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On Level 2, decisions are made collaboratively. Teachers and administrators identify and solve 
problems as a team. They agree on the type of collaborative model to employ (including the possi-
bility of co-teaching) within the various ELD/ELL instructional delivery models used in the 
building.

On Level 3, school administrators make sovereign decisions about issues that do not require 
collaborative decision making and fall outside the realm of teacher collaboration and co-teaching. 
Decisions regarding school safety and security fall into this level.

On the basis of their case study of two successful, visionary leaders for ELs, George Theoharis 
and Joanne O’Toole (2011) describe the complexities of creating an inclusive school:

With their social justice vision for educating ELLs, the leaders collaboratively planned and 
delivered inclusive ELL services. This meant the principal, general education teachers, ESL 
teachers, bilingual paraprofessionals, and other school personnel had to learn new skills 
and new roles. This required time for meetings and for collaborative planning of instruc-
tion as well as sustained professional development. (p. 679)

We added the italics in the previous quote to emphasize learning new skills and new roles. 
Similarly, in his work on the role of the building principal, Michael Fullan (2014) highlights key 
factors that increase a school leader’s ability to amplify student learning. One aspect found to be most 
powerful in positively affecting student outcomes is the extent to which the school leader engages as 
a learner. In building a collaborative school culture, “The principal’s role is to lead the school’s teach-
ers in a process of learning to improve their teaching, while learning alongside them about what 
works and what doesn’t” (p. 55). As part of a framework to impact teacher learning, Fullan describes 
how school leaders must “invest in capacity building with a focus on student results” (p. 67).

So, what defines a collaborative school culture for ELs? We believe it is a culture in which a 
collective vision is developed, philosophical beliefs and values are shared, and a common purpose 
is articulated. In collaborative schools and districts, curricula are consistently aligned to national, 
state, and local content and ELD/ELL standards. Teachers implement research-based instructional 
practices consistently across content areas and grade levels by sharing in the three phases of instruc-
tion: planning, teaching, and assessing. Finally, effective frameworks are established and supported 
for ongoing professional development that promotes teacher interaction and student inclusion to 
result in positive student outcomes for all. For a summary of key features of a collaborative school 
culture and their implications for English language learners, see Table 3.1.

 Table 3.1  Features of a Collaborative School Culture

Feature What It Is What It Means for ELs

Shared vision  
and mission

Clearly agreed-on desired outcomes, shared 
values, and goals that focus on all students 
characterize the vision.

A culturally responsive school in which ELs 
are not marginalized is the result.

(Continued)
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Vignette Revisited

Let’s revisit Joyce and Molly’s teaching partnership as Joyce shares how they continued to develop their 
co-teaching through their yearlong journey of collaboration and where they are hoping to go next.

Our collaboration, both the planning and the delivery, has gone from “I” to “we”—on both sides. We 
find the time to talk about upcoming units of study ahead of time. We change roles and teaching 
models as they fit the lesson and unit. As a result, students see both of us as their teachers. Our 
instructional approach has evolved as well. We experiment a lot with the language of mathematics 
and try to make it visible and comprehensible for all. We have increased the use of academic language 
by students through partner-work, triads, chants, songs, class-made charts and Thinking Maps. We 
know we have each other’s back, and we feel we can be vulnerable with each other. To further benefit 
my students, I am extending the language strategies we use in math to other areas of my teaching.

And how is Amani doing? Amani frequently shares her knowledge, teaches her classmates math 
terms in Swahili, and practices academic language with her partners. Transitioning from her ELD 
class to math is still a challenge at times but she is doing better. We found out that Amani has a 
new baby sister and is frequently tired in group. She has even fallen asleep at the table with her peers 
chattering around her. We have learned that she may be helping her mother with the baby during 
the night. After missing a few days, instead of taking her to the side of the room to catch up on 
missed math work and concepts, I suggested keeping her with the group for the new learning. Both 
Molly and I were surprised that Amani just jumped right in and stayed on par with her peers learning 
the new concepts. We both wonder what Amani would have missed if we had followed the old “let’s 
catch them up first” model instead of working together to support her learning in class, alongside her 
peers. We are looking forward to long-term planning and protected weekly co-planning. We think we 
can really take all of our students, and especially our struggling students further along than we ever 
have by backward planning, looking not only at our math scope and sequence but thinking ahead 
to what language supports are needed to make learning visible and comprehensible.

Feature What It Is What It Means for ELs

Curriculum 
alignment

Through curriculum mapping and 
coordinated curriculum development 
programs, coherence is established.

Curriculum changes and modifications 
consider ELs’ linguistic and academic needs.

ELs are meaningfully included in  
general-education curriculum learning.

Shared instructional 
practices

Planning, implementation, and assessment 
practices are coordinated among all faculty.

Differentiated instruction is designed and 
implemented with ELs in mind.

Ongoing shared 
professional 
development

Individual teacher learning is integrated 
into collaborative efforts to enhance all 
teachers’ practice.

All faculty interacting with ELs understand 
and implement research-based methods for 
instructing and interacting with ELs.

Student-centered 
approach

Instructional focus is on the needs of the 
learner; students develop their own 
understanding through active learning 
techniques.

ELs are able to build their background 
knowledge and complete self-selected 
projects at their own level of linguistic 
ability.
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