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Assisting EPLI Coaches in Creating and Maintaining 
Effective Teams Servicing Students with ASD
School based collaboration is increasingly critical to address the unique and pervasive needs of students with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) across the full continuum of educational placements and programming.  Literature suggests that schools that define a team structure and utilize a meeting process for student educational planning are more effective in designing student educational plans and problem solving to improve outcomes (Adelman & Taylor, 1998; Snell & Janney, 2000a). Teams that utilize a data-based, collaborative, problem-solving format to address school-wide and individual student behavioral and academic problems are more effective and efficient and have members who are more knowledgeable and accountable (McEvoy, Reichle, & Davis, 1993; Snell & Janney 2000b). 

As such, START EPLI Trainer/Coaches and Team Coaches are expected to work with school-based teams to address the needs of students with ASD in their classrooms, buildings, districts, and programs.  The following information is offered to assist Trainer/Coaches and Team Coaches in developing, implementing, and supporting teams servicing students with ASD.  For the purposes of this section of the document, both Trainer/Coaches and Team Coaches will be referred to as Coaches.
Components of Effective Teams
Based on the literature, a number of components are necessary for creating and implementing effective teams.  These components are listed below based on when in the process each component is best addressed.  
The specific responsibilities of START EPLI Coaches also are included for each component. The “Are We a Well Functioning Team” (see Team Forms section of manual) evaluation form can be used to assess team functioning on the following components.
BEFORE the Meeting
--Time is prioritized for meetings: Effective teams make teaming a priority.  EPLI Coaches must meet with their identified team (e.g. student, classroom, building, program/district/ISD team) at least monthly. 
--Agreed upon goals are identified:  Agreed-upon goals are an important component of effective teaming.  For EPLI Coaches, goals should be developed utilizing the systems START has provided:


--Profile of Change (POC) Process: The POC process is used for teams who are addressing an individual student with ASD (see POC section of manual).  EPLI Coaches that have identified a team around a target student should use the POC Process to develop team goals and priorities.

---Universal Supports Assessment and Planning Tool:  The Universal Supports Assessment and Planning Tool is a classroom or building-level assessment tool that addresses the supports and strategies considered critical for most students with ASD (see USAPT section of manual).  EPLI Coaches that have selected a team around a classroom or building supporting students with ASD should use the USAPT to develop team goals and priorities.


--Autism Program Evaluation and Planning Tool (APEPT):  The APEPT is available to be used as a comprehensive district/ISD or program level assessment.  For EPLI Coaches who have selected a program, district, or ISD level team, the APEPT should be used to develop team goals and priorities. 
--Needed members are established: Effective teams identify members necessary to address the goals and priorities of the team.  EPLI coaches must specifically identify for START the members necessary to accomplish the team’s goals.  Team members could include a general education teacher, special education teacher, ancillary staff (e.g. school social worker, school psychologist, provider of speech and language, occupational therapist, etc.), administrator, and the parent.  
--Team roles and responsibilities are clearly delineated: Effective teams clearly identify roles and responsibilities of team members.  To increase accountability, these roles should rotate regularly.  A selected list of roles and responsibilities can be found in the Team Forms section of this manual as well as a format for assigning roles and responsibilities is available in the Team Forms section of this manual.  As an EPLI Coach, it is also important to remember to have a trans-disciplinary teaming philosophy.  As such, if a team task needs to be completed, anyone could be assigned to complete the task regardless of their role, job title, or assigned responsibility.
--Ground rules are established: Effective teams clearly delineate team ground rules or principles.  EPLI Coaches should establish ground rules with their team at the initial team meeting and then add more if issues come up over the course of the year.  Below is an example list of ground rules:

--Meetings start and end on time.

--We keep to the established agenda.

--The meeting does not stop to update tardy members.

--Violations of ground rules are addressed.

--Data are regularly collected and used to guide decision making.

--Interventions implemented are those with evidence-based support.
DURING  the Meeting
--Needed members arrive on time and stay until the end of the meeting:  Effective teams have members that make the team meetings a priority.  Effective team meetings start and end on time and members are present for the entire meeting.  EPLI Coaches should keep track of meeting attendance including late arrival and early exit and confront such behavior as needed. 
--Leadership functions are distributed evenly by rotating roles (e.g., recorder, time-keeper): Effective EPLI Coaches will develop a team that uses a Trans-disciplinary model.  Compared to multidisciplinary or interdisciplinary models, trans-disciplinary models distribute roles and responsibilities across discipline boundaries to implement a unified plan.  Thus, EPLI Coaches will be expected to serve in every outlined role as well as expect other team members to do the same.

--Ground rules are discussed and rule violations are confronted:  Although ground rules may have been established at the first meeting, they have to be reviewed and violations confronted or they will be meaningless.  EPLI Coaches will often be in the position to serve in this role.
--A structured agenda format is used:  Effective teams have a format that allows the team to be effective in efficient in meeting the team’s goals.  EPLI Coaches should use an agenda structure that includes the following:

--A stimulus for moving the team from socialization to the meeting (ex. Calendar)


--Review of action plan items from the previous meeting


--A list of standing and new agenda items


--New action plan items


--Agenda items for the next meeting

--We openly discuss conflicts that detract from the goals or agenda.  Meetings are often unproductive because issues and problems come up that detract from the goals of the team and/or the agenda.  EPLI coaches may need to assist the team in openly discussing the issues and coming to quick resolution so the team can move on.  Training on conflict resolution also may be needed if the team is unable to resolve their differences in a timely and professional manner.

--We feel free to express our opinions and feelings (negative and positive).  It is important that team members feel free to express their opinions and feelings, whether positive or negative.  If not, members will sit quietly during the meeting but then express their opinions and feelings afterward, often sabotaging any gains or decisions the team may have made.  EPLI coaches may need to assist team members in gaining trust in each other and discussing hard issues without personal attacks 
--Data are regularly collected and used to guide decision-making:  Teams must develop procedures for collecting relevant data that will assist the team in making effective decisions regarding programming for students with ASD.  Some data forms are available in the Data Forms section of this manual.  Most importantly, data must be analyzed and used during team meetings to guide decisions.
--Situations are viewed from a variety of perspectives prior to developing solutions:  Effective teams use a systematic process to assure that situations are thoroughly understood from a variety of perspectives prior to developing solutions. Data collection and evaluation should be an integral part of this process.  Collecting valid (accurate) and reliable (consistent) information will assist the team in clearly understanding the problem which in turn likely increases the connection between the problem and possible solutions.  The Meeting Mechanics process outlined by START (see the START M3 Manual) is designed specifically to assist teams in understanding problems before developing solutions.
--Multiple solutions are generated and explored before selecting a particular solution:  Effective brainstorming can vastly improve a team’s functioning.  EPLI Coaches will need to use the Meeting Mechanics process and the rules of brainstorming to help assure that multiple solutions are generation and explored before selection.
--We have a decision-making process (e.g. consensus, majority):  Because team members may not always agree, a process must be determined and used to assist the team in making final decisions.  Using the meeting mechanics process, this decision-making process becomes one of cognitive processing (based on relevant information) rather than one of majority vote.
--Everyone is accountable for the outcome, No one person is to blame if things go wrong:  When tasks are evenly distributed among team members and team members are supported and encouraged to be active participants in the teaming process, everyone is accountable for the outcome and no one person is blamed when things go wrong.  Further, if everyone is encouraged to always take on a problem-solving philosophy, problems that arise will simply serve as prompts that move the team into the problem-solving process rather than attempts to find fault.
--Interventions implemented are those with evidence-based support:  It is important to have team members with an understanding of effective practices for students with ASD.  There are a number of resources available that list these effective practices, and teams can use the POC or USAPT as a review of the most critical of those effective practices.
--Written documentation is provided for each meeting: in a timely manner.  Effective teams provide documentation of discussions and decisions as well as action plan items from each meeting.  EPLI Coaches will support their teams by assuring that a system is in place that allows team members access to this information in a timely manner.  Utilizing the computer and email is often an efficient way to accomplish this task.
--Action items are distributed evenly among team members:  Effective teams distribute responsibilities evenly among members.  EPLI Coaches may need to assure that one or two key people are not always assigned the bulk of responsibilities, but that everyone shares in the distribution of tasks.
AFTER  the Meeting
--A communication system exists for absent members and “Need to know” people, not part of the regular team.  Although all members are expected to attend all meetings, there are times when absences occur.  Additionally, there are some team members who, for a number of reasons, do not need to attend every meeting.  Thus, there must be a system in place so these members have access to information on the discussions, decisions, and action plan items generated from each meeting.  As indicated previously, use of the computer and email is most often the most efficient way to accomplish this task. EPLI Coaches may need to assist in establishing such a system.
--Follow-up procedures are used to determine if action plan items have been accomplished.  A system of follow up procedures and classroom observations to assure implementation of selected strategies is critical to effective teams.  An assigned role of Implementation Coordinator may help in organizing this follow up.
--Systematic follow up procedures are used to determine the effectiveness of interventions.  Effective teams evaluate the success of interventions implemented.  Thus, systematic data collection, observation, and support procedures must be established to assure that strategies are implemented with integrity, staff have support and feedback about implementation of the strategies, and data are collected to demonstrate effectiveness.  EPLI Coaches should serve as a resource in designing such procedures.
Troubleshooting Teaming Issues

--Plans don’t work as expected.  When plans don’t work, team members need to discuss and determine if the plan has been implemented for long enough to demonstrate effectiveness understanding that students with ASD spend more time in acquisition than typically developing students.  Additionally, the team members may need to ask if there is a better idea on the table.  Using the Meeting Mechanics process, the best idea stays on the table until a better one is developed
--Members of the team change.  When a member of the team changes, it is important to inform the new member on the goals of the team, ground rules, and any roles the previous member served.  If the new member does not have the skills or knowledge to take on the previous member’s role, the team may need to reassign roles and responsibilities.

--Leadership shifts.  Because there will always be changes in staff, it is important during the team process to rotate roles and responsibilities so everyone can experience and expand their skills in each role.  Facilitation should not ever fall on one person.  
--A member has an “expert” philosophy.  Effective teams have members who drop their expert role at the door but maintain their expertise in the meeting.  Effective teams need members who have an opportunity to give ideas about what is best for a given student even if it isn’t in their particular discipline area.  In this regard, even the seating arrangement is important so members don’t feel the necessity to run ideas through the person who may serve in that expert role (e.g. administrator, specific content area expert—speech / language).  
--A member wants it done “their way”. Effective teams utilize a problem solving process (i.e. Meeting Mechanics) that allows all team members to provide ideas and democratically decide which should be implemented.  A good facilitator will assure that no one team member controls the outcome of the meeting.  

--A member is perceived as not “carrying their weight”.  Effective teams develop action plan items at each meeting and everyone on the team are assigned tasks to complete.  During follow up, each item must be addressed to assure that everyone is following through.  If a problem arises, the results of the follow up may need to be sent to administration and addressed at that level.
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