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By Linda Rosenblum, Mary Beth DiCecco,
Linda Taylor, and Howard S. Adeiman

Upgrading School Support Programs
through Collaboration:

Resource Coordinating Teams

Given the difficulty of collaborating
effectively, it is not surprising that many
school support services, programs, and
projects are developed in isoladon of
each other and with no formal linkages
to off-site resources. T'he problem is
further exacerbated by the long-stand-
ing history of school personnel work-
ing alone—teachers in their respectve
classrooms, support service workers in
different sites on different days. One
inevitable result is piecemecal interven-
tons rather than development of an
integrated programmatic approach.
Crinics see this fragmentation as re-
ducing effectiveness and failing to
maximize use of limited and often
shrinking resources. In reaction to this
state of affairs, there are widespread
calls for coordination and integranon
(Adelman, 1993; Adelman & Tavylor,
19932, 1993b; Buettens & Kern, 1991;
Center for the Future of Children Staff,
1992; Dryfoos, 1993; Hodgkinson,
1989; Kagan, Rivera, & Parker, 1994,
Kirst, 1991),

Proposals for coordination and in-
tegration are easy to make. The hard
work begins with the decision to de-
velop a strategry. This article describes
the concept of a school-based resource
coordinating team as a mechanism for
collaboration and the concept of an
organization facilitator as a mechanism
for institutionalizing such teams. The
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Policymuakers bave called for increased coordination and
integration of services and programs. This article presents
the concept of & school-based resource coordinating team 4s
mechanism for enbancing collaboration among school support
services and programs. The discussion outlines the use of
social workers as organization facilitators in developing und
maintaining such teams; also bighlighted are somne of the

challenges encountered in the process

Key words: change agents; organszational change; program

collaboration; service coordination

article details some of the challenges
the authors have encountered in estab-
fishing teams and how we arc dealing
with them. The article concludes with
a brief note of caution about premature
outcome accountability.

Mechanisms for
Improving Collaboration

The work reported in this article is

being carried out in the Los Angeles -

Unified School District as part of a
demonstration project funded by the
U.S. Department of Education. Ini-
tially, the project provided a special
intervention program ar 24 schools for
students not making a successful ad-
justment to school (Adelman & Tay-
lor, 1991). The intent was to integrate
the program into each school in ways
that meshed with other related support
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services, programs, and special projects.
Surprisingly, there was no institu-
tionalized structure at the schools for
doing this. That is, there was no col-
lahorative mechanism in place for co-
ordination and integration of resources.
To address this problem, the project
was broadened to encompass the devel-
opment and institutionalization of a
school-based collaborative team to fa-
cilitate resource coordination, integra-
ton, maintenance, and development,
which we call a “resource coordinating
team.” (Participating schools often
adopt their own names; at one school,
the group is called the “Help! Team.”)
To introduce this strucrural mecha-
nism at school sites, the project has
created organization facilitators. These
individuals are conceived as catalysts
and developers of systemic change. To
carty out these functions for the project,
school social workers were recruited
and provided with specialized training
for their new role.

Resource Coordinating Team

A resource coordinating team ex-
emplifies the type of on-site organiza-
tional mechanism needed for overall
cohesion and coordination of school
support programs for students and
families. Minimaily, such a team can
reduce fragmentation and enhance
cost-effectiveness by helping programs
to function in a coordinated and in-
creasingly integrated way. For ex-
ample, the team can develop commu-
nication mechanisms among school
staff and can develop methods of com-
municating to homes information
about available assistance and referral
processes; the team can coordinate re-
sources and monitor programs to en-
sure that they arc functioning effec-
tively and cfficiently. More generally,
this group can provide leadership in
guiding school personnel and clients
in evolving the school’s vision for its
support program (for example, as not
only preventing and correcting learn-

ing, behavior, emotional, and health
problems but also contributing to
classroom efforts to foster academic,
social, emotional, and physical func-
tioning). The group also can help iden-
tify ways to improve existing resources
and acquire additional ones. Major ex-
amples of the group’s acuvity are

* identifying and preparing a list of
available resources (programs, person-
nel, special projects, services, agencies)
at the school, in the district, and in the
comununity

¢ clarifying how school staff and
families can gain access to resources

* refining and clarifying referral,
triage, and case management processes
0 ensure that resources are used ap-
propriately (*appropriately” meaning
where they are needed most, in keep-
ing with the principle of adopting the
least intervention needed, with pro-
vision for referral follow-through)

* mediatng problems related to re-
source allocation and scheduling

* ensuring maintenance of needed
FesSources

* exploring ways to improve and
augment existing resources to ensure
that a wider range are available (for
example, encouraging preventive ap-
proaches, developing linkages with
other district and community pro-
grams, and facilitating relevant staff
development).

Team membership typically includes
representatives of all activities designed
to support a school’s teaching efforts
(for example, school psychologist,
nurse, counselor, social worker, key
spectal education staff), along with
someone representing the governing
body (for example, an assistant prin-
cipal). Also included are representa-
tives of community agencies already
connected with the school; others are
invited to join the team as they become
involved.

The team meets as needed. Inivially,
this may mean once a week. Later,
when meetings are scheduled for every
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two to three weeks, continuity and
momentum can be maintained through
interim tasks performed by individuals
or subgroups. Because some partici-
pants are at a school on a part-tme
basis, one of the problems that must be
addressed is that of rescheduling per-
sonnel so that there is an overlapping
time for meeting together. Of course,
the reality is that not all team members
witl be able to attend every meeting,
but a good approximation can he made
at each meeting, and steps can be taken
to keep others informed about what
was done.

For many support service person-
nel, their past experiences of working
in isolation—and in competition—
make this collaborative opportunity
unusual; collaboraton requires that
they learn new ways of relating and
functioning. For those concerned with
school restructuring, establishment of
such a team can he scen as one facet of
restructuring school support services
in ways that integrate them with school-
based or school-linked support pro-
grams, special projects, and teams and
that involve reaching out and linking
with community health and social ser-
vice resources (Adelman, 1993).

Organization Facilitator

As the concept of a resource coor-
dinating team indicates, some degree
of organizational shift is required to
improve collaboration among school
personnel, between school and com-
mmunity professionals, and between pro-
fessionals and families. Organizational
research indicates that there nsually 1s
resistance to institutional changes and
that even when demonstration pro-
grams are implemented, they tend not
to be maintained over the long run
{Argyris, 1993; Braiger & Holloway,
1978; Brookover, 1981; Connor &
Lake, 1988; Fullan, Miles, & Taylor,
1980; Sarason, 1982). Therefore, itis
essential to develop mechanisms and
procedures that maximize the likeli-

hood that new :deas and programs are
not only tried but also maintained.
Based on the organizatonal literature,
creation of an appropriate climate for
change requires at least the following
condinons:

* appropriate incentives for change
(for example, intrinsically valued out-
comes, cxpectations of success, recog-
nitdons, rewards)

« procedural options so that those
who are expected to implement change
can select one they see as workable

e establishment of mechanisms to fa-
cilitate the efforss of those who have
responsibility for installing change (for
example, participatory decision mak-
ing, special training, resources, proce-
dures designed to improve organiza-
nonal health)

» agents of change whoare perceived
as pragmatic rather than idealisuc

o planned transition or phasing n
of changes (for example, facilitating
readiness)

» appropriate feedback regarding
progress of change activity

* ongoing support mechanisms to
maintain changes as long as they re-
main appropriate.

Building on what is known about
organizational change, the authors are
evolving a model for use in addressing
the establishment, ongoing develop-
ment, and long-term maintenance of
school-based programs (Adelman &
Taylor, 1993b). Because the work in-
volves facilitating significant changes in
the structure and operation of a school,

the model is built around the idea of a
small cadre of change agents called “or-
ganization facilitators.” Although many
school professionals (especially those
involved in support services) can be
trained for this role, the project used
school social workers because the na-
rure of their training makes them espe-
cially well suited to learning the func-
tions of this change agent role of
consultation and collaboration with
school personnel to promote a school

119

Upgrading School
Suppart Programs
through Collagoration:
Resousce Coordinating
Teams




120

Social Work in Education
Vol 17. No 2
April 1995

environment responsive to the needs of
children,

At cach school participating in the
project, the authors offered to help or-
ganize a resource coordinating team.
An organization facilitator was to go
0 a school site the equivalent of one
day a wecek for several months to help
organize such a team. Given the num-
ber of schools with which we were
working, two full-time professionals
were employed. Fach was trained to
understand major concepts and strate-
gies for organizational change with
specific emphasis on the matters out-
lined above.

An organizatdon facilitator accom-
plishes his or her work through on-site
demonstrations and on-the-job train-
ing for school personnel who are to
adapt, implement, and maintain a re-
source coordinating team. The work is
pursued in three sequential steps, each
involving a variety of tasks and raking
different periods of time to accomplish.
In practice, the time varies with the
organization facilitator’s degree of skill
and the commitment and skill of key
staff members at a school site. Fach
step 1s designed to create the condi-
tions necessary to establish a resource
coordinating team as an institutonal-
ized mechanism for enhancing service
and program collaboration at a school
site.

Development of a Team

The first step involves a set of readi-
ness and initial implementation tasks
related to initiating the on-site process
such as reaching out to establish a work-
ing relanionship with key staff mem-
bers and underscoring incentives for
change and procedural options. The
second step encompasses developing
and insttutionalizing on-site opera-
tional mechanisms to maintain and
evolve desired activity such as address-
ing policy, resource, and training con-
siderations in a pragmatic way. The
third set of tasks includes ongoing

monitoring and support to ensure the
continuing functional integrity and
evolution (that is, the institutionaliza-
tion) of the actvity. The key steps and
related tasks as they are intended to be
applied to resource coordinating teams
are outlined brictly in the following
sections and are elaborated in a guide-
book developed by the projectasa pro-
gram, training, and supervisory aid
(Early Assistance for Students and
Families, 1993). Enumerating the steps
is infinitely casier than carrying them
ont.

Initiating the Process. The organi-
zation facilitaror begins the process by
making a presentation of the program
to the decision makers at a school and
armiving at an agreement with respect
to establishing and maintaining the
team. A policy commitment is made,
members of the school community are
identified as prospective team mem-
bers, and a commiunent is made thar
the school will maintain and evolve the
team after the organization facilitator
moves on to another school. In mak-
ing agreements, it is essental that each
participating school understands that
the organizer’s primary role is to help
establish mechanisms that will allow
the school to maintain and evolve the
team.

After agreements are made, the or-
ganization facilitator makes individual
appointments to talk with those who
have been nominated for the team. The
focus of the dialogue is to determine
individual interest in participating and
to identify who wants to play a major
role. After these dialogues, a meeting
ofthe group is held. The agenda for the
initial meeting is one of clarifying roles
and functions, mutual sharing, and
planning. Key agenda items are idend-
tying other possible team members to
be contacted, identifying existing ser-
vices and programs ar the school (in-
cluding identifying any problems re-
lated o their use, coordination, and
mtegration), and discussing how to
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proceed (for example, how to adapt the
coneceptof aresource coordinating tean
to fit the school and how to introduce
the team to school staff, parents, and
students). Toward the end of the meet-
ing, the group schedules a toilow-up
tme to work on specific implementa-
rion plans. Initially, the organizer's role
is to deiineate the group’s agenda, fa-
cilitate the meeting, and prepare the
minutes. The goal is to have the ceam
take over its own facilitation after a few
sessions.

Asnoted earlier, subsequentsessions
are devoted to clarifving for the school
staff and students’ fammilies the exisung
resources at the school and in the com-
muntty and how to gain access o these
resources (for example, referral, triage,
and follow-through procedures). Atthe
same time, the group focuses on cn-
hancing resource coordination and statf
collaboraton (for example, refining case
management and system management
procedures) and clarifies resources that
are needed and the possible steps for
acquiring them (for example, additional
resources that may be available through
theschool districtor through brokering
to establish formal linkages with com-
munity agencies).

Shortly after the first meeting, a pre-
sentation at a school staff meetng or
at subgroup meetings is in order so
that all are aware of the program. Also,
if feasible, a presenration should be
made at a general parents’ meedng so
that they are aware and have a chance
to volunteer to help. Afterwards, school
staff and parents should receive peri-
odic updates (for example, through
announcements, reports, newslerter).

Developing  Mechanisms  for
Maintenance. Once the team is imple-
mented, its maintenance and contnu-
ing development require institution-
alized processes. The organizer’s role
is to help develop a growing apprecia-
ton of the team, help the school staff
understand the importance of mecha-
nisms thar maintain and cvolve the

team, and then aid in insdtutionalizing
essential maintenance mechanisms.

Providing Ongoing Support. After
mechanisms are created, they must be
monitored and supported to ensure
that functional integrity is maintained
and that the program evolves appro-
priately. The key task of the organiza-
tion facilitaror is to return to a school
periodically (for example, as requested
or on a regular schedule) to support
the efforts of school-based staff to
matintain and evolve the team's role and
functions.

On the basis of available evidence,
the 2uthors anticipate thatan organiza-
tion facilitator with good training, sup-
port, and supervision will need up to
eight hours per week for several months
in carrying out the first two sets of tasks
and up to an additional eight hours a
month for the third set. Thus, one full-
dme professional should beable tocover
about five schools at a time and rorate
through 10 schools a year in two cycles
of about four to five months each. Of
course, as more and more monitoring
and follow-up supportare needed, some
adjustment in numbers will be required.

Challenges in Establishing and
Maintaining Collaboration Teams

Ttis relatively easy to conceive struc-
tural and operational mechanisms such
as a resource coordinating team to en-
hance program collaboration ata school
site, and the concept of an organization
facilitator is a rather straightforward
approach to the problem of establish-
ing such mechanisms. Unfortunately,
turning these concepts into ctfective
practice 1S NOT an easy matter {(for ex-
ample, see Argyris, 1993; Sarason, 1982).

At each srage, problems can be an-
ticipated that arc more than a bit frus-
erating. Every change agent, of course,
must be prepared to deal with barriers
to change and the dynamics of change,
but the problems are often dishearten-
ing. For example, on a mundane level,
he or she may encounter constant
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scheduling and priority conflicts (*1
would like to cooperate, but I can’t
make the meeting.” “I already have so
much to do, I don’t have ame for an-
other meeting.”). School staff often
function reactively rather than pro-
actively because competing demands
and priorities make it difficult to stop
doing long enough to plan ways to do
things better. Problems also arise with
respect to territoriality (“That’s my
job!™). Staff can raise concerns during
discussions of the forms of coordina-
tion needed, ideas for integrating pro-
grams, and who is qualified to provide
designated services. Particularly vocif-
erous reactions may arise when dis-
cussing collaborations with community
agencies who offer or are contracted to
provide services at schools.

In dealing with the various prob-
lems as they have emerped in reladon
tocreating resource coordinating teams,
the key challenges have been to over-
come participants’ feelings of distrust
and to enhance their motivation and
skills for collaboration (including their
sense of empowerment with respect to
really feeling they own the team). Our
experience supports the widely held
view that trust among collaborative
team members grows only after they
learn to validate each other’s contribu-
ttons. Motivation and skills seem to
develop best when the process is struc-
tured in a way that facilitates communi-
cation and provides support and direc-
tion. Thus, the authors have found it
essential for groups to establish a clear
agenda, have regular contacts, desig-
nate a leader, make a record of plans
and assignments for follow--up by indi-
viduals or subgroups, and frequently
review their accomplishments to reas-
sure themselves that the team is worth
the time and energy. Reviewing pro-
gress is especially important because it
validates a team’s efforts; in this re-
spect, special recognition should be
accorded each product the group gen-
erates (for example, a flow chart of the

referral process, z list of resources at
the school and in the community, a
handbook on how to organize and co-
ordinate resources).

Those who work in large school dis-
tricts may imagine that collaboraton
is easier in smaller towns with fewer
staff who have to get to know each
other. It is likely, however, in all set-
tings that those who are asked to col-
laborate must come to feel they have a
lot to gain by working together and
that their efforts will be effecrive.

Premature Qutcome

Accountability

Sometmes a project staft member
will bemoan, “If only I were a brick-
layer, I'd see progress at the end of
each day.” In many ways, collaboratve
work can be perceived as akin to brick-
laying. Developing a resource coordi-
nating team at a school is like building
the foundation for a house. The team
is part of an enhanced infrastructure
on which a remodeled set of programs
can be erected. Properly designed, the
new edifice ulimately should be a bet-
ter framework for overcoming barri-
ers interfering with student learning
and funcdoning. Those who are in-
volved in building new infrastructures
and restructuring existng approaches
must learn to appreciate their contri-
bution to structure and function be-
cause they cannot expect to see im-
proved student outcomes until the new
structure is completed and operating
appropriately.

Similarly, in calling for increased
collaboration, policymakers must rec-
ognize the complexity of accomplish-
ing effective program coordination
and integration. Although the desire
for immediate evidence of efficacy is
understandable (especially in light of
the unfuifilled promise of so many pro-
grams and the insatable demands on
limited public finances), naive account-
ability demands can be counterpro-
ductive to serious reform efforts. The
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major organizational changes required
cannort simply be mandared, and early
progress in accomplishing the desired
changes cannot be assessed through
data on immediate student or family
outcomes. Accountability in the early
stages of such activity must be mea-
sured in terms of the success of the
institutional changes per se. For in-
stance, during the first stages of our
work, we use evaluation in a forma-
tive way; that is, we only gather data
that can inform our organizational
change cfforts. When implementing
the first step, for example, the focus is
on how well we are able to elicit policy
agreements for establishing resource
coordinating teams and whether we
are able to enhance the motvation and
skills of team members so that they
actually collaborate.

After the reams are properly devel-
oped, we will gather data on the degree
to which the efficacy of support ser-
vices and programs is enhanced. In
coming years, we will also investigate
whether the teams are maintained and
whether collaborative cooperadon leads
to integratdon of programs in cases
where mtegration is appropriate.

Conclusion

Increased coordination and integra-
tion of services can only happen on a
large scale through the cstablishment
and maintenance of structural and op-
erational mechanisms designed to en-
hance collaboration. The concept of a
resource coordinating team illustrates
one such mechanism being tested at
school sites. Development of such
mechanisms requires a process for fa-
cilitating systemic change. The con-
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