems, in 
grades K-12, at early stages of identification. 

 
 Increases general communication among all staff, and specifically increases 

communication and coordination among staff in special education and 
general education, and provides a way for them to share their expertise. 

 
 Increases staff and parent awareness of student needs and available 

resources for obtaining support and assistance. 
 

 Increases administrators’ awareness of educational needs and program 
refinements. 

 
 Provides valuable information for making school-wide changes. 
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	Multidisciplinary Team
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	The school’s I&RS program, like any school-level improvement initiative, should be integrated into the school’s overall program and supported by research-based educational practices and planning principles, including the following:
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	Imminent Warning Signs of Violence
	Scope of Services for Building-based I&RS Teams
	Of continuing alarm for educators are the unacceptably high rates of student substance abuse. Significant concerns involve the increased use of alcohol, tobacco and other drugs (ATOD) by younger students; the increased intensity of use by young people; the frequency of use by students; and the variety and unpredictable contents or strengths of substances that are used either individually or in combination.
	Adult denial, or deciding not to recognize and appropriately respond to ATOD abuse as a primary problem, has been a foremost dynamic that has prevented student substance abusers from recovering and performing to their potential in school. Youth substance abuse often is perceived as either an individual or a social phase, which, like other “trends,” will pass. All too often adults’ thoughts and actions regarding ATOD use among youth are counterproductive (e.g., “We drank when we were kids and it didn’t hurt us.”). The I&RS team can be an important mechanism for breaking the pattern of denial described above by ensuring that substance abuse and related issues are given full consideration as educational problems to be solved. Since all districts are required to “establish a comprehensive substance abuse intervention…and treatment referral program” (N.J.S.A. 18A:40A-10), the provisions of the I&RS code can also help districts fulfill the substance abuse intervention and referral program requirement. 
	The nature of youth ATOD use has followed a fairly consistent pattern since the 1970s; in fact, their pattern closely follows the nature of adult involvement with psychoactive chemical substances. The information provided below is not intended to prepare team members to diagnose ATOD problems, but to provide perspective on potential target audiences and give strength to the importance of early identification of student’s risk for harmful involvement with substances.
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	TREATMENT 
	PHASE
	Relapse Issues
	Student Relapse Indicators
	Issues for School Staff
	Scope of Services for Building-based I&RS Teams
	Scope of Services for Building-based I&RS Teams
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	Scope of Services for Building-based I&RS Teams
	Scope of Services for Building-based I&RS Teams
	Since the health professional has general knowledge of common health issues affecting classroom performance, it is important for the team to include their input in the I&RS process. The educational interests of school health professionals can be represented by having them serve as members of the I&RS team or by collecting information from them as part of the comprehensive set of data that is gathered and assessed for all requests for assistance. A few examples and issues regarding the interaction of the I&RS team and school health resources or issues are provided below:
	Scope of Services for Building-based I&RS Teams
	High Risk Factors for Unprotected Intercourse or Pregnancy, Premature Sexuality and Childbearing
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	A survey conducted by the American Association of University Women found that four out of five students have experienced some form of sexual harassment at school.  More than one third considered this harassment as a normal part of school life.  In a survey of school teachers reported by Telljohann, more than 20% said that students in their classes often use abusive language when describing homosexuals. Therefore, I&RS teams should remain cognizant of the possibility of harassment as a contributing factor to the concerns identified in requests for assistance. 
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	Asset Type
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	Assets-based Approach, continued
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	Assets-based Approach, continued
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	I&RS Teams and Child Study Teams
	CHILD STUDY TEAMS
	Choosing an Appropriate Model for I&RS Functions
	PLANNING AND ORGANIZING
	BUILDING-BASED I&RS TEAMS
	 Resource name.
	 Description of resource and its services.
	 Contact persons and their titles/roles.
	 Street and postal addresses, as well as electronic mail addresses.
	 Phone and facsimile numbers. 
	 Admission requirements. 
	 Financial arrangements. 
	It is helpful to establish formal, written agreements with community agencies that describe specific understandings and procedures with regard to (More information on these agreements can be found in the section of this manual titled Coordination of Home, Community and School Resources.):
	 Initial contact. 
	 Transportation and arrival of the student.
	 Release of information to and from both institutions. 
	 Communication while a student is receiving services. 
	 Provision of an educational program to the student while receiving services. 


	IMPLIED vs. DESCRIBED BEHAVIOR EXAMPLE #1
	IMPLIED vs. DESCRIBED BEHAVIOR EXAMPLE #2
	In conducting interviews and in communications with colleagues who request assistance of the team, it is important for team members, particularly case coordinators, to consider the nature of their relationships with requestors. Since the focus of the I&RS team process is on the provision of assistance and support to colleagues and the team typically functions in a collaborative mode of operations (for more information on modes of operation see the Scope of Services for Building-based I&RS Teams section of the manual), it is valuable for team members to view themselves as consultants to their “clients.” Described below are characteristics of effective consultants that should drive team members interactions and the development of effective strategies for working with colleagues:
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	Gardner’s Eight Intelligences, continued
	Gardner’s Eight Intelligences, continued
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	Gardner’s Eight Intelligences, continued
	Gardner’s Eight Intelligences, continued
	In her book, Taming the Dragons: Real Help for Real School Problems, Susan Setley asserts that students who struggle with their schoolwork tend to show three patterns in their learning: they learn inefficiently, inconsistently and incompletely. 
	The cerebral cortex is where higher cognitive processing occurs. When we educate students, we are essentially changing the structure and the chemistry in students’ neurons in their cerebral cortexes, growing receptive surfaces (dendrites) of nerve cells. The more students use what they learn, the more the neural pathway and the knowledge become permanent.
	Complete learning, that is learning that stays with us for long periods of time, takes place in stages or steps. At each of these steps, referred to by Setley as the Four Stages of Learning, we master a task a little more thoroughly, until we finally know it extremely well. Setley identifies the four steps, which are described below, as follows: Exposure Stage, Guided Learning Stage, Independence Stage and Mastery Stage.
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	David Kolb’s Theory of Learning Styles
	Kolb’s Learning Styles
	Neurolinguistics/Psycholinguistics
	Goals of Misbehavior
	Reality Therapy
	Teacher Effectiveness Training
	School Discipline Summary
	As explained in an article titled Curriculum-based Assessment: An Introduction, by James A. Tucker, which was published in the Journal of Exceptional Children, curriculum-based assessment (CBA) is a relatively new term for a teaching practice that is as old as education itself: using the material to be learned as the basis for assessing the degree to which it has been learned. CBA holds that each student’s needs are best defined in terms of the context of his local educational program. 
	Negative school climate is one of several factors that have been found to increase students’ risk for involvement in self-destructive behaviors. Students’ risk for developing harmful behaviors can be decreased and student achievement, performance and safety can be improved by developing an atmosphere in schools where academic success, respect for self, others and property and the motivation to learn and actively participate in the school’s social life are expected and rewarded. 
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	EFFECTIVENESS OF TRAINING TECHNIQUES
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	Innovative Strategies
	Professional Development, Coaching and Collegiality, continued

	Experiential Learning
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	OF HOME, COMMUNITY AND SCHOOL RESOURCES
	General Tips for Forming an Alliance with Parents
	Turn Negatives into Positives
	Turn Negatives into Positives, continued
	There are instances where parents may resist or challenge the efforts of the I&RS team. Some suggestions to prepare for and address these circumstances are provided below:
	General Characteristics of Effective Teams, continued
	General Characteristics of Effective Teams, continued
	General Characteristics of Effective Teams, continued
	Many models describe the stages and characteristics of the development of healthy and unhealthy, effective and ineffective groups, two of which are described below. In addition to understanding how groups grow, teams should understand practical reasons for why it is important to apply group development theories and the benefits of applying these models to the workings of their teams.



	The Truth Option
	INCLUSION STAGE 
	CONTROL STAGE
	OPENNESS STAGE

	Cog’s Ladder
	      Moving from Step 1 to Step 2
	Group members tend to exhibit patterns of behavior and/or preferred roles.  Effective team members are able to identify the presence of behaviors that help and hinder team operations and provide and receive supportive feedback on their contributions to the group. Competent team members work to develop role diversity and flexibility in order to provide the behaviors that will regularly move the group forward. The roles below, which have been adapted from Learning to Work in Groups, by Matthew Miles, must be fulfilled, at appropriate times, for groups to effectively accomplish their respective missions.

	TASK ROLES
	As is the case with most human enterprises, the degree to which team members openly and honestly communicate regarding both group task and maintenance concerns is the foundation of team effectiveness. Since communication is also at the heart of the team’s efforts with colleagues, parents and community members, on behalf of children, it is incumbent upon teams to faithfully monitor, evaluate, adapt and improve their communication patterns and skills. Described below are some skills and techniques that are essential for group cohesion and productivity.
	The Johari Window, described by Josph Luft in Of Human Interaction, is a model of interpersonal communication that team members can use as a basis for identifying behaviors and related information that will help maintain the group and improve interactions among colleagues, parents, community members and students.
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	6A:16-7.2       Functions of intervention and referral services


	These regulations establish uniform statewide policies and procedures for public school staff to report allegations of child abuse and to cooperate with the investigation of these allegations.
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