
Co-teaching—the arrangement in which a general education teacher and 

a special education teacher or other specialist work together to educate 

students with special needs—has become relatively common. 

But in a recent conversation, a principal raised this point: 

“When co-teaching was new at our school, the achievement scores for 

students with disabilities improved. I think that was because they were 
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getting access to the general curriculum that they hadn’t had before.  

But lately, our achievement scores have stalled. When I conduct classroom 

observations, I see co-teachers who are clearly comfortable with one 

another and who seamlessly share teaching roles, and students who are 

engaged and apparently thriving in a two-teacher class. Am I missing 

something? What else should I be looking for in co-taught classes?” 

The new co-taught classroom 
not only gives students with 

disabilities access to the general 
curriculum, but also provides 

the specialized instruction they 
need to succeed.

Marilyn Friend

Co-Teaching 2.0
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The principal’s comments reflect 
both the traditional notion of good 
co-teaching and the emerging expecta-
tions for co-teaching today—what we 
might call Co-Teaching 2.0. 

As co-teaching was originally con-
ceived, its most important goal was 
to place students with special needs 
in general education so that they 
could learn alongside their peers. 
Co-teachers were told that they 
should build a relationship that was 
like a professional marriage, sharing 
instruction equally. They typically 
used the general education curriculum 
as the basis for their shared work, and 
student mastery was demonstrated 
through improved performance 
on high-stakes assessments (Solis, 
Vaughn, Swanson, & McCulley, 2012; 
Walsh, 2012). What co-teachers often 
gave up was meticulous attention to 
the unique needs of students who had 
been identified as eligible for special 
services—and the individualized 
instruction necessary to meet those 
needs. 

No more. In contemporary co-
teaching, educators focus on inte-
grating into daily lessons the special 
education strategies and techniques 
that will enable students to achieve 
the goals of their individualized edu-
cation program (IEP). Instead of just 
providing on-the-spot prompting and 
coaching simply to get students with 
disabilities through the academic 
content at hand, the most effective 
co-teachers now also provide the same 
kind of explicitly designed and care-
fully documented instruction that has 
always characterized special education. 

The Right to Specially Designed 
Instruction
The basis for the redesign of co-
teaching comes from renewed 
attention to the rights of students 
with disabilities. The Individuals with 

 Disabilities Education Act of 2004 
states that any student entitled to an 
individualized education program 
must receive specially designed 
instruction. Professionals generally 
agree that this means

 Instruction directly connected to 

the student’s IEP goals and his or her 
documented needs.

 Teaching in any domain in 
which the student has special needs 
(for example, academic, organiza-
tional, vocational, communicative, 
 behavioral).

The Six Approaches to Co-Teaching
 Station Teaching 

Students are divided into 
three (or more) groups. 
Each teacher delivers part 
of the lesson at a station; 
independent work occurs in 
the third station. Students 
rotate through all stations, 
so both teachers work with 
every student in the class.

 Parallel Teaching 
Students are divided into 
two groups, and each 
teacher works with a group. Sometimes the teachers do identical work (such 
as test review), and sometimes they present instruction in two different ways 
(for example, using content at different reading levels or offering different 
ways to learn  multiplication).

 Alternative Teaching 
Most students remain with one teacher while the other teacher instructs a 
small group for reteaching, enrichment, assessment, preteaching, or another 
purpose.

 Teaming 
Students remain in a single group and the teachers co-instruct, integrating 
their contributions throughout the lesson. 

 One Teach, One Assist 
Students remain in a single group; one teacher leads instruction as the other 
briefly interacts with students individually, answering their questions, re-
explaining concepts, focusing attention, and so on.

 One Teach, One Observe
One teacher leads instruction while the other gathers observational data on 
one student, a group of students, or the entire class.
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 Changes in content (but usually 
not standards), methodology, or 
delivery of instruction.

 Ongoing monitoring of progress. 
 The use of approaches and tech-

niques that other learners do not gen-
erally need.

These guarantees apply regardless 
of the setting in which instruction 
takes place. So when special edu-
cators function as co-teachers in the 
general education classroom, they 
have the same responsibility to provide 
specially designed instruction that 
they would have in a self-contained 
special education classroom. Spe-
cially designed instruction is not the 
same as differentiation, which today 
is considered just good teaching. Nor 
is it the same as the accommodations 
that students with disabilities receive; 
those are tools given to students (story 
starters, word banks, calculators, and 
so on) that facilitate their learning. 
Specially designed instruction is what 
teachers must do to ensure that stu-
dents reach their goals. 

For some students, specially 
designed instruction entails highly 
structured remedial reading or 
math programs that are difficult to 
implement in a general education 
setting. But for most students with 
IEPs, specially designed instruction 
can be more specific, using evidence-
based strategies to improve speaking, 
reading, writing, computing, problem 
solving, or other skills. The challenge 
facing co-teachers is how to incor-
porate such strategies into the already-
crowded agenda of a contemporary 
classroom.

The New Look of Co-Teaching
“The Six Approaches to Co-Teaching” 
on page 18 (Cook & Friend, 1995; 
Friend, 2014) are still the basis for 
Co-Teaching 2.0. The difference is 
that the new version of co-teaching 

uses these approaches to integrate 
specially designed instruction into the 
classroom. Here are some examples.

Station Teaching
Station teaching is such a versatile way 
to co-teach that it offers almost endless 
options for integrating specially 
designed instruction. For example, 
Ms. Neal and Mr. Perkins are teaching 
Steve, a student with autism, how to 
participate more effectively in small 
groups by speaking, letting other stu-

dents speak, and responding appropri-
ately when peers ask him a question. 
During math, which is an area of 
strength for Steve, students at one 
station are learning about the com-
mutative property of multiplication by 
completing an activity with a partner. 
At a second station led by one teacher, 
they are learning about the associative 
property; at a third station led by the 
other teacher, they are learning about 
the distributive property. 

When Steve is at the teacher-led 
stations, the teachers use a social 
story—a strategy that teaches social 
skills in a concrete, reassuring way—
to guide him in taking turns while he 
interacts with his peers. The social 
story consists of several simple sen-
tences illustrated with appropriate 
pictures. In part, it says, “At school we 
discuss many different things. When 
I am very interested in a topic, I like 
to talk about it. But it is important to 

let my classmates talk about the topic, 
too. This is called taking turns. If my 
friends don’t get to talk, they may not 
be interested in the topic anymore. 
When we take turns, everyone gets a 
chance to talk and we learn from each 
other.” 

Ms. Perkins wrote this social story 
and introduced it to Steve one day 
while other students completed an 
assignment. Steve has the social story 
on his desk, and each teacher points to 
appropriate pictures and sentences to 

coach Steve during group discussions. 
Thus, Steve is learning and practicing 
skills related to his IEP goals without 
being separated from his classmates.

In another classroom, Ms. Garcia 
and Ms. Crichton also use station 
teaching, but in a slightly different 
way. Based on data they’ve gathered, 
they know that five students in their 
class who have learning disabilities, 
as well as three English learners, need 
intensive vocabulary instruction. 
When the class works at stations, 
the teachers sometimes group these 
 students together so that when the stu-
dents work at the vocabulary station, 
the special educator can focus on the 
most essential words, using a multi-
sensory approach that other students 
don’t need. 

For example, the words appre-
hensive and vigilant are essential to 
an upcoming lesson. The special 
educator shows brief video clips that 

As co-teaching was originally conceived, its 
most important goal was to place students 
with special needs in general education.
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illustrate these words (and the others 
on this week’s list) before she formally 
introduces them. Then she asks the 
students to demonstrate through facial 
expressions what it looks like when 
peoples are apprehensive or vigilant. 
She also systematically reviews previ-
ously taught words to make sure the 
students still know them.

Parallel Teaching
Co-teachers can use parallel teaching 
to implement two different instruc-
tional approaches that address their 
students’ learning needs. For example, 
in the culminating project of an inter-
disciplinary unit on nutrition and 
health, students create an imaginary 
family of four, outline a healthy 
exercise regimen for each family 
member, create a weekly menu for 
each member, identify the ingredients 
for making that menu, and determine 
the budget for purchasing the items. 
Students are expected to provide evi-
dence for the exercise regimen, the 
menu selections, and the budget. Four 
students—Tomas, Emily, Richard, and 
Michael—have IEP goals that address 
their difficulties completing complex 
tasks and staying organized. Another 
student, James, has a behavioral dis-
ability and often expresses frustration 
with angry outbursts; his IEP includes 
a goal regarding working with peers 
and self-managing his behavior.

The co-teachers decide to divide 

the students into two groups. One 
group includes James, as well as Sonia, 
another student whose IEP goals 
relate to reading comprehension, and 
a heterogeneous sample of 12 other 
learners. The other group includes 
Tomas, Emily, Richard, and Michael 
(the students with IEP goals related 
to organization); Sean and Stephanie 

(two more students who often seem 
overwhelmed with multiple-step activ-
ities, although they don’t have IEPs); 
and a heterogeneous sample of seven 
other learners. 

The general educator facilitates the 
work of the students in the first group. 
They have several guiding questions, 
primary sources to use, and access to 
online resources. They divide up the 
tasks, choose partners, and proceed 
with the project. As they work, the 
teacher closely monitors James’s par-
ticipation. As needed, she coaches him 
to use the self-monitoring strategy he 
has learned to deal with his behavior 
problems, including leaving the group 
for brief periods to calm down. 

In the second group, the special 
educator implements a more direct 
and explicit approach to support 
students who have difficulty with 
complex tasks (including the students 
with IEPs and those without them). 
She divides the task into several 
parts: creating the imaginary family 
and assigning them characteristics, 

 identifying and creating exercise reg-
imens, developing menus, and relating 
food costs to budgeting. The students 
have the opportunity to discuss each 
segment before they work on it, and 
the teacher helps them outline the 
steps they need to follow, making 
checklists to aid their understanding. 
The project takes several class sessions 
to complete, but all of the students are 
successful. 

Alternative Teaching
Co-teachers sometimes decide that 
several students would benefit from 
instruction in a teacher-led small 
group. For example, Judy, Lynne, 
and Paul have IEP goals related to 
explaining the relationship among 
literary elements, such as character, 
plot, setting, tone, point of view, and 
theme. While other students complete 
a warm-up activity, Mr. Lessen intro-
duces these three students to today’s 
material on tone and theme. Three 
other students are also assigned to the 
group: Sammy, who just moved into 
the district; Carlos, an English learner; 
and Sharon, who likes to participate 
in such small-group activities. In just 
a few minutes, the students learn 
the meaning of the terms tone and 
theme and begin generating their own 
examples. They are now primed to be 
successful when these concepts are 
introduced to the whole class. 

Some teachers find other ways to 
employ alternative teaching to meet 
student learning needs. For example, 
while students read independently in 
their 1st grade classroom, Ms. Taylor 
and Ms. Harris sometimes provide 
supplemental phonics instruction to 
students with IEPs as well as other 
struggling learners. Sometimes each 
teacher works with a small group 
during different parts of this inde-
pendent reading time, and one or two 
students work with both teachers so 

The aim of co-teachers is to create a 
classroom culture of acceptance, in which 
learning variations and strategies to 
address those variations are the norm.



A S C D  /  W W W . A S C D . O R G     21

that they are receiving the maximum 
individualized instruction possible. 

In 6th grade, Mr. Robinson and Mr. 
Walker periodically assess all students’ 
math skill acquisition by working with 
a series of small groups until all stu-
dents in the class have been assessed. 
As a natural part of this assessment, 
the teachers check on students’ 
progress toward meeting IEP goals 
without taking these students out of 
their class or treating them differently.

The Other Co-Teaching Approaches
Co-teachers are finding that they 
can incorporate specially designed 
instruction into every co-teaching 
approach. For example, as Ms. Collins 
and Ms. Bailey team teach, they have 
an agreement that if the three students 
in class with documented language 

processing problems seem to be 
getting confused, whichever teacher is 
not speaking will skillfully interrupt 
the other teacher, asking all students 
to answer a question with a partner 
or to brainstorm ideas related to the 
topic at hand. These deliberate pauses 
help ensure that the students with 
IEPs get snippets of time to process 
the information that’s been presented 
and to get assistance from the teachers. 
When students are presenting, the co-
teachers use the same approach, inter-
jecting questions designed to manage 
the rate at which the information is 
communicated. 

Ripple Effects
Co-teaching 2.0 is not only trans-
forming the delivery of instruction; it’s 
also causing educators to reconsider 

other dimensions of co-teaching. For 
example, co-teachers are redefining 
the professional relationship: It’s 
less like a marriage and more like a 
business partnership. Each teacher 
brings important knowledge and 
skills to the classroom, and they learn 
from each other without trying to be 
interchangeable. They strive for true 
parity, being equally valued for their 
individual contributions, rather than 
being identical. Their aim is to create 
a classroom culture of acceptance, in 
which learning variations and strat-
egies to address those variations are 
the norm. The result is that students 
with disabilities learn the grade-level 
curriculum but also learn the strat-
egies that will help them succeed 
throughout their lives (Conderman & 
Hedin, 2014; King-Sears et al., 2015). 

Co-teachers are finding that they can 
incorporate specially designed instruction 

into every co-teaching approach.
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So the principal’s question about 
what to look for when visiting co-
taught classes does have an answer: 
Principals should look for the tradi-
tional indicators that both teachers 
have a strong partnership and that 
the instructional environment is sup-
portive. But they should also seek evi-
dence that the teachers know 
students’ IEP goals and are imple-
menting the strategies, techniques, 
and programs that will lead to the 
achievement of those goals. Co-
Teaching 2.0 enables students with 
disabilities to access the general cur-
riculum in meaningful ways, without 
leaving behind the specialized 
instruction to which they are 
entitled—instruction that will enable 
them to reach their potential. EL

References
Conderman, G., & Hedin, L. R. (2014). 

Co-teaching with strategy instruction. 
Intervention in School and Clinic, 49, 
156–163.

Cook, L., & Friend, M. (1995). Co-
teaching: Guidelines for creating 
effective practices. Focus on Exceptional 
Children, 28(3), 1–17.

Friend, M. (2014). Co-Teach! Creating 
and sustaining effective classroom part-
nerships in inclusive schools (2nd ed.). 
Greensboro, NC: Marilyn Friend, Inc.

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
of 2004, 20 U.S.C. 1400. Retrieved from 
http://idea.ed.gov/download/statute.html

King-Sears, M. E., Johnson, T. M., 
Berkeley, S., Weiss, M. P., Peters-
Burton, E. E., Evmenova, A. S., et al. 
(2015). An exploratory study of uni-
versal design for teaching chemistry to 
students with and without disabilities. 
Learning Disability Quarterly, 38, 84–96.

Solis, M., Vaughn, S., Swanson, E., &  

 
McCulley, L. (2012). Collaborative 
models of instruction: The empirical 
foundations of inclusion and co-
teaching. Psychology in the Schools, 49, 
498–510.

Walsh, J. M. (2012). Co-teaching as a 
school system strategy for continuous 
improvement. Preventing School Failure, 
56(1), 29–36.

Marilyn Friend (marilynfriend@marilyn 
friend.com) is an education consultant 
and writer. She is professor emerita of 
education in the Department of Spe-
cialized Education Services at the Uni-
versity of North Carolina at Greensboro, 
and past president of the Council for 
Exceptional Children. Her most recent 
book, co-authored with Lynne Cook, 
is Interactions: Collaboration Skills 
for School Professionals (8th ed., 
Pearson, 2015). Follow her on Twitter 
@ CoTeachPro.

©
 S

TE
FA

N
IE

 F
E

LI
X



An Administrator’s 
GUIDE 

TO CO-TEACHING
Follow these five steps to support a vision of 

successful co-teaching in your school.
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Wendy W. Murawski  
and Philip Bernhardt

Y
ou’ve heard the message. 
Co-teaching is the newest 
initiative to be imple-
mented by your school 
district. Students with 

special needs can no longer be simply 
physically “included” in general edu-
cation classes. These students need 
and deserve authentic opportunities 
to access and participate in the cur-
riculum. To accomplish this goal, 
co-teaching has been embraced as the 
panacea, the magic bullet, and the 
fairy dust all rolled into one. Teachers 
must now “co-plan, co-instruct, and 
co-assess” (Murawski, 2003, p. 10). 
And guess what? You’re the lucky one 
to help make it all happen! What do 
you do? 

First, you breathe. Second, you 
realize that you have the resources and 
leadership ability to make co-teaching 
happen. Third, you take stock of 
your school’s dynamics and create a 
plan of action that incorporates five 
important steps. In all honesty, some 
of these steps may be more difficult to 
implement than others, but our goal 
here is to provide practical strategies 
to make thoughtful implementation of 
co-teaching less difficult. 

1 Provide professional 
development on inclusion, 
collaboration, and co-teaching.

This step cannot be emphasized 
enough. Co-teaching literature is 
replete with stories highlighting what 
can happen if teachers are thrown into 
a collaborative relationship without 
time to think about the process, plan 
for the implementation, or participate 
in training aimed at creating the  

conditions for success (Damore & 
Murray, 2009; Dieker & Murawski, 
2003; Murawski, 2009; Villa, 
Thousand, & Nevin, 2013). 

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 differ-
entiating for diverse learners. Before 

working on collaboration and com-
munication skills, educators need to 
embrace the mindset that inclusion 
is an issue of both equity and social 
justice. Then, teachers and adminis-
trators will be more prepared for and 
committed to co-teaching. 

What can you do to create the con-
ditions for successful professional 
development? First, don’t assume your 
administrators, faculty, staff, parents, 
or students understand what co-
teaching is or how it will play out in 
classrooms. Adopt one schoolwide or 
districtwide definition of co-teaching 
and provide clear examples of what it 
should look like. Engage individuals in 
the school who have power, expertise, 
and experience in co-teaching to help 
bring others on board. Try to avoid 
having all those individuals be special 
education personnel; co-teaching 
shouldn’t be seen as a “special edu-
cation thing,” but rather as a “best 

practices in education thing.”
Next, create buy-in for inclusion 

and collaboration before introducing 
co-teaching itself. Without a collab-
orative culture in place, faculty are 
unlikely to want to share their class-
rooms (Murawski & Spencer, 2011). 
Use outside experts and facilitators 
if your internal experts are being 
ignored. Sometimes folks simply need 
to hear an “expert from afar” clarify 
that this isn’t just another fly-by-night 
initiative.

Provide professional development 
to specific groups for specific pur-
poses. Make sure your special edu-
cators can clearly articulate their 
areas of expertise and know how to 
provide specialized instruction while 
in the general education class without 
becoming a glorified aide (Murawski, 
2009). Make sure paraprofessionals 
have training on their role in the 
inclusive classroom (Nevin, Villa, & 
Thousand, 2009). Don’t assume that 
faculty from these two groups already 
know their roles or are experts in co-
teaching and inclusive practices.

Finally, ensure that all teachers 
are familiar with the most common 
co-instructional approaches: One 
Teach–One Observe, One Teach–One 
Assist, Teaming, Station Teaching, 
Alternative Teaching, and Parallel 
Teaching. (See Marilyn Friend’s 
article on page 16 of this issue for a 
description of these approaches.) 

Co-teaching shouldn’t be seen as a 
“special education thing,” but rather as 
a “best practices in education thing.”
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2 Establish scheduling strategies.

Everyone involved in the scheduling process needs to 
understand the key criteria for creating an authentic 
co-teaching environment. Too often, we hear horror 
stories of two teachers being asked to instruct 60 stu-
dents together because someone thought combining two 
classes of 30 students constituted genuine co-teaching. 
Similarly problematic are classes labeled as “inclusive” 
but made up of 30 students with individualized edu-
cation programs (IEPs) and four students without IEPs. 

How can you create a suitable schedule? Most 
important, schedule students receiving special education 
into the master schedule first. This demonstrates your 
commitment to inclusion. Try to avoid having more 
than 30 percent of a general education class designated 
as having special needs (Murawski & Dieker, 2013). 
This includes students with disabilities, English lan-
guage learners, students on 504 plans, and even students 
who are highly gifted. Each of these students is likely 
to require more attention than the typical learner; plus, 
the more students with special needs there are in the 
class, the more their needs begin to dominate classroom 
instruction and the less “inclusive” it truly becomes.

Be careful not to burn out your teachers or spread 
them too thin. The more specialists a general education 
teacher sees in one day, the less likely it is that the 
teacher will co-plan with any of them, so assign general 
educators only one special educator to co-teach with. 
Special educators can collaborate with multiple col-
leagues; but to truly co-teach, which entails co-planning, 
co-instructing, and co-assessing, they need to start with 
one or two partners. It’s also important to limit the 
number of content areas and grade levels in which the 
special educator co-teaches. 

Build in planning time for co-teachers. The best way 
to do this is to create common planning periods. If 
your departments or grade-level teams have common 
planning time, ensure that the special educators working 
with those teams have a planning period at the same 
time so they can assist teams in creating universally 
designed lesson plans that incorporate opportunities for 
differentiation. Other options for scheduling planning 
time for teachers include using professional learning 
community time, having a substitute come in once a 
month, using banked time, organizing lunch meetings, 
and replacing lunch or recess duties with co-teaching 
planning time (Murawski, 2009). Choose what works 
for your school and teams.

Strategically schedule paraprofessionals in general 
education classes and provide them with professional 

SometimES you NEed coUPles ThErapY

T
he nice thing about teaching alone is that you have 
autonomy; you can make decisions without having to talk 
through everything. In co-teaching, you need to make 

room for shared discussion. It’s like coming up with a future 
plan with a spouse or significant other—you have to take 
time, be patient, listen, and be willing to compromise.

Part of the school leader’s role is ensuring that co-teachers 
have time for that kind of shared communication. At my 
school, to give co-teachers time to plan together, we’ve had 
to spend a little bit more time and money to have someone 
else engage the co-teachers’ students for a two-hour block 
each Wednesday afternoon. 

Another part of leadership for co-teaching is making sure 
you have ways to mitigate problems when the partners need 
“couples therapy.” Not all teachers are going to work well 
with all other teachers, even when everyone assumes that 
we all have the best of intent. Sometimes teachers have dif-
ferent beliefs about what’s best for students. You need to 
be ready for that. If it happens, what is the leader ship team’s 
game plan going to be? 

 The leader needs to know how to structure a conversation 
without micromanaging it. At my school, we have two two-
person teaching teams, a preschool team and a kindergarten 
team, in which both teachers have the same level of leader-
ship and responsibility in the classroom. I meet frequently 
with them, even individually, before they go into the team- 
teaching situation. I ask, “What are you looking forward to? 
What are the strengths you think this person is going to 
bring to the classroom? What fears do you have? You’ve got 
another educator moving into your room who has their own 
fingerprint that they’re going to add to your classroom. Are 
you going to be able to give up things that you care about?” 
Getting those feelings out in the open gives the teachers the 
space to reflect on their own practice so that they can be 
clear about their expectations. That helps ensure that the  
co-teachers form a strong team that can take risks together.

Jason Flom is director of  
Cornerstone Learning Community, 
Tallahassee, Florida. He is a 2010 
ASCD Emerging Leader.

In mY expeRIence . . .
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development about their role in the 
inclusive class (Nevin et al., 2009). 
We suggest paraeducators be in 
classes that are not co-taught, thus 
maximizing the number of general 
education classes that have additional 
support. Try to assign paraeducators 
to classes in which students need 
minimal support or monitoring, as 
opposed to classes that need the more 
strategic support that a special edu-
cation teacher would provide.

3 Partner the right teachers.

Research continues to find confusing 
and contradictory results related to 
co-teaching (Damore & Murray, 
2009). The main reason for this is 
that co-teaching involves people with 
complex and dynamic personalities. 
Co-teaching is a relationship built 
on professionalism, collaboration, 
and a common goal of supporting 
student success. It is important to 
note, however, that these goals can be 
derailed by partnerships that simply 
do not work. Although there is no 
formula to finding the “right” pairs, 
there is research indicating how to 
improve the chances that co-teaching 
teams will gel.

As the school leader, what can you 
do to create successful co-teaching 
partnerships? Above all, don’t throw 
teachers together and hope for the 
best! 

After providing professional devel-
opment on what co-teaching is and is 
not, start by asking teachers to con-
sider finding their own partners and 
volunteering. Be sure to give them the 
parameters of what classes, grades, or 
subjects will need to be co-taught, and 
ask them to work within those param-
eters. Create a small pilot program of 
volunteers to try co-teaching so you 
can see how it works in your school. 
Provide resources to these teams to 
maximize their chances of success.

If you have to form the co-teaching 

pairs, try having faculty complete 
surveys on learning preferences, 
multiple intelligences, personal dis-
positions, and relationship dynamics. 
Dieker and Murawski’s (2003) SHARE 
worksheet is a resource for helping 
potential partners communicate about 
their hopes, expectations, respon-
sibilities, and pet peeves. Use this 
information as you think about your 
faculty; can you identify individuals 
with complementary personalities who 
you think would work well together? 
Ask each one individually about co-
teaching with the other. 

Finally, set up fun ways for faculty 
members to meet and interact with 
one another, such as a pizza lunch 
or TGIF party. This will assist in the 
relationship-building process and will 
start to build natural partnerships. 
Remember, the more collaborative 
your school culture is, the easier it will 
be to create and maintain co-teaching 
teams. 

4 Supervise and  
evaluate strategically.

Many education leaders have never 
had personal experience co-teaching, 
but they need to know what to look 

for, listen for, and ask for when 
observing, supervising, and evalu-
ating co-teachers. A few resources are 
available to support this process (see, 
for example, Murawski & Dieker, 
2013; Murawski & Lochner, 2011; 
Wilson, 2005). 

When evaluating co-teaching 
pairs, make sure you understand co-
teaching principles and strategies in 
addition to what you already know 
about effective teaching practices. 
Because the most effective co-teaching 
teams use a variety of co-instructional 
approaches, you will need to observe 
pairs more frequently to get a deeper 
understanding of what is occurring 
in the classroom. Learn what to look, 
listen, and ask for that will demon-
strate co-planning, co-instructing, 
and co-assessing. This might include 
an inability to tell the general edu-
cator from the special educator, dif-
ferentiated assessments, the use of 
regrouping, and evidence that all 
students are actively included and all 
have access to the academic content 
(Murawski & Lochner, 2011). 

Be sure to evaluate both teachers at 
once and not in separate observations. 
Otherwise, teams will typically allow 
the teacher being observed to “take 

Co-teachers Brian Slotnic-Lastrico and Sara Griswold from Dos Pueblos High School in 
California visit individual students’ desks to answer questions and give help.
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the lead” in order to get the 
best evaluation, and you may 
not actually observe true co-
teaching in action. Remember 
that there is no reason to 
take sides when evaluating 
co-teachers. Co-teaching is 
collaborative, so the super-
vision and evaluation process 
should be as well. 

5 Improve, increase, 
and institutionalize 
co-teaching practices.

Congratulations! You’ve 
created a co-teaching 
program. Unfortunately, 
your work is not finished. 
What happens when more 
parents learn that your school offers 
co-taught classes? What happens when 
more of the IEPs written in feeder 
schools require co-teaching? What 
happens when you lose faculty who 
were trained in and committed to co-
teaching? 

What happens is that you are ready. 
You are ready to improve what you 
have, increase sections of successful 
co-teaching as needed, and institu-
tionalize the process so that it’s not 
dependent on you, specific teachers, or 
a particular curriculum. You’ve built 
a process that has become part of the 
culture of your school. If you’re not 
quite there yet, you will be soon!

How can you successfully institu-
tionalize co-teaching? First, thought-
fully support struggling co-teaching 
partnerships. You don’t want to let 
frustrations or aggressions build 
between partners. Just because a team 
isn’t effective doesn’t mean that the 
teachers cannot co-teach; it may just 
mean they would be better paired with 
someone else. 

Find ways to keep effective co-
teaching partnerships together 
(Murawski & Dieker, 2013). It takes 
time and commitment to learn each 

other’s content and ways; breaking 
up quality teams negatively impacts 
your forward movement. Celebrate 
these successes. These teams should 
be the models others look to emulate. 
Identify your stellar teams, and have 
other teams observe them.

Create capacity by adding more co-
teaching teams based on instructional 
need. Do this slowly and methodically 
by putting the appropriate scheduling 
and planning times in place as well.

Finally, solicit feedback from stu-
dents, parents, teachers, adminis-
trators, and other community 
stakeholders. Are they noticing any 
benefits from the co-teaching classes 
or relationships? If not, why not? 
Collect and share data about student 
success! After all, isn’t student success 
why we’re doing all this? EL
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Co-teachers Beth Fuste (right) and Regina Nicolas (left) from  
Dos Pueblos High School in California collaborate on activities 
and lessons for their next day of co-teaching.
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I
t was a hot mid-September day. Although the windows 
were open to the sunlit courtyard, there was hardly a 
breath of air in the room. Inside, the 4th graders were 
settling down for their first math assessment that year. 
David and Kristin, the teachers of this co-taught class 

(and two of the coauthors of this article), scanned the 
room and saw Katie—one of six students in the class with 
significant disabilities—in tears. Kristin quickly went over. 
“Katie, what’s wrong? Do you need help?” 

“No,” Katie replied. Through her tears, she explained 
that she was, in fact, happy. “I’ve just never been able to 
take a test with the other kids before!”

In this team-taught 4th grade classroom at Margaret A. 
Neary Elementary School, everyone belongs. Students with 
disabilities, English language learners, gifted math students, 
avid readers, students who struggle with reading—all work 
individually, in small teams, and as part of a whole class, 
learning to make good choices for their own academic and 
social needs and working together to foster a positive envi-
ronment for everyone.

Margaret A. Neary School serves 300 4th and 5th graders 
in Southborough, Massachusetts, a Boston suburb. Of 

REACH 
EVERY LEAR

CO-TEACHING TO

Everyone thrives in this 4th 
grade classroom—students with 
disabilities, English language 
learners, and struggling as well  
as advanced learners.

Linda Murdock, David Finneran,  
and Kristin Theve
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these students, 10.5 percent are identified as having special 
needs, 5.4 percent as English language learners, and 18.7 
percent as having “high needs.”

The 2014–15 school year was the fifth year this 4th grade 
classroom configuration had been offered at the school. The 
configuration consists of two classes (typically 40–42 stu-
dents), two teachers, two classroom aides, and sometimes a 
one-on-one aide for a particular student. For the past three 
years, there have also been two co-taught 5th grade class-
rooms; this year, there are two other co-taught 4th grade 
classrooms, and one co-taught 5th grade classroom.

How Did This Begin?
Six years ago, in planning for our incoming 4th graders, we 
learned that of the more than 20 incoming students with 
special needs, Katie and five others had significant dis-
abilities and would need separate instruction a large part of 
the day. Most of these six students had multiple disabilities, 
including pervasive development disorder, cerebral palsy, 
intellectual disability, severe dyslexia, and autism spectrum 
disorder. Given our staffing, we couldn’t create a separate 
class for these six students; we also wanted to include 

them as much as possible. Through discussions involving 
all the 4th grade teachers, the special education team, and 
the principal, we decided to include these students (and 
four others with special needs) in a class of 36 with two 
teachers, an arrangement we thought would allow flexibility 
for separate instruction as needed. Although this plan made 
the other 4th grade classes larger, the teachers thought it 
would work best for the grade as a whole.

David and Kristin were excited about the idea and vol-
unteered to create the combined class. We identified the 
space—two classrooms separated by a folding wall, next to 
the 4th grade special education teacher’s room. We spent 
the summer painting and planning, arranging the space to 
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Parents of students at all levels 
of achievement have praised 
the level of learning—and 
excitement about learning.

PHOTOS COURTESY OF MARGARET A. NEARY ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
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make sure it felt like one classroom. 
By the time school began in the fall, 
the folding wall was open; the other 
walls were a pretty sky-blue color; 
and desks and resource spaces were 
organized, with a large rug at each end 
of the room and two teacher desks in 
the middle. David and Kristin had also 
planned the beginning of the year and 
their first conversations with parents 
at the fall open house.

That open house was a challenge. 
Many parents were skeptical. (“It’s too 
big!” “My child will be distracted.”) 
However, by conference time in early 
November, parents were thrilled with 
their children’s growth both in aca-
demic learning and in social skills and 
responsibility. One parent’s comment 
made us cringe, but it illustrated 
how well the classroom worked: The 

mother of a high-achieving student 
told David and Kristin how happy she 
was that her son was in their class and 
not in a class with students with dis-
abilities. Meanwhile, the 10 students 
with special needs who were in the 
class were also doing well, and their 
parents said their children felt truly 
part of the class. 

Belonging and Academic Success
Good classrooms, like good schools, 
have two essential elements: a 
safe learning community in which 
everyone feels accepted and valued, 
and challenging and stimulating 
learning experiences that enable stu-
dents to learn at their optimal levels 
(National Association of Secondary 
School Principals, 2011; Shriver & 
Bridgeland, 2015). This co-taught 

class has been successful 
in both respects. We’ve 
seen many examples of 
how our students have 
grown and learned, from 
the student with severe 
dyslexia who could finally 
demonstrate his intel-
lectual capacity through 
alternative means, to the 
English language learner 
who gained the skill 
to present a report in 
English, to the advanced 
math students who found 
encouragement working 
with other students to 
master algebra concepts. 

Parents of students at 
all levels of achievement 
have praised the level of 
learning—and excitement 

about learning—and the growth in 
student independence they’ve seen. By 
the second year, many parents were 
trying to have their children assigned 
to this class.

What has made it work so well, and 
how does tandem teaching contribute 
to this result? First of all, David and 
Kristin consciously work to create a 
community that makes every student 
feel as though he or she belongs, that 
celebrates learning, and that challenges 
each student. They treat all the stu-
dents as their students and their class, 
and they explicitly teach social skills. 
The folding wall is never closed; the 
only time students are separated is for 
their daily specials classes. 

The following practices help ensure 
an inclusive and intellectually chal-
lenging environment.

Co-teaching provides 
the joy of working 
with a colleague to 
create a wonderful 
place of learning. 

Students at Margaret A. 
Neary Elementary School 
work with David Finneran on 
the strategy of inferencing 
during team time.
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Morning Meeting
The daily morning meeting sets the 
tone for community and learning. 
A recent morning meeting included 
the following: morning greetings; 
a choral reading of the co-teachers’ 
daily classroom letter that greets stu-
dents, sets a morning task for them, 
and explains any important events of 
the day; group correction of errors 
in the letter as well as a discussion of 
grammar (identifying prepositional 
phrases); a choral reading of the poem 
of the week; daily “calendar math” 
work; and recognition of students 
who had met the 20-book challenge. 
It also included two student learning 
extension presentations: One student 
read two poems she’d written, and 
another read a story written by her 
younger sister and explained how 
she had taught her sister about story 
 elements. 

Morning meetings often include 
social skills presentations, such as the 
skit that David and Kristin did one 
Halloween morning that modeled how 
someone could be feeling anxious 
about something, like Halloween, and 
what that person could do to have a 
productive day regardless.

Extension Presentations
Extension presentations, in which stu-
dents share their work on something 
they’re curious about, are frequent. 
An extension can relate directly to the 
curriculum (for example, studying 
the design of the Hoover Dam) or to 
a student interest (comparing and 
contrasting authentic Indian dance to 
American jazz dance). The presenta-
tions are open-ended and take dif-
ferent forms. Some students make an 
iMovie or slide show, others stand in 
front of the class and report, and still 
others—perhaps not yet fluent enough 
with oral reading or confident enough 
to present—ask the teachers to share 

their information for them. 
The benefits are many. In addition 

to the fact that all students can do this 
activity, it fosters the natural curi-
osity of lifelong learners, encourages 
thinking about presenting information 
effectively, and gives students the 
opportunity to learn from peers.

Community  
and Individualized Learning
Throughout the day, the teachers use 
a variety of instructional strategies, 
including whole-class lessons, small 
learning teams, and one-on-one ses-
sions. Students work in several con-
texts and make many of their own 
decisions, perhaps joining a teacher-
led group to work on a particular skill, 
taking a pretest in a new content area, 
or working on an extension project. 
During math time, for example, one 
student might work with the special 
education teacher on learning to tell 
time, a small group might explore 
algebra with one teacher, and other 

students might work in a group on a 
different topic led by the other teacher.

David and Kristin work closely 
with the 4th grade special education 
teacher, frequently using the special 
education space adjacent to the class 
and making sure all students become 
comfortable in both that space and the 
larger classroom. Students with and 
without disabilities work in mixed 
groups and use both spaces.

In planning each lesson, David 
and Kristin start with the individual 
learning goals for all students and 
structure the lesson to provide activ-
ities that foster achievement of those 
goals. The lesson may have several 
parts, with students rotating from 
one task or center to another. Each 
student has an individual schedule of 
rotations, worked out with David or 
Kristin, so when a teacher tells stu-
dents it’s time for the next rotation, 
they each know where to go and what 
to do next. Specialist services are inte-
grated into the rotations so students 
with special needs can work with 
specialists during these times. When 
a student does so, she’s simply doing 
what’s next in her rotation, just like 
everybody else.

A visitor at the beginning of a 
typical literacy period might see the 
following: several students reading to 
themselves with a designated purpose 
(for instance, one boy reads a Harry 
Potter book and collects descriptive 
words to use in his writing); David 
working one-on-one with a student to 
introduce inferencing through choral 
reading and modeling; Kristin helping 
a small group make inferences from 
a particular text; another small group 
working with an aide to find examples 
of inferencing in the books they’re 
reading; several students listening to 
reading to build fluency; and a student 
with disabilities working with the 
speech/language teacher. 



46   E D U C A T I O N A L  L E A D E R S H I P  /  D E C E M B E R  2 0 1 5  /  J A N U A R Y  2 0 1 6

When the class switches to the next 
rotation, David begins a series of indi-
vidual goals conferences with students. 
Kristin continues her small group, but 
she draws into it several students who 
had been reading independently, plus 
four students who’d been working 
with the special education teacher. 
Some students who were in Kristin’s 
group move to the group working 
with the aide; the special education 
teacher gathers a new group; and the 
speech/language teacher moves to 
work with two other students, while 
other students start to read and work 
 independently. 

From the first day of class, David 
and Kristin work with students to 
ensure that they take ownership of 
their learning. Students practice going 
to a center or joining a group, and 
teachers model how a student might 
think about making the best choice 
for his or her learning. Students also 
practice transitions so they can tran-
sition smoothly, taking perhaps 45 
seconds to move from one activity to 
the next. Learners can and do ask for 
help. For example, a student might tell 
Kristin he thinks he knows what infer-
ences are but isn’t sure he can identify 
them, and she may suggest an appro-
priate group for him to join.

Because of the emphasis on both 
community and individualized 
learning, students feel part of the 
whole class and also understand that 

everyone’s needs are different. As one 
classroom poster notes, “Fair isn’t 
everyone getting the same thing. Fair 
is everyone getting what they need to 
be successful!” Students understand 
that flexible grouping enables each 
student to set his or her own goals. 
They begin to feel comfortable with 
how they learn and what they need 
for success and become empowered to 
take an active role in their learning. 

So how did this work for Katie and 
her five classmates with serious dis-
abilities? Were they in a separate class 
most of the day? No. But did they 
work in small groups or  individually 

with help so their needs were met? 
Yes—along with everyone else, 
including the advanced math students 
and gifted readers who were also in 
that class! No wonder they felt they 
 belonged.

The Advantages
This may sound like inclusion nirvana. 
But we think it works well, and team 
teaching helps make it possible. In a 
single-teacher classroom, this level of 
differentiation is harder to achieve. 
And if the teacher is leading a whole-
group lesson, he or she can’t easily 
stop and take care of a student who 
is having an issue with academics or 
experiencing an emotional upset. In 
a two-teacher classroom, one teacher 
can usually respond immediately. If a 
student is upset, one teacher can take 

that student aside; if a student is con-
fused, one teacher can help right away. 

Research demonstrates that col-
laboration works (Brodesky, Gross, 
McTigue, & Palmer, 2007). Two 
teachers who brainstorm how to solve 
a learning problem or teach a difficult 
concept are much more likely to solve 
the problem and teach more effec-
tively. In this classroom, the teachers 
continually co-plan lessons and solve 
problems collaboratively. In addition, 
other specialists can work effectively 
with individual students or small 
groups right in the classroom.

Another advantage of team teaching 
is that there’s little lost instruc-
tional time. When one teacher has 
to respond to a pressing need, the 
other can continue the lesson or take 
care of both groups. Students rarely 
have a day without one or the other 
of their teachers. When one teacher’s 
out, although there’s a substitute, the 
students still have their other teacher 
managing the class.

The Challenges
Co-teaching provides the joy of 
working with a colleague to create a 
wonderful place of learning, but each 
teacher is also no longer autonomous 
in planning and managing his or her 
classroom. Co-teachers must be good 
communicators, respect each other, 
have similar teaching philosophies, 
be willing to spend time planning 
together, and at times be willing to 
drop their own ideas and go with the 
other person’s plans. For example, 
when David and Kristin first started 
planning their combined classroom, 
Kristin was willing to drop her pre-
ferred method of spelling instruction 
and follow David’s lead. 

Developing and maintaining a clear, 
consistent structure in the classroom 
is crucial. In David and Kristin’s class, 
expectations and structures are clear. 

Because of the emphasis on both community 
and individualized learning, students feel 
part of the whole class and also understand 
that everyone’s needs are different.
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Teachers continually remind stu-
dents of the procedures (“We’re 
going to make a transition now. 
Number one, stand up. Number 
two, gather your things. Number 
three, move to [_____].”)

Good communication with parents 
is also essential; it’s important to 
respond quickly to questions and 
concerns and encourage parents to 
volunteer in the classroom. Although 
parents have been thrilled with 
their children’s experience in this 
classroom, every year some parents 
are nervous about it, particularly 
parents of children with disabilities 
and parents of children with attention 
issues, who worry that their child 
will be distracted. In fact, the clear 
structure, combined with individual 
attention, responsibility, and choice, 
has made this classroom an excellent 
place for students with attention 
issues and those with disabilities. Both 
receive the support they need and 
learn to implement better strategies for 
 themselves. 

Finally, administrative support is 

important. Parents sometimes need 
to hear from an administrator how 
the classroom will work for their 
child. Administrative support ensures 
that the placement team understands 
this classroom structure and that the 
school schedule will accommodate the 
needs of the combined classrooms.

Learning at Its Best
Will co-teaching solve all education 
problems? If we just combined classes 
and assigned two teachers to each, 
would magic happen every time? 
Obviously not. But in the hands of two 
teachers who want to co-teach, are 
committed to the model, and have 
similar teaching philosophies, this 
structure enables them to create an 
excellent, joyful classroom community 
in which adults can teach and students 
can learn at their best. EL
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This structure 
enables teachers 
to create an 
excellent, joyful 
classroom 
community in 
which adults 
can teach and 
students can learn 
at their best.

Margaret A. Neary 4th grade students work with Kristin Theve on algebra concepts.
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D
anielle Dodge and Paula Barnick first 
hopped on their tandem bike of co-teaching 
for English language learners (ELLs) more 
than three years ago. As teachers in New 
York’s Valley Stream Union Free School 

District 13, they’ve moved from the fragmented, 
pullout model of English as a second language (ESL) 
instruction into a multifaceted partner ship in which 
they teach English language arts and social studies to 
their 4th grade students. Their class consists of 24 stu-
dents; 5 of them are English leaners. The challenges of 
implementing the Common Core State Standards with 
ELLs—as well as other diverse students who might be 
multiple grade levels behind in their reading and math-
ematics achievement—prompted the teachers to try co-
teaching during their English language arts block.

“There are certain things that just require two 
brains,” suggests Danielle, who tends to take a global 
approach to lesson planning. She explains that as the 
content-area teacher, she looks at the curriculum stan-
dards and establishes the general progression of the 
lessons; in turn, Paula, a teacher of English for speakers 
of other languages (ESOL), examines the curriculum 
and anticipates what aspects will present the most chal-
lenges for ELLs, focusing on the vocabulary, literacy 

subskills, and prior knowledge needed for upcoming 
lessons. 

Paula expresses her appreciation for how the 
relation ships are  inter connected: 

From students to teachers and students to students, the 
interaction of two adults working together closely provides 
the children with a powerful model of how the smallest 
to the largest tasks can be accomplished together, which 
they then apply while completing their own activities in 
tandem. 

She believes that her co-teaching success with Danielle 
is the result of trust, respect, and high expectations, 
“which propel us through the curriculum on a daily 
basis.”

More Than Just Co-Teaching
The topic of co-teaching and collaboration for the sake 
of ELLs is gaining national attention. We have set it as 
our research and program support agenda and have, in 
recent years, devoted many articles and books to the 
topic. However, we continue to explore some essential 
questions: What propels successful co-teachers forward? 
How are they able to keep the balance and move their 
ELLs faster on the road of language development than they 
would move in stand-alone programs? 

Riding a Tandem Bike
Content-area teachers and ESL teachers can address  

the needs of English language learners with a collaborative  
instructional cycle that starts with co-planning. 

Andrea Honigsfeld and Maria G. Dove

Co-Teaching ELLs: 
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Through our own co-teaching practices, 
extensive professional learning, and instruc-
tional coaching experiences, as well as 
our decade-long research, we’ve identified 
three elements of successful, integrated 
collaborative instruction for ELLs in K–12 
schools: (1) trust between co-teaching 
partners; (2) maintenance of the entire 
collaborative instructional cycle, which 
includes co-planning, co-teaching, co-
assessment of student work, and reflection; 
and (3) leader ship support. 

Why is the entire collaborative cycle 
essential? Hopping on and off a bicycle 
might be a great way for a tourist to get 
around a new city to sightsee. But it doesn’t 
work that way with the co-teaching tandem 
bike. It’s unrealistic to expect teachers to 
meet their ELLs’ linguistic, academic, and 
social- emotional needs if they spend their 
day hopping from classroom to classroom, 
attempting to deliver content and language 
instruction at multiple grade levels with dif-
ferent teachers. 

Schools have a tendency to focus on 
co-teaching only. The danger here is that 
it may easily turn into a “push-in and 
pull-aside” scenario, in which the 
classroom merely offers shared 
classroom space without shared 
goals, shared instruction, and 
shared assessment. One 
of the concerns we 

hear most frequently from educators is that 
the ESL teacher is relegated to the role of 
the helper who routinely has to ask, “What 
are we doing today?”

In contrast, when teachers put in place 
all four components of the collaborative 
instructional cycle—planning, teaching, 
assessment, and reflection—learning will 
flourish. The teachers have the opportunity 
to craft unit goals, lesson objectives, or 
learning targets with ELLs in mind. 
They can gather resources and 
materials that supplement and 
support instruction. They can 
design differentiated units 
and lessons with ample 
scaffolding, and 
they can conduct 



formative and summative assessments 
together. Jointly, they can monitor 
student progress in both language 
development and content attainment, 
analyzing student data and planning 
interventions as needed. And they 
can reflect on the teaching-learning 
process that took place in the class.

In this article, we focus on the 
first two parts of the collaborative 
instructional cycle: co-planning and 
co-teaching. But first let’s explore the 
foundation of the entire cycle: trust.

A Foundation of Trust
Imagine getting on the tandem bike of 
co-teaching. You have a lot to decide. 
Who sits in the front and takes the 
lead? Who takes the backseat? Who 
decides when to make a left or right 
turn? This requires trust. According 
to Bessette,1 developing “a trusting 
relation ship over the life of a co-
teaching partnership may be the most 
critical issue of all.”

Neither classroom teachers nor 
secondary content-area teachers have 
proven eager to give up leading their 
lesson when a co-teacher is present, 
whether the co-teacher is there to 
support ELLs or students with dis-
abilities. Co-teaching requires a del-
icate balance. Much like riding a bike, 
if you lean too much one way or the 

other, the bike will fall over. However, 
when trust develops between two 
educators, their instruction is fully 
focused on the students rather than 
on the uncertainties of their work 
relation ship. That focus keeps the 
tandem bike of co-teaching upright.

Trust comes from sustained 
 opportunities for collaborative con-
versations in which co-teachers learn 
to value each other. Some key ele-
ments to building trust are shared 
goal setting, shared decision making, 

joint risk taking, having high expecta-
tions of each other, relying on each 
other, and overcoming one’s fear of 
 vulnerability.

Co-Planning: The First Step
In the collaborative instructional cycle, 
co-planning comes first. For example, 
middle school ESL teacher Briana 
Cajamarca from Glen Cove, New York, 
who has been collaborating and co-
teaching with content-area teachers 
for the past four years, sends a request 
form to any teacher she’ll be working 
with to get “key information, such as 
essential questions, unit objectives, 
and vocabulary” before she steps into 
the classroom. This also gives her the 
opportunity to create and gather sup-
plemental materials and research any 

bilingual materials that may be useful 
for clarifying new topics.

To support teachers new to, or 
overwhelmed by, co-planning, we 
developed a three-phase co-planning 
framework (see fig. 1). Let’s consider 
how a teaching team—a social studies 
teacher and an ESL teacher—might 
use this framework to collaboratively 
plan a co-taught lesson in a 9th grade 
social studies class with 25 students, 7 
of whom are ELLs.

Pre-Planning (Completed Separately)
The team has identified the Great 
Depression as the topic for the 
upcoming joint lesson, and each 
teacher engages in the pre-planning 
phase. The social studies teacher 
decides on the content objective—to 
have students identify the causes of 
the Great Depression and its effect on 
the world. She selects vocabulary that 
all students will need to know, such 
as recession, foreclosure, gold standard, 
and so on. She reviews a PowerPoint 
presentation that she used the pre-
vious year to introduce the topic, 
creates a list of key questions, and 
considers how to engage students in a 
jigsaw reading, in which they would be 
grouped and assigned reading tasks at 
various skill levels to become experts 
on one part of the topic. 

Meanwhile, the ESL teacher has 
selected a language objective aligned 
with the Common Core State Stan-
dards: for students to be able to cite 
textual evidence to better comprehend 
the text. She reviews the text the 
students will read—an article on the 
History website called “The Great 
Depression” (www.history.com/topics/
great-depression)—and devises some 
questions to assist them in finding 
the major points of information. 
She also notices a patterned use of 
 superlatives—deepest, longest, and 
worst—and decides to address this 
aspect of grammar with her ELLs. 
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Imagine getting on 
the tandem bike of 
co-teaching. Who 
sits in the front 
and takes the 

lead? Who takes 
the backseat?
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Collaborative Planning  
(Completed Together) 
After planning separately, the co-
teaching team has a phone conference 
to plan jointly. They’ve already 
e-mailed each other their lesson plan 
ideas and reference materials. The 
team members agree on the content 
and language objectives they identified 
during pre-planning, but they decide 
that the text might be too challenging 
for some of the ELLs. The ESL teacher 
offers to create a summary page of 
information for students who need 
additional support with the content.

The co-teachers review the targeted 
vocabulary, and the ESL teacher iden-
tifies some additional vocabulary and 
idiomatic expressions to high-
light during instruction, such 
as justified, anticipated, and 
kick into high gear. 

They also discuss learning 
tasks, instructional strategies, 
and ways to configure the 
class for each activity. They 
decide to introduce the lesson 
together to the whole class 
using the PowerPoint presen-
tation. After reviewing this 
presentation, the ESL teacher 
suggests that they modify it 
to include more photographs 
and additional vocabulary.

At this point, the teachers 
plan their individual teaching 
roles. Guided by the Power-
Point presentation, the social 
studies teacher will share new 
information about the Great 
Depression. The ESL teacher 
will verbally and visually 
scaffold the information by 
repeating what’s been said, 
modifying some vocabulary 
words, jotting down notes 
on the board, and creating a 
timeline.

The teachers decide that 
students will be divided into 

cooperative-learning groups after 
the lesson introduction. Instead of 
engaging in the jigsaw reading that 
the social studies teacher initially 
proposed, some students will read 
and annotate different aspects of the 
text with sticky notes while the social 
studies teacher monitors their work. 
Other students will work in a small 
group directly with the ESL teacher to 
review concepts and grammar. 

For an assessment, the team decides 
on a Think, Pair, Jot, Share at the end 
of class. The assessment will be scaf-
folded to support individual students. 
Before they end their planning conver-
sation, the team members review their 
roles and responsibilities.

Post-Planning  
(Completed Separately) 
Each teacher on this team prefers to 
keep her own separate written plans 
instead of sharing one completed plan, 
as others may decide to do. The social 
studies teacher completes a text anno-
tation guide and, as agreed, modifies 
the PowerPoint presentation to include 
more photographs and vocabulary. She 
also creates the Think, Pair, Jot, Share 
exit assessment.

The ESL teacher completes a 
summary page of the text, a grammar 
activity that emphasizes the superlative 
form of adjectives, and a modified 
Think, Pair, Jot, Share. The teachers 
finish writing their individual plans 

and share them with each 
other by e-mail.

Co-Teaching: 
The Next Step
Without such careful 
planning, coordination of 
instructional delivery, and 
intentional use of assessment 
measures and tools that 
inform collaborative 
instruction, co-teaching will 
most likely fail. One teacher 
will have the responsibility 
for planning, instruction, and 
assessment, while the other 
will be relegated to assistant 
status.

True co-teaching looks 
different. There, teaching 
partners assume multiple, 
changing roles to deliver 
instruction that meets the 
needs of all students. At 
times, one teacher under-
takes a leading role while the 
other teacher supports the 
lead teacher’s instruction. At 
other times, both teachers 
may take on similar roles and 
 responsibilities. 

As researchers, professional 

Phase 1: Pre-Planning (completed separately) 

Partners in co-planning review forthcoming curriculum, 
select necessary language and content to address 
in upcoming lessons, and identify the background 

knowledge students will need to be successful. They 
devise possible language or content objectives on the 
basis of learning targets and standards and begin to 
determine resources, materials, and learning tasks.

Phase 2: Collaborative Planning  
( completed together)

Co-teachers come prepared to finalize the different 
aspects of their lesson either in a face-to-face meeting 
or using an agreed-on virtual platform. They negotiate 

content and language objectives, confirm how they will 
address and evaluate challenging concepts and skills, 
agree on their roles and responsibilities, and discuss 

how to configure the class for co-taught lessons.

Phase 3: Post-Planning (completed separately) 

After establishing objectives, materials, roles, and 
responsibilities, each teacher completes various 

lesson-planning tasks (such as scaffolding activities), 
differentiating materials and assessments, finding 
alternative resources, creating learning centers or 

stations, and so on.

FIGURE 1. A Co-Planning Framework
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developers, and coaches, we’ve docu-
mented seven co-teaching approaches 
that we refer to as models of instruction. 
We’ve organized them to show the 
grouping configuration the teachers 
choose—one group, two groups, or 
multiple groups—as well as the roles 
and responsibilities of each teacher 
within that particular configuration:

 One group: One leads, one 
“teaches on purpose” (assisting indi-
viduals or small groups of students 
who need extra help understanding 
the lesson).

 One group: Two teach the same 
content.

 One group: One teaches, one 
assesses.

 Two groups: Two teach the same 
content.

 Two groups: One preteaches, one 
teaches alternative information.

 Two groups: One reteaches, one 
teaches alternative information.

 Multiple groups: Two monitor and 
teach the various groups.

Note that in the first three models, 
the students remain as one large 
group, while each teacher’s purpose is 
varied. In the next three models, the 
students are divided into two groups 
that may or may not be equal, and 
their teachers each assume a different 
role. In the final model, students 
are divided into multiple groups—
from three to eight student clusters, 
depending on the size of the class, 
the lesson’s purpose, and the tasks 

to  complete—which both teachers 
facilitate.

Leadership Support 
For collaboration and co-teaching 
to work, a schoolwide framework 
designed around diverse student 
needs must be in place.2 “The most 
successful co-teaching programs I’ve 

worked with broker skills, resources, 
and time for not only co-teachers, but 
also for those students who benefit 
from the co-taught classroom,” sug-
gested Martina Wagner, EL Supervisor 
for the Roseville Area Schools in Min-
nesota.

We’ve proposed such a framework 
to strengthen whole-school practices 
for ELLs. It includes an inclusive 
vision and mission; schoolwide 
disciplinary literacy, in which all 
teachers focus on students’ learning 
both the content and the language 
of the discipline they teach; cur-
riculum mapping and alignment, in 
which all coursework to address ELLs’ 
needs is aligned with what native 
English-speaking peers are learning; 
collaborative planning, instruction, 
and assessment; explicit strategy 
instruction; and a focus on student 
engagement.

Administrators aren’t the only ones 
to offer leadership support. Coaches 
and teacher leaders also play a crucial 
role in the success of co-teaching 
initiatives. Christine Seebach, long-
time ESL co-teacher in an elementary 

school, suggested to her principal that 
the school schedule each of the five 
ESL teachers to co-teach at one grade 
level. This, she noted, would “foster 
best practices by allowing the ESL 
teacher to be an integral part of that 
grade level.” This simple yet crucial 
step allows for greater coordination of 
services and improved communication 
among ESL and classroom teachers, 
service providers such as reading spe-
cialists, building and district adminis-
trators, and parents.

A Steady Ride
Riding the tandem bike of co-teaching 
can be a rewarding experience. It 
brings together two teachers with dif-
ferent expertise, talents, strengths, and 
abilities to synchronize instruction for 
the benefit of all students. It requires 
building a trusting partnership that 
must include all four parts of the col-
laborative instructional cycle. It also 
requires leadership support, beginning 
with a shared vision for equitable 
learning practices for ELLs. Get these 
pieces in place, and enjoy the ride! EL

1Bessette, J. (2008). Using students’ 
drawings to elicit general and special edu-
cators’ perceptions of co-teaching. Science 
Direct, 24, p. 1394.

2Dove, M. G., Honigsfeld, A., & Cohan, 
A. (2014). Beyond core expectations: A 
framework for servicing the not-so-common 
learner. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin. 
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Hopping on and off a bicycle might be 
a great way for a tourist to get around a 
new city. But it doesn’t work that way 
with the co-teaching tandem bike.



The equal status of co-teachers within schools  
is key to fostering learning. 

Ochan Kusuma-Powell and William Powell

Lifting the Status of 
Learning Support Teachers



S
tatus, the perception of where 
one stands in relation to others 
in a social group, has long been 
shown to influence learning. 
The negative effects of low status 

are well- documented (Cohen, 1998; Jensen, 
2013; Nisbett, 2010). Students with low status 
speak less and are listened to less than their 
high-status peers. They have limited access to 
materials and consequently learn less (Cohen, 
1998). It’s easy to spot students who are low 
in the pecking order. These are the kids often 
left out of learning exchanges among peers or 
between teachers and students. 

Students with special needs often suffer 
from low status because of their difficulties 
with learning or social skills. Thus, ironically, 
many students who don’t find school learning 
easy might also find themselves in a daily envi-
ronment that’s unsupportive of their learning. 

As educators who consult with schools 
around the world to help them become more 
inclusive for students with special needs, we 
perceive another related problem, one with 
implications for co-teaching partnerships that 
aim to teach students with learning disabilities 
in an inclusive environment. At many schools, 
the special education programs (sometimes 
called learning support programs), as well as 
the teachers who serve students with special 
educational needs, have low status. No one 
intentionally maligns the program or its 
teachers, but special education programs are 
often marginalized by default. When a key 
component of inclusive education suffers from 
issues of low status, we have to consider what 
else students might be missing out on.

This question is especially important now. As 
demographics and our understanding of what 
makes special education effective have evolved, 
service delivery models have shifted—as have 
the roles of special education teachers and 
regular classroom teachers, who now often co-
teach. It’s crucial to probe the role that social 
and professional status, for both students and 
educators, plays in student learning. Consider 

a few instances we’ve observed of status issues 
getting in the way of a rich education for all.

Low Status and No Status 
We recently observed a mainstream 3rd grade 
class in a large American-style school in Asia. 
The class was in transition between lessons. 
Within minutes, it was clear which students 
enjoyed high social status, and which had low 
status. High-status students were consulted by 
others. They provided organizational advice to 
their peers and spoke frequently, with confi-
dence and authority. 

We also quickly identified the student who 
suffered the lowest status in the class, a child 
who seemed out of sync with the others. In 
the space of four minutes, the teacher had 
called this student’s name five times, each time 
issuing a corrective. (“Jane, put your books 
away.” “Jane! Get away from the window.”) 
It was easy to guess why the other students 
avoided Jane.

Throughout the lesson, Jane received similar 
corrections. And although she frequently 
raised her hand to respond to questions, she 
was rarely called on. In one instance when the 
teacher did call on Jane, she ultimately rejected 
Jane’s response, with words to the effect of, 
“Well, that wasn’t the answer I was looking 
for.” When the task was to “turn to a neighbor” 
to process a question, no student sought to 
partner with Jane. The learning support teacher 

We’ve heard some describe co-teaching 
as a model that “allows one teacher 
to have a coffee break while the other 
is involved with students.” Nothing 
could be further from the truth.
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came to her rescue and sat with her  
on the floor. 

Although there may have been no 
intention to marginalize Jane, she 
became increasingly isolated, socially 
and academically, throughout the 
lesson. Research suggests that without 
a sense of belonging and member ship, 
learning is greatly inhibited 
(Lieberman, 2013; Powell & Kusuma-
Powell, 2010).

Another student seemed to operate 
outside the framework of the class. 
He interacted only with one other 
adult, someone we easily identified 
as the class assistant. While the other 
students settled on the floor, he sat 
with the assistant at a table away from 
everyone else, working on something 
different. Our assumption, later con-
firmed, was that he was new to the 
English language. Well-meaning edu-
cators had decided he needed to work 
apart from the group. (“He can’t do 
this work yet, so we gave him some-
thing at his level that he does with the 
assistant.”) While Jane had the lowest 
status, this child had none. 

Status of Teachers Matters, Too
For the most part, students are aware 
of teacher status and will seek out 
high-status educators to learn from. 
We’ve seen students miss out on the 
benefits of learning from two well-
trained teachers when one teacher was 
less involved in instruction—and was 
likely perceived as “less significant” in 
the classroom. 

A short while ago, we were invited 
to observe classes at an international 
school. In the process, we saw several 
teaching partnerships made up of a 
classroom teacher and a special edu-
cator teacher working together in 
classrooms. Generally, the classroom 
teacher provided the instruction 
while the special education teacher 
sat by, waiting for that instruction to 

finish before helping the students on 
her caseload with their assignments. 
Although there were two adults in the 
room, in practice there was only one 
person teaching at a time.

Perceptions of teacher status are 
important. Like adults, children will 
choose whom they learn from, partly 
on the basis of social status. It’s likely 
that students will learn more—and 
more effectively—from a teacher 
they perceive as highly respected and 
authoritative than from one who is 
less so. Bateson (1995) observed how 
children from upper-middle-class 
British families in the 1950s responded 
to the nannies who cared for them. 
The nannies often came from prov-
inces with very different accents from 
those of their employers. None of 
the children picked up their nanny’s 
accent, even though they often spent 
more time with the nanny than with 
their parents. 

The implicit status of a school 
program influences whether leaders 
prioritize it; low status often leads 
special education programs to get 
shortchanged. A few years ago, while 
conducting a review of the learning 
support program in a large inter-
national school, we were surprised to 
discover that a similar review had been 
conducted five years earlier. Many of 

the conclusions and recommenda-
tions made by the first reviewing team 
were identical to ours. In effect, little 
had changed since the first report was 
written. 

“What happened?” we asked the 
head of school. “Not much seems to 
have changed since that first report.” 

Shaking his head, he replied, “There 
were other priorities, and we simply 
forgot.” 

These observations aren’t unusual. 
They underscore the lower status 
frequently accorded to students with 
learning issues and those who support 
them. One of the biggest challenges 
facing schools is providing high-
quality service to learners with special 
needs.1 Schools must develop new 
practices, such as true co-equal co-
teaching that draws on each educator’s 
expertise. But an invisible barrier to 
doing so may be the failure to ensure 
that programs have the social and 
political status necessary to safeguard 
opportunities for learning. As our 
colleague, Kevin Bartlett has noted, 
“Inclusion means being a part of, not 
apart from.” 

Raising Status
We’ve observed three areas of promise 
in elevating the status of special edu-
cation support teachers and programs. 

Leadership
Several years ago, we began working 
with Next Frontier: Inclusion (NFI) 
(www.nextfrontierinclusion.org), a 
collaborative group of schools com-
mitted to becoming increasingly 
inclusive of students with special 
educational needs. We noticed that 
schools with robust programs of 
learning support had heads of school 
or principals who were either directly 
involved in the programs or highly 
supportive of them. At the time, we 
weren’t sure what it was about the 

One of the school 
leaders’ roles is  

to bring together 
the collective 

expertise surrounding 
learning support.
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involvement of a school leader in these 
programs for students with special 
needs that lent to their robustness. 
Now we think it might’ve been that the 
head’s involvement lent status to the 
programs.

Our attempts to support inter-
national schools in becoming more 
inclusive were initially focused on 
developing the capacity of school 
leadership—but subsequently, our 
design team rethought this notion. 
Gathering 5 to 10 heads of school at 
each of our professional conversa-
tions, although effective for 
those heads of school, proved 
ineffective in changing the 
status quo. We realized it was 
better to encourage schools to 
convene in teams that included 
administrators, learning spe-
cialists, classroom teachers, and 
members of the school’s board of 
directors.

Having all these stakeholders 
present allowed several things 
to happen: All teachers saw that 
the head of school or principal 
was truly interested in inclusion, 
school administrators grasped 
the expertise of their staff 
members, and being present at 
such an event raised the profile 
of the learning support programs. 
As one administrator said to us after 
an NFI-convened conversation, “I 
never realized there was any expertise 
involved in learning support. I had 
thought of learning support teachers 
as kindly individuals who wanted to 
be helpful, but I didn’t think there was 
a body of knowledge connected to the 
help they gave.”

One of school leaders’ roles is to 
bring together the collective expertise 
surrounding efforts to teach children 
with special learning needs, both 
to create genuinely responsive pro-
grams and to foster respect for special 

 education teachers and their students. 
Facilitating roundtable conversations 
among different stakeholders will 
allow everyone to develop respect and 
support for one another’s expertise. 
Recruiting high-caliber learning 
support staff is also important. Next 
Frontier: Inclusion has a protocol for 
a self-review of a school’s programs 
that includes reflection on where 
the school is in terms of developing 
community commitment, providing 
services, enhancing professional 
expertise, and evaluating programs. 

Reciprocal Relationships 
and  Equivalent Responsibilities
In the past, when learning support ser-
vices were provided through a pull-out 
model, the various educators’ roles and 
responsibilities seemed clearer than 
they do now. The class teacher had 
little to do with what went on in the 
pull-out situation, and the special edu-
cation teacher was rarely answerable 
to others.

The move toward Response to 
Intervention to serve students with 
special educational needs has required 
greater clarity on the question of what 
all students need to learn—and from 

whom. With the focus on all students 
accessing the same curriculum, the 
pull-out model has fallen into dis-
favor. In addition to the difficulty in 
sustaining high-quality instruction in 
one-to-one settings, the interventions 
provided in those settings were often 
disconnected from the regular class 
curriculum. Responsibility for special 
needs students’ learning sometimes fell 
through the cracks.

Providing in-class support has 
come with its own set of challenges 
as teachers with different kinds of 

expertise struggle to establish 
their roles and responsibilities 
in a shared space. Because the 
classroom has traditionally 
been viewed as the mainstream 
teacher’s domain, much of the 
struggle to carve out a valued 
professional role has fallen on 
special education teachers.

Too often, the classroom 
teacher teaches the lesson while 
the other teacher sits through 
that instruction, then circulates 
and helps students. Classroom 
teachers have perceived their 
role as deliverers of content; 
teachers with expertise in 
special education have viewed 
their role as advocating for stu-

dents on their caseload. At times, the 
special education teacher has felt like 
nothing more than a glorified teaching 
assistant, and the classroom teacher 
has felt that her territory has been 
invaded. 

One way to mitigate this situation 
is to be sure teachers preparing to 
co-teach have open and explicit con-
versations about how they’ll work 
together—who’ll take responsibility 
for what throughout the teaching 
cycle, including planning, instruction, 
assessment of student learning, and 
reflection on process. Co-teachers 
must plan the unit of study together. 
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To lift the status of the “support” 
teacher, it’s important that the tasks 
assigned to each co-teacher be of 
equivalent value in the eyes of both 
teachers and students.

Establishing co-equal status doesn’t 
happen by accident; it requires delib-
erate planning. Consider this dialogue 
between a Grade 8 English teacher 
(Sabinne) and a learning support 
teacher (David). Note how David and 
Sabinne share responsibility for whole-
class instruction and learners with 
special needs.

SABINNE: At our last meeting, we agreed 
on two objectives for the next unit. 
We want to engage students in both 
literary analysis and constructing a well-
developed paragraph.

DAVID: I think those objectives are 
sound. I just wonder how some of the 
students who are still learning English 
and who may have learning issues are 
coping with Julius Caesar.

SABINNE: I’ve been concerned about 
that, too. I’m also concerned about the 
quality of the paragraph writing—it’s 
inconsistent at best. Maybe we could 
give them a prompt from the play and 
then scaffold a paragraph . . .

DAVID: We could use that protocol I’ve 
been using with some struggling stu-
dents. It would benefit everyone. 

SABINNE: What role would you like to 
play as we design this lesson?

DAVID: I’m really interested in making 
the play accessible for all the students, 
but at the same time I’d like to work 
with some of the high flyers. Maybe we 
could do some different groupings and 
then you and I could rotate through 
them. 

SABINNE: That’s fine. Why don’t I take the 
lead on developing a writing prompt, 
and you could take the lead on devel-
oping a differentiated approach to 
writing paragraphs. Maybe your direct 
instructions to the whole class on 
paragraph writing should come first, 
because the literary analysis is really the 
 application. 

We’ve heard some leaders describe 
co-teaching as an expensive model that 
“allows one teacher to have a coffee 
break while the other is involved 
with students.” Nothing could be 
further from the truth. In true co-
teaching, each member of the team 
is actively involved in instruction, 
whether offering an alternative form 
of teaching, observing how learners 
respond, or noting what exactly hap-
pened—and why it was effective—
when good pedagogy took place. 

A Broader Identity 
Co-teaching can be a robust form 
of teacher professional learning that 
enhances classroom practice. For this 
to happen, special education teachers 
must be leaders of adult learning as 
well as teachers of children.

People’s identity influences their 
behavior and decision making. In the 
context of work in schools, special 
education teachers have traditionally 
given voice to students who haven’t 
been able to speak for themselves and 
have interpreted to learners on their 
caseloads key understandings that 
their classroom teacher has communi-
cated as part of instruction.

Although being an advocate is 
important, if special education 
teachers only develop this particular 
part of their identity, they’ll limit their 
capacity to do other important work 

on behalf of students—to facilitate, 
encourage, and structure professional 
learning for colleagues. As leaders 
in a fast-changing field that remains 
relatively unfamiliar to many teachers, 
learning support teachers shouldn’t 
miss any opportunity to support col-
legial learning and understanding 
about how to work with children with 
special learning needs. 

Thus, these teachers need oppor-
tunities to develop strengths in group 
facilitation. They need to be up-to-date 
in their reading and understanding of 
current research. They must be able 
to speak with authority and credibility 
and offer new understandings in ways 
that will be palatable to peers and 
 colleagues. 

What True Co-Teaching 
Looks Like
When steps like these create greater 
respect for special education teachers, 
and when such teachers begin to 
advocate for themselves, low status 
need no longer thwart great co-
teaching. We’ve seen this happen in 
schools. Recently, we observed an ele-
mentary classroom in an inter national 
school. A reading specialist we’ll call 
Martha had asked us to observe the 
interaction between herself and the 
classroom teacher, as this was going to 
be the first time they would co-teach a 
lesson. We agreed to focus our obser-
vations on the interactions between 
this specialist and the classroom 
teacher; specifically, to script every-
thing Martha said.

As the lesson began, Martha seated 
herself beside the classroom teacher. 
A note of surprise passed across the 
teacher’s face. Still, she went ahead 
and presented the lesson with Martha 
sitting beside her. Much of the first 
part of the lesson was dominated by 
the classroom teacher, but at one 
point, Martha broke in to connect 

Like adults, children 
choose whom they 
 learn from, partly  

on the basis of 
social status.
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what her co-teacher was saying to a 
learning experience students had had 
in the days leading up to this lesson.

After that first instance, the pre-
sentation became more shared. The 
nature of the two teachers’ contribu-
tions also changed. When we reviewed 
the script after the class, we realized 
that, whereas at first, Martha’s contri-
butions mainly involved offering logis-
tical advice or requests to students, as 
she became more confident, her verbal 
contributions had more to do with the 
actual teaching of the lesson. 

Martha later told us it was the first 
time she had sat in a chair in that class. 
She usually sat on the floor, working 
with “her students.” She felt good 
about her growing confidence.

Enhancing Our Humanity
Raising the status of learning support 
programs within schools is key to 

developing effective programs. Sadly, 
when learning support efforts are 
in effective, school communities lose 
the opportunities for reciprocal 
learning that such programs (and the 
teachers and students connected to 
them) offer—opportunities to enhance 
our humanity and value others. When 
everyone understands the value 
learning support programs can offer 
teachers as well as students, everyone 
gains. EL

1This challenge especially exists in 
international schools, which have been 
seen as places of high-quality education 
for academically able students and have 
little experience teaching students with 
special needs.
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A  
classroom community is built on people  
working together and forming relationships.   
Of course, we expect all teachers to 

form communities with their kids, but when 
there’s another adult in the room who’s 
deeply involved in what’s happening, the 
community becomes richer. 

The first couple years I was in the 
classroom, my school had a strong co-
teaching system. I was the subject-area 
teacher for 8th grade science, and my co-teacher 
and I met regularly—at least once every few days—to 
plan the lessons and explorations we were going to focus on. 
We looked deeply at not only the content and how we were 
going to explore it, but also how we each envisioned our roles. 

In the beginning, it seemed to make sense for my co-teacher 
to support the students in his special education caseload 
and for me to assist him with that, but mainly to serve as the 
subject-area teacher. But within a few months, we saw that it 
was more powerful when we became more in distinguishable. 
When you co-teach, it’s an opportunity for students to see you 
working alongside another educator, melding your individual 
strengths. It helps students see that, yes, we’re all different, 
but we don’t necessarily have to label ourselves. If the special 

education teacher just works with the students in 
special education, it gives off a very different vibe.

So we made it a requirement that both he 
and I shared the content-delivery role and the 
student-support role. Our roles were fluid. We 
shared responsibilities—planning, looking at 
student work, brainstorming ways to help stu-
dents who were struggling, and so on. It was 

one of the richest teaching years I ever had.
I would offer co-teachers this advice: Be com-

fortable stepping out of your normal role. Make sure 
you move toward a co-teaching model that forces you 

into something you don’t normally do. Serving in a student-
support capacity while my co-teacher taught science was one 
of the best things I could have experienced. Whatever co-
teaching model you choose, it’s important that it doesn’t result 
in the classroom teacher remaining just 
the classroom teacher.

Fred Ende is assistant director of cur-
riculum for Putnam Northern Westchester 
BOCES in Yorktown Heights, New York, 
and a 2012 ASCD Emerging Leader.
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Martha Sandstead

W
hen we teachers are 
in our own class-
rooms, we can be 
whoever we want to 
be. We can be dic-

tators, mother or father figures, coaches, 
friends, experts, guides, or mentors. 
We invent ourselves as we envision and 
build the environment we want for our 
students. The possibilities are endless. 
Teachers are powerful. Perhaps that’s 
why it’s so difficult to let other adults 
into this world we’ve so carefully con-
structed. We’re unsure of their role and 
how they will fit in. 

When I began working as an instruc-
tional coach three years ago, other 
coaches often asked me how I was able 

to gain acceptance in classrooms. The 
answer is simple. I cut watermelon. 

The idea of cutting watermelon as 
a metaphor for coaching came to me 
when I read an interview with Lawrence 
Guyot about grassroots organizing for 
the Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC) during the civil 
rights era. Guyot urged, 

You don’t alter the basic format that you 
walk into. Let’s say you’re riding past 
a picnic, and people are cuttin’ water-
melons. You don’t immediately go and 
say, “stop the watermelon cutting” and 
let’s talk. . . . You cut some watermelons, 
or you help somebody else serve ’em. 
(p. 240)1

I now think of “cutting water-
melon” as a way to begin relationships 
with teachers and work with them 

O.BELLINI/SHUTTERSTOCK

CUTTING 
WATERMELON: 
Lessons in Instructional Coaching

At picnics, you 
cut watermelon. 
In classrooms, 
you meet teachers 
where they are.
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to  discover their potential and bring about 
change in a way that respects them as profes-
sionals and as people. Being a coach is not 
about being the expert who knows it all; it’s 
about immersing yourself in teachers’ class-
rooms so you can learn about the world they 
have created and who they are as professionals. 
It’s about getting teachers to think deeply 
about where they are as teachers and providing 
support and encouragement to nudge them 
forward. 

Setting the Table
Six weeks into the school year, I wanted to 
honor teachers’ hard work. On Fridays, one 

teacher typically made a pot of coffee and invited colleagues 
to stop by in the morning to fill up and chat. Remembering 
Guyot’s words, “don’t alter the basic format that you walk 
into,” instead of trying to host my own celebration, I offered 
to bring treats. I baked cookies and muffins and set out a 
tablecloth with flowers and food. When teachers arrived, 
they commented on the  tablecloth. 

Lawrence Guyot knew that he needed to be a member 
of the community to work for change. He knew to start 
at the picnic. A coach needs time to build relationships 
and socialize with teachers. Doing so helps you know one 
another better and care for one another more. From this 
place of respect and camaraderie, you can begin your most 
important work. By setting a table and spending time with 
teachers, you demonstrate respect for teachers and establish 
a positive, pleasant, and relaxed tone for your time together. 

Coaching from the Copy Room
One Wednesday when a staff meeting ended early, I dis-
covered that the copy room provides many opportunities 

to connect with teachers informally. As soon as I began 
making my copies, I noticed that a teacher was waiting. 
Knowing I didn’t need my copies that day, I allowed her 
to go ahead of me. While she copied, we chatted about my 
struggles trying to corral the kindergartners during lan-
guage block. The veteran teacher admitted it was difficult 
for her as well, but she knew that with practice they would 
get better. 

Before she left, a 2nd grade teacher arrived. I allowed him 
to go ahead. I had observed in his room the day before, and 
he asked me what I had noticed. He said he was working 
hard to make sure the students were speaking for 50 
percent of the time. Learning that he had set this goal for 
himself would help me target my future feedback for him. 

A 1st grade teacher then entered before I could make a 
single copy. As her homework packet whirred through the 
machine, she asked if I could come and help her figure out 
how to engage some of her students, and I promised to be 
there the next morning. 

After 45 minutes in the copy room, I still hadn’t made 
my copies, but what I had done was much more valuable. 
When you encounter teachers in the hallway or the copy 
room, listen to them and learn about their frustrations as 
well as their goals. This conveys that you’re willing to cut 
watermelon with them. These informal coaching sessions 
are often the most important conversations you have each 
week. 

Taking Risks
During my first year as a coach, I was thrilled when I 
received my first request to model a lesson, but I was 
nervous to have an adult audience. As I prepared, I tried to 
follow the curriculum, just as the teachers are expected to 
do, even though I thought it included too much for kinder-
gartners to do in 30 minutes. Rather than a swan dive, 

By setting a table and spending time with teachers, you 
demonstrate respect for teachers and establish a positive, 
pleasant, and relaxed tone for your time together.
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I demonstrated a belly flop. 
When I met with the teacher the 

following day to debrief, I joked that 
it wasn’t much of a model but that I 
hoped she got something out of it. 
Together we discussed what went 
well and what we would change the 
next time either of us tried to teach a 
similar lesson. I offered to return to 
try again, and the lesson went well the 
second time around. 

Model lessons are valuable coaching 
tools even if they don’t go well. It’s 
powerful for teachers to watch you 
fail, reflect, and reteach success-
fully. And it’s essential to maintain 
humility, honesty, and sincerity when 
working with teachers. They need to 
know that you too struggle to make 
the curriculum fit the students, that 
you understand the time involved in 
preparing lessons, that you value the 
support of colleagues, and that you are 
willing to take risks. 

Finding the Key
Through coaching discussions and 
reflections on classroom observation 
data, a first-year kindergarten teacher 
determined that she would like to 
monitor and encourage student 
engagement. I knew just the person 
to help, so I arranged for the kinder-
garten teacher to visit the classroom 
of a 1st grade teacher who’s great at 
getting students to actively participate. 
After the observation, the kindergarten 
teacher had several ideas and tools to 
try in her own classroom, and I would 
be there to help her experiment with 
these new strategies. 

As a coach, you don’t need to have 
all the answers, but you should know 
where to look for them. Coaches are 
fortunate to visit so many classrooms 
and should always be on the lookout 
for outstanding practice, trying to 
discover teachers’ brilliance and talent 

in order to share it with others. Each 
teacher has different strengths and 
needs. Your job is to help teachers 
recognize these—to celebrate their 
strengths and connect them to the 
keys that will release their untapped 
potential.

Tying Ribbons
At the culmination of their lesson to 
teach the prefixes un- and re-, the 1st 
grade team wanted students to have 
a small treat to celebrate. To get their 
treat, students would have to ask a 
classmate to untie a ribbon, unzip 
a plastic bag, unwrap the package, 

unroll the Fruit Roll-Up, and reuse or 
recycle the materials when finished. 
This was a great concrete way to get 
students using the prefixes in context, 
but it was time-consuming to prepare. 
Rather than lose momentum, I spent 
my lunch hour placing the Fruit Roll-
Ups in the bags, zipping them, and 
tying the ribbons. Jumping in to help 
with mundane tasks like this lets the 
teachers know that no classroom or 
preparation task is beneath me if it will 
help them and their students. 

This is tricky for a coach. You don’t 
want to turn into a teaching assistant. 
But it’s your job to knock down bar-
riers that keep teachers from trying 
new ideas. You won’t be available 
every time someone needs something 
laminated, copied, or cut, but doing 
tasks that stand in the way of teacher 
growth is part of your job and dem-
onstrates to teachers that you share 
ownership of their students. Teachers 
spend countless hours preparing 
engaging science experiments, messy 
art projects, and intricate simulations 
to excite and motivate their students. 
These are acts of love for our students. 
It’s essential to show you love the stu-
dents, too. 

Providing a Mirror
A 2nd grade teacher wanted to know 
whether she incorporated enough 
student talk time into her language 
lessons, so I collected data about what 
was happening during each minute 
of her language block. Looking at the 
data, she could see what was hap-
pening in her classroom, draw con-
clusions about her teaching practice, 
and set goals to move forward. The 
initial data indicated that students 
were speaking only about 17 percent 
of the time. She exclaimed, “It was 
surprising. I thought they were talking 
more.” Six weeks later, students were 

Informal coaching 
sessions are  

often the most  
important 

conversations you 
have each week. S
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speaking 45 percent of the time; three 
months later, it was up to 64 percent. 

Using data as a mirror, this teacher 
had found an area of practice she 
wanted to improve and worked hard to 
make the changes. She even posted the 
pie charts near her desk and told me, 
“Of course I put them up; they make 
me feel good.” She should feel good. 
The graphs were powerful evidence of 
how she had changed her professional 
practice and made tremendous growth. 

Teachers rarely have the time or 
the tools to reflect on their practice. 
It’s your role as a coach to provide the 
mirror, to help teachers learn to look 
more closely at their reflection, and to 
help them find things to celebrate as 
well as determine their own goals for 
improvement. The mirror can be in 
the form a self-reflection or a video of 
a lesson. Once teachers have looked 
carefully in the mirror, they can 
determine their own goals and moti-
vation, knowing that you will support 
them. 

Working Together
In my eighth year of teaching, I 
struggled with the most difficult class 
of my career. I was an effective teacher 
with solid classroom management 
skills, but little of it seemed to matter 
with this class. I was frustrated by 
my inability to engage these students, 
but I survived that year because our 
school improvement coordinator 
worked with me extensively. She had 
many ideas, but rather than offer them 
as suggestions, she came into my 
class and cut watermelon. We worked 
alongside each other. We debriefed 
her efforts as well as mine until we 
found solutions. Working together, 
we both became better teachers. I’ve 
had similar experiences with a variety 
of colleagues, coaches, and teachers 
throughout my career. Consequently, 

I had excellent models for the kind of 
coach I set out to be.

All teachers want to improve, and all 
teachers have something to celebrate. 
Cutting watermelon means meeting 
teachers where they are and building 
trusting professional relationships, not 
having all the answers but asking 

 challenging questions and helping 
teachers work toward their goals. You 
discover the gifts each teacher brings 
to teaching, you listen and create a 
shared vision, and together you and 
the teacher you are coaching transform 
teacher practice one slice at a time. 
And instead of looking for an entry 
point, you find an open door. EL

1Guyot, L. (1977). Inside agitator. In H. 
Raines (Ed.), My soul is rested: The story of 
the civil rights movement in the deep south. 
New York: Penguin.

Martha Sandstead (martha  sandstead@ 
gmail.com) is a language develop ment 
specialist, instructional coach, and 
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an adjunct professor at Lewis and Clark 
Graduate School of Education.

All teachers want 
to improve, and 

all teachers have 
something to 

celebrate. 
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