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This guide is intended to serve as a means to 

developing successful co-teaching relationships 

between general education and special education 

teachers. It will be especially useful for special 

education leaders and administrators. Parents of 

children with disabilities will also benefit from gaining 

an in-depth understanding of what makes teaching 

partnerships strong in inclusion classrooms. 

Because many factors affect co-teaching’s efficacy 

and, ultimately, student achievement, this guide 

offers practical steps and resources that support 

communication, planning, and instruction, as detailed 

in current research. In addition, educators will learn 

best practices for co-teaching during remote or in-

person learning, each of which presents different 

opportunities and challenges. Finally, the strengths 

and weaknesses of the six primary models of effective 

co-teaching are presented to help educators choose 

which one is most appropriate to use.
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SCENARIO 1 

Take a moment to picture a third-grade classroom in a suburban public school. There are  

25 students and two teachers in this classroom. One teacher, Mr. Goode, is a general 

education teacher, and the other, Ms. Bateman, is a special education teacher. Ms. Bateman 

provides inclusion support in multiple third-grade classrooms, but she spends the 

majority of her instructional time in Mr. Goode’s room because there are 

several students with IEPs who require her specialized services. 

Mr. Goode is a veteran teacher with a strong reputation of 

caring deeply for his students. On standardized tests, 

Mr. Goode’s students consistently outperform the 

district in reading, writing, and math. Ms. Bateman 

also has a noteworthy track record—more than 

80% of her self-contained students master their 

IEP goals each year. However, Mr. Goode and 

Ms. Bateman are both accustomed to working in 

their individual classrooms. This year is different 

in that they have been assigned to work together 

to meet the needs of all 25 students, eight of 

whom have documented disabilities. 

After the first quarter, both teachers feel tired and 

frustrated with their teaching partner. Because she is 

rarely invited to lead whole-group lessons, Ms. Bateman 

feels she is viewed as an aide or an assistant whose primary 

job is to check on students with IEPs and run errands. It seems to 

irritate Mr. Goode when she pulls some of the students on her caseload 

into a small group to work on IEP goals. On the other hand, Mr. Goode is frustrated 

by Ms. Bateman’s requests to see instructional materials several days in advance—he has 

taught this content for years and mostly goes by the textbook, anyhow. He has difficulty 

managing the two students with severe behavioral problems when Ms. Bateman isn’t in the 

room. Neither teacher feels great about this year so far.

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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SCENARIO 2

Now imagine a co-taught sixth-grade math class in an urban public charter school.  

Ms. Tran is the general education math teacher, and Ms. Hepler is the special education 

math teacher. Ms. Tran has only been teaching for two years, but Ms. Hepler has been at 

this school for the past decade. She knows how important developing a strong working 

relationship with her teaching partners is, so she initiates multiple meetings in 

the beginning of the year to plan how they will work together. Ms. Tran feels 

overwhelmed by all of these meetings, especially since she is still trying to 

understand the basics of how to plan and teach her content! However, 

she believes strongly in inclusion and trusts Ms. Hepler. 

After the first quarter, Ms. Tran still feels overwhelmed from time 

to time (because being a new teacher is hard!), but she quickly has 

come to see the value of working collaboratively with Ms. Hepler. 

They mostly practice the alternative teaching model, where Ms. Tran 

teaches the large group of students and Ms. Hepler teaches a small 

group with learning and behavioral differences. They are energized and 

excited to expand their co-teaching practices for the second quarter. 

What do these two teaching scenarios have in common? Both are inclusion 

classes and both classes are co-taught. What sets them apart is the degree to which 

the two partnerships are working well. 

In the first scenario, the two teachers are on different pages about their professional 

roles and responsibilities, and they are struggling to communicate clearly and regularly. 

The lack of clear communication has impacted their working relationship and, in turn, 

their students. In the second scenario, the two teachers recognize each other’s value and 

the critical need to be on the same page. Their commitment to figuring it out together is 

leading to an enjoyable year, and their students are reaping the benefits. 

Successful co-teaching partnerships are achievable for every pair of co-teachers. But, 

they don’t happen accidentally. They take intentional planning, a commitment to regular 

communication, and a willingness to make adjustments as the partnership develops.
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What is co-teaching?
The essence of co-teaching is two teachers working together to share the responsibilities 

of teaching all of the students in one classroom. 

Education experts Lynne Cook, PhD, and Marilyn Friend, PhD, offer a more comprehensive 

and widely accepted definition of co-teaching in their 2016 book Interactions: Collaboration 

Skills for School Professionals, a staple of teacher-preparation programs across the country: 

  Co-teaching is two or more certified professionals who contract to share 

instructional responsibility for a single group of students primarily in 

a single classroom or workspace for specific content or objectives with 

mutual ownership, pooled resources, and joint accountability.1 

Effective co-teachers understand they are equally responsible and accountable for 

the education of all students in their classroom and develop their teaching practice 

accordingly. Co-teaching is most commonly implemented with one general 

education and one special education teacher. The general education 

teacher’s expertise is in curriculum and pacing, and the special 

education teacher’s expertise lies in adapting the curriculum and 

differentiating instruction to meet students’ unique needs.2  

Some school districts or teams may take a broader view and 

include related-service providers, instructional assistants, and 

other professionals as part of the co-teaching model.

Pairing general education and special education teachers 

creates opportunities for inclusion for students with disabilities. 

Inclusion is the practice of educating children with disabilities 

alongside children without disabilities, and it has numerous 

research-based benefits to schools and families.3 Inclusive schools 

create meaningful opportunities for students with disabilities to 

build friendships, foster a celebration of diversity, demonstrate improved 

1 Cook & Friend, 2016

2 Cook & McDuffie-Landrum, 2018

3 Murawski, 2009a
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instructional practices and assessment results, decrease stigma and labeling, uphold 

the law, and increase collaboration among school staff.4 

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is the federal education 

law that safeguards the education of children with disabilities. The spirit of 

IDEA is one of inclusivity, and this value of inclusion is intricately linked to the 

principle of the least restrictive environment, or LRE, that is mandated by the 

law. Requiring the LRE ensures that children with disabilities are educated 

with their peers lacking disabilities to the maximum extent appropriate. 

Inclusion is the prime way to educate students in the least restrictive 

environment. Special classes, also called “resource rooms,” “pullout classes,” 

or “full-time special education classes,” should only happen if the nature or 

severity of a student’s disability is such that education with supplementary aids 

and services in general education classes does not give satisfactory results.5

Co-teaching makes inclusion possible. When children with disabilities access the 

general education curriculum through participation in general education classes, they 

may require specialized instruction and accommodations. It is typically the special 

education teacher who provides these services rather than the general education 

teacher. For example, a child with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) 

may need accommodations like preferential and flexible seating, chunked 

assignments, frequent breaks, and permission to use noise-canceling 

headphones. They may also need small-group instruction during 

the direct-teaching portion of a lesson to limit distractions. 

A special education teacher working alongside 

the general education teacher 

makes it possible for this child 

to be successful in class.

4 Murawski, 2009a

5 De Bellis & Zisk, 2014
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Why co-teaching is beneficial  

for students with disabilities
The power of inclusion to positively impact the academic and 

social trajectory of children with disabilities is great. In its 2004 

reauthorization of IDEA, the United States Congress found that 

“almost 30 years of research and experience has demonstrated 

that the education of children with disabilities can be made more 

effective by…ensuring their access to the general education 

curriculum in the regular classroom to the maximum extent 

possible.”6 Co-teaching is one of the key service-delivery options by 

which children gain access to the general education curriculum in the 

general education classroom.7 

In a successfully co-taught classroom: 

• Students with disabilities have access to the general education curriculum in general education classes 

alongside peers without disabilities, fulfilling a key mandate of IDEA

• Students with disabilities continue to receive specialized instruction and accommodations per their IEP 

•  IEP quality is improved for “both students with high-incidence disabilities (learning disabilities  

and other ‘mild’ disabilities) and those with low-incidence disabilities (intellectual, multiple,  

and ‘severe’ disabilities)”8

•  Students with disabilities demonstrate increased self-confidence, enhanced academic performance, 

increased social skills, and strong peer relations9

•  Teacher-to-student ratios are smaller, creating more opportunities for small-group and one-on-one 

interactions, stronger relationships, and increased insight into student understanding and misconceptions 

6 IDEA, 2004

7 Murawski, 2009

8 Bui et al., 2010

9 Murawski, 2010; Walther-Thomas, 1997
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•  Teachers develop stronger, more-creative lessons with more options for 

instructional delivery and shared responsibility of planning 

•  Students are on task for greater periods of instructional time as 

both teachers are actively managing the classroom 

•  Students benefit from a variety of instructional models that 

would not be possible with one teacher (e.g., team teaching, 

parallel teaching, and alternative teaching)

•  Research shows positive correlations as students spend more 

time in a general education classroom: fewer absences from school, 

decreased referrals for disruptive behavior, and better outcomes 

finding employment and in independent living after high school10 

Co-teaching benefits teachers, too. Those involved in co-teaching partnerships 

report increased professional satisfaction, opportunities for professional growth and 

collaboration, and personal support.11 Many teachers who work together closely develop 

friendships, which boosts morale at work and positively impacts student engagement.  

Co-teachers also report greater energy, creativity, and fun when teaching together 

compared to when teaching alone.12

Co-teaching encourages empathy as each teacher gains insight into their partner’s 

professional responsibilities. Special education teachers better understand the demands 

on the general education teacher, and general education teachers learn more about the 

complexities of planning for multiple children’s individual needs. Finally, co-teachers 

with different professional expertise have the opportunity to learn from each other 

by frequently giving and receiving feedback and together addressing issues related to 

content and assessment.

10 Bui et al., 2010; Wagner et al., 2006

11 Walther-Thomas, 1997

12 Murawski, 2009a
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Building a successful relationship  

with a co-teacher
There is no one-size-fits-all co-teaching model. Partnerships vary, as do personalities 

and teaching styles. Yet, it is easy for an observer to enter a classroom and notice a pair 

of co-teachers who trust each other and build off of each other’s energy and support. 

It is also easy to spot tension, confusion, and apathy. So, how do two teachers 

with an already demanding workload prioritize building and supporting 

a meaningful working relationship? Much of the work happens on the 

front end. When they invest planning time and set up structures in 

the beginning of the school year, they set themselves up for success 

throughout the year.

A supportive administration is a critically important piece to 

developing and maintaining successful co-teaching relationships. 

Administrative teams who prioritize and protect co-planning 

time reap the benefits of highly organized and cohesive teaching 

partners. When creating the master schedule for the year, 

administrators should offer co-teachers at least one common 

planning period per week—daily is ideal. 

Administrators and team leaders can also promote shared 

professional development opportunities for co-teachers. 

For example, a general education math teacher and 

a special education math inclusion teacher may 

both attend a National Council of Teachers of 

Mathematics (NCTM) conference to develop 

skills and learn best practices for teaching math. 

Alternatively, both teachers may participate 

in professional development for teaching 

students with dyscalculia, a type of math 

learning disability. In these examples, both 

teachers are increasing their knowledge and 

improving practices that better equip them to 

teach all students. 
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Determining Meeting Logistics

The most important thing co-teachers can do is commit to regular communication with 

each other. Regular and clear communication goes well beyond a beginning-of-the-

year planning meeting, but that is a good place to start. During their first few meetings 

together (ideally before the start of the school year), co-teachers should decide when, 

where, what, and how they will communicate. Most find it necessary to meet at least 

once per week for lesson-planning purposes and to determine the appropriate 

co-teaching model to use for the day’s objective. Many successful teaching 

partners touch base more frequently to make small edits to plans and 

review accommodations in differentiated classwork.

Co-teachers should set up weekly meetings and make them a priority, 

not getting into a habit of rescheduling them. They should plan to follow 

a preset meeting agenda or planning checklist to help them get the 

most out of their time together. Some special education departments 

offer these templates to their inclusion teachers, and other co-teaching 

partnerships develop their own. A meeting agenda or planning checklist 

may include:

•  Upcoming content (standards, objectives)

•  Lesson planning

 — Identification and clarification of roles and responsibilities  

during the lesson

 — Co-teaching model to be implemented 

 — Anticipated student misconceptions related to new content 

 — Plan for addressing these misconceptions 

•  Student data (academic, behavioral) 

•  Updates related to students’ IEPs and 504s 

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING

 

The most important 

thing co-teachers 

can do is commit 

to regular 

communication with 

each other.

https://www.n2y.com/
https://www.n2y.com/blog/new-ways-to-harness-the-power-of-data/


Learn more at n2y.com 11

Co-teachers need to agree on what type of communication modality they will use for 

each type of task. For example, a quick text message, email, or in-person chat may be 

appropriate for an informal update or a quick question. Regularly scheduled in-person 

or online video meetings and online learning platforms may be reserved for discussing 

lesson plans and confidential student information such as behavior and grades.

Developing a Vision

Before the school year starts, or within the first few weeks 

of school, co-teachers should identify and share their 

personal vision for the year ahead. Some create a vision 

board together to remind themselves of what inspires 

and grounds them in their work. Vision boards can be 

physical or virtual, and be updated throughout the year. 

Co-teachers can get creative and have fun with them! 

They can include pictures, goals, inspiring quotes, art, 

statistics—whatever propels them forward.

Committing to Giving and 
Receiving Feedback

It is important for co-teachers to determine how they each prefer to 

give and receive feedback. While it is unlikely that either teacher will be the 

direct supervisor of the other, and therefore not responsible for documenting formal 

evaluations, it is important that both teachers learn to be honest with each other about 

what is working and what is not in the classroom. If left unaddressed, small issues related 

to timeliness, organization, formatting, tone of voice, or any other matter can slowly 

morph into a vague lack of trust and respect. Further, students have an impeccable ability 

to pick up on adult tension in the room, and classroom management issues may result. 

If one teacher is the type of person who prefers to hear constructive feedback plainly and 

directly, they should tell their co-teacher. When a teacher wants to offer their  

co-teacher positive feedback, they could think about the different ways to communicate 

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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encouragement: a handwritten note, thoughtful email, public shout out, in-person 

conversation, sticky note on the desk, and more. Co-teachers who spend a few 

minutes honestly identifying their preferred modes of giving and receiving feedback 

save hours of anxiety and tension throughout the year. 

Celebrating each other’s successes is a big part of what makes the  

co-teaching relationship work. Teachers are trained to offer their 

students specific praise rather than general positive statements. They 

should do the same for colleagues. Rather than saying “thank you” or 

“good job,” they could name the specific action they are celebrating. 

For example, consider a co-teacher who researched a kinesthetic 

guided-practice activity that aligns with and enhances the day’s lesson 

objective. They did this work because several students have had “extra 

energy” in recent weeks, and behavior has started to impede learning. They 

implemented the movement-based practice activity and the students thrived, 

fully engaging with the lesson and having fun (and exit ticket data is promising).  

A note could celebrate their success:

 

Creating and Sharing IEP One-Pagers

All teachers need to understand the IEP goals and accommodations for their students 

with disabilities. Many special education teachers create one-pagers for their general 

education co-teachers and grade-level teams to easily reference. These forms 

generally include the student’s IEP goals, classroom and testing accommodations, and 

teaching strategies or tips to help connect with the student. One-pagers typically do 

not need to include confidential details related to a child’s disability, such as names of 

medications or family history. Appendix 1 provides a template and an example of an 

IEP-at-a-glance one-pager.

Thank you for finding this gu
ided 

practice activity that worked so 

great for ALL our kids! I kn
ow it 

took a lot of time to rese
arch, 

practice, prepare, and impleme
nt.  

You rock!
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Approaching the Relationship with a Good Attitude

All relationships take time to develop. It’s normal to have a few awkward moments in class as one 

teacher accidentally steps in too soon or misses something obvious the other has said. It’s normal 

to experience growing pains at the start of a school year—both teachers are becoming familiar 

with a new group of students and may also be adjusting to new content, curriculum, grade level, 

administrators, and/or school-wide initiatives. Almost all teachers in the 2020–2021 school year 

had an added layer of stress related to changes implemented because of COVID-19. But, 

a can-do attitude and a spirit of patience go a long way. It is especially important that 

veteran and/or particularly tech savvy co-teachers approach the relationship with 

patience and a willingness to serve. 

Considering a Co-Teaching Contract

Some schools guide their co-teachers to sign a contract to honor the commitments 

they make to one another and to help clarify each other’s specific roles and 

responsibilities in the classroom. The purpose of this contract is to add a layer of 

accountability and structure to the partnership. They work well for some teachers but 

may not be the right tool for every teaching pair. Co-teaching contracts cover 

topics like expectations for students, planning details, who will do which part 

of the instructional delivery, parity, space (related to both students and 

teachers), noise and each educator’s tolerance for it, organizational 

routines, substitute plans, safety matters, confidentiality, and more.13 

Appendix 2 provides a sample co-teaching contract adaptable to 

different classroom needs.

13 Cook, 2004
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Best practices for effective  

remote co-teaching
In a virtual classroom, co-teachers miss the opportunity to read nonverbal cues and build 

off of each other’s energy. And, it’s harder to swing by a colleague’s desk during lunch 

for a brainstorming session. Developing a strong co-teaching partnership in a remote 

setting is absolutely possible, but it takes even greater intention on the part of both 

teachers. All of the practices mentioned above, including regular co-planning, 

clear communication processes, and a patient attitude, are still critically 

important and apply to the virtual setting. Here are a few additional 

best practices to incorporate when co-teaching remotely.

Discussing Technology Proficiency

In beginning-of-year meetings with each other, co-teachers 

should be honest about their strengths and challenges related 

to planning, instruction, and assessment in a remote setting. 

Have they ever taught virtually before? Are they nervous about 

troubleshooting technology? If they are teaching from home, will they 

also be responsible for monitoring their own children’s virtual education? 

Are they a “super user” for any of the school’s platforms? Are they brand new 

to any of the school’s technologies? 

As an example, technology was an enormous part of the 2020–2021 school year! If both 

teachers share similar challenges, they can make a plan for how to address these potential 

obstacles. As early as possible, both teachers should have access to all online platforms.14 

They should have the ability to upload, assign, edit, and provide feedback on assignments. 

This helps co-teachers share the workload more equitably. One exception to this rule is 

the special education data system (SEDS), which only the special education teacher needs 

to access.

14 Hodnett, n.d.
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Using Professional Etiquette for the 
Virtual Classroom

Teachers can successfully co-teach during remote learning 

with some adaptations that aid communication and 

understanding:

•  General education teachers should share 

assignments with special education co-teachers 

24 to 48 hours prior to posting them for students 

to allow time for differentiation as needed for 

students with disabilities. 

•  A live/editable platform encourages co-creation of 

unit, weekly, and daily plans. This avoids having multiple 

versions of documents and sharing them back and forth 

via email. 

•  Both teachers’ names should be included when sending email or other 

communication to families. 

•  If possible, teachers should offer virtual office hours for students and families. 

•  Using “we” when communicating with the class reinforces partnership and 

jointly celebrates all students’ successes. 

•  Teachers who regularly acknowledge each other’s success help boost and 

sustain morale. 

•  Scheduling periodic check-ins to evaluate the workflow allows teachers to 

ensure the process of creating lessons, posting assignments, and grading is 

sustainable and effective.

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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Using Breakout Rooms

Creating engaging and effective lessons in a virtual setting is 

challenging. It is especially so for “co-teachers to collaboratively 

ensure that those lessons are accessible and appropriate for 

students with special needs.”15 However, many of the new 

technologies that schools are using enable co-teachers to 

differentiate in meaningful ways. Breakout rooms can be used 

within an online learning platform to implement co-teaching 

models like alternative, station, and parallel teaching.

When using the alternative co-teaching model, the special 

education students can join the predetermined small group 

in the breakout room, and the large group may remain in the 

whole-class meeting. With station teaching, teachers may use 

more than one breakout room to facilitate group work. Teachers 

can move in and out of different breakout rooms as needed to 

observe student conversation, prompt with questions to check 

for understanding, model a new skill, troubleshoot technology, 

etc. When implementing the parallel co-teaching model, 

teachers split the class into two heterogenous groups and teach 

the same content at the same time. With fewer students, there 

are fewer distractions and greater opportunity to hear from all 

students or provide feedback to all students. Teachers may offer 

additional worked examples or present different media to their 

respective students.

15 Murawski & Karton, 2020

Multiple components of n2y’s 

Total Solution enable students 

to log in from home and provide 

opportunities for remote small-

group or individual support. This 

includes lessons and activities 

in Unique Learning System and 

News-2-You. The educational 

games in L3 Skills, also accessible 

from home, provide an excellent 

opportunity for independent 

learning or skills practice as well 

as small-group work. And with 

the ability to send boards in 

SymbolStix PRIME, co-teachers 

can easily collaborate on 

developing activities for groups of 

students or individuals.
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Actively Engaging Students

It’s easy for students to get distracted when learning from home. They may have siblings or pets contributing  

to background noise, or they may simply want to take a break to get a snack or play with their toys. If one teacher  

is live-teaching the whole class, the co-teacher can try these strategies16 to keep students actively engaged 

throughout the lesson:

INTERACTION

•  Monitoring the chat box during synchronous learning, responding to student questions as they arise

•  Sending private messages to separate students

•  Asking students to respond with a physical gesture (e.g., standing, snapping, or stomping) 

•  Directing all students to pause, generate, and submit one question

•  Directing all students to pause, generate, and submit a one-sentence summary

USING REPETITION AND SUPPORTS

•  Verbally clarifying or restating part of the lesson with different terms

•  Reiterating the learning objective throughout the lesson 

•  Writing color-coded notes on a virtual whiteboard

•  Typing chat stems, sentence starters, or direction steps

•  Modeling annotations on documents as examples for students 

•  Creating a quick quiz (two to three questions) for student recall

USING DATA

•  Preparing breakout-room assignments based on student data during whole-group instruction

•  Gathering student participation and response data

16 Beninghof & Kunkel (2020)
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Best practices for effective  

in-person co-teaching
There is significant overlap in the best practices for co-teaching in a remote setting 

and in the classroom. Regardless of setting, every effective co-teaching partnership 

requires a commitment to regular co-planning, collaborative communication, and 

a willingness to learn and grow together. Like co-teachers in a virtual classroom, 

those in the school building need to establish the logistics of planning meetings, 

communication norms, and vision. However, there are a few key differences 

to be mindful of when teaching together in person.

Adopting an Inclusive Mindset

In the brick-and-mortar classroom, many students have a 

remarkable ability to read nonverbal cues. They can often 

perceive subtleties of the co-teaching partnership, including 

communication patterns and power dynamics. For example, 

students will notice if one teacher is always the one to run the 

errands of the classroom, like picking up extra copies. To help 

students avoid subconsciously labeling their teachers as the “real 

teacher” and “helper teacher,” and thereby lessening the potential 

impact of two professionals working together, co-teachers must first 

check their own mindset. They should examine what they believe about 

their responsibility toward the different students in your class and how they 

feel about teaching an academically and behaviorally diverse group of students. 

Honesty about those beliefs and feelings, whatever they may be, is critical. 

Then, co-teachers can work together to adopt the mindset of “All students are our 

students.” They can write it (or another statement that resonates with them) on a 

sticky note on their desks or post it on a large anchor chart in a co-planning room. 

Teachers should write the students’ names around the statement and make sure they 

can see it regularly.
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Structuring the Classroom to Support 
Group Work and Stations

FURNITURE

Co-teachers can structure the physical classroom to make group work and 

stations part of the daily routine. The designated spaces for those will depend 

on the size of their classroom and availability of resources from the school. 

Teachers may use a small table, pairs of desks, or simply a corner of a room with 

a rug to mark the space for group work. If possible, materials like individual 

whiteboards and markers should be stored nearby, so students can access 

everything needed once they have transitioned to the small-group workspace. 

Some teachers use flexible seating options like bean bags, active learning stools, 

or floor rocking chairs for calm-down spaces or reading nooks. Teachers need to 

think about how their students will move from their desks to another space in 

the classroom, like a computer station, and try to make the walking path clear. 

For students who use wheelchairs, walkers, or other adaptive equipment, ample 

space for movement throughout the room should be provided.

DISPLAY VISUALS

Students of all ages benefit from purposeful placement of anchor 

charts with important vocabulary and diagrams related to their 

current unit of study. Teachers can post relevant charts and 

templates in places where students can easily access them as they 

work. When creating posters, they should use colors purposefully 

to highlight key information. Overusing color, symbols, or text creates 

unnecessary visual distraction. The class schedule and rules/expectations 

should be part of the visuals displayed for the class.
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NOISE METER

When students are working in groups, the noise level can become a 

distraction. A noise meter posted in the classroom allows students to 

visually monitor the expected volume of their voice. This noise meter 

could have four levels, for example: silence, partner talk, group chat, 

presenter/outside voice.

Planning for Movement Breaks

In an inclusion classroom, students have diverse academic and behavioral needs. A few movement breaks 

throughout lessons allow them to proactively alleviate stress and release energy. When students have a 

clear understanding of what they are allowed to do during a movement break, each will only take a few 

minutes. Depending on the needs of their students, teachers may try yoga stretches, allowing heads on 

desks or closed eyes, jumping jacks, walking within the classroom, dancing to an upbeat song, or any other 

appropriate physical activity that allows for movement. Teachers should be sure to model the desired 

movement and set clear expectations for student behavior.

Movement breaks are just as important for students learning virtually. It is challenging for anyone, 

especially young children, to sit and interact with screens for multiple hours per day. Movement breaks 

should be offered at least once per virtual class, if not more frequently. There may be room for a bit 

more creativity with movement in a virtual setting as students at home likely do not need to worry about 

bumping into others or nearby chairs and desks. It is still important to set clear  

parameters for the movement breaks.
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Using Co-Teaching Models

Co-teaching in the classroom setting provides teachers with several options 

 for planning, instruction, and assessment. 

Co-planning in person not only achieves the objective of preparing upcoming 

lessons, but it also facilitates the formation of the co-teaching relationship. 

Speaking to another person face-to-face allows one to read nonverbal cues 

and participate in richer conversation. Online platforms, powerful and 

effective as they may be, cannot fully replace the value of the human 

connection. Since the success of the co-teaching partnership is largely 

dependent on the development of the co-teaching relationship, the 

value of co-teachers meeting together cannot be understated. 

There are six primary co-teaching models to use in the classroom.17 

It’s important for teachers to be thoughtful when planning which model 

to use because the needs of students and the challenges of the learning 

objective change frequently—even daily!

SIX MODELS OF EFFECTIVE CO-TEACHING

Alternative Teaching

In this co-teaching model, one teacher is responsible for a large group of students and the other teacher is 

responsible for a small group of students. The small group is often used for remediation. The teacher for the small 

group may cover missed content, offer more guided practice, use manipulatives or special technology to reinforce 

the objective, or re-teach a foundational skill. The small group may also be used for an extension lesson. 

The general education teacher often teaches the large group, and the special education teacher often teaches 

the smaller group. However, it is important to occasionally switch group responsibilities to ensure the whole class 

continues to view both adults as their teachers and leaders. The special education teacher shouldn’t only teach the 

same five to six students on their caseload in the small group. 

17 Cook & Friend, 2016
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The students in the small group do not always need to be students with 

disabilities, either. Any student who needs extra support can participate in 

small-group instruction. A strong co-teaching partnership will use academic 

and behavioral data to direct what type of instruction and support will be 

provided in the smaller group setting and which students most need  

that support.

Station Teaching

Co-teaching with stations is when students or teachers 

rotate among stations and each teacher is responsible 

for delivering different content. For example, on 

a test review day in a math class, one teacher 

instructs on multiplying fractions and the other 

instructs on dividing fractions. Additional 

stations, such as a math manipulatives station and 

an online learning station, create opportunities 

for students to work independently.  

It may be best to try this model after the first 

six weeks of school have passed and classroom 

routines and behavior expectations are firmly 

established because it allows a fair amount of student 

movement and noise throughout the classroom.

Parallel Teaching

In this model, the class is divided in half and both teachers teach the same 

content at the same time. Benefits of this model include a smaller teacher-to-

student ratio that is helpful when covering a challenging objective. It allows the 

two teachers to customize the delivery of the content to their group through 

tools like visuals, media, worked examples, games, or additional checks for 

understanding. It is also usually helpful for classroom management.

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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Team Teaching

Team teaching is when both teachers are teaching the whole group 

together at the same time, taking turns and working together to guide 

instruction. It requires a positive and collaborative professional 

partnership and is usually most successful when teaching partners 

have years of experience. Students benefit from both teachers’ 

expertise and recognize both as leaders within the classroom.  

A potential disadvantage is the possibility that some students with 

special needs may not get as much individual attention as they 

would in a smaller group setting.

One Teach, One Assist

In this model, one teacher is responsible for instructing the whole class and 

the other assists as needed. The assisting teacher responds in real time to address 

student misconceptions and behavioral needs rather than pre-planning to teach a subset 

of students. This co-teaching model allows the assisting teacher to recognize and address 

student needs quickly, or to provide individualized attention and accommodations to 

students with disabilities. When one teacher is always leading the whole group and the 

other is always assisting, however, the assisting teacher is likely being underutilized.  

This may happen by default if the co-teaching relationship is disorganized.

One Teach, One Observe

When implemented purposefully, the teacher who observes is collecting data that is used 

to inform instruction and intervention. Data to be collected may include notes about 

individual student behaviors or common misconceptions for a challenging objective. 

The observing teacher may offer a bird’s eye view of the classroom culture to help reset 

classroom routines if students are struggling. This model can be quite useful when it is used 

sparingly, but it shouldn’t be used every day. There is a risk of creating a perception among 

students that the teacher who is lead teaching is the only “real” teacher in the room.
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Addressing learning loss
The 2020–2021 school year presented educators with extraordinary challenges. 

The coronavirus pandemic impacted nearly every school district and family across 

the nation. Some cities and towns fared better than others, but almost every teacher, 

virtual or in person, noticed definite gaps in their students’ learning. This regression 

was greater than the anticipated gaps from the summer slide, a term commonly used 

to describe the loss of achievement gains that students, especially those from low-

income families, had made during the previous year. 

Learning loss was more significant at the start of the 2020–2021 school year 

because a great majority of children were out of the formal school setting for 

about six months. When schools moved to full virtual instruction in March of 2020, 

most administrators, teachers, students, and parents were not prepared. Some 

schools closed completely. Some families did not have access to the Internet. Family 

structure, job flexibility, economic resources, and health status made a difference in 

how individual families weathered this massive disruption. One thing that remained 

true was that teachers were faced with the difficulty of addressing additional 

learning loss.

In challenging times, what a gift co-teaching can be! Instead of one teacher assuming 

responsibility for remediating forgotten content, caring for students’ social and 

emotional needs, and presenting new learning, two teachers can work together to 

strategically group students according to their needs. Make no mistake: this is still 

difficult. But two professionals working together means two sets of expertise—

more brain power to develop creative, aligned, and targeted lessons. The resulting 

successful co-teaching partnership benefits all students in multiple ways. Research 

tells us over and again that effective co-teaching boosts student achievement, 

enhances students’ social skills and self-confidence, and contributes to stronger 

classroom management. Co-teaching also means a shared workload and improved 

morale, which contribute to long-term sustainability. When teaching partners put in 

the work in the early weeks and months of the school year to develop a supportive 

professional relationship, they will set themselves up for success throughout the rest 

of the school year. (And their students will be successful, too!)
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Relevant family information:

APPENDIX 1 

IEP at a glance—one-pager
Student Name:

IEP Last Updated: 

Area(s) of Eligibility:

Strengths Interests Preferences

• 

• 

Picture of 

student
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Area of Service Goals (summarized) Setting Time

*Gen ed = general education classroom 

*Spec ed = special education setting

Accommodations Domain

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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Strengths Interests Preferences

John’s mother prefers to be reached by email or text message throughout the day. She is unable to 

answer the phone at work.

John’s older brother, Aaron, is in eighth grade. When John is sick, send work home with Aaron.

• Math

• Energetic, joyful disposition 

• Works well with partners and 

in groups when work  

is accessible

• Strong gross motor skills, loves 

to be active  

• Sports, especially soccer and 

basketball. Made the travel 

soccer team for the first 

time last school year. Highly 

motivated by his soccer coach

• Enjoys drawing during  

free time 

• Always happier when working 

with upbeat music. Loves to 

move his body as he reads, 

writes, etc.

• Prefers to receive redirection/

correction privately. Use 

proximity, write a short note 

on his paper, have a whisper 

conversation. Does not like to 

be called out in front of peers

• Does best when seated near 

the front & middle of the room 

• Responds well to movement 

breaks and loves competition 

(“Who can do jumping jacks  

the whole time while this song 

is playing?)

Relevant family information:

• 

• 

Example IEP at a Glance—One-Pager

Student Name:

IEP Last Updated: 

Area(s) of Eligibility:

John Doe

September 15, 2020

Multiple Disabilities: Specific Learning Disability, 

Other Health Impairment (ADHD)

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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Area of Service Goals (summarized) Setting Time

Reading Fluency—reading grade-level text with accuracy, at an 
appropriate rate, and with expression

Comprehension—identifying the main idea and key 
details at the paragraph level

Gen ed 

Spec ed

2.5 hrs/wk 

1.5 hrs/wk 

Writing Use graphic organizer to develop an organized, 

coherent 5-sentence paragraph

Gen ed 2.5 hrs/wk

Speech therapy Pragmatic language skills to engage in collaborative 

class discussion and stay on topic in conversation

Gen ed 0.5 hr/wk

Occupational 

therapy 

Fine motor and visual motor skills to improve 

handwriting legibility, copying from the board, tracking 

while reading

Gen ed 0.5 hr/wk

*Gen ed = general education classroom 

*Spec ed = special education setting

Accommodations Domain

Read aloud test questions Testing (except ELA)

Small-group testing in a separate location Testing

Repeated directions Testing 

Classroom 

Frequent breaks 

<3 min, John self-selects break: short hallway walk 

with a pass or break at the calm-down corner for 

stress ball and coloring

Testing 

Classroom 

Preferential seating Testing 

Classroom 

Graphic organizer Classroom

Slant board Classroom

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING

https://www.n2y.com/


Learn more at n2y.com 29

Appendix 2: Co-teaching contract and 

communication plan
Explain how you will accomplish the responsibility in each box you check

Responsibility General Education 

Teacher

Special Education Teacher Both

Create lesson plans

Create accommodations 

& modifications for 

assignments

Prepare student-facing 

materials

Grade & record 

assignments 

Report cards

Contact parents, log 

communication

Contact student support 

team/child study team

Sub plans

Classroom expectations

Address academic and/or 

behavioral concerns

Physical classroom 

arrangement

Other

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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Working with                                                                              , the Special Education Teacher

Strengths

Challenges/limitations

Pet peeve(s)

Tolerance for student movement and noise 

throughout the classroom

Preferred mode of communication for  

non-confidential things

I feel appreciated when _________

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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Working with                                                                              , the General Education Teacher

Strengths

Challenges/limitations

Pet peeve(s)

Tolerance for student movement and noise 

throughout the classroom

Preferred mode of communication for  

non-confidential things

I feel appreciated when _________

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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Working Together—Questions to Discuss

What happens when one of us is out sick?

What will be our regular meeting schedule?

How will we communicate last-minute 

information to each other?

What technology will we use to communicate?

What decisions can we make on our own?

On what decisions do we need to consult  

each other?

How will we resolve any disagreements?

Other

FINDING SUCCESS IN CO-TEACHING
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ABOUT n2y

For over 20 years, it’s been n2y’s mission to support special educators, 

transforming not only the classroom, but also the lives of teachers and 

administrators, therapists and paraprofessionals, families and all the students 

we proudly serve. We believe everyone can learn, and every student has the 

right to reach their full potential. n2y offers the first comprehensive program 

serving at the epicenter of the entire IEP team. Our differentiated solutions 

are designed specifically to help unique learners access their state’s standards 

in any learning environment, from self-contained to resource, inclusion, 

therapeutic, or remote settings. For more information, visit n2y.com and  

join us on Facebook and Twitter.

YOU MAY ALSO LIKE…

Positivity: Empowering  

Social-Emotional Learning

See how Positivity can help you support your students’ 

needs this school year and implement strategies for 

building students’ SEL skills. 
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