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places. Hope moves to the back of the room to proofread the letter on the
computer, while Krista rotates to the front of the room. As the students
complete the activity, they share their answers with the class, categorizing
as they go. Hope writes their answers on the chart pad, while Krista helps to
categorize. This integrated study period continues throughout the afternoon
until the school day comes to a close. Krista and Hope circulate as the 7
students find their seats and wait for dismissal.

As the bells ring for busses and walkers, students rise with backpacks
stuffed with books and papers and place their chairs on top of their desks.
As the last bus is called, the teachers sit at their desks, compiling files and
papers. They say their good-byes, and Krista rushes off to the faculty talent
show rehearsal before her after-school plans with their student, while Hope
leaves to pick up her sons on her way home. ¢ ‘
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FORMING A NEW TEAM:
WHAT SHOULD BE CONSIDERED?

True belonging is born of relationships not only to one
another but to a place of shared responsibilities and
benefits. We love not so much what we have acquired
as what we have made and whom we have made it
with. — Robert Finch, The Primal Place

formed. Faculty members retire or move to new positions, a

bubble in the student population calls for additional slots, or
existing teams need to be reconstituted. In any case, administrators
regularly find themselves responsible for forming new teams. How
is team membership determined? What typically weighs in on the
decision? What factors should one really consider?

Historically, team members have been identified by discipline,
often the sole criterion for membership. In the departmentalized
junior high model, or even traditional middle schools, teams have
been comprised of one teacher per “core” academic area, sometimes
with a reading teacher added as a fifth teacher. Experience and
common sense tell us there is more to consider than the prime
academic disciplines, particularly when the middle school concept
is being implemented. The effective team members in our study
suggest there are at least five elements critical in creating new teams:
teacher choice, a shared belief system, a personal connection,
complementary strengths, and a common work ethic.

EE ach year, in middle schools across the nation, new teams are
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Choosing a partner

As is evidenced in the four vignettes interspersed throughout this
text, partner team members work very closely together, day in and
day out. It is therefore essential that the teachers have a voice in the
pairing process. Hope expressed the importance of teacher choice in
this way. “If you are really going into teaming, you want to choose a
partner carefully. It’s not something you take lightly, because it can
either make or break your career as a professional educator.” When
we asked the other teachers what advice they would give a person
who was considering partner teaming, the need for having a voice in
the selection and hiring process was on everybody’s list.

You have got to find the right teammate...I hear over
and over again, “I would love to do what you are
doing, but I can’t because there isn’t anybody wanting
or willing to take the risk of changing his or her style
of teaching.” You need to find somebody that you can
work with.

For Hope, Krista’s belief in the importance of this choice
resulted in her obtaining the position. “Krista asked me to be her
teammate. She felt there was good rapport between the two of us,
and we had the beginnings for a good team; so she advocated for me,
and I got my job.” Ted’s advice was short and succinct: “Find the
right person.” Brief though it was, this advice is fundamental.

While self-selection is important, team composition is more
often than not determined by the principal who is faced with many
valid considerations, including certification. At times, he or she
will reassign teachers from a highly functional team to ones that
are floundering in hopes new team members will transform the
struggling teams. Principals, however, can and should approach
team membership selection in a positive and affirming manner.

An important application of effective leadership is empowering
partner teams to self-select. There are clear and impressive benefits
to team self-selection. Teams who selected their own members or
who exercised significant influence over team membership have
been found to spend significant time engaged in team planning and
coordination (Mac Iver, 1990). In the fields of business and industry,
as well, a team’s probability of success increases if it is well chosen
from the beginning and receives appropriate training. Allowing
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the team to have input into member selection results in a greater
commitment by the entire team to curriculum integration and success
of a new member (Darrell & Bronstein, 1995).

Research from the field of business also provides helpful
information on the personality traits that potential team members
should consider during the team selection process. Driskell (1988),
for example, developed 2 structure to predict the interaction between
personality variables and team tasks. His research identified six
personality traits affecting team performance: (1) intelligence,

(2) adjustment, (3) ambition, (4) prudence, (5) sociability, and (6)
likability. Driskell also developed a framework for predicting the
interactive effects of the personality traits on the different tasks. For
example, a team member who ranked high on adjustment, sociability,
and likability would be selected for tasks requiring supportive social
skills. Further, in a study of airline crews, Foushee (1984) found
that personal compatibility strongly influenced team effectiveness
for groups who worked long hours in confined quarters (conditions
that certainly could be ascribed to partner teams). Thus, research as
well as common sense make it imperative that when selecting team
members, the relationship between personalities and the team’s
required tasks must be a prime consideration, Empowering teachers
with input into team membership is the first step toward success for
any size team.

Sharing a belief system

Another reason why teachers require a strong voice in partner
selection is the importance of having a shared belief system. Having
a common philosophy was a major ingredient in the glue that held
the teachers’ relationship together. It guided most of the interactions
they had with each other and with their students. It informed their
decision making and, ultimately, made it possible for the partnership
to function in an effective manner.

Although there have been few studies exclusively on partner
teams, the co-teaching literature from the field of special education
offers both research and helpful theoretical fmmeworks in
understanding the nature of collaborative work. A shared philosophy
appears in co-teaching as being central to the success of collaborative
endeavors (ERIC Digest, 1993; Friend & Cook, 1992; Harris, 1990).
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Similarly, the teachers in our study spoke of the need to share
a vision of what education should be like for students and of what
happens when this vision is not shared. As they described their
current teaming relationships, teachers returned to this concept
again and again. Hope stressed, “When the two of us get into the
classroom, we are really in sync when it comes to what we believe
in and how we are going to get there and why we want to get there.”
When asked to define an effective team member, Krista drew upon
this need immediately. “Somebody who thinks the same way about
kids. We could not do what we do if we didn’t believe the same
things about kids and what kids are capable of.” As they reflected
on prior teaming experiences, teachers also spoke of the sometimes
devastating impact of not sharing a vision. As Shannon put it,
“We’ve been on four-person teams with people who had a different -
vision of education and kids. It is very difficult to work under those
circumstances, and the students suffer.” Shannon echoed the research
literature on interdisciplinary teaming that asserts where teachers
share a common vision they have a feeling of efficacy (Lee, Dedrick,

& Smith, 1991),

Sarah highlighted the influence & shared philosophy has on the
decision-making process and how it relates to teachers’ limited time

during the school day.

One obvious thing about including more than one
person in a decision is the greater amount of time

it takes, And when you don't have much time, then
you really need a shared philosophical base. We
understand each other’s approach enough so that we
don't spend a lot of time backing up to square one on
every decision. Our shared philosophy allows us to
effectively use our limited time making decisions.

These teachers’ common philosophical groundings are striking
yet become even more so when one considers specific elements of
the commonalities. As the teachers spoke, it became clear that there
were two tenets particularly consistent across all teams: first, students
came first in their priorities—what Erica called “a kids-first attitude”;
and second, these teachers took a holistic approach to the education
of these students. When probed further about what these belief
systems entailed or included, these effective partner teachers spoke
up about the need to place students at the top of their lists.
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Heather made clear that this prioritizing impacted the teacherst
lives in a variety of ways, not the Jeast of which was by asking their
families to make certain sacrifices. Alan emphasized that ... “both
of our families have sacrificed so we could do what we felt was right
for the kids.” Erica explained, that because of their priorities, they
adjusted the curriculum and the content to fit the needs of students.

These partner teachers spoke of their belief in. attending to the
needs of the whole child, Shannon expressed it this way:

We are dealing with the whole child and have &
very holistic view. We are looking at what goes on
in a child’s whole life and trying to work with those
circumstances to help him or her achieve success
rather than just being concerned with the content
under consideration.

The socio-emotional needs of students have to be addressed
if academic learning is to oceur. These partner teachers shared a
foundation for decision making as a team. Shared beliefs worked in
concert with a personal connection between the teachers.

Connecting personally

Teacher communities, whether they are teams, departments,
or whole faculties, differ considerably in how they collaborate
and make decisions. A central challenge is to create professional
Jearning communities built upon caring, interdependence, and t}'ust.
It is not surprising, then, that in addition to sharing a phxlosophfcal
grounding, these teachers expressed a genuirie fondness for their

partners. Krista stated it plainly: “You have to find someone that you

can work with, that you can hit it off with and enjoy bci'ng with. If )
you don’t genuinely like one another, teaming is not going to work.

Though it may seem obvious, the personal connactioq between
the partners was almost & necessity, given the amount of time spe‘nt
together. As Ted put it, “I spend more time wi_th‘Joh.n than I do wit
my wife most school weeks!” Erica made a distinction between
a professional relationship and what she referred to as a personal

connection.

It is really critical that you have & personal connection
with the person, I don’t call it 2 relationship as much
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as a connection. I can have a professional relationship
with a number of people. I've been on four-person
teams, and I've had professional relationships with the
people I taught with. That feels much different to me
than the relationship I have in this partnering situation.
Here there is a meshing of philosophies, a trust, a
respect, a confidence.

Both Heather and Ted underscored the need to be friends, yet
were careful to differentiate between this friendship and what one
might consider to be a social relationship. Heather explains,

1 don’t think you can have a team and not be a friend
of your colleague. You don’t have to socialize and
have your entire life wrapped around that person, but
you should have someone whom you are involved
with outside, someone whom you talk about your own
kids or family, and sometimes socialize with.

Ted’s comments echoed Heather’s perspective,

If I were interviewing a prospective team member, I
would look for somebody whom I felt like I could be
friends with. Like John and I don’t spend all our free
time together. We rarely meet on weekends. Once in a
while we’ll see each other socially, but it’s infrequent.
But it would have to be somebody whom I would
enjoy spending time with.

Erica inserted her thoughts on the need for this connection
in relation to their content backgrounds. “You look at personal
connection first, then the curriculum. It is easier to forge curriculum
than. a relationship. The relationship lays the groundwork for forging
curriculum and using the strengths and backgrounds of each partner.”

Possessing complementary strengths

The co-teaching literature from the field of special education
again provides us with a helpful context for thinking about the work
of partner teachers. Adams and Cessna (1993) offer their third and
final metaphor, yin and yang, to depict both the uniqueness of and
the unity between two teachers. Each teacher brings to the classroom
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his or her individual strengths and skills, and these attributes join
together in harmony to create a whole, the sum of the individual
parts. This metaphor aptly describes the partner team. As they
explored their own partnerships, these teachers identified their
complementary strengths as a key to their effectiveness.

Research on strong marriages offers insight and understanding
into the importance of teammates’ possessing complementary
strengths. Couples in strong marriages achieve a balance between

the need to be intimate and the need to maintain individuality. They

are aware of the differences in their personalities and how those
differences manifest themselves and strengthen their partnership.
Certainly, the teams in our studies achieved that healthy balance
between team and self. They understand the unique skills and
approaches each one brought and how they could work in concert.

The relationships that individuals develop in the workplace
are influenced by the same aspects of personal development that

influence interactions within a famnily. Just as the family is affected

by the behavior of each individual, the workplace is also affected.
Though the quality of the workplace is certainly influenced by the
maturity of the leader, it is equally influenced by each individual’s

level of differentiation. Workers with higher levels of differentiation

help create a work system that is efficient and productive. The
mature individual has developed a balance between maintaining a
distinct sense of self and the need to be an accepted and approved

member of a group. It is this balance that is central to the relational

work of partner teams.

Within these partnerships, the two teachers tended to take
different approaches in a variety of circumstances. When dealing
with students or parents, when solving problems or analyzing

situations, or when planning curriculum, their difference in approach
actually assisted them in moving forward. Hope spoke of the balance
she appreciated between the two of them. “I tend to be more logical,

while Krista really runs with an idea. She is quick; when she is on
a roll she is incredible. I tend to be the one that heeds to chunk it
out. So I see that as being a good balance, as I can hold the reins
sometimes.”

Alan described the way he and Heather operate: “When it
comes to the actual planning, we do that together; but she does the
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paperwork for us because she is more organized than I am. I'm more
visual; once I see it in my head [ know what I want to do, while she
needs to have it in black and white.”

Understanding these differences is an important consideration
in forming teams. To enhance team members’ awareness of the
diverse approaches they can use, there are a number of commercially
prepared inventories that can help partner teams both understand
and appreciate the reasons why their partners approach tasks
and situations the way they do. Gathering data about individual
cognitive styles and learning approaches is also important. The
more information team members have on one another, the greater
the opportunity for resolving potential conflicts and enhancing
collaboration. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (Kirby &
Myers, 2000), for example, is a self-reporting questionnaire that
identifies differences between people, which can be the source
of misunderstanding and miscommunication if not identified and
understood. The Cognitive Styles Inventory (Gregoric, 1982; Butler,
1986), also a self-reporting inventory, is based on two dimensions:
1) remote association, which is a skill in making rapid, non-logical,
and intuitive connections between given elements, thus accelerating
the process of problem solving; and 2) differentiation, which is the
ability of people with a discriminating eye to identify and fixate on
discrepancies in theory or empirical evidence. Such people can work
with messy subjective criteria and an ill-structured task environment.
Depending on their cognitive style, people have different orientations
and preferences. These instruments, or others available, can assist
teachers in gaining important insights about themselves that will
allow them to understand, support, and celebrate the different
strengths each brings to a partner team.

Less idiosyncratic than differing approaches and styles, but no
less important, are the different content backgrounds that partners
bring to the team. The teachers in our study were quick to point out
that their strengths in different disciplines enabled them to provide a
more comprehensive picture for students. Hope, for instance, noted:
“Professionally, we complement each other. Krista has more ofa
language arts background, and I have more of a math and science
background. When you put the two of us together you get a pretty
tight package able to handle the content.” Complementary content
area backgrounds obviously assist the teams in planning curricula.
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Heather illustrated this in her example of 2 recently planned thematic

unit.

Sometimes Alan sees connections that I don’t see.
Like one of the kids for the Future Unit wanted to

deal with winning the Megabucks. And I thought,
“What?” But Alan was able to say, “Well, we can look
at probability, statistics.” And he helped the kid plan a
whole Megabucks activity that involved a drawing and
serious discussion about odds. He was able to take the
kids’ idea and fit it into math, whereas I wasn't able to.

Although we deseribe in greater detail elsewhere the importance
and results of making these essential connections within and across
curricula, we note it here to underscore that complementary content
areas is one of many important factors to consider when forming new
teams. The teachers went beyond recognizing and celebrating their
differences; they acknowledged how differences actually enriched
their relationship. One teacher’s strength compensated for the
other’s weakness. In the daily running of the team, the differences
in personalities covered both the details and the broad picture. The
teachers were also aware that their understanding of each other’s
differences changed and deepened over time. Their recognition and
appreciation of professional differences extended to basic personality
traits, acknowledging that personal attributes influence professional
ones. These teachers knew that they could not be artificially
separated if they were to work and learn together.

Holding a common work ethic

Work ethic as a construct is often highlighted in business. Within
education, as well, attention to work ethic has emerged as important
in the attainment of an educational mission (Kleinsmith & Everts-
Rogers, 2000), The partner teachers in our studies resoundingly
described the need for a common work ethic. Ted asserted,

Having a sense of equity as far as the workload goes

is important so you don’t feel like the person is doing
less or more than his or her share. I remember a couple
of people who intimidated me because they were so
hardworking and such perfectionists. And there have
been other people I felt weren’t carrying their share.
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They had different expectations about what a teacher
should be doing.

The need for a common work ethic certainly played a role in
Feam r.nember selection. Krista said she always raised a question in
interviews: How much time outside the classroom could you give?
Some people were very restrictive about what they were willing to
share.and give up and that needed to be identified up front. Nancy’s
descfrlption of the amount of time she and Angie spent in thinking
talking, and planning highlighted the importance of a common Wl;ﬂ(
ethic in such a close relationship.

Even when I'm home with my husband and two
children, I'm thinking about things here in the
classroom. Sunday nights we call each other and talk
for an hour and run through everything for the entire
week. We want to make sure we know what we’re
doing, and that takes time.

' The wgrk demands placed on two teachers responsible for the
entire curriculum and for 40-60 students for most of the day required
both teachers to work very hard. Implicit in the teachers’ reflections

wa(si an extraordinary sense of responsibility to each other and to their
students.

Summary

The perspectives and reflections of these teachers speak clearly
to anyone involved in creating new teams. First and foremost,
team members must have a voice in choosing their partners. Then
the following questions must be considered: Do the teachers hold ’
compatible beliefs about education and kids? Do they bring differing
yet complementary strengths to the team? Will the teachers put in ’
equal. amounts of time and energy? Answering positively to these
questions places a new team on a solid road for effectiveness. It is
not, however, the sure-fire prescription to long-term success. Once
established, there is an intense and ongoing need to maintain and
sustain the relationship. This maintenance comes internally from the
partner teachers themselves and through external support from the |
school administration or others. We describe these factors in Chapter
5 (p.72), sharing teachers’ perspectives on how to nurture and
support a team. @
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ERICA AND SHANNON

The early April morning feels more like February as Erica steps into her
car, noticing her breath in the air. She drives over to Shannon’s house, a
convenient “two dirt roads behind her.” Shannon is ready, and they begin
their teaming day together, as usual, by carpooling. They lament the lack
of time that the school day provides for critical reflection and find their
early morning talks on the way to school one more way to fit in the needed
conversations.

As she rides in the passenger seat, Shannon expresses her concern with
the way their reporting-out system is not as reflective of individual growth
as she would like. “If you really believe in taking kids from where they are
and moving them along at their own pace and individual progress, which we
do; then grading them during the first semester makes no sense. We should
just be providing narrative reports.”

“In fact, we shouldn’t be grading them during either semester, for that
matter.” Erica is quick to add. As the car whizzes by tapped sugar maples
that are unresponsive to the weather, they continue to express frustration in
the conflict they feel between what they believe is ethical and what school
policies dictate. Their conversation moves on to reviewing for the day what
they have planned previously, and they arrive at school already deep in
thought and functioning closely as partners.

They park the car and enter the building, greeting students and teachers
alike. Then they are off to their respective teacher advisory groups, a
practice which both their middle and high schools have long embraced.
Each advisory contains approximately ten students and lasts for 20 minutes.
Erica meets with her group in a room just off the cafeteria, with large
windows and round tables. Shannon holds her group in their partnering
space —called “the community building” because the community built it-
over the summer due to the space crunch at the school. The advisory period
has a casual feel, but a serious mission. The teachers touch base with their
advisees, making sure things are going well academically, emotionally, and
socially. The students also chat among themselves. The time is short, and
the students scuity off to their first classes, while Shannon walks over to
Erica’s space for a team meeting.

This team meeting is a time for the two teachers to inform Suzanne, the
special educator assigned to their team, of the plans for the day. Because









