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Preface

Educators work almost exclusively alone, with only minor glimpses of others in
their building with the exception of some planning time and the obligatory staff
lounge lunch break. Co-teaching, however, offers educators and educational
professionals a chance to do what is best for students - all students - plan,
collaborate, manage and teach in tandem. In this atmosphere of togetherness,
teachers become mentors, learners, leaders and followers. It is no easy feat, as
there are many stumbling blocks; yet, the willing pair of teachers will find the
road replete with benefits well beyond what is initially considered. Mastering
the Art of Co-Teaching: Building More Collaborative Classrooms describes this
very concept of co-teaching as a means to create a more collaborative and
balanced classroom that benefits students and staff alike.

The book was written for regular and special educators, educational
professionals who work within the classrooms, school administrators,
guidance counselors, preservice, veteran and graduate education students. It
covers a series of important topics that includes topics from how to co-plan,
create a welcoming environment and how to assess students; work with a
variety of service providers, paraprofessionals and families; as well as how to
incorporate social-emotional learning into the co-taught -classroom.
Understanding that it is necessary to consider the stress of teaching in any
form, professional development, relationships, mentorship and renewal are
also topics of interest.

The motivation for writing this book came from several concerns:

e Our concern that novice teachers are leaving the field within the first
five years in record numbers due to stress and burnout,

e Our knowledge that veteran teachers who can mentor novices while
teaching in tandem hold the key to more master teachers in the future,

e Our belief that co-teaching strengthens and encourages the best
teaching practices when given the time, energy and supports needed,

e Our awareness that co-teaching is only possible with administrative
support and professional development that honors the roles of both
teachers,

e Our interest in promoting educational outcomes, knowing this begins
within the classroom honoring all students from teachers who see
every possibility in teaching and learning.
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Co-teaching, usually the pairing of a general education teacher and a special
education teacher, can be traced back to 1975 and education reform (Wilson &
Blednick, 2011). At its most basic level, co-teaching allows for the inclusion of
students who may otherwise be separated during important learning times.
This may be students with disabilities or linguistically diverse students as well
as students with occupational or physical therapy needs. Teachers and
educational professionals who have the opportunity to plan, collaborate and
teach together give their students the opportunity to learn from others in the
classroom. This is a heavy lift at first and should not be taken lightly.

Mastering the Art of Co-Teaching: Building More Collaborative Classrooms
was written by a team of educators who represent preschool to the academy, all
of whom are passionate about teaching and learning in the most fundamental
ways. We offer this tome as a co-teaching guide to those who embrace this same
passion for promoting successful educational outcomes for all students. For
those willing to take the chance, or those who have been asked to co-teach, we
hope you find the strategies and tools in the pages to follow as practical and
useful as we have throughout our careers. For those of you who have chosen
education as your profession, thank you for making a positive and productive
difference in the lives of students.
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Wilson, G.L. & Blednick, J. (2011). Teaching in Tandem. Alexandria, VA: ASCD



Chapter 1
Effective Co-Teaching Strategies
That Work

Karen Russo, EdD, St. Joseph's College

Teachers occasionally express concern about ‘fairness’ in education. They may
be anxious that one student will need an instructional or behavioral support
that others do not. Some educators may question the fairness of individualized
teaching or behavioral expectations (Southern Poverty Law Center: Teaching
Tolerance, 2018). They may believe that all students should be treated equally.
If inequity is perceived, these teachers worry that they will receive complaints
from parents or even from the students themselves. Educators should know,
however, that fair isn't defined as everyone getting exactly the same thing
(Curwin, 2012). Fair is defined as everyone receives what they need and that
everyone has the chance to be successful (Curwin, 2012).

In recent decades, a shift in education has made the inclusive classroom very
much the norm. Students with special needs are often served in a general
education classroom. The least restrictive environment is the most desirable
placement for a student to achieve learning and behavioral goals (Morin, 2020).
Congress reauthorized the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
in 2004 and amended IDEA through Public Law 114-95, the Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015 (Klein, 2016; Lee, 2020). In the law, Congress states:

Disability is a natural part of the human experience and in no way
diminishes the right of individuals to participate in or contribute to
society. Improving educational results for children with disabilities is an
essential element of our national policy of ensuring equality of
opportunity, full participation, independent living, and economic self-
sufficiency for individuals with disabilities (U.S. Department of
Education, n.d.).

Support for inclusion can also be found from the Council for Exceptional
Children (2019), which issued guidance for professional special educators’
practices. Relative to inclusive classrooms, two such ethical principles seem
particularly relevant and include “promoting meaningful and inclusive
participation of individuals with exceptionalities in their schools and



2 Chapter 1

communities; [and] practicing collegially with others who are providing
services to individuals with exceptionalities” (Council for Exceptional Children,
2019, n.p.).

The field of teaching has become more complex and educators must be
intentional about the ways in which they meet individual student learning
needs (Ricci & Fingon, 2017). It is true that some inclusive classes are taught by
one general education teacher, with support personnel providing additional
services throughout the school day. Those services may be offered within the
classroom or in a separate location (Watson, 2019). Very often, general
education and special education teachers are paired to teach a class that
includes both general education students and those with special needs (Stein,
2016). They share the responsibilities for teaching and managing one class —
this is known as co-teaching (Trites, 2017).

What is Co-Teaching?

Co-teaching is the partnering of a general education teacher and a special
education teacher for the purpose of delivering instruction that meets the
learning needs of all students in the classroom (Friend, 2019; Stein, 2016; Trites,
2017). While co-teaching does bring two teachers together, that is not the
primary goal. The main purpose is to best serve students (Potts & Howard,
2011). It is “meant to provide specialized services to students with disabilities
in regular classrooms, while ensuring they also get access to the same academic
material as their peers” (Samuels, 2015, n.p.). Murawski and Bernhardt (2016)
elaborated on this idea:

Co-teaching requires more than just learning to “play nicely” together. It
requires a paradigm shift—from teaching in silos to teaching in tandem,
from owning the front of the room to sharing space, from sending
students with special needs out of the classroom to thoughtfully
differentiating for diverse learners. Before working on collaboration and
communication skills, educators need to embrace the mindset that
inclusion is an issue of both equity and social justice. Then, teachers and
administrators will be more prepared for and committed to co-teaching
(p. 31).

In a co-taught classroom, the general education teacher has expertise in
curriculum, pacing, and class management. The special education teacher may
be equally expert in these areas, with added expertise in learning processes,
and the individualized needs of specific students in the class. Together, these
two educators create a learning environment that benefits all students (Friend,
Cook, Hurley-Chamerlain, & Shamberger, 2010).
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