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Abstract

This paper explores the experiences of learning support teachers (LSTs) in the West Vancouver
School District as they engaged in district-based LST meetings that were planned and facilitated
by a team of LSTs in collaboration with district administration. The research explored the
experiences of LSTs through use of qualitative methods and was particularly interested in LSTs
perception of the effectiveness of the meetings in creating a sense connectedness and efficacy
among the group. The study employed narrative inquiry as a methodology. Two methods were
used to gather data: interviews and a researcher’s journal. Three LSTs from the West
Vancouver School District were interviewed, and the interview data was combined with data
from the researcher’s journal to obtain the key themes, which were explored and presented in the
results of the study. The results indicate that LSTs value time to connect at district-based
meetings. Participants highlighted the positive impact these meetings have had on their feelings
of isolation in their complex roles. There is a hunger for collaboration among the group, and
recommendations include implementing further supports to continue the momentum that was
created over the past year. This study points to a number of formal supports that could help
structure future LST meetings: using the Adaptive Schools model, implementing a similar
structure to that of a professional learning community (PLC), and considering the use of adaptive

mentorship or collaborative mentorship.

Keywords: learning support teachers, special education teachers, meetings, collaboration,

mentorship, narrative inquiry
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Background

Our personal experiences shape the way we view the world around us; we do not often
realize the impact of those experiences until we look back and reflect. When thinking of my
journey, I can pinpoint key moments and experiences that have brought me to my career as an
educator in the area of special education. These are experiences that have also kept me there. I
have long been drawn to working in special education. As an elementary student, I remember
being friends with a student who had an adult with him in class most of the time. I did not
consider why this person was there; I remember accepting that this kind woman was just another
teacher in my classroom. As I have gotten older and have moved into a career in education, |
now realize that person was an education assistant who was likely assigned my friend due to his

having a special needs diagnosis.

Moving through high school, I started to take an interest in teaching and began peer
tutoring a younger student. This student spent most of her time in the school’s life skills
program, but she was taking grade 8 English and needed someone to support her through her
assignments. We quickly became friends; for three years of high school and into university we
connected regularly. Iloved that experience, but I was also saddened by the sense that I really
did not know much of what went on in the life skills program. It was very much its own little
pocket off to the side in the school. What went on in there? Why could my friend attend some
classes but not others? I started to wonder about how we could change the way special education
was in our school system. There had to be a better way. As a rather naive high school student,

these were big ideas to start questioning.



Moving through university, I tucked those questions aside and nearly forgot about them.
I became engrossed in university life, balancing social and academic endeavors. It wasn’t until
my first experiences as a student teacher that I started to remember my early insights on special
education. Again, I found myself being drawn to those students who needed extra support. They
were the students I wanted to figure out. As I moved through my field experience, I found time
to connect with the special education teacher. I would come in early to observe school-based
team meetings. I started to schedule extra time to work in her room, and I volunteered to help
with reading assessments. The more I did, the more interested I became, so before officially
graduating from the teaching program, I applied to the Special Education Diploma program. In
my mind, I would work on call in a district for a few years, then teach for a few years in the
classroom, and then use my Special Education Diploma to move into a more specialized role

within a school.

As we know, the way life unfolds is often not according to plan. I graduated with my
Bachelor of Education degree in December 2008, and I was hired as a learning support teacher
(LST) in the West Vancouver School district in October 2009 after working as a teacher on call
for two days in a small island community. Learning support teachers are special educators who
act as specialists in the school to whom classroom teachers, education assistants, and parents
reach out to when seeking further support and expertise. I had my student teaching experience,
additional coursework in special education, experience working as a behaviour interventionist,
and two days working as a teacher on call. I did not feel like an expert by any means. I kept

telling myself, “They wouldn’t hire me if they didn’t think I could do the job.”

Luckily for me there were many structures in place for support. My teaching partner,

principal, and the speech and language pathologist assigned to my school were all passionate



about mentorship and had extensive experience in supporting students with special needs. I also
had the support of the district special education coordinator (SEC) and regular contact with the
district administrator for student support services. These built-in supports allowed me to tackle
the complexities of my new role, including navigating a newly introduced intervention model,

the Response to Intervention model or RTIL.

When [ started in the district eight years ago, teachers were still adjusting to the Response
to Intervention model (RTI). RTI is a three tiered model that determines how learning services
are delivered. Intervention refers to a strategy that is put in place in order to support and shift the
learning of a particular student or group of students. In Tier One, students are provided with
differentiated instruction in their classrooms that typically meets the needs of 80% of the
students in the class. The primary responsibility of service delivery at this tier is the classroom
teacher, with some consultation with the learning support team, when requested. Tier Two
involves interventions for about 15% of the class that may need more intensive, targeted
intervention in a particular area. This may come in the form of in-class or pull out support from
the LST. If student needs cannot be met in Tier One or in Tier Two, students move to Tier Three
of the model. This tier is made up of students who are already designated as a student with
special needs, and includes students going through assessment on the road to designation. The
RTI model is intended to be fluid, meaning that students may move throughout the tiers. To

operate effectively, it must also follow a referral process through the school-based team (SBT).

With this move to the RTI model, classroom teachers and LSTs have struggled in their
redefined roles. RTI is frequently debated among staff members of many different schools and it
is something discussed at every LST meeting. It has become the role of the SBT and largely the

LSTs to ensure that Tier One interventions are happening in the classroom before a student is



accepted into any learning support groups. This is a shift from the previous model where
teachers would informally alert the LST when a concern would arise with a child, and then the
LST would support however they could. With the RTI model, LSTs have naturally become a
clearing house for needs. They take in all the students with needs and decide how to distribute
resources to support the overall needs of the school. This aspect of the job has been reported to

be a large stressor of the role.

While the RTI model was being established in the West Vancouver District, there were
various supports available at the school and district level. At this time, the district special
education coordinator (SEC) came to every SBT meeting for every school in the district. By
providing this consistent support, the SEC was able to refocus meetings to the RTI model, and
answer any questions from teachers and LSTs at their school site at least once a month. As a
new teacher working in special education, I found comfort in those regularly scheduled
meetings. The SEC would take control of ensuring the RTI process was followed. This
leadership helped to alleviate stress on relationships between LSTs and classroom teachers. I felt
that I was really delivering the district model rather than dictating how support was given; it was
also a time to gain feedback on how I was doing in my role. As a new teacher, in a constant state

of vulnerability, these touch points became very important to me.

In addition to the presence of the SEC in schools, there were organized opportunities for
LSTs to come together as a larger support team. A district-wide, student support services staff
meeting was hosted by the SEC and district administrator for special education every two
months. Elementary LSTs, high school LSTs, counsellors, speech and language pathologists,
and school psychologists were invited to each meeting. This was a chance for people to connect,

ask questions, and be given important information to keep systems running consistently across



the district. As a new LST in the district, I looked forward to these meetings. My experience
working in the realm of special education has been both rewarding and challenging. As
challenges have come up, I have felt supported largely because of the connections I have made

with my peers and informal mentors in the district community.

I have observed many changes in the student support services department in the West
Vancouver School District (SD 45) over the past eight years. Four years ago our district
administrator of special education accepted a job in another district, and our SEC moved into the
district administrator role with a new partner. They now work collaboratively as district
administrators for student support services (including Special Education, English as a Second
Language, and Counselling). The role of special education coordinator (SEC) no longer exists in
SD 45, but one of the district administrators will come to the school, upon request, as needed.

This has resulted in less of a district leadership presence in the schools on a regular basis.

Another recent change I have observed is in the structure of district student support
services meetings. Originally the district learning support meetings included professionals from
the whole department until a couple years ago when secondary LSTs felt the topics of these
meetings were not directly relevant to them, thus were not meeting their needs. They requested
specific secondary meetings. With this change, it has become difficult as an elementary LST to
know who your secondary school counterparts were and vice versa. Thus, we no longer have a
strong cross elementary/secondary connection. In the past year, we have seen yet another shift
in the level of connection for LSTs. For the 2015/2016 school year, we only had two district
level LST meetings: one at the beginning of the year and one at the end of the year. While these
meetings disseminated important procedural information, the regular connection between district

LSTs was missing.



As I reflect on my experiences of beginning my teaching career as learning support
teacher, I wonder what are the experiences of other LSTs? In West Vancouver, many new LSTs
are also beginning teachers. I wonder if they feel supported in their roles? New LSTs may or
may not have a teaching partner. If they do have a teaching partner, that person may or may not
be comfortable in taking on a mentorship role. The complexity of working in the LST role as a
beginning teacher has led me to reach out to others for support. As I have gained experience in
my role, I continue to consult with my peers, seek support, and make connections. This is how |
learn and it is the nature of my personality to seek out others. With the help of connections and
supportive peers, I feel I have the skills, knowledge, and passion necessary to continue working

in special education.

Research Question

I am interested in exploring what the current experiences and perspectives of LSTs in
West Vancouver may be, particularly in regards to managing the complexity of their role and
looking at how we can create a cross-district network of support for learning support teachers.
For the 2016/2017 school year, fellow colleagues and I will be collaboratively organizing LST
meetings with our district administrators of student support services. We have been allotted time
every two months to co-host a meeting. Our LST team has been given the bulk of the meeting
time for our planned agenda (which will be based on feedback from everyone), and we will
collaboratively facilitate these meetings. Through this process, I would like to look at the
experience of LSTs involved in these meetings. This leads me to my research question: What
are the experiences of learning support teachers as they engage in collaboratively led

student support services meetings in the West Vancouver School District? Will these



meetings help to create a greater feeling of connectedness, efficacy and help establish a network

of support across the district for West Vancouver learning support teachers?



Chapter 2: Literature Review
I have identified three broad themes for my literature review to establish the background
and development of my study: complexities of the special educator role, teacher wellbeing and
burnout (including self-efficacy and vulnerability), and three well studied elements of support
(including effective meetings, collaboration, and mentorship). Under each theme will be

subheadings or descriptors.

Theme 1: Complexities of the Special Educator Role

Description of Inclusive Education in Canada

Inclusion is a perspective against funnelling children of special needs and diverse abilities
into separate classrooms. Instead, the concept of inclusion advocates the sorting of classrooms
only by age and finding solutions to address the differing educational needs of students (Porter &
Smith, 2011; Specht et al., 2016). In essence, all students have the right to be educated in their
neighbourhood schools and with peers of the same age. The concept of inclusion goes beyond
physical proximity; true inclusion in a mindset. In practice, inclusion is not simply the
integration of students with special needs into mainstream classrooms, it is providing appropriate
educational opportunities to meet the needs of all students so that every individual can have
equitable access to meaningful learning experiences (Andrews & Lupart, 2000; Boyle, Topping,
& Jindal-Snape, 2013; Westwood, 2013). UNESCO (2003) views inclusive education as a
transformative approach to education. Rather than being a view on how to integrate students into
mainstream classrooms, inclusive education creates an environment that is responsive to the
diversity of all learners. Provincial education ministries in Canada recognize the importance of
aligning their education policies with this belief, though practice varies in each setting. The

British Columbia Ministry of Education (BCED) outlines the provincial policy on inclusion in a



document titled, Special Education Services: A Manual of Policies, Procedures and Guidelines
(2016). Ideals of the research on inclusive education are supported in BCED’s (2016) Special
Education Services policies: “The practice of inclusion is not necessarily synonymous with
integration and goes beyond placement to include meaningful participation and the promotion of
interaction with others” (p. 2). Thus, it is up to schools to design the environment and practices
to ensure that all learners’ needs are met including accessibility, academics, and social emotional

needs.

Today special education services in Canada are delivered under the model of inclusion.
However, it has not always been that way, nor does it operate in the same manner across the
country (Porter & Smith, 2011). The history of special education in Canada can be divided into
six distinct periods: institutionalization, segregation, categorization, integration, mainstreaming
and inclusion (Andrews & Lupart, 2000; Porter & Smith, 2011; Thompson, Lyons, & Timmons,
2015). The first step to inclusion was the integration of students with special needs into
mainstream classrooms; this brought about complaints from teachers and parents as students with
special educational needs were not being properly supported (Lupart, 2009). Students were
being expected to perform the same tasks to the same standard as their typical peers with limited
adaptations. As concerns grew, the creation of individual education plans became standard
practice to help bring about meaningful educational experiences for students with special needs
designations (Lupart, 2009). Aspects of past models still exist as special education services seem
to operate on a continuum from segregation to inclusion, but inclusion is the dominant model
seen across Canada today (Andrews & Lupart, 2000; Thompson et al., 2015; Westwood, 2013).

Loreman (2014) also refers to a continuum of services that exists in Canada from full inclusion
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and integration, to specialized classes within an inclusive school and then to specialized schools.

Although inclusion is the predominant model in Canada, services vary province to province.

This literature speaks to the history of the ineffectiveness of segregated special education
systems, particularly for those students with exceptional needs. Porter and Smith ( 2011) state,
“Students who experience segregated special education are not prepared for fulfilling lives in
their communities when their education is finished [...] A segregated school system does not
prepare young people to be part of the community and society when they become adults” (p. 19).
Students leave high school with limited skills for real life. When educated with their peers,
students are being prepared for the natural social world. Students with exceptionalities are not
the only ones who benefit from inclusive education. Recurrent in the literature are the benefits
of inclusive classrooms on every student; these benefits may include students having access to
different learning modalities, academic supports, school based behaviour supports, and a greater
sense of community with respect for diversity (Andrews, & Lupart, 2000; Kalambouka, Farrell,
Dyson, & Kaplan, 2007; Kohen, 2010; Loreman, 2014; Lupart, 2009; Porter & Smith, 2011;

Specht, 2013; Specht et al., 2016; Westwood, 2013).

The goal of inclusion is not just the betterment of educational services for students with
special needs, but for all students. By creating inclusive schools we are showing a respect for
diversity. When teachers differentiate their instruction to learning and behavioural needs they
are creating environments that promote learning for all students; Specht et al. (2016) named this

“the ultimate goal of education” (p. 2).

All Canadian educational jurisdictions operate under the beliefs of inclusion, but each

province and territory has developed its own understanding of inclusive education and developed
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policies to uphold standards of inclusion (Specht, 2013, p. 1). In Canada, legislation governing
education is passed by each province and territory, typically through what is called an Education
Act or School Act (Loreman, 2014). Although all provinces and territories have the right to
create educational policy, they all endorse inclusive education as a strong framework
(McCrimmon, 2015). In British Columbia, Inclusion BC (http://www.inclusionbc.org) (2012-
2017) recognizes inclusive education to mean that all students can attend their neighbourhood
schools in age-appropriate, mainstream classes and can gain learning support through
development and design of classroom programming. Services such as Inclusion BC (2012-2017)
and the BC Ministry of Education, through their policies, help to promote inclusive education in

our school system.

Even with services and policies in place, there continues to be a demonstrated need to
improve inclusive practices in our schools. General education teachers are responsible for
teaching all of the learners in their room, including those with special needs. These teachers may
or may not have experience teaching students with special needs, and an LST is not always
readily available. Classroom teachers and LSTs are spread too thin in relation to the learning
and behavioural needs they are faced with in their classrooms. According to a recent study, over
80% of students with special education needs in Canada spend at least 50% of the school day in
regular classrooms (Specht et al., 2016, p. 2). The British Columbia Teachers’ Federation’s
(BCTF) 2012 BC Education Facts report (2012) identified the enrollment of students in special
education programs (excluding gifted) increased by 1560 students between 2001/2002 and
201172012 (p. 13). The greatest increase was seen in three categories: autism spectrum disorder,
learning disabilities, and physical disability/chronic health impairments (p. 13). The BCTF’s

2012 BC Education Facts report also showed that 5.12% of classes in BC had more than three
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students with Individual Education Plans (IEPs) enrolled in 2011/2012 (p. 15). The report
further outlines the challenges in our schools by highlighting that British Columbia had the
highest student to educator ratio in Canada and a decrease of 19% full time special educators
between 2001/2002 and 2011/2012 (p. 25). In this report, “special educators” refers to LSTs.
These numbers indicate that classroom teachers are dealing with an increase of student needs,

and must be equipped with the knowledge, skills, and confidence to work with these students.

Diversity in our classrooms is our modern reality and will continue to exist as we further
our practice of inclusive education. While the inclusion model is well supported in British
Columbia, it does present a range of challenges for educators working to meet the needs of all
students particularly in regards to teacher capabilities and self-efficacy (McCrimmon, 2015;
Sharma, Loreman, & Forlin, 2012). Porter and Smith (2011) recommend that teachers be “well
educated and [able to] use effective instructional strategies [...] school practices must have

appropriate supports for both teachers and students” (p. 25).

To operate successfully, inclusion in schools requires a strong sense of community and
collaboration. Collaboration, teamwork, and communication must happen across groups
including teachers, special education staff, formal leadership, and parents (Andrews & Lupart,
2000; Boyle et al., 2012; Porter & Smith, 2011; Westwood, 2013). A concern that continually
comes up in practice and in the literature is that full inclusion makes meeting the needs of all
students difficult; there is worry about the potential watering down of curriculum for students in
order to meet the needs of those with learning challenges (Andrews & Lupart, 2000; Boyle et al.,
2012; Kalambouka, et al., 2007; Porter & Smith, 2011; Westwood, 2013). Lupart (2009) spoke

to this challenge, stating that “as the inclusion model brought students with exceptionalities into
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classrooms throughout the 1990s [...] teachers became overwhelmed by their changing roles and

responsibilities” (p. 20). Inclusion has redefined roles and has changed the way teachers teach.

With the ever changing needs of students, teachers are required to constantly adapt and
respond to the diverse needs of their students. All teachers must all become adaptive experts
who can facilitate inclusion; this is particularly important for LSTs. Le Fevre, Timperley, and
Ell (2015) identified that teachers are adaptive experts when they are committed to promoting the
learning of each and every student in their care; adaptive experts constantly seek knowledge and
skills to achieve this. They identify barriers and check to see if they are making enough of a

difference to their learners.

Teachers need to be constantly learning in order to meet the needs of students in inclusive
classrooms. This need to be adaptive experts is well documented in the literature (Le Fevre et al.,
2015; Loreman, 2014; Lupart, 2009; McCrimmon, 2015; Morgan, 2016; Sharma et al., 2012;
Specht et al., 2016; Westwood, 2013). The British Columbia Ministry of Education (BCED)
recognizes the challenges presented for teachers. The Manual of Policies, Procedures and
Guidelines states that “An ongoing staff development plan is essential for all staff so they can
more successfully meet the special needs of students” (BCED, 2016, p. 6) and further stipulates
that “All personnel who work with students with special needs have access to relevant in-service
training opportunities in order to foster evidence-informed practice” (BCED, 2016, p. 6). Later
in this review we will look at “evidence-informed practice” in the context of the Response to

Intervention model (RTI).

Further barriers to inclusion are expressed in the literature. Westwood (2013) identified

that teachers may feel underprepared to teach students with more complex designations and
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behaviour challenges. Preservice teacher education programs have a responsibility to prepare
future teachers to work in inclusive settings, yet there is still work to do in this area as programs
only offer very limited courses to prepare teachers for the diversity they will encounter
(McCrimmon, 2015; Sharma et al., 2012; Specht et al., 2016). Teachers, LSTs included, must
believe in their abilities and believe in the philosophy of inclusive education for inclusion to
really work. Familiarity with students with special needs is also a key factor in the successful
implementation of inclusive practices (Specht et al., 2016). Districts and schools will need to
provide guidance to ensure inclusive practices are supported. This is where special educators
come in; in West Vancouver special educators are referred to as LSTs. The next section of this
literature review will focus on the roles and responsibilities of learning support teachers (LSTs)

in particular.

Roles and Responsibilities of Learning Support Teachers

Although there are many professionals playing a role in inclusive education in the West
Vancouver School District, I will be focusing on learning support teachers (LSTs) for the
purpose of this study. Thus, this next portion of this review will look at the role of the LST, as
well as other roles that may impact or influence the LST role. As inclusive practices have
developed, there has also been an evolution of the role of the special education teacher. In the
West Vancouver School District, teachers that were once known as learning assistance teachers
and resource teachers were given a new title, “Learning Support Teacher.” This role would

encompass both high and low incidence student support.

The job of a special education teacher, or LST, is multi-faceted. In her study, Morgan
(2016) identified that “Special educators must wear many hats: case manager, consultant, co-

teacher, collaborator, and provider of specialized instruction” (p. 55). The BC Ministry of
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Education (BCED) outlines the role of special educators in Special Education Services: A
Manual of Policies, Procedure and Guidelines (2016). This document initially states, “The
teacher responsible for a student with special needs is responsible for designing, supervising and
assessing the educational program for that student” (BCED, 2016, p. 9). In this case, “the
teacher responsible” usually means the classroom teacher. The document further identifies the
need to consult with resource personnel, parents, and the student if he or she is requiring
specialized instruction; “Where the student’s program involves specialized instruction by
someone other than the classroom teacher, collaborative processes are required” (BCED, 2016,
p-9). This consultative process is coordinated by the student’s case-manager, most often this is

the learning support teacher (LST).

A further description of the role of the LST is offered in the sections on Individual
Education Plan (IEP) development and learning assistance. LSTs play the critical role of
coordinating the development of an IEP. As part of the school-based team, LSTs are highly
involved in the process of identifying students with a special needs designation; they are often
administering assessments or gathering information through observations. After identification,
LSTs coordinate the planning, programming, implementation, evaluation and reporting of all
elements documented in the IEP (BCED, 2016, p. 12). The Manual of Policies, Procedures and
Guidelines describes learning assistance services as a “co-ordinated and integrated set of support
services” that are organized in a variety of ways dependant on the district (BCED, 2016, p. 23).
Teachers qualified for delivering learning assistance services are required for students designated
in the following categories: learning disabilities, gifted, intensive behaviour interventions or
mental illness, physically dependent, deafblind, visual impairments, deaf or hard of hearing,

physical disabilities or chronic health impairments, Autism Spectrum Disorder, and moderate to
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profound intellectual disabilities (BCED, 2016, Section E). In West Vancouver, teachers
responsible for delivering learning assistance services are referred to as learning support

teachers.

The model of special education service delivery used in West Vancouver School District
is one of inclusion and aligns itself with the BC Ministry of Education (2016) Special Education
Services: A Manual of Policies, Procedure and Guidelines. The role of the learning support
teacher is outlined in the West Vancouver Schools Learning Support Handbook (2015). This
document identifies the role of the LST as a versatile teaching position, stating, “The LST plays
an active role in the identification, assessment, planning, implementation, reporting and
evaluation process” (West Vancouver Schools, 2015, p. 2). LSTs are responsible for instruction,
consultation, assessment, and coordination of education assistants. LSTs are integral members
of the school-based team and they work collaboratively with classroom teachers and education
assistants to “plan for, organize, and access support services for students with special needs”
(West Vancouver Schools, 2015, p. 2). The multi-dimensional role of the special education
teacher is well documented in the literature (BCED, 2016; Duffy & Forgan, 2005; Griffin,
Kilgore; Klingner & Vaughn, 2002; Mamlin, 2012; Morgan, 2016; West Vancouver Schools,
2015). Klingner and Vaughn’s (2002) research identified the blend of skills and knowledge that
are required for LSTs who are learning disability specialists: special education assessment,
intervention skills, adapting and modifying curriculum, understanding curriculum for all grade
levels, collaborating and co-teaching, and consulting with families. With all of these duties,
LSTs have to be willing to shift focus when necessary.

LSTs must be highly organized and able to multi-task as they are constantly moving in

and out of a variety of tasks pertaining to teaching, consultation, and administration duties. LSTs
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must be highly knowledgeable in special education policies and procedures and well versed in
resources available to support a wide range of student needs. They have to be prepared to be
flexible and adaptable. Porter and Smith (2011) identified a need to redefine the job of the
special educator as more of a “support” role that provides “assistance and collaboration” (p. 27).
This aligns with West Vancouver’s model of using learning support teachers versus having
separate learning assistance teachers and resource teachers. Jennifer Morgan (2016) supports
this redefined role in her article, “Reshaping the role of a Special Educator into a Collaborative
Learning Specialist”. Morgan (2016) coined the title “Collaborative Learning Specialist” to
describe the “essence of the new role for the Special Educator, as co-teacher and collaborator”
(p- 42). Hamilton-Jones and Vail (2014) also identified the need for LSTs to be highly
collaborative in the way they work. In addition to their teaching and administrative duties, LSTs
are collaborators. They collaborate with students, parents, classroom teachers, administration,
and outside professionals. Strong collaborative skills are necessary for any individual working

as an LST.

LSTs require strong communication skills in order to successfully work in the
collaborative and consultative aspects of their role. In their article, Measuring Teacher Efficacy
to Implement Inclusive Practices, Sharma et al. (2012) spoke to the need for teachers to have
competence in working with all adults, including parents, teachers, education assistants, and
allied health professionals. Hamilton-Jones and Vail (2014) also saw this need; they identified
the following skills as necessary for LSTs, “modeling strategies for consultation and
collaboration, building respectful and positive relationships with professionals, coordinating the

inclusion of students with disabilities into a variety of school settings, and using co-teaching
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methods to increase student achievement in the classroom” ( p. 78). This in itself is a large role,

but realistically this is just one component of the LST role.

The collaborative responsibilities of the role take time. Friend and Cook (2013) speak to
systemic barriers to collaboration, especially in regards to the role of the special educator. The
LST is responsible for arranging schedules of services. The schedule needs to include time for
case management, consultation with allied health professionals, regularly scheduled support
groups, capacity building and collaboration with general educators as well as time to work with
education assistants (EAs). LSTs also schedule time for co-teaching or in-class support.
Schedules for LSTs need to be structured to accommodate all of their required responsibilities as

well as flexible enough to manage the surprise issues that pop up daily.

With the many components that LSTs face on a daily basis, the common threads are
adapting to change and being flexible. Every educator needs to be an adaptive expert (Le Fevre
et al, 2015). This is especially important for LSTs who work with such a wide range of students.
Similarly, Morgan (2016) spoke to this idea of needing to constantly adapt as a special educator:
“Special educators are constantly adapting to change; it is the nature of the field. [...] To be
adaptable and be many things to many people, special educators must practice flexibility and

encourage colleagues to do the same” (p. 55). The only consistency for LSTs is change.

The Complexities of Working with the Response to Intervention Model

It is clear that the role of a learning support teacher is complex, involving a lot more than
case management (which takes up most of the day). LSTs work within the framework set out in
the Response to Intervention model (RTI) in order to plan service delivery. This model is well

supported by research, particularly in the area of reading instruction, and is becoming more
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widely recognized as an intervention model for all core academics, communication and
behaviour (Friend & Cook, 2013; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016; Hazelkorn, Bucholz, Goodman, Duffy,
& Brady, 2011; Hunley & McNamara, 2009; Mclntosh et al., 2011). MclIntosh et al. (2011)
noted that “RTI is not simply a different method of special education eligibility decision making,
but a change in the way that services are provided” (p. 21). The intention of the RTI model is to
be proactive, to maximise the learning of all students, and to help in the identification of students
with exceptional learning needs (Friend & Cook, 2013; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016; Hunley &
McNamara, 2009; MclIntosh et al., 2011). This model determines how student support services

are delivered throughout each particular school.

Literature on RTI emphasises the use of research based interventions, progress
monitoring and data to inform instruction (Friend & Cook, 2013; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2016;
Hazelkorn et al., 2011; Hunley & McNamara, 2009; MclIntosh et al., 2011; Regan, Berkeley,
Hughes, & Brady, 2015). Friend and Cook (2013) identified RTI as a "data driven vehicle for

proactively responding to many students' learning difficulties" (p. 13).

RTTI is a three tiered instruction model that is intended to be preventative and successive.
Intensity of instruction increases as a student moves up the tiers. Intervention is targeted,
evidence based and progress is monitored closely through detailed collection of data which will
show whether the student is responding to the intervention or not (Friend & Cook, 2013; Fuchs
& Fuchs, 2016; Hunley & McNamara, 2009; Mclntosh et al., 2011). If a student is progressing
with the intervention in place, the intervention will continue as intended. If a student does not
improve on the targeted skill once being given the intervention, he or she is said to not have
responded to the intervention; thus, further assessment may be sought to investigate a potential

learning disability (Friend & Cook, 2013; Hunley & McNamara, 2009; Mclntosh et al., 2011).
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The third tier of the model is what leads to assessment, identification of cognitive discrepancies,

and potentially a designation of a learning disability.

The RTI model is supported in the BCED (2016) Special Education Service: A Manual of
Policies, Procedures and Guidelines where it states, “Assessment data should document
systematic attempts to address the student’s difficulty through instructional adaptations as well as
the extent of the student’s ongoing difficulties” (p. 47). Here, the Ministry of Education
identifies that students must demonstrate that inability to respond to the increasingly intensive
intervention. RTI not only is an important service delivery model, but it also plays a key role in

the identification of students with exceptional needs.

RTI requires systematic collaboration between all educators involved. The RTI model is
intended to create a shared responsibility between the classroom teacher, learning support
teacher, school psychologists, and speech and language pathologists. Fuchs and Fuchs (2016)
identified RTI as a “systems approach to adapting instruction” (p. 229). Hunley and McNamara
(2009) also speak to this systemic idea based on the sharing of responsibilities; they claim that
RTTI benefits everyone through enhanced communication, shared resources and shared expertise.
RTI can build partnerships, meaning school-wide initiatives and collaboration play a vital role in
the development of school-wide and individual student programs. Examples of school-wide
initiatives may be a whole school focused on literacy with use of a progress monitoring system
called DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills), or a school-wide system for

positive behaviour support to improve social behaviour across the grades.

Regardless of the initiative, when there is high quality general education, effective tier

one support, and differentiated instruction, RTI is very effective and results in fewer referrals for
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resource-heavy special education services (Friend & Cook, 2013; MclIntosh et al., 2011; Regan et
al., 2015). RTI has shifted the landscape of special education; gone are the days that all students
requiring additional support will need to leave the mainstream classroom for their isolated
support groups. When done as intended, RTI adds to inclusive settings. As noted by Porter and
Smith (2011), “Effective practice leads to success with inclusion” (p. 25). RTI is considered best

practice in terms of guiding intervention for students with learning needs.

Though the benefits of RTI are well documented, implementing the systems can present
challenges for staff. RTI has changed the expectations of roles within our schools (Bean &
Lillenstein, 2012; Regan et al., 2015). Regan et al. (2015) observed the reluctance to change as
the primary obstacle for RTI implementation. The shift from primarily pull-out support to a
tiered model has brought about some tension with teachers who still expect more traditional
models of pull out support and who may be reluctant to take or accept shifting roles. RTI is
something we work with every day. Because RTI is so closely tied to the role of learning
support teachers, upholding the process of RTI can be a source of stress as it can create tension

with colleagues, and in particular with classroom teachers.

RTI can be seen as just another initiative being thrown at teachers; Regan et al. (2015)
abstracted comments from learning support teachers who felt these “new responsibilities were
not evenly exchanged with previous responsibilities” (p. 235). Changing roles can often feel like
an “add on” rather than a shift. Bean and Lillenstein (2012) identified key changes in roles for
both LSTs and classroom teachers as a result of RTI implementation. LSTs see an increased
emphasis on management, coordination, collaboration and provision of informal support for
teachers. Classroom teachers have to work more collaboratively when RTI is implemented, and

they need to base decision making on well-collected data. Hazelkorn et al. (2011) also spoke to
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the challenges of ensuring all educators use data to drive instruction; they pointed to “the
preparation of all educators to effectively use assessment to drive instruction” (p. 19) as the

greatest challenge of implementing RTIL.

In the West Vancouver School District the shift to the RTI model was seen as a big
change; any change takes time and effective leadership to implement successfully. Bean and
Lillenstein (2012) note that, “RTI requires a different sort of climate in the school and a change
in how educators teach, learn, and interact with others” (p. 492). LSTs are key leaders in
structuring RTI, and as a result they can end up spending a whole lot of time educating their
colleagues about RTI. Bean and Lillenstein (2012) recognized the challenges of shifting roles.
It can be quite contentious, and without adequate support, LSTs can end up feeling isolated from
the larger group of teachers at the school site. There are different perspectives and experiences
from school to school, but a commonality is the constant education and re-education of what

learning support should look like.

In a sense, LSTs often end up advocating for their own positions among their peers.
Hazelkorn et al. (2011) noted that the bulk of RTI happens within the classroom, but classroom
teachers are often less educated about the process. Regan et al. (2015) also spoke to this lack of
understanding from general educators on how to implement RTI. They assert the need for
extensive supports such as peer coaching and professional development in order to successfully
implement RTI. Without these formal supports in place, educating classroom teachers has
become an unwritten expectation or role of LSTs due to maintaining the RTI model, and it is

often what LSTs need to discuss when they come together.
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Further concerns have emerged around the implementation of RTI. A frequent criticism
that comes up in the literature is the amount of time required to effectively implement RTI (Bean
& Lillenstein, 2012; Friend & Cook, 2013; Regan et al., 2015). There is also a worry that it
takes too long for students to receive learning support services. The RTI model ensures that
services are in place from first identification of a concern with a student (Tier One) rather than
waiting to deliver services until a formal assessment is completed (Friend & Cook, 2013;

Mclntosh et al., 2011).

A larger concern around RTI is the allocation of time for professional development,
assessments, data collection, planning and collaboration (Bean & Lillenstein, 2012; Regan et al.,
2015). In order to be effective in implementing RTI and supporting all learners, educators must
take a collaborative approach. Time and resources must be set aside so collaboration is possible,
and educators need to be provided with appropriate learning opportunities to grow their
understanding of intervention practices (Bean & Lillenstein, 2012, p. 500). This feeling of being
inadequately prepared needs to be addressed at each level in order for RTI to operate effectively.
In order to keep up with all of the responsibilities of their role, LSTs will need to manage
teaching, case-management, and implementation of RTI. These complexities may impact their

wellbeing.

Theme 2: Learning support teacher wellbeing and burnout

The role of the LST has official and unofficial duties. Research indicates that the many
complexities and expectations of an LST, both written and unwritten, account for teacher
burnout and attrition in special education (Bettini, Crockett, Brownell, & Merrill, 2016; Duffy &
Forgan, 2005; Hillel Lavian, 2015; Ruble, Usher, & McGrew, 2011; Viel-Ruma, Houchins,

Jolivette, & Benson, 2010). The combination of expectations for the LST can be complex and it
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can feel quite isolating even when collaborative practices are in place. Morgan (2016)
recognized this contradiction; even with the inclusive practices of co-teaching and collaboration
“much of the time as a special educator is exclusory, on an island away from the rest of the
teachers and students” (p. 42). Hillel Lavian (2015) also spoke to the feelings of isolation that
special educators feel and suggested implementation of supportive frameworks to alleviate this
stressor. In their study, Ruble et al. (2011) specifically addressed teacher self-efficacy: which
refers to a teacher’s confidence about his or her ability to do the job. They looked at burn out
and attrition among learning support teachers of students with autism and suggested that high
teacher self-efficacy can “serve as a protective factor for burnout” (p. 67). Although there are
many issues that contribute or lead to the burnout of LSTs, I will specifically be looking at self-

efficacy and vulnerability.

Self-efficacy

Self-efficacy is the sense of how effective one feels at meeting the demands of the work
they undertake. It is important to consider self-efficacy in the context of learning support
teachers because of the complex work they are engaged in. Self-efficacy is particularly
important with LSTs since there seems to be an increasing number of new teachers going into
this role who have the educational background to teach students with special needs, but lack the
practical experience. When reviewing the literature on self-efficacy there seems to be quite a
number of studies written in reference to general educators and to new teachers (Fackler &
Malmberg, 2016; Klassen & Chiu, 2010; Mohamadi & Asadzadeh, 2012; Schwarzer & Hallum,
2008; Sharma et al., 2012; Zee & Koomen, 2016). Looking more specifically at special
educators, the literature is sparse when it comes to self-efficacy of LSTs (Ruble et al., 2011;

Viel-Ruma et al., 2010). There has, however, been a number of studies conducted on the self-
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efficacy beliefs of new special educators (Billingsley, 2013; Billingsley, Carlson, & Klein, 2004;
Griffin et al., 2009; Loreman, 2014; Mamlin, 2012). Looking at this literature together can help
us understand the efficacy needs of LSTs. LSTs are working to meet the needs of all students,
often every student in a school. They are the champions of inclusion, and are viewed as the
specialists in the school. McCrimmon’s (2015) study pointed out the strain this can impose on

teacher self-efficacy. LSTs often feel as if they must be available to help everyone at all times.

Psychologist Albert Bandura’s (1997) work on self-efficacy has informed many studies
on teacher self-efficacy. Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as people’s beliefs about their
capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that exercise influence over events that
affect their lives; these beliefs determine how people think, feel and behave. He identifies four
primary sources for self-efficacy: mastery experiences (being successful in one’s skills),
vicarious experiences (observing success of others), verbal persuasion (encouragement from
others), and emotional/physiological states (meaning that the state you are in influences your
judgement of self-efficacy) (Bandura, 1997, pp. 81-107). Bandura speaks to the impact that
teacher self-efficacy has on the environment they create and their judgements on what they will
do with students to enhance their learning. Many researchers rely on Bandura’s work and use it
as a referent when looking at self-efficacy of teachers and leaders (Ruble et al., 2011; Sharma et

al., 2012; Specht et al., 2016; Stevenson, 2015; Viel-Ruma et al., 2010).

Using Bandura’s (1997) concept of self-efficacy as a framework can help organize our
thinking to further develop our understanding of LST self-efficacy. Specht et al. (2016)
specifically addressed the experiences of preservice teachers in Canada and their feelings of self-
efficacy in regards to teaching students with special needs. Ruble et al. (2011) also referred to

Bandura’s work in their study on the self-efficacy of teachers of students with autism between
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the ages of three to nine years; they found that the primary source of self-efficacy for teachers
was the physiological/affective state, according to Bandura’s four sources of self-efficacy. Viel-
Ruma et al. (2010) found there is a strong relationship between special education teacher self-
efficacy and job satisfaction as well a strong relationship between teacher self-efficacy and
collective efficacy. They recommended improving self-efficacy with special educators through
professional development and strong induction programs; they hypothesized that this could

improve job satisfaction which in turn would help lessen attrition and burnout (p. 231).

In the realm of leadership, Herb Stevenson (2015) used Bandura’s lens to highlight the
impact that self-efficacy has on leaders; he also referred to self-efficacy as “authentic self-
confidence” (para. 17). While Stevenson’s discussion on what makes people confident, resilient,
and effective leaders is not specific to learning support teachers, it does offer some insight into
how LSTs may feel in their formal and informal leadership roles. Stevenson (2015) identified
self-efficacy as “the cornerstone of leadership” (para. 2). Self-efficacy impacts LSTs in their

abilities to teach and lead.

In theory, all LSTs come prepared with the knowledge and skills necessary to work in the
role; they should be well equipped. Across Canada, many teacher education programs have
integrated courses on Special Education or on Inclusive Education (Sharma et al., 2012).

Though even with preservice training in inclusive education, many classroom teachers feel they
are not adequately prepared to teach in inclusive classrooms (Specht et al., 2016, p. 2). This
perceived lack of preparedness on the part of classroom teachers impacts LSTs in that they take
on the role of building capacity in classroom teachers so they can more successfully include
students with special needs. Sharma et al. (2012) explained how teacher efficacy impacts the

ability to implement inclusive practices:
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A teacher with high teacher efficacy in implementing inclusive practices would believe
that a student with special learning needs can be effectively taught in the regular
classroom. Alternatively, teachers with poor efficacy for implementing inclusive
practices would consider that there is very little they can do to include a student with

special learning needs in a regular classroom, and thus may be disinclined to try. (p. 12)

The level of experience an LST has will impact their self-efficacy when it comes to meeting the
demands of their role. Their level of self-efficacy can impact their ability to take on a

mentorship or leadership role in collaborating with general educators.

Mindsets. There seems to be a link between teacher self-efficacy and mindset. Carol
Dweck (2006) studied two types of mindsets: a growth and a fixed mindset. People who possess
a growth mindset believe that they can improve and learn when they employ the right strategies
and effort; these people view mistakes as opportunities for new learning. Conversely, people
with a fixed mindset believe that our intelligence is static and view mistakes as failures; these
people are less likely to persist in the face of new challenges. Bandura (1997) would say that a
person’s self-efficacy influences how they approach goals, challenges, and failures. A person
with high self-efficacy would be more inclined to have a growth mindset, but a person with weak
self-efficacy would be more fix-minded making them more risk averse and less confident.
People with low self-efficacy are more prone to stress and depression (Stevenson, 2015).
Stevenson (2015) further adds to this link between high self-efficacy and growth mindset by
highlighting mastery, maintaining commitment to challenging goals, and a focus on effort in the
face of adversity. Similarly to Dweck, Marilee Adams (2013) identified two similar types of
mindset: the learner mindset and the judger mindset. Both Dweck (2006) and Adams (2013)

have encouraged us to pay attention to the messaging we tell ourselves and the questions that we
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ask ourselves. What are these questions? Do we ask, “What’s wrong with me” or instead think,
“What do I appreciate about me?” Do we say, “Why bother” or “What’s possible?”” Do we
make excuses for our mistakes, or do we own them and learn from them? The questions we ask

ourselves can indicate whether we have a growth/learner mindset or a fixed/judger mindset.

These mindsets can have a strong impact on our own self-efficacy. If a teacher believes
in his or her ability to learn and grow when they work hard, their self-efficacy will continue to
grow and they will continue to persist with students. Specht et al. (2016) identified that
classroom teachers’ self-efficacy beliefs around working with all students in their classrooms
impacts how their students learn, “Those who believe that ability is a learned and dynamic trait,
rather than a static one, tend to have students who achieve better in school” (p. 2). This theory is
also supported by Sharma et al. (2012) who found that learning support teachers with high self-
efficacy for implementing inclusive practices would believe in the likelihood of growth in
students with special needs when placed in inclusive classrooms; LSTs and classroom teachers
with low self-efficacy for implementing inclusive practices would see students with special

needs as a burden or lost cause.

Self-efficacy comes down to a combination of belief in one’s own abilities and being
well-trained, knowledgeable, and experienced in the demands of the job. Sharma et al. (2012)
spoke to why a learning support teacher’s competencies may impact their self-efficacy,
“Teachers competent in using effective teaching strategies, collaborating with others and
managing disruptive behaviours would likely be more efficacious when teaching in an inclusive
classroom” (p. 16). One of Bandura’s sources of self-efficacy is mastery experiences; the more
LSTs deal with tasks or challenges successfully, the stronger their self-efficacy will be.

However, if LSTs feel they are not sufficiently meeting the daily demands of their jobs, self-
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efficacy will weaken. Ruble et al. (2011) stated that, “failures in the classroom can lower
teachers’ beliefs in what she or he can do” (p. 68). Stevenson (2015) also pointed to a concern
around weakened self-efficacy. He claimed that leaders who lack self-efficacy will often find
themselves second guessing their own decisions or becoming defensive when questioned which
can result in a lack of followers. Considering that LSTs have instructional and leadership
components to their jobs, it is vital that they feel a sense of self-efficacy as teachers and as

leaders.

Vulnerability

Closely linked to self-efficacy is the notion of vulnerability; how one perceives
vulnerability will impact self-efficacy. Vulnerability often has negative nuances, but Brene
Brown (2012, 2015) would assert that vulnerability is not a bad thing. She equates vulnerability
with honesty, humility and non-arrogance. Vulnerability is actually what makes us human; it is
the root of social connection; she defined vulnerability as “uncertainty, risk and emotional
exposure” (Brown, 2012, p. 34). How we engage with vulnerability impacts our connotations
of the emotion. LSTs can succumb to the traditional view of vulnerability, where fear of being
exposed for not knowing everything gets in the way of connecting with students, families and
colleagues. When a person embraces vulnerability he or she is seen as more relatable; it is easier
to connect to an imperfect person than one who tries to maintain a facade of perfection.
Embracing vulnerability opens up opportunities to connect, and LSTs need more connections to
combat professional isolation. The literature is sparse when it comes to a direct link between
vulnerability and special education teachers; however, there is a larger selection of literature

pertaining to leadership and vulnerability (Brecher, 2016; Brown, 2012, 2015; Ito & Bligh, 2017;
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Lencioni, 2007). For the present discussion, I will be using this notion of LSTs as leaders to

build an understanding of the relevancy of vulnerability in the role.

LSTs are informal leaders in the school; they work with every group in the school.
Brown (2012) emphasized the importance of leaders being vulnerable; seeing a leader be open,
humble, genuine and honest builds trust. Building trust is important for LSTs as they need to
coordinate collective commitment to student programming among administrators, classroom
teachers, families, and EAs. As part of this collective commitment, LSTs also have to be open to
taking feedback from others into account when building programming. Brecher (2016)
identified vulnerability as “being open to ideas other than your own, accepting uncertain states
and recognizing your own limitations” (p. 23). Accepting and applying feedback from others
helps build trust. Conversely, leaders who put up facades of being the all-knowing power figure

are often seen as arrogant and not trustworthy (Brecher, 2016).

LSTs are constantly operating in a zone of vulnerability; they can choose to lean into it or
hide from it. There are ways to positively engage with vulnerability as leaders. Brown (2012,
2015) advises us to “lean in” to vulnerability by recognizing that vulnerability is sign of strength
and courage. Brecher (2016) highlighted four ways to positively engage with vulnerability:
asking for and accepting advice or help, admitting and acting when uncertain, accepting mistakes
from others, and acknowledging and being accountable for personal mistakes. To feel is to be
vulnerable. Teaching students with special needs brings up many feelings, and as empathetic
individuals, LSTs may find themselves in a constant state of vulnerability. Part of our definition
of vulnerability is uncertainty (Brown, 2012, 2015; Brecher, 2016; Ito & Bligh, 2017). So often
LSTs work with students who do not have a clear image of where they will be in adulthood. We

hope they will become independent, connected and contributing members of our communities;
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we do everything we can to keep them on that path. In reality, outcomes are uncertain. That
notion is itself unsettling. This uncertainty in relation to our students is often the most
challenging reality to accept. Combining this feeling of vulnerability with varying levels of self-
efficacy, LSTs can feel like they have to know everything and be in control emotionally while

conquering each challenge that comes across their desks.

Vulnerability can come from many sources. Hillel Lavian (2015) felt that LST
vulnerability came from the many complexities of the role of special education teachers, and
labels special educators as “masters of weaving” to recognize the ability of LSTs to work within
these complexities. Brown’s (2012) notion of vulnerability strikes a chord when thinking about
LSTs in terms of scarcity of time and resources. She calls scarcity the “never-enough problem”
(p. 26). LSTs never have as much time as they would like to work with students directly. LSTs
never have enough support. This prevalence of scarcity can trigger feelings of shame as LSTs
may feel that they, themselves, are not enough. With the RTI model, LSTs have perceived
control over our scarce resources, which can in be a trigger of vulnerability and, in turn, shame.
We need to be aware of our vulnerability and not allow ourselves to enter the shame spiral.
According to Brown (2012), shame ““corrodes the very part of us that believes we can change and
do better” (p. 72). Shame can make us move from having a growth mindset to having a fixed
mindset; we can assume that this will also impact our beliefs in our abilities to help our students

learn. Shame is a slippery and dangerous slope.

Trust. Going back to our previous discussion on the LST being a “collaborative learning
specialist” (Morgan, 2016), relationship building is an integral component of the job. To help
create trusting relationships with teachers, parents, EAs, leaders, and allied professionals, LSTs

are encouraged to embrace vulnerability. Leadership requires trust. Brown (2012) suggests that
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vulnerability fosters trust when leaders display honesty, humility, and non-arrogance. Parents
need to trust LSTs to do what is best for their child; by leaning into vulnerability with honesty,
compassion, and commitment to learning, LSTs can show strength and competence. Trust grows
over time. Brown (2012) identified trust as a gradual progression—"it’s a growing marble
collection” (p. 53). With this in mind, LSTs need to be very aware of setting boundaries while
maintaining transparency. Brecher (2016) cautioned that vulnerability “is not sharing every
emotion, concern and doubt with everyone you meet; it’s not being emotionally fragile” (p. 23).
Without boundaries, relationships can fall victim to disconnection, distrust, and disengagement
(Brown, 2012). Ito and Bligh (2017) identified humility, self-awareness, and the courage to
acknowledge imperfections as preconditions for sharing vulnerability (p. 68). These

preconditions are important to consider when thinking about setting boundaries.

LSTs can regularly feel an overwhelming sense of vulnerability, and they also deal with
an overwhelming amount of vulnerability from those they support. Upon first meeting new
families, the fear, vulnerability, guilt, and shame in the room is palpable. Brown (2012)
identified the only antidote for shame to be empathy, “Empathy is a strange and powerful thing.
[...]It’s simply listening, holding space, withholding judgment, emotionally connecting, and
communicating that incredible healing message of ‘You’re not alone’” (p. 81). Ito and Bligh
(2017) spoke to the importance of leaders sharing vulnerability as they embody “the voice of the
voiceless” (p. 68). This directly links to why LSTs may feel those uncomfortable or negative
feelings of vulnerability, but it is also the reason they need to share vulnerability with those they
work with. The LST role is to be part of the learner’s team, and to go on the journey with the

family. To be able to lead that journey, LSTs need to view vulnerability not as a weakness, but a
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way to help build trust. If vulnerability is embraced for its positive connotations, self-efficacy

will rise, and LSTs will have the potential to become truly impactful leaders.

Theme 3: Elements of support

Given the complexities of teaching that lead to burnout, it is necessary to consider
supports for LSTs to keep people in this role and to maintain consistency for the vulnerable
students and teachers they help. Feelings of low self-efficacy and vulnerability contribute to the
sense of isolation that can wear on LSTs. This isolation is noted in the literature (Billingsley et
al., 2004; Duffy & Forgan, 2005; Griffin et al., 2009; Hamilton-Jones& Vail, 2014; Friend &
Cook, 2013: Klingner & Vaughn, 2002; Mamlin, 2012; McCrimon, 2015; Morgan, 2016; Pugach
& Winn, 2011; Sharma et al., 2012; Wasburn, Wasburn-Moses, & Davis, 2012). Pugach and
Winn (2011) recognized “the historic isolation of special education teachers” (p. 45). Duffy and
Forgan (2005) identified some common areas where early career special educators need support:
emotional support, school and district systemic support, special education policy and procedural
support, curricular and instructional support, and collaborative and leadership support (p. 7). In
particular, they identified emotional and system information support as the top two priorities for

special educators.

To combat isolation and address needs of LSTs, administrators could look to models of
inclusive education. Porter and Smith (2011) highlighted collaboration as a critical component
to developing inclusive environments. They also noted the influential role that LSTs play in
collaboration. Collaboration is used to best meet student needs, but it also is used by educators
for professional learning and support. Morgan (2016) clarified that “Collaboration is not limited
to one type of practice. It manifests in various forms: formal meetings, informal meetings,

integrated services delivery, co-planning, and co-teaching” (p. 43). Although there are many
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models of support that could potentially help LSTs move through the complexities of their roles,
I am going to explore three well researched areas for the purpose of this study: effective

meetings, collaboration, and mentorship.

Effective Meetings

Meetings are one of the primary ways that employees connect with others at work and
build a sense of team (Lencioni, 2007; West, 2012). Teachers can underestimate the importance
of meetings, but as West (2012) explains, “Even poor team meetings are better than no team
meetings at all, since members get to exchange information in small informal dyads or groups
before, after and even during meetings” (p. 121). West is highlighting the critical role of
meetings in establishing connections among colleagues. They can also make for team building
opportunities. In his book, The Five Dysfunctions of a Team, Patrick Lencioni (2007) discusses
key factors in building strong teams. He presented five characteristics that cause dysfunction in
teams: absence of trust, fear of conflict, lack of commitment, avoidance of accountability, and
inattention to results (p. 188). Later he presents five ways to maintain functionality in the team:
build trust, master conflict, achieve commitment, embrace accountability, and focus on results
(pp- 189-190). A common discussion point in the literature is the important role meetings play in

building a strong team (Garmston & Wellman, 2013; Lencioni, 2004, 2007; West 2012).

Garmston and Wellman’s Adaptive Schools model (2013) offers an effective approach to
collaboration. This model promotes meeting standards that align with Lencioni’s (2007)
functions of teams: one process at a time, one topic at a time, balanced participation,
understanding and agreement on meeting roles, and engagement in cognitive conflict (Garmston
& Wellman, 2013, pp. 55-72). Both Lencioni and West also consider aspects of teamwork in

general and of meetings in particular in their publications. I will take Lencioni’s (2007) five
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functions of teams and West’s (2012) recommendations for team meetings and apply them
specifically to the context of LST meetings. By looking at organizational theory and applying
strategies such as dialogue and discussion from the Adaptive Schools model, we will build an

understanding of what makes an effective meeting.

Structure. The structure of meetings needs to be carefully considered to retain the
interest of all participants. In Lencioni’s (2007) discussion of meetings, he makes a comical
claim: he assures his readers that meetings should be at least as interesting as going to see a
movie, but they rarely are. This is often because the participants fall victim to one or more team
dysfunctions. For example, teams may experience artificial harmony because participants are
avoiding conflict, so they do not share alternate opinions when they are really thinking
differently. Structure and purpose of the meetings are critical (Garmston & Wellman, 2013;
Lencioni, 2004, 2007; West, 2012). Both Lencioni (2007) and West (2012) agree that team
meetings should be frequent, purposeful and skillfully led. Lencioni (2004) also suggested
having various types of meetings, while differentiating between the purpose, format and timing

of each meeting.

Meeting standards according to the Adaptive Schools model focuses on one process at a
time and one topic at a time (Garmston & Wellman, 2013). Commitment is a key element to
structure and purpose; commitment impacts every meeting. The team has to commit to the
structure and purpose of each meeting. Aspects that are important in this are setting schedules
and establishing clarity among the whole team, especially on how communication takes place
within the meeting as well as following up afterwards (Lencioni, 2004, 2007; West, 2012). West
(2012) furthers these ideas by advising that fewer items on agendas are better, as it allows for

more in-depth and productive discussion. This guideline of having thoughtful agendas is critical
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in the Adaptive Schools model as well; posting agendas is a requirement that encourages
collective commitment to the agenda among the participants (Garmston & Wellman, 2013).
Lencioni (2004, 2007) and West (2012) agree that the person leading the meetings should be
skilled in facilitation, whether she or he is a formal administrator or a designated meeting
chairperson. Every participant also shares responsibility for keeping the meetings on track
(West, 2012, p. 123). Structured agendas, collective engagement, and shared responsibility are

three critical supportive conditions of effective meetings.

Trust. Teams need meetings. West (2012) claims that, “Poor meetings are better than no
meetings at all, but well-conducted meetings create a sense of team potency” (p. 122). This
potency refers to a sense of efficacy in the team, and we know from our previous discussion that
the trusting relationships and vulnerability go hand in hand with positive team dynamics. For
meetings to be most effective, there has to be a strong sense of trust within the group (Lencioni,
2007). This is more challenging in larger groups, such as LST participants at meetings, but it is
still necessary for progress. Given the discussion on vulnerability, leaders of meetings must
model that vulnerability to establish grounds for trust among the group. Equally important to the
trust building process is using good listening skills (Lencioni, 2007, West, 2012). Once trust has
been established, members will be comfortable asking for help, admitting mistakes and offering
helpful feedback to their peers. Garmston & Wellman (2013) emphasized a move from the focus
on the singular idea of me to a collective strong notion of we (p. 15); strong teams look at what
the individual’s relationship is to the whole group. These relationships are fostered and

encouraged through effective meetings.

Participation. Once we understand the purpose of the meetings and establish a culture of

trust, the focus has to be on hearing from everyone. Each individual has something to bring to
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the team; Lencioni (2007) would encourage teams to tap into each person’s skills and
experience. The Adaptive Schools model supports the notion that every voice in the room
matters (Garmston & Wellman, 2013). There should not be one voice dominating the
conversations. West (2012) advised that meetings will be more productive if facilitators allow
for exploration of ideas rather than suppressing discussion in hopes of shortening the duration of
a meeting. He discussed a variety of ways to encourage participation in meetings: ask for input
from specific team members who have a particular knowledge base or skill set that pertains to
the topic, have pair or small group discussions with a report back component, summarize main
points frequently, and ensure leaders or chairs do not dominate (West, 2012, p. 122). This year’s
LST meetings have encouraged participation through small break-out group discussions at every

meeting.

Communication. There are well researched modes of communication that ensure
relationships and trust are maintained while also allowing for sharing of ideas (Garmston &
Wellman, 2013; Lencioni, 2004, 2007; West, 2012). West (2012) highlighted the “Yes, and...”
method (p. 160). He stressed the importance of acknowledging the value of the previous
contribution and adding a suggestion. This is an appreciative approach to discussion which
supports the climate of trust, respect, and openness (West, 2012). A more formalized approach
to meetings is outlined under the Adaptive Schools model. Garmston and Wellman (2013)
outlined the use of two different ways of talking in meetings based on the Adaptive Schools
model: dialogue and discussion. In these meetings, all members have to be clear on what type
of talking is required. If the team is trying to come to a shared understanding, it will be engaged
in dialogue. If the team is seeking to make a decision, it will be in discussion. Generally

speaking, dialogue happens before discussion.
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Conflict. Even with well-established trusting relationships and well researched
communication strategies in meetings, teams can get stuck or experience conflict. Lencioni
(2007) talked about teams becoming paralyzed when they find themselves unable to move
beyond debate when seeking total agreement of all members. Often we want to avoid conflict.
It is uncomfortable, and it takes much longer for a meeting to end when there is conflict.
However, the importance of engaging in constructive conflict comes up frequently throughout
the literature on effective meetings (Garmston & Wellman, 2013; Lencioni 2004, 2007; West,
2012). Lencioni (2007) encourages conflict; it makes meetings engaging. He asserts that
conflict is a key attribute of a strong team; conflict in meetings is necessary for productivity.
However, there needs to be guidelines for engaging in conflict (Lencioni, 2007). In the meeting
standards for Adaptive Schools, engaging in cognitive conflict is listed; this is conflict that is
safe but not comfortable. Again, trust is necessary for teams to engage in constructive conflict

(Lencioni 2004, 2007; West, 2012).

Garmston and Wellman (2013) offer advice for monitoring conflict: “The seven norms
of collaboration” (pausing, paraphrasing, posing questions, putting ideas on the table, providing
data, paying attention to self and others, and presuming positive intentions) (pp. 31-39) can help
team members and meeting facilitators engage in conflict without harming the trust and
relationships in the group (Garmston & Wellman, 2013) (See Appendix A for more information
on the seven norms of collaboration). Making use of the two ways of talking and the norms of

collaboration will help the team carry on positively when faced with conflict.

Decision making. After hearing from all members and moving through conflict, the
team needs to commit itself to the decisions made at the meetings. West (2012) suggests

working diligently towards making decisions in meetings and avoiding passing decisions on to
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later meetings unless absolutely necessary. Once agreements have been reached, the team
should be committed to those decisions. Each meeting should return to these commitments to
ensure that all team members are aligned (Lencioni, 2007). There are facilitation strategies that
can help keep participants focused on the agreed upon commitments. Using the model of triple
track agendas outlined by Garmston & Wellman (2013) can be relevant to LSTs (See Appendix
B for an example of a triple track agenda). Triple track agendas focus on learning that is
happening in the room, then applications for the adult group, and applications to a classroom

setting. This way, topics discussed at meetings transfer to areas of application.

All this comes back to establishing meeting norms. Lencioni’s (2004, 2007) narratives
showcase the importance of having clearly laid out expectations for team meetings. West (2012)
outlined systematic norms: arriving on time, establishing an agenda with sensitivity to timing,
ensuring appropriate equipment is available, and having someone chair the meeting. Garmston
and Wellman (2013) focused much of their attention on setting norms of collaboration and
meeting standards. Being reflexive also comes up in the literature as an important part of
meetings (Lencioni 2004, 2007; West 2012). This may happen at the end of meetings as a
review of how the meeting went and what could be improved (West, 2012). For meetings to be
most effective, structured collaboration is recommended. Next I will look at what is really

needed to have effective collaboration in order to build strong networks.

Collaboration

Throughout this literature review, I have been sharing what literature says about the need
for LSTs to be skilled collaborators in determining how best to support inclusive practices and
student learning. In her article Reshaping the Role of a Special Educator into a Collaborative

Learning Specialist, Jennifer Morgan (2016) stressed the value of collaboration when it comes to
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inclusion; in fact, true inclusion cannot exist without collaboration. Keeping with our context of
inclusion, teamwork is a critical component to a successful inclusive learning environment.
Morgan (2016) wrote, “If inclusion is the goal of a school, then effective collaboration is a
necessity” (p. 42). While collaboration is integral for creating an inclusive school environment
for students, it is also crucial for building supportive networks for LSTs, so they can be part of a
community of peers. Friend (2000) spoke to “the increased complexity of educating students
with special needs,” which is, in part, due to all of the new information being produced and
circulated about teaching and learning (p. 130). This ever-changing context means that learning

and relearning is a constant; collaboration will make this more manageable.

There are many different ways to structure collaboration. Joanne Deppeler (2012)
identified the following well-researched collaborative practices: professional learning
communities (PLCs), collaborative inquiry, teacher moderation, teacher collaborative discussion
of quality practices, expert coaching, and home and school collaboration (pp. 125-134). This
section of my literature review will focus on the key attributes and benefits of collaboration. It
will provide a discussion of barriers to collaboration and then look to the PLC model as a

potentially effective mode of collaboration for LSTs.

There are many definitions of collaboration in the realm of education; the common theme
throughout the literature is the notion of sharing (DuFour & DuFour, 2012; DuFour & Eaker,
1998; DuFour, Eaker, & DuFour, 2005; Deppeler, 2012; Friend, 2000; Friend & Cook, 2013;
Lassonde, Israel, & Almasi, 2009; Lencioni, 2007; Garmston & Wellman, 2013; Morgan, 2016;
Muijs, 2011; Richards, Lawless, Sableski, & Arnold, 2016). Friend and Cook (2013) used this
definition: “Interpersonal collaboration is a style of direct interaction between at least two equal

parties voluntarily engaged in shared decision making as they work toward a common goal” (p.
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6). Friend and Cook (2013) later identified five key elements of successful collaboration: parity,
mutual goals, shared responsibility in decision making, shared resources and accountability, and
valuing personal opinions and expertise (p. 483). Lencioni’s (2007) five characteristic of
cohesive teams complement this definition. He identified the following characteristics: trust,
engagement in conflict around ideas (while showing respect for others), commitment to
decisions and plans of action, accountability, and achievement of collective results (pp. 189-
190). Deppeler (2012) also spoke to the necessity of common goals, parity, shared resources,
decision-making, responsibility and accountability (p. 125). The literature points to two critical
elements of collaboration: individuals working together towards a common goal and a shared

engagement of all participants.

It is easy to recognize the benefits of collaboration; the most evident benefit is the
creation of a support network and sense of community that can evolve from collaboration
(Deppeler, 2012; Garmston & Wellman, 2013; Friend & Cook, 2013; Lencioni, 2007). However,
the execution of effective collaboration is more complex. Using research based collaborative
practices can help structure meeting time to optimize the gains of collaboration (Garmston &
Wellman, 2013). Friend and Cook (2013) identified key issues that can make collaboration
challenging: school structure, professional socialization, power status among participants in the
relationship, and pragmatic issues. Each of these issues relate to LSTs.

Looking first at school structure, there is often only one person in the LST role at a
school which can lead to a sense of isolation. Friend and Cook (2013) called this sense of
isolation “professional isolation” (p. 19) and are clear that this “structure of professional
isolation” is polarizing to the concept of collaboration (p. 19). Professional socialization extends

this idea of physical isolation where teachers feel they need to be responsible and able to handle
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issues on their own to prove their abilities as competent professionals (Friend & Cook, 2013, p.
19). This relates back to our previous discussion on self-efficacy and vulnerability. LSTs feel
this deep pressure to know and to be able to handle everything; they are in a constant state of
vulnerability. Issues of power in relationships often impact collaboration among LSTs and

general educators and even among LSTs themselves.

Friend and Cook (2013) spoke to the following types of power: expert power, referent
power, legitimate power, reward power, coercive power, and informational power (p. 21).
Depending upon the collaborative arrangement, LSTs can move throughout the various types of
power; this is something LSTs need to be aware of when collaborating. The final issue in
collaboration that Friend and Cook (2013) mention is pragmatic; the lack of time, space, and
materials is a constant struggle that LST face. While these issues may make collaboration

complex, the benefits of collaboration override the challenges.

There are various ways to structure collaboration so it yields the most gains. One useful,
well-researched, and structured approach to collaboration is the use of a professional learning
community (PLC) model (See Appendix C for more information on PLCs). Richard DuFour and
Robert Eaker (1998) have been instrumental in building the concept of PLCs to one that is seen
as a strong practice in education today. In their work, DuFour and Eaker (1998) lay out various
characteristics of a PLC: members have a shared mission, vision, values and goals, collaborative
teams are focused on learning, members engage in ongoing inquiry looking at student
achievement as well as practices of the school, teams are action oriented and are willing to
experiment, implement systematic processes that promote continuous growth, and have a
disciplined focus on results. DuFour and Eaker’s (1998) work influences much of the literature

on PLCs (DuFour & DuFour, 2012; DuFour et al., 2005; Friend & Cook, 2013; Katz, 2013;
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Schmoker, 2006). The structure of a PLC may lend itself well to groups outside of the
immediate school setting; LSTs may find this framework useful when meeting as a whole district

support team.

PLCs are created by educators wishing to learn about a shared need; teachers who are
part of the PLC meet regularly, learn together, share what they have learned away from the
meetings, and take turns leading the group (Friend & Cook, 2013). PLCs focus on continuous
learning. DuFour and Eaker (1998) advocate for collaboration based on the complexities of the
populations teachers deal with; learning for all will not happen in isolation. Schmoker (2006)
identified isolation as “the enemy to improvement” (p. 23). This is a point that keeps reoccurring
in my review of the literature: learning does not happen in isolation. For LSTs to continue to
grow and best serve their complex populations, they should be part of a learning community or
network. DuFour and DuFour (2012) identify that there are some teachers who are ““singletons
in their schools” (p. 17) and suggest that they may become members of “district or regional job-

alike teams” (p. 17).

They go on to recommend that these groups may meet face-to-face periodically, but use
technology to facilitate weekly collaboration from the sites they are already at. LSTs are often
singletons in their schools, so district LST meetings allow them to meet with job-alike
colleagues. In his PhD. dissertation, Marc Katz (2013) explores the perception of special
education teachers engaged in PLCs. His inquiry found that participation in a PLC can alleviate
some of the feelings of isolation and stress that special educators feel; he recommends that LSTs
at other sites engage in collaboration through use of PLCs (Katz, 2013). Katz (2013) further

found that PLCs offered LSTs an opportunity to gain support through empathy, collaboration,
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and friendships. The hope of having LST meetings be more collaborative is to create that sense

of having a professional community or network so they feel supported.

Mentorship

Through collaboration we will build a sense of shared responsibility among all members,
but we also have to consider that everyone is coming from a different context and knowledge
base. Some team members may need further support and guidance. Going back to the four
sources of self-efficacy, Bandura (1997) named social modeling as a key factor in the growth of
self-efficacy. It is important to witness peers being successful in our role; mentorship is a way to
accomplish this. A second source of self-efficacy comes into play with mentorship: social
persuasion. Stevenson (2015) noted that verbal encouragement helps individuals move past self-
doubt; this helps people shift their focus back to putting in their best effort to the task at hand.
There is a significant amount of research that speaks to the value of teacher mentorship (Davies,
2016; Dempsey, Arthur-Kelly, & Carty, 2009; Duffy & Forgan, 2005; Friend & Cook, 2013;
Myers & Anderson, 2012; Smith-Washington, 2017; Wasburn et al., 2012; Whitaker, 2000;
White & Mason, 2006). Friend and Cook (2013) defined mentoring as "Personal guidance,
usually provided by experienced educators, delivered to first-year or early career teachers for the
purpose of inducting them into the profession and improving their retention in the field" (p. 206).
The mentorship relationship is a constructive, non-evaluative professional relationship between
two people whom equally embrace the partnership and believe in the power of mentorship.
Mentorship gives early career teachers an avenue through which to gain support, ask questions,
and navigate the role. It also offers experienced teachers the opportunity of leadership. In this
section, I will continue to explore the key elements of mentorship, look at two frameworks for

structuring mentoring programs, and highlight why mentorship is important for LSTs.
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Like the requirements for effective meetings and collaboration, strong mentoring
relationships rely on the use of effective communication skills (Duffy & Forgan 2005; Friend &
Cook, 2013; White & Mason, 2006). According to Duffy and Forgan (2005), mentors should be
skilled communicators so they can listen actively without judgment and then express ideas
clearly. Mentors should be mindful of nonverbal and verbal communication while providing
feedback and encouragement. Mentorship relationships are highly collaborative; thus, parity and
trust are critical components of the partnership (Friend & Cook, 2013). The relationship is one
where each person contributes. Friend and Cook (2013) discussed the importance of both sides
of the mentorship relationship; there are ways in which we can conduct ourselves as good
mentors and mentees. They suggest being proactive, prepared, participative, open, persistent,
and reflective (Friend & Cook, 2013, p. 203). Duffy and Forgan (2005) also spoke to the need
for parity in mentoring relationships. The mentee's role is to be open to guidance and to

implement suggestions of the mentor.

Billingsley (2013) identified four major types of support that new LSTs may require:
emotional support, feedback support, professional learning supports, and job specific supports
(pp- 20-22). A mentor can support a mentee through providing support in any of the previously
mentioned categories; of particular importance is the emotional support. Emotional support
reduces feelings of isolation (Duffy & Forgan, 2005). Each mentoring relationship is different,

but it is important to prioritize the needs of the mentee and work through those needs together.

Mentorship can happen informally between colleagues or in various formal programs.
Formal mentorship programs vary in their procedures and requirements, where informal
mentorship arrangements are generally left up to the individuals involved to structure the

mentoring however they see fit (Billingsley, 2013; Duffy & Forgan, 2005; Friend & Cook, 2013;
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Myers & Anderson, 2012; Ralph & Walker, 2014; Smith-Washington, 2017; White & Mason,
2006). Formal mentoring programs often have specific requirements such as a schedule of
meetings, observations, and assessments (Billingsley, 2013). These formal programs should
have a clear outline of the roles and responsibilities of both the mentor and the mentee. Duffy
and Forgan (2005) advised that mentor training and allotment of time are two critical
components to formal mentorship programs. There are many ways to structure formal
mentorship programs. The BCTF has created a program for early-career teachers, and the
models of adaptive mentorship (Ralph & Walker, 2014) and collaborative mentorship (Lopez,

2013) present two interesting structures to be considered to support LSTs.

Many school districts have new teacher mentorship programs; what the programs look
like vary district to district. The BCTF has partnered with the UBC Education program to
research and create a mentorship program for new teachers in British Columbia who are in their
first five years of teaching. The study identified thirty of the sixty school districts in the province
have some type of mentorship programs that use formal or informal structures (Davis, 2016.).
While the BCTF has highlighted the need for the mentorship of early career teachers, Editors
Myers and Anderson (2012) suggest in their introduction to Dimensions in Mentoring that
mentoring should not just exist just for the induction of new teachers, but should also exist
throughout the continuum of one’s career as it evolves. For example, a classroom teacher may
move into a learning support role which requires a completely different skill set. When these
shifts happen it would be useful to have a mentor to support. Billingsley (2013) noted that many
formal mentorship programs are not designed for special educators since most new LSTs start as
general educators. Wasburn et al. (2012) further expanded the case for mentorship through

investigating formal and informal mentorship of special educators in the United States. They



47

found that both formal and informal mentorship provided participants with positive experiences

that were valued by early career teachers and mentors alike.

While there are few instances of formal mentorship programs specifically geared to
special education teachers, we can look to new teacher models for structural guidance while
keeping in mind the complex context of working in special education. Ralph and Walker (2014)
developed a mentoring model called “adaptive mentorship”” which allows mentors to “adjust
their mentoring responses to match protégés’ task-specific development level while coaching
them in their learning setting” (p. 221) (See Appendix D for further information on adaptive

mentorship).

Figure 1 on the next page shows the grid used to guide adaptive mentorship (Ralph &
Walker, 2014, p. 222). Ralph and Walker (2014) consider task response (“the degree of specific
direction given to the protégé regarding the technical, mechanical, or procedural aspect of the
latter’s performance of the task being learned”) (p. 221) and support response as the degree of
“psycho/social/emotional expression they provide the protégé learning the skill-set” in the
mentoring relationships ( p. 221). At the same time, the adaptive mentorship model also
considers the mentee’s competence level and confidence level, so the mentor matches his or her
adaptive response to match the developmental level of the mentee (Ralph & Walker, 2014).
Three critical steps guide adaptive mentorship: determine the protégés’ development,
synchronize the mentor’s response, and monitor the mentee’s development (Ralph & Walker,
2014, pp. 222-223). The value of adaptive mentorship is that it emphasizes ongoing feedback,

discourse and reflection between the mentor and mentee.
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task response and support response in adaptive mentorship. Reprinted from “Research synthesis
for adaptive mentorship” by E. G. Ralph and K. D. Walker, 2014, Contemporary Issues in
Education Research 7(3), p. 222. Copyright 2014 by Ralph & Walker. Reprinted with

permission.

Building on our previous topic of collaboration, another noteworthy mentorship model is
collaborative mentorship (See Appendix E for more information on collaborative mentorship).
Ann Lopez (2013) identified collaborative mentorship as being “grounded in critical dialogue
between mentor and mentee” (p. 292). Lopez (2013) conducts her research in consideration of
the growing diversity and equity needs in Canadian schools. While her reference is to an
increase of cultural diversity in schools, her study lends itself well to the present context of this

study where LSTs are working with widely diverse populations of students. Lopez advocates for
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collaborative mentorship, stating that, “It is important to create spaces that support and sustain
teachers in increasingly diverse settings” (Lopez, 2013, p. 293). Collaborative mentorship is
grounded in dialogue; this understanding of dialogue is very similar to that outlined in the
Adaptive Schools model (Garmston & Wellman, 2013). The purpose in both instances is to seek
understanding. Collaborative mentorship “involves co-labouring, sharing back and forth of
ideas, opinions, and feelings between mentee and mentor” (Lopez, 2013, p. 294). Here, the
mentor and mentee learn from each other; there is a mutual engagement of learning. Lopez
(2013) identifies the following as important aspects for collaborative mentorship for diversity
and equity: critical understanding of equity and diversity, safe space and time to dialogue,
sharing of resources, reflection and agency, and skills and disposition (p. 302). These aspects are
similar to those previously mentioned in adaptive mentorship, but the emphasis on parity in

collaborative mentorship is greater.

Billingsley (2013) recognized that special educators may have to look outside of their
immediate school site for mentorship opportunities since there may not be an appropriate
colleague available on site. This is often the case for LSTs; they may need to connect with
mentors outside of their school site. Having specific mentors for LSTs can help with the many
challenges of the role including: programmatic compliance, due process, IEPs, referrals,
instructional strategies, making accommodations, and collaborating with general educators,
parents, and EAs (Duffy and Forgan, 2005). For LSTs, it is also critical to have a mentor who is
in or has strong experience in a similar role (Duffy & Forgan, 2005; Friend & Cook, 2013;
Smith-Washington, 2017; Whitaker, 2000; White & Mason, 2006). Both adaptive mentorship
and collaborative mentorship offer strong structural components that may be useful for LSTs.

Both models consider practical, or task specific needs, as well as social-emotional needs of those
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involved. While informal mentoring relationships can be just as valuable as bonds formed
through formal mentorship programs, the literature shows that the use of formal mentorship
programs help to retain teachers in special education teaching roles (Dempsey et al., 2009;
Friend & Cook, 2013; Smith-Washington, 2017; Whitaker, 2000; White & Mason, 2006).

Structuring mentorship for LSTs could greatly impact LST well-being.
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Chapter 3: Research Procedures and Methods

“Maybe stories are just data with a soul” — Brene Brown (2010)

Research Plans/Intervention

This research project stemmed from my own personal reflections as a learning support
teacher (LST) and the recognition that a variety of support structures have helped to make me an
effective LST. Through my reflection, I have tried to take an appreciative approach when

looking at what has been contributing to my own success in the role and expand on that.

My review of the literature has uncovered a lack of literature focused on the value of peer
support and collaboration for those educators working as specialist teachers in schools. My
research question seeks to remedy the dearth of information in the literature in this area: What
are the experiences of learning support teachers as they engage in collaboratively led student
support services meetings in the West Vancouver School District? Further to this, [ investigated
whether these meetings have helped to create a greater feeling of connectedness, efficacy and
network of support across the district for West Vancouver learning support teachers. Narrative
inquiry was my chosen method to seek to understand the experiences of teachers engaged in the
process, and as this research project was designed to document the experiences of LSTs in the
West Vancouver School District, I collected those narratives through the use of two tools of

qualitative research: interviews and the researcher’s journal.

LSTs participated in collaboratively led student support services meetings. Six meetings
were held throughout the school year (roughly one every two months). Data was taken through

use of a researcher’s journal and interviews were conducted prior to spring break. The data
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extracted was descriptive in nature; it told stories of individual experiences which made narrative

inquiry a natural fit in terms of methodology.

Qualitative Research through Narrative Inquiry

My study lends itself well to qualitative research which is a socially guided, flexible
approach to research. It seeks to answer a question through gathering evidence from the local
population involved in the study and looks at how their experiences shape understanding (Mack,
Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005; Merriam, 2014). What is significant about this
is that qualitative research is particularly interested in the experiences of that population.
Merriam (2014) identified key characteristics of qualitative research: “the focus is on process,
understanding, and meaning; the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and
analysis; the process is inductive; and the product is richly descriptive” (p. 14). This present
study explored the specific experiences of LSTs by hearing directly from those individuals
currently working in the district where the study was conducted. When we look at human
qualities such as vulnerability, self-efficacy, and feelings of support, it is important to choose a
methodology that can capture these emotions accurately. Qualitative research does just that; it
provides information about the human side of issues and can identify intangible factors that may
not be easily apparent through other methodologies (Mack et al., 2005). The intention of
qualitative methodology is not generalization but transferability. Therefore, the experiences of a
small sample of a population have been explored; those learnings can be transferred from this

smaller group to improve our understanding of the larger group.

Narrative inquiry is meaning making through story telling; it is a personal mode of
analysis. It provides an opportunity for voices to be heard and offers empowerment to the

population being examined. In consideration of the background of my study and the themes that
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have shaped my review of the literature, narrative inquiry is a natural fit: to bring empowerment
to a generally isolated group of educators. Narrative inquiry is a method commonly used in
qualitative research; experience is central to narrative inquiry (Clandinin, 2006). Research in the
field of education is often concerned with the human experience. Gill (2001) identified that
these human experiences are recorded as personal stories; these personal stories evolve in
narrative inquiry and allow people to expand their frames of reference and look at what guides
actions. Hamilton et al. (2008) recognized that narrative inquiry “often appeals to teachers and
teacher educators who share and learn from one another through exchanges about knowledge,

skills, practices, and evolving understandings” (p. 19).

The premise of my study is to reflect on my own experience and look to the experiences
of other LSTs in order to gain a deeper understanding of the needs and evolve our practice.
Clandinin, Pushor and Orr (2007) highlighted time, person and place as key elements in narrative
inquiry. Through use of narrative inquiry, I have captured the experiences of LSTs in West
Vancouver as they participated in peer-led student support services meetings. I have used
interviews to elicit these experiences. Interviews are a common tool for obtaining data in
qualitative research, and are particularly useful when the researcher is seeking to collect data on

individuals’ personal experiences (Mack et al., 2005).

A final piece of my methodology was the use of reflexive inquiry. Lyle (2013) explained
the relevancy of reflexive inquiry to establishing the narrative voice; “Reflexive inquiry is
helpful in framing narrative ways of knowing” (p. 20). In my study I used my personal
reflections throughout the process to deepen my understanding; I have used these reflections to
revisit my own understandings in context of those that I have come to through my participants’

experiences. Reflexivity positions myself as the researcher within the research itself and allows
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me to reconsider my experiences among the interpretation of the data. My data is the extracted
stories and feedback from my colleagues regarding their experiences as well as my own

narratives as a participating LST in the district meetings.

Validity

Validity in qualitative methods is achieved through a number of different ways. Cohen,
Manion, and Morrison (2013) outlined the breadth of these methods of validity. In my study,
validity has been achieved through a selection of these methods. First, the researcher is “part of
the researched world” (Cohen et al., 2013, p. 180). The researcher is the key instrument of the
research. In my study, I was an active participant in the research and contributed to the data by
use of my researcher’s journal. Next, the data is descriptive, and often tells a story. The data |
have collected is descriptive in nature, being the spoken and lived experiences of the participants
in the LST meetings. Narrative inquiry focuses on told experiences, rather than observational.
My data has been collected via interviews and personal reflection; these are both story telling
methods. Data was then analyzed inductively. The use of analysis of themes emerging from the
interviews, and compared to the themes emergent in the literature, provides the evidence to
support my conclusions, which will be later discussed in Chapter 5. When presenting the data,
the perspective of the respondents is highlighted rather than that of the researcher. Narrative
inquiry allows researchers to put the respondents at the forefront, as it is their stories that shape
our understanding of the issues at hand. There is this sense of looking through the lens of

someone else’s eyes and knowing through their thinking.

Finally, respondent validation is important, so ensuring that meaning and intention are
accurate is essential. Part of my procedure to ensure validity was member checking. I sent my

respondents the transcriptions of their interviews via email and allowed them time to review and
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adjust anything that was unclear in order to ensure validity. All participants responded and

approved the transcriptions.

Participants

Recruitment of participants took place at the January 2017 LST meeting, after receiving
approval from the Research Ethics Board. All LSTs working in West Vancouver, who attend the
meetings, were invited to participate in the study. The important distinguishing feature of the
participants was that each individual attended all of the meetings offered; this ensured they had
an accurate frame of reference when being interviewed on their experiences in the meetings. As
a full time LST in the district, I am a colleague, researcher, and participant. Inclusion in the
study was limited to those LST who expressed interest and provided consent to participate in the
research. The sample of participants was represented by one new teacher and two teachers that
are experienced and near the middle of their careers. Combined with my own perspective as an
informal leader in the LST group, the overall sample population represents a well-rounded
perspective from LSTs in the district. Again, as a qualitative researcher, I am looking for
transferability rather than generalization. Research participants’ names are confidential;

pseudonyms are used to differentiate between participants.

Procedures Followed

My research began by initiating informal consent for the proposed topic with the
necessary sources. I applied to the Research Ethics Board (REB) at Vancouver Island University
(VIU) while I was also seeking approval from the West Vancouver School District to conduct
research there. Informal approval from the district administrator for student support services and

from the deputy superintendent was given prior to my application being approved through VIU.
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Once the REB approved my proposal, I was given formal approval to conduct research by the

director of instruction for learning and innovation in the West Vancouver School District.

Research Journal. As part of my data, [ wrote a research journal, beginning in
September with the first LST meeting and spanning through until June where the final meeting
took place (see Appendix F for a sample of the researcher’s journal). In this journal, I compiled
my general observations about the meetings, my role, my feelings and my experiences as a result
of the Learning Support meetings. After each meeting a reflection piece was written. Data from
the researcher's journal was recorded on paper and then transcribed onto the researcher's laptop.

Some journal entries were immediately written on the laptop.

Interviews. Participants were recruited at the January, 2017, meeting through a visual
presentation to all LSTs (see Appendix G for the recruitment script). The presentation covered
the nature of my research question and what their involvement would be; the primary
committment aske was their participation in an hour long semi-structured interview. After
describing the interview process as well as the guidelines around confidentiality, LSTs were
invited to respond via email if they were interested in being interviewed for the study.
Colleagues were informed that participation in the study would be completely voluntary.
Consent forms were sent via email to any colleagues who volunteered to participate in the study

(see Appendix H for the consent form).

Interviews are a focused conversation on a particular topic (Merriam, 2014). The use of
interviews is recommended to be used with a small sample. Participants were interviewed
through the months of February and March. Iinterviewed three colleagues in order to obtain

data (see Appendix I for interview questions). These were semi-structured interviews guided by
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pre-determined questions with the flexibility to skip questions, ask clarifying questions, or to
adjust the question to be more appropriate for a particular participant. This allowed participants
time and space to articulate their stories to the degree they felt comfortable in sharing. With each
participant a location was chosen away from the school sites in order to maintain confidentiality
and mitigate the risk of being indirectly identified as being part of the study. Upon permission,
the interviews were audio-recorded to ensure accuracy of transcription later on. Each participant
was asked to create a pseudonym to help maintain anonymity. A scripted introduction was read
before each interview began (see Appendix J for the interview protocol). Participants were
reminded that they were entitled to skip any question they may have felt uncomfortable
answering or opt out at any time without question. A script post-interview was also read to

conclude the interview.

Transcription. Since the interviews were digitally recorded, I was able to transcribe
them later using Microsoft Word. While the interviews were taking place I also made brief notes
to highlight key areas of the interviews. Once the transcriptions were complete they were
emailed to each of the participants for member checking to ensure accuracy. Participants were
given a period of two weeks to review, revise, or remove content as they saw appropriate. All

participants emailed back responses within the two-week timeframe.

Once the transcriptions were approved by the participants, I began working on the
coding, categorizing, and sorting of the data. Data collected was coded, analyzed and interpreted
by identifying common themes from the interview transcripts. Similar coding and analysis was
used when analyzing the researcher's journal. This process was helpful to seek congruence or
further insights through reflexive inquiry. The data from the researcher’s journal was used with

the intention of adding personal narratives as a participating LST to those narratives collected
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from interviewees in order to deepen understanding. Through personal reflection, I have sought

to convey an intimate experience and story about the journey throughout the year.

Analysis Techniques

The goals of narrative inquiry include living, telling, and sense making. Making sense of
experience is achieved through narrative writing (Hamilton-Jones et al., 2008; Lyle, 2013). For
this study, data analysis was carried out in four steps: transcription of interviews, coding the
interviews and the researcher’s journal, creation of categories, and then sorting categories into
themes. Interview data from the three participants was transcribed by carefully listening to
recorded interviews multiple times to ensure accuracy. Verbatim transcription of recorded
interviews allowed for the best available database for analysis (Merriam, 2014). Next, the

transcriptions were put into a chart with each row corresponding to the transcribed question.

Each interview had to be coded on its own, before being seen in consideration of the
other interviews. Coding is assigning a designated shorthand to aspects of data so it can be
easily referred back to; coding can be single words, letter, numbers, phrases, colours, or a
combination of those options (Merriam, 2014). I chose to code using single words or short
phrases. For each interview transcript I coded systematically. Reading through each transcript, 1
made notations next to the parts of data that stood out to me as particularly insightful or relevant
to my research question and themes outlined in my literature review. As a second step, I coded
my own personal reflections and narratives in my researcher’s journal. Part of this journal was
tracking my evolution in my understanding of my research question, and it also provided a space
to track my thoughts, wonders, hunches, and assumptions throughout the process. This

information helped me to incorporate the reflexive piece of my analysis. Each interview and the
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selections from my researcher’s journal were coded. This allowed me to take inventory of my

data prior to creating categories.

Once each interview and excerpt from my researcher’s journal was coded, the next step
in my analysis was category construction. Here I went back to my codes in each set of data and
worked through those to find natural groupings. Merriam (2014) called this step “analytical
coding;” it is “‘coding that comes from interpretation and reflecting on meaning” (p. 180). My
categories reflect what I saw in the data. By looking at each individual set of codes, I was able to
create a master list of over lapping codes that reoccurred in data among the participants, which
included coding from my researcher’s journal. These codes that reoccurred are patterns which
emerged as my categories. Initially there were an overwhelming number of categories, but after
careful analysis and consideration I was able to link ideas together to create coherent categories.
Merriam (2014) advised that categories must respond to the research question, be sensitive to the
data, be exhaustive enough to give a picture of all relevant data, be mutually exclusive, and be
conceptually congruent. While creating my categories, my research question, along with the
supporting questions, were at the top of my master category list to ensure that each category

related directly to the essence of my study.

The final piece of the data analysis was to sort all of the different categories into themes.
The sorting of categories into themes is an inductive process (Merriam, 2014). Moving through
the data to create categories enabled me to analyze as I went through each set of data. At this
point, I was looking for congruence in the data. While the interviews provided rich data in the
form of observations and feedback, the data from the interviews combined with that from my
researcher’s journal worked together to build a collective narrative understanding of the

experiences of LSTs. Hamilton-Jones et al. (2008) advised that for narrative inquiry, “the self in
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relation to others holds privilege in a storied, usually written, form” (p. 25). Incorporating my
stories and making meaning of those in context of the interview participants has helped to shape
my understanding of the issues at hand. Reflexive inquiry allows the researcher to not just
reflect, but the researcher can take that further and reorganize their understanding over and over
as they make meaning. Thus, my own narratives have been woven throughout my findings as I

have reinterpreted my understandings through reflexive inquiry.
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Chapter 4: Research Findings and Results

Categories

The following categories have emerged from the analysis of data: role complexity,
meeting efficacy, scarcity, combating isolation, making connections through collaboration,
collaborative strategies and ways of talking, supportive conditions, and looking inward as well as
onward. Under each category falls a number of subcategories which I have integrated into the

narratives; these add further details to the topic at hand.

The next section presents the narratives in the categories which emerged from the
analysis of the interview data combined with the analysis of the researcher’s journal. For each
theme, a brief description is offered, followed by a passage from the researcher’s journal, and
finishing with data from for the interviews. Comments on the key ideas noted are written in
italics at the beginning of each categorical section and are intended to act as a descriptive road
map through the themes; these comments are labeled narration to indicate that the researcher’s

voice is being used.

Privacy Considerations

All names mentioned are pseudonyms in order to maintain anonymity. Students
mentioned in the researcher’s journal are constructs based on a number of students observed.
For example, the names “Bob” and “Kim” do not represent one specific individual; they are

representative of a number of different challenges that come up regularly in the day of an LST.
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Role Complexity
Each participant spoke of the complexities of their jobs. Though all participants are
LSTs in the West Vancouver District, they all have very different roles depending on the school

sites in which work.

Researcher’s journal. School starts at 8:30. It seems like a reasonably sane time to start
work, but my work day started at 6:00 am when I received three text messages from EAs telling
me that they were not coming in. As I scramble to get myself ready, walk my dog, and try to
make it to the bus on time, I am trying to rework what the day will look like for my students that
these absences impact. I know that Bob has swimming today. Bob will only go in his EAs car,
but his EA is now not coming in. To make things more complicated, Bob’s back up EA has also
called in sick. So both of Bob’s people are not coming in; great! Now I have to convince
another EA to try to take Bob, the boy that will only get into one person’s car, to go swimming
with him. The alternative: calling Bob’s parents to explain why we cannot take Bob swimming.
I’11 wait until I get to school to decide on that one. Next, Kim’s EA has called in sick too. This
is her tenth day this month calling in sick; I will have to tell the parents that Kim’s routine once
again will be disrupted. I'll have to follow up with admin to see if they have noted the numerous
absences of this EA and see if there is any follow up to be had. Oh shoot! I have an IEP meeting
first thing. I’ll have to organize everyone quickly and run to my meeting. Don’t forget to set up
the video for music class right after your meeting. I write these notes on my invisible server
notepad in my brain; sometimes I feel like I should be walking around with one of those in my
back pocket. There is always so much to do, so much to think about, and so many different

things to juggle at a time.
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Over the years I have learned to take things one step at a time, but it always feels like 'm
trying to wear too many hats or juggle too many balls. The interviews uncovered similar

feelings from my colleagues.

Narration. Each participant described their role as a “combined role”.

Interviews. Nina is an ELL (English language learning) and learning support teacher
responsible primarily for high incidence students. Yvonne is a learning support teacher of “low
incidence: K, 1, and 2. So, Down syndrome, Autism, and essentially traumatic brain injury for
low incidence. And then high incidence: 3-7... a whole bunch of them... a whole herd!” Dana
is an LST for the majority of the time and then does another job in her school part time; she

states:

I would say that the majority of my caseload involves high incidence, high functioning
students. Within that demographic, a lot of my time is spent working with the
designated students with learning disabilities at my school as well as with a couple low
incidence designations, but just a few. My time as case manager with them is just a
portion of my time. I feel as though the rest of my time is spent in an academic support
role, where I’'m assisting in classes with helping students with either literacy or numeracy
struggles. And that would be the majority of my time, so more the high incidence, high

functioning aspect of things with an academic lens.

Dana described the complexities of the job well. She goes on to say,

You’re responsible for a number of different facets as a Learning Support Teacher. You
have to make a lot of decisions and you’re interacting with your teaching colleagues,

your supporting EAs, your dealing with administrators, you’re dealing with parents and
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your supporting children which should be your number one priority and that can be really

challenging.

Narration. These complex, combined roles that LSTs hold can often make us feel like
marionettes: with strings attached to each limb being pulled in many directions. Participants
recounted instances where they felt they were struggling to navigate the many needs of their

roles.

Interviews. Dana felt like the first meeting we had at the beginning of the year allowed
everyone an opportunity to highlight areas that have been challenging for them, or areas they are
interested in knowing more about. That piece really brought out the vast complexities of our

roles as LSTs.

Dana, Nina and Yvonne referred to IEPs as being complicated documents that take up a
lot of our time. IEPs take time to plan, write, and assess. Dana spoke about how she struggles
“with making goals and objectives on IEPs measurable.” She spoke favourably about a meeting
where we had collaborative time to work together on IEPs. Yvonne also brought up how helpful
it was to get support on IEPs from her colleagues and district administrator. Further to that, Nina
mentioned how gathering “more specific language” around goals, objectives, and measurability

helped her more confidently address her IEPs.

Nina later named schedules as one of the biggest challenges of her role. As LSTs, we
schedule groups, in class support time, develop EA schedules, and then we have to prioritize.
She states that as the LST, “You have to choose a priority and it’s all on you.” She goes on to
allude to other complex areas of her role. When speaking of a positive experience at the

meetings, Nina recounted a conversation that was had around report card inserts for students in
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small pull out support groups. In her retell, she named a lengthy list of programs that we teach,
assess and report on. She spoke to the time it takes to do 49 reports in addition to those students
who are directly on her caseload. She also highlighted that classroom teachers and principals
expect that those reports are detailed and lengthy. Nina was surprised to find out in a meeting
that our student support services administrator had told school-based principals that these reports
were unnecessary and LSTs did not have to do them, yet she was never told by her school-based
administrator prior to reporting and ended up doing all 49 reports. She felt “hoodwinked.”
While she recognized that this was likely a communication error, she also felt a “vast relief

knowing that we would have significantly less reports to do.”

Narration. As a result of having these combined roles and the job complexities, LSTs

confidence and self-efficacy is impacted. All three participants spoke to this.

Interviews. Dana reflected on why LSTs have such a challenging role; “As a non-
enrolling educator you’re on a site and the majority of your colleagues at that school site are all
enrolling classroom teachers. And so a lot of the challenges that you have are hard for your on
school site colleagues to really get.” Dana goes on to say that we need a venue where we can

troubleshoot, talk about things that are coming up, brainstorm for ideas, but also just to...

Commiserate around the stuff that is really challenging in your role and a lot of people
don’t get it. I think that it’s really important. I remember being a new teacher and how
important it was to have colleagues come up to you and say, ‘you know what, I go
through the same thing.” It helps you get through those harder times and those times that
are really challenging and as a learning support teacher you don’t necessarily have that at

the school site that you’re working at.
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Having opportunities to connect with other LSTs a number of times in the year can really boost

you sense of self-efficacy; it’s reassuring.

Nina hoped that attending the LST meetings would bring her a greater sense of
comradery with her peers. She spoke of seeking support for the difficulties she was having in
her role: “I hope to find that other LSTs are finding the same difficulties that I am and that it’s
not just a ‘me’ problem, where I’m inept in some way.” Later in the interview, she stated that
the meetings offer her a space where she can seek out guidance, and she appreciated that these
meetings provide us with “a network of people who are a resource but are also there to help
bolster me.” She went on to reflect that the meetings have helped increase her confidence in the
many aspects of her role, particularly in clarifying processes with colleagues and school-based

leadership.

Yvonne also spoke to the same experience Nina had regarding the report card inserts.
She remembered that this issue “blew up like crazy” at her school site. People were really mad,
but it helped her to know that other LSTs had already dealt with that issue at their schools and
that we had discussed it in a meeting. Yvonne felt that by hearing from other LSTs she was
well-equipped to address the concern at her school, and felt more confident in doing so. It
helped her knowing that “other people were going through the same thing.” She left that

meeting with concrete examples from other schools.

Meeting Efficacy
Each participant spoke of aspects that made the meetings effective. In this, there was

frequent contrasting of how the meetings have been this year versus how they used to be
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structured. The overall sense from all participants was that the LST meetings are helpful,

meaningful, and valuable. Meeting efficacy was a frequently mentioned theme.

Researcher’s journal. When I’m playing volleyball and working on a specific skill such
as the spike, I can visualize all the pieces that will make me most effective. Each move makes a
difference in my hitting. I know that it all starts with the approach, the jump, and then contacting
the ball high. When I connect with the ball well, I know it. It feels good; it’s smooth. I feel
strong and confident. This is what I want to replicate over and over. When something goes well
there is a certain energy that you can feel. I felt that same energy in today’s LST meeting.
Today’s meeting left me feeling vibrant and energized. I actually stayed after the meeting for
nearly an hour talking to two of my colleagues. We did not want to end our conversation; we

had momentum.

Today’s meeting went really well, and actually stayed on schedule! It opened with a half
hour of business from admin and then we had well over an hour of collaboration time in our
family of schools groups. This must have been our most productive meeting yet. We spoke
extensively of what is needed to transition students from elementary to high school. I think it
helped that we came up with questions to guide our thinking. There were things that elementary
school LSTs were completely unaware of about high school, such as the challenges of
scheduling students in classes based on peer relationships. At high school it is a puzzle with too
many moving parts. Likewise, high school teachers were unaware that in elementary, many of
our students have full-time EA support, even during recess and lunch. We have a lot to learn

from each other, and today I felt like we really took advantage of our time together.
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Narration. Participants had all been teaching in the West Vancouver School District for
at least one year, so each LST referenced how this year’s LST meetings went in comparison to
the previous year. Reoccurring in the data was the appreciation for the revised structure of the
meetings. This year there was a lesser focus on disseminating information, and a greater focus
on collaboration between LSTs. Participants felt this made the meetings more meaningful and

more valuable than previous years.

Interviews. Nina admitted that she had low expectations of the LST meetings prior to
this year, “I didn’t think that I would get anything out of it aside from clarification on systems.”
She talked about directions on how to write IEPs, district policies, and procedures. That’s what
she expected and that’s what she got out of them originally. It was all about systems, and

listening to the person at the front of the room. Nina remembered past meetings:

In previous meetings it was almost like there would be someone speaking at the front and
your opportunity to connect would be like the hushed covering your mouth and
whispering back and forth to the person that you happen to be sitting next to. It was like
you were the naughty student in the back of the class trying to talk while the presentation

was going on.

Dana remembered that past meetings felt as though they were “kind of thrown together at
the last minute.” She often saw the value and relevancy of the agenda items, but was
disappointed that the meetings were not well attended. She made a few observations about this.
Meetings were scheduled for two hours, but “we usually ended up leaving early, which isn’t
necessarily a bad thing”; but her perception of this adjustment to the schedule was that people

“did not feel that it was worth it to come.” The real downside of the meetings not being well
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attended was that you would “miss the chance to network and collaborate with potential allies
that might be having similar challenges or experiencing similar things.” So in the past, we would
be given information from our district administrators in the meeting, and sometimes have a

presentation from another source, but “it never felt as though it was very meaningful.”

Yvonne also felt the meetings were not well attended from the year before, and she only
recalled having two that year. Yvonne said that very little stood out to her from the previous
year’s meetings, but she did find it useful when we did the MyEd program training “because we
got to all sit together and talk about IEPs and ask questions.” She feels that this year’s meetings
have been “more useful” and has appreciated the collaborative nature of the meetings, as

opposed to being “talked at.”

Nina still sees that meetings have a component of the systems focus from before, but just
a short amount in the beginning of the meetings. She appreciates that there has “been a lot more
opportunity to actually talk to each other this year. Now we actually have time to talk and
problem solve around some of the key issues, which is nice.” She sees it as an opportunity that
we are being given that time to “talk and commiserate instead of just snatched moments during,

after, or before the meetings.”

Later in her interview, Dana spoke of the changes she has felt and observed in the LST
meetings. She sees that meetings have become more collaborative and purposeful to respond to
the needs and wants of the group. We still “need time to have those updates and information
share outs from an administration point of view. I do think that this year the focus around
making it more collaborative, giving us an opportunity to network and touch base with our

colleagues has been very valuable.”
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Yvonne shared similar sentiments:

This year I like that it’s a lot more collaborative. We’ve actually gotten to have a say in
what we do and what we want to talk about. When one’s coming up I’m like, ‘oh, ok that
might be useful’ rather than being like, ‘this is a waste of time.’... And again it comes
back to not just being lectured at, but actually having the chance to ask questions and

think and ask about the actual application too of what we’re talking about.

Narration. Participants pinpointed strategies that were used from the beginning of the

meeting series to help make the meetings most effective.

Interviews. Dana thought that our first meeting was particularly helpful where we did a
world café to brainstorm areas of need under a range of categories. She felt that “Really helped
that intentional guiding for the rest of the year.” That set our foundational plans and we’re
sticking to it, and “it just feels more purposeful.” Yvonne also saw the value of this initial
activity where everyone “got a say” in what we were talking about; that shaped the direction of
the meetings. She also recognized that we have kept to those foci since identifying the needs in

the first meeting.

Narration. Each participant was asked to describe a negative experience in this year’s
LST meetings. While participants easily recounted positive experiences of the meetings, it was
more difficult for them to find a negative experience. All three interviewees started by saying,

“I’m not sure that this is a negative experience, but...”

Interviews. Dana spoke of feeling “A bit disappointed when having this very rich
conversation with my colleagues and when I looked around and a number of colleagues had

already left.” She goes on to explain:
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I felt a bit disappointed because I felt like we were missing a really a great opportunity to
have that learning and that conversation. So, I mean it turned out ok because it worked
out, for the next meeting everyone was encouraged and asked to stay and participate, so it

worked out well but I did feel a little bit disappointed at that time.

Yvonne felt that sometimes the first part or “business part” of the meeting where
announcements or short presentations happened that were more specific to a smaller group of
LSTs were not as “worthwhile”, but then stated that was understandable considering the vast
needs that span elementary and high school learning support, “Not everything is going to be

applicable to everybody.”

Nina shared that observation and felt that “anytime the meetings have not been helpful
have been where they’ve only been to answer process questions that I already knew the answers
to and that I felt were really clearly spelled out.” Those items she recommends to be sent out in
an email or memo. She also felt there is a “tendency sometimes to diatribe and focus on a
negative systemic issue.” She sees that this can set get the discussion “swirling out of control” in

a negative vein. When this happens we are no longer productive or constructive.

Scarcity: The Never Enough Problem

Laced throughout the data is this notion of scarcity that Brene Brown (2012) labels as
“the never enough problem” (p. 26). LSTs interviewed spoke to issues and needs that have
emerged from gaps. These gaps create a sense of scarcity, regardless of if they are gaps in

systems, programs, or simply not enough time.

Researcher’s journal. Today one of my colleagues drove me to the LST meeting. I got

in her car and said, “Ok I need to vent.” For ten minutes I unloaded everything that was
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stressing me out. It was quite the list and I just needed someone to listen; someone who would
understand what I am going through. I went on about needing resources for my programming.
The centre I work in is seriously lacking in relevant resources pertaining to students on modified,
life-skills programs. We need money to purchase these resources. There have been district level
staff visit our centre and have recommended the items that we need, but when I’ ve asked to
purchase these items, I am sent on a scavenger hunt. I ask our school to provide the funding, and
they tell me to talk to the district administrator for student support services. Then, when I go to
him, I am told to go back to the school. Meanwhile, my students wait. There are not enough
resources, time or money. Once I was finished, I said to her, “Ok...you... go.” Then she began
her list. As she went on, it made me think of how much we are responsible for. There is so
much to do and there never feels like there is enough time; it’s overwhelming. I'm enjoying our
LST meetings because I don’t have to rush all my conversations. It’s nice to have time to
actually sit and talk to each other. Much of what we talk about is what we need, what we are

lacking.

Narration. Participants felt that our LST meetings are effective at identifying the gaps

across the district in terms of where we, as LSTs, need support.

Interviews. Nina recognized that much of this year, in terms of our meeting focus, has
been identifying gaps. “So far, realistic hopes for this year would be identifying some concrete
issues that need to be addressed or concrete needs that we can act upon. And then I think next
year will be more actual programs to support those. And then probably the third year,
realistically, would be some pilot implementation of those.” She feels that as a whole, we
support literacy really well across the district. Nina identified math, writing and executive

functioning as having large gaps and suggested we “zero in more specifically on what is
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lacking.” In our break out discussions during one meeting, there was a moment where everyone
at the table where Nina was sitting looked at each other and said, “‘Yeah math... there’s a hole!’
What are we doing to support math? Nothing, because there’s no time and no resources.” There
was a general sense that math was a large area of lacking and need; having a more specific focus

on what we are lacking will hopefully improve those areas.

Dana’s interview really dug into some areas that we are lacking in. She sees the absence
of technology in our department as a huge gap. Dana suggests putting together a cloud-like,
collaborative dossier folder; in one of the meetings: “We discussed setting up something in
Google Drive that would allow all student support services [staff] and LSTs to access it. I don’t
actually think it would be that hard to set up, it’s just a matter of us finding the time to sit down

and work out the pieces to it.” Through the meetings, Dana has seen needs surface:

I think that it’s very clear that we (LSTs and student support services staff) are hungry for
these opportunities to connect and to work together on meaningful direction. I know
what we need. To have those networks and that online network, but actually putting it

together is the next big challenge.

Narration. Time frequently came up in the data as an area of scarcity. Whether
participants were noting a lack of time or commenting on the observation that this year we have

more time to talk, the implication is that time to connect has been a serious source of scarcity.

Interviews. In all interviews, people spoke of more time. Nina appreciated that “now we
actually have time to talk and problem solve around some of the key issues, which is nice.”

Here, by saying ‘actually,” Nina is implying that in previous meetings we had no time to talk to
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each other. Now we have the time and space to talk, “not as we pass each other in the hall or

running to go to a meeting or not in between activities, but as the primary activity.”

Yvonne recognized throughout the meetings the importance of having that collaboration
time; to her, this was a gap. “Everyone needs more collaboration time. There’s never enough
time...well there is never enough time for anything.” Yvonne has also appreciated that we have
“A lot more time” to connect with our peers, even if it is just to check in to see how everyone is
doing. Yvonne later talks about having more room for discussion: “If a question comes up and
we’re not sure of the answer, we have already built in that structure that it’s ok to go and ask
other people. Or if you’re not sure about this then go and ask the school psych because they’re
there and have time to talk to you.” This is a lot easier this year “because we’ve had more time
to talk to each other...and again having all those other people we don’t always get a lot of time
to work with. In those meetings, just to have that time sometimes to ask questions and connect

with the SLPs and Psychs” is so helpful. Without time, this would not be possible.

Dana often reflected on scarcity around time. She spoke passionately about the benefits
of having an online collaborative folder, and she and other LSTs attempted to set it up, but it fell
to the side a bit with everyone’s busy lives. There is never enough time to do all of the things we
would like to do. It’s important to take the time to get together and collaborate, but at some
points in the year, it can be overwhelming with everything else going on. Dana appreciates how
valuable the LST meetings are, but with our busy schedules, “It’s sometimes like going to the
gym where the act of getting there is sometimes the hardest part, and then once you’re there, it’s
awesome and you’re really glad that you went and you feel like it’s valuable, but getting there

can be difficult sometimes for sure.”
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Combating Isolation
Connected to this idea of scarcity is a sense of isolation. Scarcity of connections is
isolating. Each participant spoke to feeling alone at some point in their interviews, but they also

highlighted ways that isolation is being combatted through connecting in the meetings.

Researcher’s journal. 1have always looked forward to learning support meetings.
People use to think it was crazy that I would get excited about a meeting. It was a chance to see
people that do the same job as you. In prior years, there was not much time to chat, but even just
being in the same room and having those quick conversations before or after the meeting helped
me feel less alone. I’m the type of person who reaches out to seek support; even so, I didn’t
realize how isolated I felt until this year when everything changed. It was a combination of
changes really. I moved schools where I now get to work with a teaching partner every day. A
partner...wow...now that is something everyone should have. Before I felt like I was carrying
all my work stress in a heavy backpack all day. Now with a partner, it feels like we are carrying
that backpack together; it is much lighter. In contrast, the last two years were some of the most
isolated I have ever felt in my role. I had a new principal in each of the two years, and two new
teaching partners. Only, I would not really call them teaching partners because there was not a
mutual interest in working together. It was essentially driving on a highway in separate vehicles.
We were in the vicinity of each other, but stuck to our own lanes. My partner this year

though...we are in the same car, navigating our journey together.

Narration. Participants spoke to feeling alone and isolated in their roles.

Interviews. In her interview Nina frequently talked about challenges and decisions that

rest on the shoulders of the LSTs. She uses the phrase, “It’s all on you.” This statement evokes
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a sense of isolation. Her expression of isolation came from a discussion on learning support
reports during an LST meeting where she was pleased to see that she wasn’t alone in what she
had done. Nina later mentions feeling thankful that she no longer feels alone in her challenges as

a result of our regular collaborative meetings.

Yvonne is fairly new to the district, and although she has a teaching partner, she feels
isolated at times just being a new teacher. The LST meetings have helped her to get to know
everyone better and make “better connections.” Even just knowing her colleagues’ names and in

what schools they work have helped Yvonne feel less isolated as a “new person.”

Dana really speaks to what her experiences of isolation are and how nice it is to have
time to regularly connect with her fellow LSTs at a meeting. She noticed that LSTs really do not
get many opportunities to work together on a regular basis. “For the most part you’re working in
isolation at your school site. Or you might have one colleague, one teaching partner, but that’s
not the case at my school. I’'m the only LST, so having this opportunity is something I've really

enjoyed, and I look forward to carrying on with that.”

Narration. Participants identified factors that have helped combat isolation. Those
include a sense of comradery, teaching in partnerships, and taking advantage of the time to

connect at LST meetings.

Interviews. Nina recognizes that she does have a large team; “I would consider the other
LST and ELL teachers to be part of my team. There is one other LST at my school. I would also
consider the counsellor, SLP, behaviour teacher, school psychologist, OT, vision and hearing
teacher... all those people to be part of my core team.” Though, after a pause in conversation,

Nina reflected that this sounds like a large team, but she still feels alone. She says, “It’s funny
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how many of the people on my team aren’t physically at the school.” She goes on to describe
what she is looking to get out of our LST meetings, “I hope to find some sort of comradery.”
When speaking to how she is feeling about the meetings as they have unfolded, she revealed that

she feels:

Way more supported in these meetings than in previous meetings. And I think, no change
from the administration, because I think that I have always felt supported by them, but
almost in a removed way. If there was a problem that was going on in my school, and |
brought it forward to the admin who was running the meetings or brought it up in a
meeting, then I would get an answer and be well supported in that way; but I feel more
like I’'m part of a team now. And I feel more supported in that there are other people who
are having the same difficulties as I am or the same successes as well, and just... we’re

holding each other up more this year, I think.

Nina continues by saying that she feels supported in a variety of ways, but most importantly she
feels like she is, “not alone in how I'm feeling and the issues I am dealing with. So there’s a
network of people who are a resource but also who are there to help bolster me.” She recognizes
that the LST meetings are helping to create time and space to suss out issues, which in turn helps

to create a sense of comradery in the group.

Continuing along this same line of thinking around comradery is the building of
partnerships. Some LSTs are in a situation where they are fortunate enough to work with another
LST on their school site. Yvonne spoke of the benefits of having a teaching partner and how the
meetings have helped to deepen their thinking. “It’s good to have the conversation between the

two of us, but then it’s even better to have it between the two of us plus everyone else’s ideas
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that we’ve pulled into our discussion.” Yvonne goes on to recognize that there are many others
she would consider to be part of her team as well: school psychologists, speech and language
pathologists, and counsellors. “It’s good to be supported by the whole team, not just
LSTs...We’re building that feeling of, ‘I got your back.” Everyone’s working together.” It’s the
feeling that everyone’s on the same team, and “that they’re open to working together because
you’ve had those relationships, you’ve had those conversations” so you actually feel like you
could call somebody up and ask them a question. Dana sees our LST meetings as an opportunity

to connect with like-minded individuals:

I think having this opportunity to connect with your same counterparts that work at other
schools is so important in a number of ways. It’s important because you can
troubleshoot, you can talk about things that are coming up, you can brainstorm for ideas,
but it also just gives you a chance to commiserate around the stuff that is really
challenging in your role, and a lot of people don’t get it. I think that it’s really important.
I remember being a new teacher and how important it was to have colleagues come up to
you and say, ‘you know what, I go through the same thing.” It helps you get through
those harder times and those times that are really challenging, and as a Learning Support
Teacher, you don’t necessarily have that at the school site that you’re working at. So
having this chance a number of times a year to just make sure that you know that other
people have your back...that’s really important for the longevity of people’s careers and

in order to retain good quality educators in this field.

Dana continues with this theme, “Again, because of the isolation of being the only one or two

learning support teachers on a school site, the meetings give us that collegial support.” She felt
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that she was more able to connect with other LSTs and student support services staff that she

may not have had the chance to get to know if it weren’t for the meetings.

Making Connections through Collaboration

Emergent in the data is the ability to make connections through collaboration.
Participants spoke extensively about making connections with their colleagues in the meetings.
This happened when we were given the opportunity to collaborate. As a result, supportive
networks have begun to surface. Factors that have helped to create these networks include the
“buy in” of the group to engage in collaboration and thoughtful break out groupings in the

meetings.

Researcher’s journal. There are a few people in the district that I have naturally
connected with over the years. When I think of who these people are, I realize that they are not
people that I would necessarily speak to on a regular basis. What has drawn me to these people?
In some cases we have been working in the same family of schools for quite some time, so that
makes sense. In others, I have no real reason for connecting with them, except for a quest for
connection with like-minded individuals. When I looked around the room in today’s LST
meeting, [ did see many friends. Sitting beside me was Dana. She and I worked together briefly
years ago and have maintained a friendship ever since. Further down the line sits a duo that I
consider to be my counterparts at another high school. Those two are always willing to meet, to
share their knowledge, and reflect on our work together. Sitting across the room is Nina; we
have never worked together but were introduced years ago by a mutual friend who thought we
would get along. He was right. We ended up building our friendship during the snatched
moments before or after LST meetings over the years. This year, we have ended up in the same

family of school grouping a number of times. It is nice to actually get to work with each other. I
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really value her perspective, and find that I learn something from her each time we chat. I think I
have it pretty good. If we break out into family of schools groupings, I have Nina; and if it’s
similar roles, I have a dynamic duo that I have already learned so much from. Working in these
groupings feels like we are really supporting each other. So far, [ have been so impressed by the
conversations that have come from our break out discussions. You can tell others find this
valuable too because it is rare that people get off track. There is not a mass exit to the bathroom

during break-out sessions either. People want to use this chance to connect.

Narration. All participants spoke to the value of collaboration in the meetings. They
have bought in to the notion of collaboration, and find it is helping them create supportive

relationships with their peers.

Interviews. Yvonne continually brings up how she feels more supported this year as a
result of the connections she is making in the meetings. “We have more room for discussion this
year and are actually having the chance to ask questions, talk, and think about the application of
what we’re talking about.” She appreciates the formal and informal modes of collaboration, but
recognizes that sometimes connecting with your colleagues is quite casual. It’s a time to check
in. These connections are helping us build the notion of all “LSTs working together.” She talks
about the “feeling that everyone’s on the same team, that they’re open to working together” and
attributes that to the relationships that have been developing through the frequent conversations

at the LST meetings.

Nina feels a stronger connection to her colleagues as a result of our meetings as well.

“Just being able to talk to different teachers” is making an impact for her. She elaborated:
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Having the time and space to talk and knowing who is at what school and what their
areas of strength are and knowing what they’re doing at their schools helps me know
when I have something that I need to work on at my school who I can contact. The one
on one conversations help put a face to a name so that if [ send an email, they actually

know who I am and are more likely to have a more tailored response to my inquiry.

Like Yvonne, Nina also felt the value of both formal and informal collaboration. Nina recalls a

specific connection she made with a colleague at one of the meetings:

There was one learning support teacher who was having a hard time connecting with her
classroom teachers. I had a way I was doing it and, as a result of those meetings, I was
able to send her some more information to help her connect with her classroom teachers,
whereas before that wouldn’t have really happened. It would have just been, ‘oh you
know that girl has a way but I can’t remember her name so I’'m not going to send her an

email to ask further.’

Dana identifies herself as “a huge advocate for collaboration.” In her interview, she often
uses the word “opportunity” when talking about our collaboration time in the meetings. She sees
the collaborative portion of our meetings as an “opportunity to network and touch base with our
colleagues.” She highlighted one particularly rich discussion that she had with her family of

schools grouping:

We were talking about goals, objectives and what is the difference and how to make them
meaningful; we were having this really rich conversation. I was fortunate enough

because in my family of schools, my speech and language pathologist, my school
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counsellor and the gifted support teacher were sitting at my group, so we just had this

dynamic, diverse perspectives all kind of coming together to talk about these areas.

This discussion allowed Dana to acknowledge that this collaborative time is really valuable, and
the component that makes it valuable is “having these different people that are all kind of
working towards the same goal or same focus.” Later in the interview Dana expands on why she

is such an advocate for collaboration:

I think that by providing teachers the opportunity to collaborate with their peers is so
important and so necessary. I think that it does wonders for reducing attrition rates when
you consider mental health. It makes it less work; I see firsthand how when teachers are
provided with an opportunity to collaborate on a regular basis, there are fewer issues.
There’s more growth in terms of teachers and what they’re doing with their students in

their spaces.

Dana felt the collaborative nature of the meetings helped her “to connect with more of the
staff within the learning support district team as well as student support services [staff] and
people that I might not have had a chance to work with or chat with prior.” She went on to
describe one specific connection that occurred as a direct result of an LST meeting, and suspects

that would not have happened without having that opportunity to connect at the meeting.

Early on we had a presentation from our gifted support teachers and they shared out what
that process is within the district and how that works. They did a bit of a presentation on
what that looks like, and I felt as though that information that they were sharing would be
very relevant not only to LSTs but also to classroom teachers. From that opportunity, I

actually ended up connecting and networking with one of the Gifted Support Teachers,
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and we decided we wanted to put together a workshop that we would host for the district
at one of the professional development days where we look at differentiation. Both from
a gifted lens, so how you extend in certain areas, and then also how you differentiate for
those kids who might have some additional needs or challenges associated with their

learning.

Narration. Participants credited thoughtful groupings of LSTs as a factor that helped
them engage meaningfully in collaboration during the meetings. These groupings have helped to

create greater cross district connections and unlikely partnerships.

Interviews. Dana appreciates the different groupings that we have used throughout the
meetings in order to break up into smaller discussion groups. “I like that we have setitupin a
way where we can work with other colleagues who have similar roles, but I also like the chance
to connect with our families of schools.” Family of schools groupings allow us to connect with
those teachers. These are teachers who we will inevitably work with in transitioning our
students, either to high school or from elementary school. Dana expanded on how important it is

to build those relationships between secondary and elementary LSTs:

The secondary lens is very abstract, [especially] around transition. It’s almost as if we
work with all these pieces at the elementary level and then we send them into secondary
and never to be heard of again sometimes. I think it’s really important to build those
relationships with our colleagues at the secondary level and vice versa, so we make sure
we’re properly preparing students, but then also we have that chance to network back and

forth.
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Family of schools groupings help build those cross-district connections. Dana also sees
the value of meeting with peers that hold similar roles, but also recognizes that “the challenge
associated with that is there are some learning support roles within the district that don’t
necessarily have an equivalent counterpart, and I find myself in that situation sometimes.”
Overall Dana feels that the meetings have “done a really good job of connecting different people

in different situations.”

Yvonne described why she likes the variety of ways we have broken up people into

smaller discussion groups:

I like the variety because sometimes family of schools [grouping] is more helpful, but
then sometimes it is most helpful to split into high/low incidence, and then splitting
elementary/secondary sometimes helps you be more specific and dive into whatever it is
you’re talking about and the actual applications for that particular group. So I like the

variety of both, and then you do get to work with different people.

She goes on to speak about the value of the family of schools grouping. Yvonne describes the
family of schools grouping really as being a unit labelled by the most appropriate word,
“family”. She recalled one meeting where we broke off into family of schools groupings to
share good IEP goals and objectives. She found “That was a really helpful discussion to talk
about what everybody else was doing. It branched from there as people wanted to talk about
other things and whatever they needed, but I think that was most applicable, immediately useful,
and again, good to collaborate and know what other people are doing.” She was impressed by
the ideas given by others and found that her and her teaching partner returned to work the next

day with some new strategies to try.
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Nina also liked the variety in our groupings and could see that the structure is dependent
on the topic up for discussion. “I think if we’re talking math support, a high vs. low incidence
grouping would make sense versus family of schools. If we’re talking more development, or like
French language requirements and that type of stuff then I think family of schools makes way
more sense. It just depends on the topic.” Though Nina sees the value in changing how LSTs
are grouped in the meetings, she observed that family of schools yielded better results. She felt

more connected to this group,

I think we were better able to talk about specific students. I’ve been in the district long
enough now that some of the students that I had in elementary school are now in high
school. So being able to talk about those specific students as well that are shared now

between two different schools... shared in a sense.

Collaborative Strategies and Ways of Talking

Participants spoke frequently about collaboration and various ways of talking including
discussion, dialogue, discourse, and venting. All participants had a shared understanding that
some sort of discussion is necessary for collaboration, but felt that we are not quite at the point of

true collaboration in our meetings yet.

Researcher’s Journal. Sometimes I'm in our meetings and I feel like we are going
around and around in circles. Like everyone, [ am beyond happy to have a venue where I can
vent. But, I don’t like the never ending hole of problems. I said to a colleague once, “I feel like
you are just coming up with a whole bunch of problems without considering any solutions. Just
try something, and if it doesn’t work try something else.” That was my simplified solution.

Where we are at right now is this safe zone of just laying out what the problems are. We need to
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get to the messy bit. It is the bit where we are trying something new and watching to see what
happens. If it works, great! If it doesn’t, we need to reflect as a team and revise. How do we

move from dialogue and commiseration to discussion and action?

Narration. There was an overall sense from participants that right now we are doing a
lot of talking. There is an appreciation for the talking, and it is seen as an avenue to

collaboration, but it is not quite true collaboration yet.

Interviews. Nina has enjoyed having the time and space to talk to her colleagues. As
was mentioned previously, this time and space to talk is very important to Nina. “Not as we pass
each other in the hall or running to go to a meeting or not in between activities but as the primary
activity...To talk and commiserate and being given time to do that instead of just snatched
moments during or after or before the meetings has been really nice.” She also recognizes that
there is a downside to being given uninterrupted time to talk. Sometimes there is a tendency to
“diatribe” and focus on “a negative systemic issue” which can take the whole conversation out of

control making it less constructive.

Yvonne did not classify it as a “diatribe” but she did talk about her group going off on a
“tangent” where people diverted the conversation from the topic at hand. She noted that the
conversation “branched out from there as people wanted to talk about other things and whatever

they needed” but it was still worthwhile conversation.

Nina’s understanding of collaboration is being able to

Talk through issues with colleagues and come to a collective understanding. Often I
think collaboration doesn’t necessarily have to end in a path forward, although I think

that’s kind of the goal, but I think at the very basic sense coming to a shared
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understanding of any issue and then teasing apart what the actionable portion is and then

hopefully eventually coming up with some sort of plan to support or move forward.

Dana loves that we are giving LSTs the “opportunity to talk,” but it doesn’t quite fit her

view of true collaboration.

I think my view of true collaboration is sitting down with a smaller group of people, 3-4
people sitting down in a group, having a bit of an agenda that you can work through. I
would say a challenge with our Learning Support Meetings is we are a bigger group, and

we are breaking off into smaller groups but they’re still on the bigger side.

She goes on to recognize that the topics we are discussing are being provided to the group, so it

may not necessarily fit with what every individual is hoping to discuss at that exact moment.

Dana further identifies different ways of talking. She sees that we “discuss” rather than

collaborate:

I think true collaboration is the troubleshooting, it’s the back and forth, it’s this dialogue,
it’s the sharing of ideas, but it’s coming up with an actual plan and then moving forward
with those pieces. And I think in our Learning Support Meetings, that’s the end
goal...we want to come up with a plan and move forward, but I think because the groups
are bigger, it ends up being more of discussion and there’s nothing wrong with the
discussion, but I think it’s more we have a conversation, and we talk about ideas, we talk

about challenges, but there’s no true action plan of... ‘Ok, so what are we doing now?’
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Narration. There are glimpses of true collaboration where conversation has naturally
moved from dialogue, a shared understanding, to discussion, and coming to a collective

decision.

Interviews. Nina spoke of coming to a “collective understanding” as a key factor in
collaboration. She recalls a time during one of our meetings where we did come to a collective
understanding around what to do with learning support reports. She described in detail how she
moved from not understanding the procedure to the relief she felt once the process was clarified.
She liked that we decided as a group what would be done. She later reflected on how timely that
discussion was and admitted that she likes “where we’re at [in the meetings] with the focused
questions and the raising of the issues. I think the next logical step would be really clear, and it
doesn’t even necessarily have to be specific programs, but clear goals and support strategies to
address those needs moving forward.” Nina recommended that we look at “specifically what is
going on in the schools and what are the teachers having difficulty with. Then provide time and
space to see if anyone else is having the same issue, to find some sort of comradery there and

then a way to move forward...some sort of action.”

Yvonne has found that the most useful collaboration is, “working together... actually
sitting next to each other, working, and problem solving as you go.” She mentioned that the
conversations stick with her later and feels that everyone has really come into the meetings with
open minds and “wanting to collaborate.” “We started the year with that mindset, and so we’ve
moved forward with that, and there’s been a lot of good discussions.” She recalls that she and
her teaching partner are often going back to “that collaboration piece; we’re referencing the
things we talked about.” Yvonne is recognizing that collaboration goes beyond talking; it’s also

looking at the “actual application of what we’re talking about.”
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Although Dana expressed a concern about the size of the breakout groups, she recognized
that “there is collaboration that is taking place,” but the larger groups may limit the depth of
collaboration. “I do think that the groups that we have are too big for that true collaboration to
take place, but I think it’s a good starting point. And the opportunity to have that discussion and
discourse is important, but moving forward I think that’s kind of where we could think about
switching it up a little bit.” She suggests trying to work in smaller groups to see where that
takes us: “Perhaps setting up situations where even within those groups, you go into subgroups to

focus on areas that are of interest to you, like-minded interests.”

Supportive Conditions
Participants identified aspects that made the meetings useful; these are supportive
conditions. Supportive conditions can be physical or structural in nature, or they can fall in the

realm of people capacities.

Researcher’s journal. 1 was not sure how it would go this year... committing to helping
plan and facilitate six meetings over the course of the year. Overall, I have been pleased with
how things have gone. We started the year by proposing a very different organization system for
our meetings; it was sort of a “take over” by the LSTs. A small group of interested LSTs would
plan two thirds of each meeting. It would be collaborative and was to encourage the creation of
support networks for LSTs across the district. Each meeting produced vibrant discussions. I
wanted to be a part of every conversation. I was worried that people might think this was a
waste of time, but from what I observed, it was not the case. Discussions have been meaningful.
I have even gotten to know someone well who has been in the district for as long as I have, but
we have never had a chance to work together. We chatted in an early on meeting about a student

moving from elementary to secondary school. She helped me understand the complexities of the
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student, and together we created a transition plan that started right after spring break. I trusted
that she knew what would be best for her student, and she trusted that I would care for this
student well through the transition. This is the most confident I have been about a transition

since beginning in the district more than eight years ago.

Narration. A number of physical or structural needs were identified as supportive
conditions. These included setting meeting times, providing flexibility while also maintaining

structure, and deciding on who attended and facilitated the meetings.

Interviews. There was a general appreciation for the bulk of the agenda being more
collaborative. All participants saw it necessary for there to be some administrative time, but
stressed that it was important to limit the amount of time dedicated to this portion of the
meetings. One participant went on to say that whenever meeting time is taken up by something
that could be sent in an email, she gets the feeling that those in charge of the agenda think we are
“illiterate or inept.” Honoring different lenses is important. Nina recognized that there are
always new people in the district, so we may need to touch back on procedural issues in the
meeting. She stressed a, “‘brief review of the general expectations... a bit of a tune up. But not
going so in depth that it kills the will to live of everyone who’s been there for more than a year.
And then asking specifically what is going on in the schools and what is it that teachers are
having difficulty with.” Dana also likes “when the information that’s required to be shared out
at the beginning from the district administrator is direct and to the point, while offering teachers
to have an opportunity to ask questions around it” and then getting right into the collaborative
portion of the meetings. So being mindful of “what information is shared on site versus what
information that could possibly have been shared out via email so that it doesn’t eat up into that

opportunity to discuss and collaborate with our peers.” All participants agreed that the rest of the
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meeting time should be devoted to working together collaboratively. Yvonne talked about
feeling comfortable asking questions now that there is structure in place making it, “ok to go and
ask other people” if you are struggling with something in your job. It is actually “built in” which

makes it nice.

Nina felt that the meetings were most useful when the agendas aligned with what was
most relevant to the time of year, so start with “addressing whatever the pressing thing is going

on in the district at the time.” For example, Yvonne mentioned,

The meeting that we had where we were talking about IEP goals... that was right before
we were writing the IEP goals. I went away from that meeting with some more specific
language in my mind. And the measurable piece of it was something that I always

struggled with so having some more concrete stuff around that was helpful.

Yvonne underscored the importance of having flexibility within the structure of the meetings
because “usually when we take a turn from the agenda, it’s because it is something we really
want to discuss in that moment when we have other people to collaborate with.” Yvonne noted

that collaboration in the meeting is most useful when it is “relevant and timely.”

Dana spoke to the value of having a structured agenda. She really likes it, “when the
meetings follow the schedule that has been laid out.” While a structure and agenda has been
identified as important, flexibility within that structure is seen as critical by all of the
participants. So, have an agenda, but also have time built in to look at what the burning question
are right now. Yvonne liked that there was that flexibility, and she was happy to “pause”
everything during a conversation because something surfaced that was important for people to

talk about.
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The importance of accounting for a variety of different lenses came out as a supportive
condition. Nina, Yvonne, and Dana spoke to how valuable it was to have elementary LSTs,
secondary LSTs, and district level student support staff at the meetings. Yvonne noted that the
“communication between elementary and secondary has been helpful” to build the connections
between the family of schools, and having “the psychs and SLPs in family of schools now really
gives you the sense that ‘these are our people.” We’re a family... we’re together.” Dana says
that “having these different people that are all kind of working towards the same goal or same
focus” is what makes the meetings valuable. The structural component to this is ensuring that all

LSTs and student support services staff attend the meetings; then the people capacities come into

play.

Narration. The people capacities identified as supportive conditions included: building

trust, a willingness to be open-minded, and collective engagement of all participants.

Interviews. All three participants mentioned that this year they actually know every LST
by name and can put a face to those names. Nina expanded on this thought, and mentioned how

nice it is to know

Who is at what school and what their areas of strength are, and knowing what they’re
doing at their schools helps me know when I have something that I need to work on at my
school who I can contact. And then the one on one conversations help put a face to a

name so that if I send an email, they actually know who I am.

Yvonne says that being connected to her colleagues “starts with knowing their names and
knowing what schools they’re at... that’s been a lot easier this year because we’ve had more time

to talk to each other.” Dana reflected that these opportunities are so valuable for her; “I’m the
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only LST at my site, so having this opportunity, having this floor to have those questions, that’s

something I’ve really enjoyed, and I look forward to carrying on with that.”

Once you know who people are, you can start building trust. Nina explained that she
feels supported when she knows, “if I have a question, there’s someone that I am comfortable
asking. And who can offer some sort of guidance whether that’s a colleague, boss or a mentor...
whoever. But just knowing that if there’s a question that there’s a place where I can go to get an
answer or some guidance.” Yvonne senses that people are more open to “working together
because you’ve had those relationships, you’ve had those conversations” that allow you to feel
comfortable reaching out later on, outside of the meeting, if you need further support. Dana also
reflects on how important those collegial relationships are. It is “feeling comfortable enough to
say, ‘“You know what, I had a bad day today’ or ‘This is something that’s really, really hard at
my school right now, do you guys have any suggestions?’ Because if you don’t have that
relationship with your colleagues, you’re not going to feel comfortable enough to ask those

questions.”

The importance of collective engagement and hearing from all group members came up
frequently in the interviews as a supportive condition. Yvonne noted that “we’ve actually got to
have a say in what we do and what we want to talk about.” All three participants regarded our
first meeting as supportive. It is where “we had input in the first place on what the structure
would be and what we want to talk about.” This allowed everyone to have a voice in where they
needed help moving forward. Dana felt like the first session “gave our colleagues a voice” to say
where the areas of challenge and interest were. She felt “that really helped that intentional
guiding for the rest of the year.” Yvonne recognized that this helped set up expectations for the

year, and saw that everyone has “come into it open minded and wanting to collaborate. We
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started the year with that mindset and we’ve moved forward with that,” which has helped to
create a really supportive environment. Yvonne goes on to say that she hears people saying

supportive statements rather than “shutting people down.”

Further to that, one of the participants has been on the committee that helps to plan and
facilitate the meetings, while this also falls under the umbrella of structural supports, the main
feedback from this participant was that it provided a sense of ownership that kept her interest and
commitment. She stated, “I feel a little bit personally responsible for how the meetings unfold.
And I find myself going, ‘oh ok, we need to spend more time on this area’ or ‘we haven’t hit off
where I wanted to with this area.’ I think that everyone’s been open to feedback and I feel like
everyone recognizes they can also provide feedback.” She went on to state that it has been nice
to be “involved in the process and to have had others be receptive to my suggestions and to my
feedback.” Being involved in the facilitation and planning of the breakout sessions adds to her
experience in the meetings; “It makes it certainly more meaningful and engaging to me

personally to have that sort of invested interest.”

The way the meetings have been set up with smaller breakout groups allows for greater
participation of all individuals. Nina reflects on her own level of participation in the meetings, “I
often feel like I commandeer the conversation, so I don’t think that my level of participation is
necessarily low. I would say it’s very high. If anything I think I need to step back and let others

speak during the collaborative conversations that we have.”

Yvonne is less eager to jump into conversations, but prefers the small groups. She

described how she benefits from the small group discussion:
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I participate when we’re in small groups and I like breaking out into the family of school
groups because you do get to hear from everyone that way. Sometimes in big discussions
it ends up being the same half dozen people always talking. I’'m not the sort of person to
be loud and throw my opinion out there, but I like the mix of small group and big group.

It helps to have everyone participate and contribute.

She feels the smaller group is “more personal.” The smaller groups allow for trust to be built.

Nina mentioned that it feels like we are “holding each other up more this year.” This is
helping to build a collective sense of trust among the group. Yvonne also talked about the
building of trust through the informal checking in with each other, “It’s really positive, and we’re
all supportive of each other. We’re on the same page and we’re building that sense of ‘I got your
back’.” Dana has really appreciated having the “opportunity to sit down and really get support
from my colleagues around the issues that I'm having.” She acknowledges, “There’s a time
when you need to give support and then take support.” So moving forward, it would be nice to

find ways to balance the roles of being the supporter versus the person supported.

Looking Inward and Onward

Throughout the data there has been a clear feeling that participants have found our LST
meetings valuable this year. Buy in is evident from participants thoughtful consideration of what
could be improved in the years to come. There is an understanding that this is a process that will

not be perfect the first time, but there is commitment to improvement in the future.

Researcher’s journal. T’ve had an interesting contrasting of emotions while being an
engaged participant in the LST meetings versus my school staff meetings. A number of times in

our school based staff meetings, we are asked to get into department groups to work on a
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particular area. The facilitators of the meeting have prepared packages for each department to
work through together. Every time this happens, there is not a package for the learning support
department. It is a very awkward feeling to be forgotten about by your colleagues. Even though
we are surrounded by them and work with them every day, our department is frequently
overlooked. This underscores the need for connection with our LST counterparts. I feel a deep
sense of gratitude for the time we are being given to connect as a district cohort of LSTs. Even
though I am helping to plan and facilitate the meetings, I am learning quite a bit from my peers.
Group facilitation can be a challenge, so that building of trust and buy in was so important from
the beginning. I think it has also been valuable to have a number of LSTs working together to
co-plan and co-facilitate. There is this very visual example that we are collaborating, and that’s

what we are expecting of our peers as well.

Narration. Participants looked inward to reflect on their participation, learning and

growth in the meetings.

Interviews. The participant who was part of the planning and facilitating of the meeting
spoke to how important it was to reflect after the meetings as team. ‘“After each session, it just
feels more purposeful. We sit and chat and are able to say, ‘this worked well” and ‘we need
more time to focus on this concept’ and just having that touchpoint is really valuable.” She
continued by saying, “When we’re sitting at the meeting, I find myself doing a lot of reflecting
as we’re going because I’'m involved in the planning process and I feel a little bit personally
responsible for how they unfold.” She strives to keep improving to keep the group moving in a
forward trajectory. ‘“Moving forward, I think I would like to continue to be involved in that. 1

feel like my personality is such that I enjoy knowing what’s coming up and kind of having a say
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in it and helping to plan that out. It makes it certainly more meaningful and engaging to me

personally.”

Dana has felt that attending the meetings has helped her in a variety of ways; the

meetings have:

continued to allow me to reflect on certain aspects of my role. I think having that
opportunity to network and connect with other colleagues has opened conversations
around what my role could look like and components of my role that I like and areas that
I want to improve on. So, definitely, I think the opportunity to network and collaborate

with colleagues has given me a new lens.

From these meetings, she sees “There’s more growth in terms of teachers and what they’re doing

with their students in their spaces.”

As anewer LST, Yvonne feels she is constantly learning. As was expressed earlier, in
the meetings she said that she is “not the sort of person to be loud and throw her opinion out
there” which is why she likes the smaller group discussion. It “feels more personal and I am able
to participate more.” She finds that she is hearing things in the conversations that are “really

good ideas, and stuff I hadn’t thought of” which help her grow her skill set.

Nina has felt particularly well connected in these meetings. She mentioned that she
“feels like I commandeer the conversation” in breakout sessions, but she always feels that she
walks away from the meetings with something specific in her mind to think about. The meetings
have helped her in a number of ways to “clarify her thinking” and helped her to “develop

specific language around programming.”
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Narration. Participants were reflexive. They looked at how we could take the

momentum gathered from this year onward.

Interviews. Receptivity to feedback came up frequently in the data. Dana felt that others
were “receptive to my suggestions and to my feedback and vice versa;” moving forward she sees
this as a necessity to continue to build our supportive network. She also spoke to the idea that

people should move in and out of the supporter and the supported role:

I think I would love the opportunity to figure out a way to really highlight, for me
personally, what are some areas that I need support and would like to see growth in with
regard to my own professional development. Then, in an ideal situation, having the
opportunity to connect with peers and colleagues who also need to build in that area. But,
it’s a challenge because it tends to be the people that want to grow or want support in that
area needing someone to come and facilitate that growth and support in that way. [For
example] it can’t just be all the people who struggle with literacy, you need to have
someone there to help guide and inform. Maybe it could even be connected to teachers’
growth plans. Maybe that could be sort of a cohort or a little side group that met every
single session and reviewed those areas. Yeah, just something like that I think would be

really helpful.

Participants recognize that there is always room for improvement. Yvonne hopes that the
meetings will build on her understanding of “best practice, what’s new, what we should be doing
for our kids and staying current.” Dana sees that we are on the way to something really good:

We’re in the process of working towards gathering a bunch of tools and resources that are

going to be really beneficial. Again, this is a new format for us for this year; I think it’s
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still a work in progress... I believe the intention of where we’re headed is going to be
really beneficial. I would say that I’'m not fully applying anything just yet because it’s
still sort of in its infancy stages, but I definitely see the direction we’re heading in and

how it’s going to be beneficial for me.

Dana “would still like to figure out how to get that cloud, collaborative, dossier folder” set up to
provide people with a tangible tool that they can go to for job-specific resources. She also thinks
that “in terms of actually applying the pieces [we are talking about in the meeting], I would say
that it’s coming along a little bit, but I think it’s definitely still a work in progress.” Dana
believes that a route to getting more engaged in the application of what we are learning is to
“work in smaller groups where that collaboration could take place.” Continuing, Dana
recommends setting up smaller “focus groups” where people with like-minded interests can

collaborate on specific topics.

In the future, Yvonne would be happy to see continued collaboration, and suggests being
mindful of what is going on at certain points of the year and ensuring that people have a bit of an
“outline” of topics to be covered. That way they can “look to the outline” to come more
prepared to collaborate. Nina would also like to have a thoughtful look at the agenda for the
meetings; “I think if we can try and zero in on more specifically what is lacking. Then I think
moving forward, we’ll have a good foundation to talk about strategies to support that. And if
there’s specific programs that we can start to bring into the district and just more focused work in
that way. That’s my hope overall.” Moving forward Nina would like to see “really clear goals

and support strategies to address the group needs moving forward.”
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Summary

Taken together, the data presented through the researcher’s journal and interviews
illustrates the value of having regular LST meetings. Participants highlighted the impact these
meetings have had on their feelings of isolation in their complex roles. They identified
collaborative strategies and supportive conditions that can be built upon in future meetings. The
next section will provide a further discussion of the data as well as implications and

recommendations.
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Chapter 5: Summary, Discussions and Implications

Summary

This inquiry began by looking inward as a researcher at my own experiences as a
learning support teacher. Over the years working in the West Vancouver School District as an
LST, I have appreciated the support from my colleagues, mentors, and district leadership team. I
attribute much of my success as an LST to the support of these key people. Through my
reflections, I have noted that some years these supports have been more readily available than in
other years. One of the critical avenues for colleagues making cross-district connections is at
district-based meetings. Learning support meetings have looked different over the years; but this
year, a team of LSTs came together to work with the administrators on building a more
collaborative model for six meetings spanning from September through June. These LSTs
helped to plan and facilitate two thirds of each meeting; the focus for this portion of the agenda
was on addressing LST needs through a more collaborative model. Through this renewal of LST
meetings, the hope has been to use collaborative meetings to increase LSTs feelings of

connection by creating a cross-district network of support.

With a focus on lived experiences, narrative inquiry was a natural fit in terms of
methodology taken to explore this topic. Narrative inquiry is used to make meaning through
story telling (Clandinin, 2006; Clandinin et al., 2007; Gill, 2001; Lyle, 2013). My data consisted
of my own stories extracted from my researcher’s journal combined with stories sourced from
interviewing three LSTs in the West Vancouver School District. This study sought to answer the
following questions: What are the experiences of learning support teachers as they engage in

collaboratively led student support services meetings in the West Vancouver School District?
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Will these meetings help to create a greater feeling of connectedness, efficacy, and help establish

a network of support across the district for West Vancouver Learning Support Teachers?

To understand the context with which this study is referring to, I dove into three themes
for the review of literature that would help build the base of knowledge for this study:
complexities of the role (inclusion, LST roles and responsibilities, and RTI), teacher well-being
and burnout (specially, self-efficacy, and vulnerability), and elements of support (effective
meetings, collaboration, and mentorship). LSTs hold complex roles which can make them easily
susceptible to burn out (Billingsley, 2011; Billingsley et al., 2004; Hillel Lavian, 2015; Klassen,
2010; Loreman, 2014; Lupart, 2009; McCrimmon, 2015; Viel-Ruma et al., 2010; Whitaker,
2000) . There are many factors that attribute to burnout of special educators; this study focused
on bolstering self-efficacy and understanding vulnerability to help protect and improve LST
well-being. Considering self-efficacy and vulnerability of LSTs, supports need to be
implemented to encourage the retention of these specialized professionals. With this in mind, I
moved into looking at ways to support educators through the use of meetings, collaboration, and

mentorship as three potential solutions to help LSTs.

Inclusion has redefined teaching roles in schools. Special educators have felt a shift; they
need to become adaptive experts (Le Fevre et al., 2015). As noted by Morgan (2016), LSTs
wear many hats, “Case manager, consultant, co-teacher, collaborator, and provider of specialized
instruction” (p. 55). These many hats contribute to the complexity of the job and can impact
LST well-being. In her interview, Dana spoke of the multiple hats LSTs wear, and attributed
that to LST burnout. Teaching in British Columbia means that we work in an inclusive
environment. Inclusion can be challenging, but as Morgan (2016) noted, “Commitment and

dedication to collaboration and inclusion has the power to transform the culture of our schools
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and elevate the performance of both students and teachers alike” (p. 45). Districts and schools
are required to account for inclusion in the planning of classes, supports for students, and
professional learning opportunities for educators. Thus, districts have to ensure there is guidance
and professional learning opportunities for teachers in order to be sure that inclusive practices are
met. Ensuring that teachers are well equipped with the skills and knowledge required to do their
jobs increases self-efficacy, and as Ruble et al. (2011) advised, “self-efficacy is a protective
factor for burnout” (p. 67). If LSTs are properly supported, they will be more likely stay in the
job longer. LST meetings can be a venue where professional learning occurs; the information

shared in these meetings can help build teacher efficacy for working in inclusive schools.

The literature review allowed for an in-depth investigation into potential strategies to
support LSTs. Two distinctive areas needing support were evident in the literature as well as in
the interview data: LSTs need social-emotional support and job-specific, informative support.
Sharma et al. (2012) identified supportive leadership, collaboration, and autonomy as elements
that increase teacher efficacy and thus increase success in inclusive settings. This year’s LST
meetings have attempted to do just this by creating a space for LSTs to feel support from the
larger body of staff in the student support services department (including colleagues and leaders),
allowing for collaboration, and creating a sense of ownership among the group. LST meetings
offer a space where teachers can seek job-specific guidance as well as social-emotional support

from colleagues and potential mentors.

Emotional support can help mitigate some of the pains of isolation. We have seen in the
literature and in the data a continuation of the “historic isolation” of special education teachers
(Morgan, 2016, p. 42). As noted by Morgan (2016), “Much of the time as a Special Educator is

exclusory, on an island away from the rest of the teachers and students. This is contradictory to
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the inclusive experience of [...] collaborative practices” (p. 42). Nina, Yvonne, and Dana spoke
to their feelings of isolation in their interviews. They agreed that the meetings helped alleviate

these feelings; they felt less like they were sitting tucked away on an island alone.

Learning does not happen in isolation, so collaboration is not only necessary for LST
well-being, it is also necessary for us to improve our teaching practices. Knowing that
collaboration can be a complex part of our jobs at our school sites, it is essential that LSTs learn
to collaborate effectively. Morgan (2016) recognized that “Special educators must become
collaborators and leaders in their schools to promote a culture of inclusion” (p. 56). In order to
be leaders in collaboration at their sites, LSTs should be knowledgeable on well-researched
modes of collaboration. LSTs who attended the meetings felt that they were going back to their
school sites with more tools than they had before. The interview data shows that LSTs are

“hungry” for collaboration, but we have some room for improvement in how we collaborate.

Discussion of Findings and Recommendations

When looking at data from the interviews and researcher’s journal, and in consideration
of the material reviewed in Chapter 2, it is clear LSTs have task specific needs as well as social-
emotional needs. Task specific needs can be addressed by providing structural or physical
supports such as set meeting times, clear agendas, and flexibility within the structured plan.
Social emotional needs are addressed through people capacities which include building trust,
relationships, and collective engagement of participants. As such, recommendations can be
made to increase supportive conditions through use of structural supports and people capacities.
Some of the recommendations to follow are intended to be transferable to any school district, and

others are made specifically to the West Vancouver School District.
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A number of conclusions can be drawn from the data. First, it is clear from the literature
and from the interview data that LSTs have complex roles. Each participant is an LST in the
West Vancouver School District and identified their jobs as “combined roles,” meaning that they
deal with more than one type of population in the school. These complex, combined roles can be
overwhelming when each role demands something different simultaneously; it can be difficult to
manage all the moving parts. Participants recounted instances where they felt they were
struggling to navigate the many requirements of their roles, including creating IEPs, managing
scheduling, and writing reports. As a result of having increased job complexity due to these
combined roles, LSTs level of confidence and self-efficacy can be impacted. All three

participants spoke to feelings of inadequacies at some point in their interviews.

These inadequacies were often in reference to an absence of something; LSTs can feel
like they operate in a constant state of scarcity. Brene Brown (2012) advised, “To reignite
creativity, innovation, and learning, leaders must re-humanize education and work. This means
understanding how scarcity is affecting the way we lead and work, learning how to engage with
vulnerability, and recognizing and combating shame” (p. 184). Experiences recounted from
those interviewed highlight gaps that create a sense of scarcity. These gaps include a lack of
systems, programs, and time. Laced throughout the data is this notion of scarcity; Brown (2012)
calls it “the never enough problem” (p. 26). Participants felt that our LST meetings are effective
at identifying the gaps across the district in terms of where we, as LSTs, need support. The next
step is really addressing these gaps to mitigate the scarcity felt by LSTs. Take the lack of time to
connect as an example; when there was no time for LSTs to collaborate, they felt isolated and

alone. To mitigate that gap, LST meetings were implemented that included a significant amount
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of time to connect and those feelings of isolation have lessened. It is recommended to continue

with the collaborative approach to LST meetings.

Next, as evident in the literature and confirmed by the interviewees, working as an LST
can feel very isolating. As special educators, LSTs have learned to work collaboratively in a
team model with allied professionals to best meet the needs of each student. It is well recognized
that a team approach benefits students the most (Friend & Cook, 2013). If the best way to ensure
student success is to work as a team, would it not make sense to apply this notion with adults to
ensure the success of teachers? One of the principles of learning set out by the OECD is that
learning is a social endeavour; growth does not happen in isolation. This principle is equally
important for teachers as it is for students. Participants identified factors that have helped
combat isolation. Those include a sense of comradery, teaching in partnerships, and taking

advantage of the time to connect at LST meetings.

By having LSTs regularly meet together, we are moving away from isolation to a sense
of community. Dana, Nina, and Yvonne identified feeling isolated in their roles. They also
spoke to the positive impact that was made when having like-minded individuals to connect,
discuss, and commiserate with. The meetings are helping to build relationships through shared
empathy; Brown (2012) described empathy as “a strange and powerful thing. [...] It’s simply
listening, holding space, withholding judgement, emotionally connecting, and communicating
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that incredible healing message of ‘You’re not alone’” ( p. 81). Carving out time and space for
LSTs to meet has created those relationships. In one of my journal reflections I wrote what it
feels like to develop these connections, “It is like you think you are alone in something and then

looking in the mirror and there are ten people just like you, staring back at you.” Feelings of

isolation can be combated by connection; Brown (2012) called connection “the energy that is



107

created between people when they feel seen, heard, and valued; when they can give and receive
without judgment” (p. 145). LST have made connections through collaboration. Those feelings

of isolation are diminishing; “We’re not on our own, on an island” anymore (Yvonne).

Considering the value participants have placed on connections and relationships with
their colleagues, it is recommended that school districts consider mentorship arrangements
specifically for special educators. This is especially important for new LSTs who are also new to
teaching. Mentorship relationships can increase LST self-efficacy. Bandura’s (1997) sources of
self-efficacy align with the goals of mentorship. Two sources are specifically related to
mentorship: vicarious experiences (observing the success of others) and verbal persuasion
(encouragement from others). Mentorship offers opportunities to learn from more experienced
LST and obtain job-specific positive feedback. Ruble et al. (2010) found that LST self-efficacy
improves with strong professional development and induction programs, which includes
mentorship. The level of structure to the mentorship program would depend on the context of
each specific school district. Allotment of time is considered a critical component for a strong
mentorship program (Duffy & Forgan, 2005). For the West Vancouver School District, it is
recommended that, at the first LST meeting of the 2017-2018 school-year, mentorship
partnerships be established as there has been a number of learning support staff changes recently.
Time should be set aside at each LST meeting for partners to connect. Further to that, it is
recommended that a more formal approach to mentorship be introduced to the group; adaptive
mentorship (Ralph & Walker, 2014) and collaborative mentorship (Lopez, 2013) are two models
to consider. Both programs focus on ongoing feedback and dialogue to build teacher self-
efficacy and adaptive expertise. The programs offer structure while maintaining the flexibility

which is important for LSTs. Structured mentorship programs help keep connection thriving.
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Even without formal mentorship in place, the interview data points to the sprouting of
relationships and connections simply as a result of having time to talk to each other during LST
meetings. Meetings have given our LST team a taste of the “team potency” that West (2012)
spoke of (p. 122). Participants spoke extensively of making connections with their colleagues in
the meetings and moving away from the professional isolation that has been noted in the
literature (Friend & Cook, 2013). As a result, supportive networks have begun to surface across
the district. Collaboration helps build a sense of community through the creation of these
networks (Deppeler, 2012; Garmston & Wellman, 2013; Friend & Cook, 2013). Participants
credited thoughtful groupings of LSTs as a factor that helped them engage meaningfully in
collaboration during the meetings. Though it was felt that these groupings were still on the large
side, break-out groups helped aligned people with mutual interests. This brings me to strategies

and supportive conditions that help to make meetings and collaboration most effective.

Participants identified a number of supportive conditions that have been present in the
meetings. The literature stressed the importance of having strong structural elements to meetings
and ensuring the purpose of each meeting is clear (Garmston & Wellman, 2013; Lencioni, 2004,
2007; West, 2012) Participants identified physical or structural needs that included setting
meeting times, providing an agenda with flexibility while also maintaining structure, and
ensuring meetings were well attended and well facilitated. Participants felt that meetings should
be structured, but flexible. They appreciated the focus on collaboration in the meetings, and
noted the use of strategies to engage all group members. Every voice in the room matters; each
person should feel they have the opportunity to contribute (Garmston & Wellman, 2013;
Lencioni, 2007). There was recognition for gaining feedback from each LST in the planning

process of the meetings. The people capacities that LSTs identified as supportive conditions
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included building trust, a willingness to be open minded, and collective engagement of
participants. In their publications, Lencioni (2004, 2007) and Garmston and Wellman (2013)
have identified the importance of the people capacities as well, and specifically highlight the

importance of building trust and collective participation of all members.

Structural or physical supportive conditions create a setting where it is possible to deliver
social-emotional supports. There are a number of structural supports that increase the efficacy of
meetings. As noted in the literature, meetings should occur frequently, have a clear purpose, and
be led by individuals skilled at meeting facilitation (Lencioni, 2004, 2007; West, 2012). Each
participant spoke of aspects that made the meetings effective. Yvonne noted that this year the
meetings were more frequent, as she could only remember having two in the previous year. In
addition, because she has met frequently with her family of schools colleagues, she has felt more
a part of a team this year than in prior years. Without frequent meetings, Yvonne would not have
had many opportunities to connect with the other LSTs in her family of schools. This year we
had six meetings throughout the course of the year; it is recommended that we continue with that
number. This allows for two meetings per school term, making it possible to address the
concerns of LSTs in a timely fashion. Moving forward, the frequency of LST meetings this year

should be maintained.

While having frequent meetings is helpful, the structure of the actual meeting must be
carefully considered. The interviewees were unanimous in their feelings towards the
collaborative portion of the meetings; they found that aspect to be the most valuable part.
Interviewees spoke frequently about being given the opportunity to talk with their colleagues. A
number of terms were used to describe the conversations that occurred in the meetings.

99 <c

Participants used terms such as “discussion,” “dialogue,” “discourse,” “venting,” and “diatribe”
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throughout the interviews. Yvonne was the most reserved of all participants, and admitted that
speaking up in meetings doesn’t come naturally for her. However, the structure of the smaller
breakout groups made it easier for her to voice her ideas. It was recognized that the
conversations happening in meetings have been deep and meaningful, but we are not quite at true
collaboration yet. Throughout the interviews, participants recognized that we are really in the
beginning stages of collaboration. We are setting up conditions to collaborate, but we are not
quite at the stage of “true” collaboration. Participants spoke of the “journey” and being at the

beginning of a “process.”

While LSTs appreciated the time to talk to each other, there was a sense that the breakout
groups were still too large to engage in true collaboration. Additionally, participants noted that
moving forward they hope that we will move beyond dialogue (for the purpose of shared
understanding) to discussion (for the purpose of making a decision) (Garmston & Wellman,
2013) so we can come out of the meetings with more tools, skills, or knowledge. This
willingness to collaborate is momentum and should be taken advantage of. Implementing a more

formalized approach to collaboration with LSTs is recommended moving forward.

Adaptive Schools (Garmston & Wellman, 2013) and PLCs (DuFour & Eaker, 1998) offer
excellent structures to support focused, professional learning. The Adaptive Schools model
provides clear guidelines for running meetings including setting meeting norms, understanding
dialogue versus discussion, and using triple track agendas. These three strategies could easily
transfer to LST meetings. The PLC model would also blend well into LST meetings. To move
beyond discussion towards purposeful professional learning, it would be useful to model our
breakout groups after PLCs. The small breakout groups could shift into focus groups similar to

what is seen in a PLC where there is a shared mission focused on intentional, collective learning.
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Both collaborative strategies require time, commitment, and shared responsibility among group

members.

Social-emotional needs were addressed through the collective engagement of LSTs in the
meetings. In order to feel supported, every person in the room must feel that their voice matters.
When everyone is respected and feels heard, trust begins to be built and collective engagement
rises. As such, it is recommended that supports be put in place to ensure the continued collective
engagement of the group. One collaborative strategy that was particularly useful was having a
smaller group of LSTs work together to co-plan and co-facilitate the meetings alongside of the
administrators of student support services. This group gave a voice to their colleagues, even in
the planning process. Continuing to have this collaboration between LSTs and administrators is
highly recommended; it helps to encourage shared ownership of the meetings. It would be
helpful to provide those LSTs involved in planning the meetings with release time to meet during
an afternoon; without this time, coordinating getting together out of school time to plan meetings
together can be challenging. Additionally, the first meeting of the year gathered information
from the entire group on where LSTs were in need of support. This information drove the
subsequent meetings. There was a clear sense from all participants that the LST meetings are
helpful, meaningful, and valuable. A major contributing factor to why participants found the
meetings so meaningful was because every LST participated; there was a sense of shared

responsibility and collective engagement amongst the group.

It is clear that LSTs appreciate the time to meet together and see value in having a more
collaborative model for the meetings. That being said, further structural supports could be

implemented in order to optimize the collaborative component of the meetings.
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Implications and Contributions

The data shows that the overall sense amongst the group is a feeling that frequent, regular
LST meetings are helpful and valuable when conditions are met to keep them meaningful. In
summary, this study makes three contributions to our understanding of the broad needs of special

educators:

1. Contributes to the empowerment of special educators by offering them a chance to
make their voices heard through narratives

2. Contributes to the overall understanding of the support systems that need to be in
place to help combat feelings of professional isolation

3. Provides insight into what LSTs actually find valuable and helpful

Further implications can be named specifically in consideration of the Learning Support

Teachers working in West Vancouver; this study:

1. Provides direct feedback on where LSTs in the West Vancouver District are needing
support

2. Contributes data showing the positive attitudes towards the new structure of LST
meetings

3. Provides structural considerations to improve future LST meetings

Limitations

There are two primary limitations to this study. Firstly, Narrative inquiry is an effective
methodology used to explore the experiences of a set group of people. However, there are some
limitations that this qualitative method presents; Lyle (2013) recognized that “because of the

interpretive requirement of qualitative inquiry, researcher must be particularly attentive to
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naming their assumptions and subjectivities” (p. 19). As a learning support teacher in the West
Vancouver School District, I have my own experiences that shape my interpretation of the data.
As aresearcher, I have added my own reflections through use of a research journal. 1 have
intentionally set these reflections apart from the interview data as to mitigate the influence that
my own assumptions may have on the data.

The second limitation of this study is the challenge of generalizability. This study
includes data from four learning support teachers (including myself as researcher and participant)
in the West Vancouver School District. It is recognized that the generalizability of this study
may be limited based on the small sample size. Other school districts may have different
structures in place to support special education teachers, so recommendations may be less
relevant outside of the West Vancouver School District. As mentioned in chapter 3, my study is

focused on transferability, rather than generalizability.

Concluding Statement

Learning support teachers play an integral role in building inclusive school communities.
They take on new challenges each day, and often feel personally responsible for more than they
can control. For all of the challenges of the role, there are double the rewards. Rewards and
progress take time. Nothing feels better than seeing a student you have worked with for seven
years cross the stage at graduation. For it is in these moments we see the benefits of all our hard
work. These moments are only possible if LSTs remain in their roles for a length of time. To
encourage longevity, supports need to be put in place to help LSTs navigate the complexities of
their jobs.

This study sought to explore the experiences of learning support teachers as they engaged

in collaboratively led student support services meetings in the West Vancouver School District.
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My hope has been to capture the breadth of experience to gain deeper understanding of the
overall needs of LSTs. Through their interviews, LSTs primarily shared positive experiences of
the renewed structure of LST meetings. There was a sense of excitement and purpose when each
participant shared their stories. Individuals reported feeling a greater sense of connection and
collegial support. Even the act of participating in this study has helped to alleviate feelings of
isolation; they felt heard. Participants remarked that they now have a larger network of people to
seek out when needing support. These findings suggest that a continued focus on collaboration
in LST meetings is not only warranted but necessary.

LSTs do not go into the work of special education thinking that it will be easy; they move
into this role out of passion and commitment to learning. This complex work requires the
support of a community. By allowing LSTs to regularly connect, collaborate, and seek
mentorship we will continue to build on the strengths of an already impressive group of
educators. LST meetings provide a venue to do this. It is my hope that as we continue this
journey, we will implement further structures that will encourage the growth of supports for

LSTs.
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Appendix A

Adaptive Schools: Norms of Collaboration

1. Pausing
e Pausing before responding or asking a question allows time for thinking and
enhances dialogue, discussion, and decision-making.
2. Paraphrasing
e Using a paraphrase starter that is comfortable for you — “So...” or “As you
are...” or “You’re thinking...” — and following the starter with an efficient
paraphrase assists members of the group in hearing and understanding one
another as they converse and make decisions.
3. Posing Questions
e To explore and to specify thinking, questions may be posed to explore
perceptions, assumptions, and interpretations, and to invite others to inquire
into their thinking.
4. Putting Ideas on the Table
e [deas are the heart of meaningful dialogue and discussion. Label the intention
of your comments. For example: “Here is one idea...” or “One thought I have
is...” or “Here is a possible approach...” or “Another consideration might
be...”.
5. Providing Data
* Providing data, both qualitative and quantitative, in a variety of forms

supports group members in constructing shared understanding from their
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work. Shared meaning develops from collaboratively exploring, analyzing,
and interpreting data.
6. Paying Attention to Self and Others
® Meaningful dialogue and discussion are facilitated when each group member
is conscious of self and of others, and is aware of what (s)he is saying and
how it is said as well as how others are responding. This includes paying
attention to learning styles when planning, facilitating, and participating in
group meetings and conversations.
7. Presuming Positive Intentions
¢ Assuming that others’ intentions are positive promotes and facilitates
meaningful dialogue and discussion, and prevents unintentional put-downs.

Using positive intentions in speech is one manifestation of this norm.

Source: Norms of Collaboration Toolkit. (2017, July 17). Retrieved from

http://www.thinkingcollaborative.com/norms-collaboration-toolkit/
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Appendix B

Adaptive Schools: Triple Track Agendas

Information Processing: Organizing and Integrating

PROCESS

Provide note-taking pages in a handout.

Prepare a slide on which three applications of strategies you will use in this
training:

1. Strategies to support your learning here in this room

2. Keeping adults engaged and tuned in at presentations or meetings

3. Applications with students

Chart and describe the strategies as you use them.

ALTERNATIVES

Periodically provide time for review.

TIPS

Describe what each strategy is, why it is useful to learners, and how to work
with it to achieve the most learning.

Participants who know why a process is being used are more likely to
overcome any personal discomfort they might feel about using it.

NOTES AND APPLICATIONS

Source: Triple Track. (2017, July 17). Retrieved from http://www.thinkingcollaborative.com/wp-

content/uploads/2016/10/Triple-Track.pdf
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Appendix C

Professional Learning Communities (PLC): Summary (DuFour et al., 2005)

An ongoing process in which educators work collaboratively in recurring cycles of collective
inquiry and action research to achieve better results for the students they serve. Professional
learning communities operate under the assumption that the key to improved learning for

students is continuous job-embedded learning for educators.

Characteristics of PLCs:

¢ Focus on learning

e (larity of purpose

e (reate a collaborative culture with a focus on learning for all

e Engage in collective inquiry into best practice and current reality
e [earn by doing- are action oriented

¢ Show commitment to continuous improvement

e Are results orientation

Implementing effective PLCs requires:

e (lear structure and purpose for meetings

e Addressing the most pressing instructional challenges
e Support from all levels of the school system

e A culture of trust

e Commitment to face adversity, conflict, and anxiety
® Monitoring and constructive feedback

e Support for teachers’ sense of efficacy and professionalism




Adaptive Mentorship: Explanation of Figure 1 (Ralph, & Walker, 2014, p. 222)
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Adaptive mentorship response model. Reprinted from “Research synthesis for adaptive
mentorship” by E. G. Ralph and K. D. Walker, 2014, Contemporary Issues in Education

Research 7(3), p. 222. Copyright 2014 by Ralph & Walker. Reprinted with permission.

In adaptive mentorship, mentors can modify their mentorship action, which consist of

s
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two dimensions shown in Figure 1: a) their “task” response (i.e., the degree of specific direction

given to the protégé regarding the technical, mechanical, or procedural aspect of the specific task

being learned); and b) their “support” response (i.e., the degree of “human” or
psycho/social/emotional expression they provide the protégé). Protégés have the most control
over their task-specific developmental level. It also consists of two dimensions: their

“competence” level (i.e., their actual ability to perform the task), and their “confidence” level
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(i.e., their degree of self-assurance, composure, psychological comfort, and security and/or safety
in performing the skill-set). The arrows linking the D- and A-grids portray the mentor’s
matching of one of four typical “A” (adaptive) responses with a similarly numbered “D”
(developmental) level characterizing the protégé’s performance of the particular

skill/competency.
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Appendix E

Collaborative Mentorship: Summary (Lopez, 2013)

Collaborative mentorship focuses on supporting and sustaining educators to advance issues of
equity and diversity grounded in critical dialogue and a dialogic relationship between mentor and

mentee where opportunities are created for both to become vulnerable and wrestle with tensions.

Characteristics of Collaborative Mentorship:

e (ollaboration involves mentee and mentor being equals where they learn from
each other (versus the expert and protégé model)

e Mentors provide guidance while making mentoring goals transparent

e (ritical understanding of equity and diversity

® Support the educator in becoming bold in taking risks, challenging forms of
oppression, and confronting power structures that discriminate

e Safe space and time to dialogue

e Knowledge is co-constructed and co-laboured

e Sharing of resources, skills and disposition

e Reflection and agency that builds understanding of the possibilities for change

Actions to Support Collaborative Mentoring Relationships:

e Establish an ongoing relationship between mentor and mentee to establish
trust between participants and create a space where both can be vulnerable

® The mentor must be accessible for face-to-face interactions

¢ Develop a community of support where multiple voices are considered when

tensions that arise




134

Engage in respectful dialogue- mentor and mentee share experiences
collaboratively and in a spirit of equals

Engage in conversations about what it means to be a socially just and
culturally responsive educator

Understand between mentors and mentees that acquiring skills and attitudes to
teach effectively in diverse classrooms is a complicated, messy, and
incomplete journey that each person is at a different stage of understanding

Recognition of the emotional investment that this kind of work requires
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Appendix F

Sample of Researcher’s Journal Structure
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VANCOUVER ISLAND
UNIVERSITY
How are we doing?

Experiences of Learning Support Teachers engaged in collaboratively led Student Support
Services meetings in the West Vancouver School District

Principle Investigator Student Supervisor

Amelia Poitras Leah Taylor, MA

Master of Education Student Department of Education

Vancouver Island University Vancouver Island University

apoitras@wvschools.ca leah.taylor@viu.ca
Experience:

This is the beginning of my eighth year teaching. The first seven years were spent working as a
Learning Support Teacher at an Elementary School in West Vancouver. But this year, I start
somewhere new. Not completely new because I am still working as a Learning Support Teacher
in the West Vancouver School District, but this year I start at a high school. This is my first
experience as a high school teacher. This is new. I have not felt new since I was really new.

Emotions elicited:

Vulnerability. When we are comfortable it can be easy to forget what that feels like. Yet, when
it’s there, vulnerability can take hold of us and be all that we experience.

Reflection:

We all have different triggers that set our vulnerability train in motion. For me, I feel most
vulnerable when I feel trapped. I need newness. Ileft a position this year that I had been in for
seven years. I knew my students, families, and colleagues well. Earlier in my career I thought
this would have meant my job would be easier, but I started to feel that I could not move forward
anymore. I felt that I gave all I could give to that school and that I needed a change. I started to
feel ineffective, and that feeling is what led me to change.
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Appendix G

Colleague Recruitment Script for Presentation at LST Meeting

VANCOUVER ISLAND
UNIVERSITY

How are we doing?

Experiences of Learning Support Teachers engaged in collaboratively led Student Support
Services meetings in the West Vancouver School District

Principle Investigator Student Supervisor

Amelia Poitras Leah Taylor, MA

Master of Education Student Department of Education
Vancouver Island University Vancouver Island University
apoitras @wvschools.ca leah.taylor@viu.ca

Good afternoon. As many of you know, I am doing my Master’s degree at Vancouver Island
University and I am engaging in a narrative inquiry around the experiences of Learning Support
Teachers as we engage in collaboratively led LST meetings. I am particularly interested in
Learning Support Teacher perspectives on the meetings, your feelings of connectedness and/or
support as a result of attending these meetings, and any further needs that have emerged through
the process.

Now, at this stage of my research, I want to invite you all to participate in a semi-structured one
hour interview. Please do not feel pressured. This is completely voluntary and if you decide not
to, that’s okay. The purpose of this study is to analyze the experiences of Learning Support
Teachers who engage in co-designed and peer-facilitated collaborative Learning Support Teacher
meetings. | am curious to see what the impact on individuals is when we have regular
opportunities to connect and network with others working in similar roles throughout the district.

The findings will be used in my graduate thesis as partial requirements for the Masters of
Educational Leadership program at Vancouver Island University. The findings will also be
shared with the West Vancouver Learning Support Teachers and District Administrators for
Student Support Services at our meeting in June 2017.

I’1ll host the interviews at a mutually agreed upon location. This will likely be at your school or a
coffee shop during a time that is convenient for you. Information from the interview will be
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confidential. I will ask you to create a pseudonym rather than using your real name in my
research. I will also refrain from using any identifying information about you or your school.
In the interview I will audio-record your responses to the questions I ask. The questions will be
fairly open ended leaving you to decide how much or how little detail you would like to
contribute. If a question makes you uncomfortable, you do not have to answer it. I will be
asking multiple questions to elicit your stories as you have experienced them in your attendance
at the meetings.

If you choose to participate in this study, please email me directly. I will reply with a consent
form; you will have to fill this out prior to our interview together.

Please feel free to contact me if you are seeking any further information.

Thank you for considering taking the time to participate in this study.
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Appendix H

Colleague Consent Form
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VANCOUVER ISLAND
UNIVERSITY

How are we doing?

Experiences of Learning Support Teachers engaged in collaboratively led Student Support
Services meetings in the West Vancouver School District

Principle Investigator Student Supervisor
Amelia Poitras Leah Taylor, MA
Master of Education Student Department of Education
Vancouver Island University Vancouver Island University
apoitras @wvschools.ca leah.taylor@viu.ca

Purpose of the Study:

In addition to being a Learning Support Teacher in the West Vancouver School District, [ am
also a student in the Masters of Education in Educational Leadership program at Vancouver
Island University (VIU). As part of my program I am conducting a study, entitled “How are we
doing? Experiences of Learning Support Teachers engaged in collaboratively led Student
Support Services meetings in the West Vancouver School District.”

The purpose of this narrative inquiry is to analyze the experiences of Learning Support Teachers
who engage in co-designed and peer-facilitated collaborative Learning Support Teacher meetings
in the West Vancouver School District. The purpose of collaborative learning support meetings
1s to increase opportunities for networking between learning support teachers in hopes of
building connections between specialized staff throughout the district. The findings will be used
in my graduate thesis as partial requirements for the Masters of Educational Leadership program
at Vancouver Island University. The findings will also be shared with the West Vancouver
Learning Support Teachers and District Administrators for Student Support Services at our
meeting in June 2017. It is my hope that through sharing of the data we will continue to build on
current support structures for teachers working in Special Education in our district.

Study Procedures:

In this study, Learning Support Teachers who attend the District Learning Support meetings are
being invited to voluntarily participate in a face-to-face one hour semi-structured interview as
part of my research. If you agree, you would be asked questions concerning your personal
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experiences while participating in Learning Support Teacher meetings. The questions will focus
on your perspective of the meetings, your feelings of connectedness and/or support as a result of
attending these meetings, and any further needs that have emerged through the process.

1. By returning this consent form to Amelia Poitras, you consent to participate in the study.

2. During the interview, I will first read a scripted introduction outlining the purpose of the
study, and then you will be asked a variety of questions that will encourage you to share
your experiences of teaching in Special Education and in attending Learning Support
meetings.

3. Interviews will take place at a mutually agreed upon location (either the school you work
at or a coffee shop). Dates will be arranged to fit your schedule.

4. With your permission, the interviews will be audio-taped to ensure accurate transcription
of responses.

5. You will be asked to refrain from stating any identifying information about yourself and
the school you work at. You will also be asked to create a pseudonym, and will be
referred to by this name in the study.

6. I will be transcribing the information I collect from the interviews for analysis, and
publish the results in a thesis document.

7. To ensure accuracy of the data collected, a copy of transcribed responses will be given.
You will be asked to take up to one week to review, revise, or remove content as you see
appropriate.

Potential Risks:

The information collected during the interview would likely be uncontroversial, and thus the
research poses only a very small risk of harm to the participants. Although I will use a
pseudonym in my research, please know that you may still be identified based on the information
you provide. Accordingly, anonymity cannot be guaranteed. Some of the interview questions
may cause discomfort. Should this occur, you may skip any questions that you may feel
uncomfortable answering.

Potential Benefits:

This may be seen an opportunity to more deeply reflect on your experiences throughout the
process as we take time to connect in focused conversation about our work. Through analysis of
the various experiences of Learning Support Teachers in this process, the results may be taken in
consideration by the district when planning for future Learning Support meetings which may
meet our needs more fully.

Confidentiality:

If you choose to participate in this study, all records of your participation would be confidential.
Individual names will not be recorded in the data collected in this study; a pseudonym will be
used in place of real names. As mentioned, even though a pseudonym will be used, please know
that you may be identified based on the information that you provide. With your permission, the
interview would be audio recorded and later transcribed into text. You will be provided with a
copy of the transcription and invited to make changes as you wish. The data will be stored in the
principle investigator’s password protected computer. Signed consent forms and paper copies of
interview transcripts will be stored in a locked file cabinet in my home. Raw data will only be
accessed by the principle investigator and thesis supervisor. All data will be destroyed within
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two years of the completion of this study, on July 31, 2019. Electronic data will be deleted and
hard copy data will be shredded.

Results:

The results of this study will be published in my Master’s thesis as well as shared with the West
Vancouver Learning Support team and District Administrators for Student Support Services at
the June 2017 Learning Support meeting.

Contact for Information about the study:
If you have any questions or would like more information, please contact me, Amelia Poitras by
telephone at 778-554-1263 or my email apoitras @wvschools.ca .

Consent:

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may withdraw from the study at
any time, for any reason, and without explanation. You may also choose to not answer specific
questions without penalty is you choose. You will be provided with a transcription of the
interview to review and revise over a period of one week. If you choose to withdraw from the
study, all information you provided during the interview would be withdrawn from the study and
destroyed.

I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to participate in
this research under the following conditions:

I consent to participate in this research. |:| Yes |:| No
I consent to being identified by pseudonym in the products of the |:| Yes |:| No
research.

I consent to the interview being audio recorded. |:| Yes |:| No
I consent to the researcher using quotations from my interview in the |:| Yes |:| No
thesis paper.

Participant Name

Participant Signature

Date

I, Amelia Poitras, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.

Principle Investigator Signature Date

Concerns about your treatment in the research:
If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, please
contact the VIU Research Ethics Board by telephone at 250-740-6631 or by email at reb@viu.ca.
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Appendix I

Interview Questions
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VANCOUVER ISLAND
UNIVERSITY

How are we doing?

Experiences of Learning Support Teachers engaged in collaboratively led Student Support
Services meetings in the West Vancouver School District

Principle Investigator Student Supervisor
Amelia Poitras Leah Taylor, MA
Master of Education Student Department of Education
Vancouver Island University Vancouver Island University
apoitras @wvschools.ca leah.taylor@viu.ca

Purpose of the Study:

The purpose of this narrative inquiry is to analyze the experiences of Learning Support Teachers
who engage in co-designed and peer-facilitated collaborative Learning Support Teacher meetings
in the West Vancouver School District. The purpose of collaborative learning support meetings
is to increase opportunities for networking between learning support teachers in hopes of
building connections between specialized staff throughout the district.

Warm-Up Questions:
1. Is there anything I can do to make you feel more comfortable?
2. How are you feeling today?
3. What is something you are looking forward to this year?
Context Question:
4. Describe your current role.
a. Who (what positions in the school or district) do you consider to be part of your
team?
b. Describe the demographic of your students.
Interview Questions:
5. Tell me about your initial thoughts on our meetings.
6. What do you hope to gain from attending these meetings?
7. Are the meetings fulfilling your hopes?
a. Please expand on your answer: why/why not.
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.
20.
21.

22.
23.
24.

25.
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Describe your level of participation in the meetings.
a. Do you feel that you would like to participate more or less?
Tell me about a stand out moment in one of our meetings.

. Have these meetings made an impact on you in your role?

a. If so, how? Or, in what ways?

. How do you (or do you not) feel supported in these meetings?
12.
13.

Describe your most positive experience in these meetings.
Have you had any negative experiences in these meetings? If so, could you describe that
for me?
Describe what “being connected to your colleagues” means for you.

a. Do you feel a sense of connectedness during these meetings? Please describe.
Describe what “being supported” means for you.

a. Do you feel that you are being given support in these meetings or as a result of

these meetings? Please describe.

Describe what collaboration means to you.

a. Have you felt that these meetings give you time to collaborate with your

colleagues?

b. Is there room for improvement?
We have experimented with various organizations for our break out groups; what are
your thoughts on the break our portion of our meetings?
Have you developed any specific connections with your peers as a result of these
meetings?

a. Have these connections helped you?

b. Can you describe this for me?
Tell me about a specific time you felt that these meetings were benefiting you.
Tell me about a specific them you felt that these meetings were really not helping you.
As a result of these meetings, describe any challenges that you have been more able to
meet.

a. What tools have you gained through attending these meetings regularly?
As a result of these meetings, describe any needs that have emerged.
Describe an ideal meeting to you.
What are some of your suggestions for improvements that would help you meet the
demands of your role?
Do you have anything else you would like to share before we conclude our interview?
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Appendix J

Interview Protocol- Introduction and Conclusion
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VANCOUVER ISLAND
UNIVERSITY

How are we doing?

Experiences of Learning Support Teachers engaged in collaboratively led Student Support
Services meetings in the West Vancouver School District

Principle Investigator Student Supervisor

Amelia Poitras Leah Taylor, MA

Master of Education Student Department of Education
Vancouver Island University Vancouver Island University
apoitras @wvschools.ca leah.taylor@viu.ca

Scripted Interview Introduction:

This is a voluntary interview and you may withdraw from the study at any point. If you are ever
uncomfortable with a question, you can choose to not answer it without penalty. With your
permission, the information will be audio-recorded and be kept completely confidential. Your
real name will never be used in the study, and I would like for you to think of and create a
pseudonym or fake name at this time. You will only be referred to by your pseudonym in this
study. During the interview please do not include information that will identify yourself or
others. I will not include any identifying information from you or the school you work at in my
study.

Thank you for taking the time to be interviewed. Your participation will help me to have a
greater understanding of the experiences of Learning Support Teachers as they engage in district
based meetings. It is my hope that through this data we will be able to build on the current
support structures currently in place for teachers working in Special Education in our district.

Scripted Interview Conclusion:

Thank you for taking the time to answer the questions. I will be transcribing your answers and
will provide a copy of your response and one week to review, revise, or remove content as you
see appropriate, along with a copy of your submitted consent form. You can still choose to opt
out of the study at any point before I publish the data. The results of the study will be made
available to you upon completion. Please feel free to contact me at any time. Again, thank you
for your time.



