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Background and Rationale for Co-Teaching 
Co-teaching is an educational approach where two 

teachers with complementary training, background, skills 
and/or ideals pool their teaching talents to provide an edu
cational environment where instruction is provided to all 
students regardless of perceived ability or label (Noonan, 
McCormick, & Heck, 2003). Although co-teaching first 
appeared in the 1960s, it has re-emerged in the 21st cen
tury as general and special educators attempt to collabora
tively meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student 
population in inclusive general education classrooms. A 
study of inclusive practices in U.S. schools conducted by 
the National Center for Educational Restructuring and In
clusion (1995) found that inclusive co-teachers used four 
approaches to co-teaching - supportive, parallel, comple
mentary, and team teaching. Table 1 provides a definition 
of each of the four approaches (Villa, Thousand, & Nevin, 
2004). 

Co-teaching is a legally available supplementary ser
vice that can be brought to general education to close the 
achievement gap for students with (and without) disabili
ties and meet the "excellence in instruction" and "equity 
in access" goals of both the recently reauthorize (i.e., De
cember, 2004) Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA) and the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. One 
key NCLB requirement is for all teachers to be "highly 
qualified" by the end of the 2005-06 school year. This 
means all teachers must demonstrate subject matter profi
ciency in the core subjects they teach. Historically, special 
educators and English language learner (ELL) teachers 
have delivered core subjects to their students. With NCLB, 
these educators must become highly qualified to continue 
to teach core subjects, unless they co-teach with general 
educators. Co-teaching, then, is a readily available way 
to enable special and ELL educators to teach using their 
current credentials and simultaneously achieve the desired 
IDEA outcome of increasing special education students' 
participation in general education. Partnering highly qual
ified general educators who are "masters of content" with 
special education and ELL teachers who are "masters of 
access" can result in the delivery of research-based in
struction required of NCLB. Further, co-teaching has been 
demonstrated to improve conversational and instructional 
skills of English language learners. Additional incentives 
for teachers to co-teach include documented increases in 
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professional support, assistance with students with behav
ioral problems, teacher and parent satisfaction, and stu
dent achievement (Schwab Leaming, 2003). 

Purpose of this Co-Teaching Study 
This study was conducted to determine the effects of 

co-teaching on the literacy performance of students served 
by these teachers. The research question was "If special 
education services are provided through an in-class co
teaching approach rather than a pull-out approach, will 
the students with disabilities make academic gains in the 
reading and writing domain?" To address the often-voiced 
concern that the inclusion of students with disabilities in 
the classroom would adversely affect the performance of 
classmates, an additional research question was "How will 
the co-teaching among the general and special educators 
affect the academic progress of students without disabili
ties? 

Methodology 
Setting, Co-Teaching Partners, and Assessed Students 

The study was conducted at a suburban, multi-ethnic 
and multi-lingual elementary school, 25 percent of whom 
received free or reduced lunch, 17 percent of whom were 
English language learners, and 5 percent of whom were 
eligible for special education. Three certified teachers 
were involved in this study; namely, the special educator 
assigned to support the second grade and two experienced 
second grade teachers who job shared (i.e., one teaching 
on Mondays and Fridays and the other on Tuesdays through 
Thursdays). Four students with language and learning dis
abilities were included full-time in this second grade class 
through co-teaching. Two of these students also were Eng
lish language learners. 

The second grade teachers were asked to select six 
students not eligible for special education to take their test 
earlier than scheduled, so the timing of their assessment 
corresponded with the assessment of the four students 
eligible for special education. As requested, they selected 
two students they judged from daily work to be high per
formers, two judged as low performers, and two judged to 
be average in performance. 

Pre- and Post-Intervention Assessment Instruments and 
Administration 

Pre- and post-test comparisons were made on student 
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Supportive 
One teacher takes the lead instructional role and the other(s) rotate among the students to provide 

Teaching support. The co-teacher(s) taking the supportive role watches or listens as students work together, 
stepping in to provide one-to-one tutorial assistance when necessary, while the other co-teacher 
continues to direct the lesson. 

Parallel Two or more people with different groups of students in different sections of the classroom. The 
Teachi11g groups are heterogeneous. Co-teachers may rotate among the groups, and sometimes there may be 

one group of students that works without a co-teacher for at least part of the time. 

Compleme11tary Co-teachers do something to enhance the instruction provided by the other co-teacher(s). For ex-
Teachi11g ample, one co-teacher might paraphrase the other's statements or model note-taking skills on a 

transparency. Sometimes, one of the complementary teaching partners pre-teaches the small group 
social skill roles required for successful cooperative group learning and then monitors as students 
practice the roles during the first lesson taught by the co-teacher 

Team Teaching Two or more people do what the traditional teacher has always done - plan, teach, assess, and as-
surne equal responsibility for all of the students in the classroom. Team teachers share the leadership 
and the responsibilities. For example, one might demonstrate the steps in a science experiment, and 
the other models the recording and illustrating of its results. Instructing students generally moves 
back and forth between the students. 

Note: Co-teachers may be general and special educators, related services person
nel, paraprofessionals, student teachers, and even students themselves. 

performances on literacy assessments at the beginning 
of the school year and five months into the co-teaching 
intervention. The four students with disabilities were as
sessed on four instruments; their six classmates were also 
assessed, but on the STAR Reading (Renaissance Leam
ing, 2004) assessment. What follows are brief descriptions 
of each assessment. 

Woodcock Johnson Ill Tests of Achievement. The 
Woodcock-Johnson III Tests of Achievement (Woodcock, 
McGrew, & Mather, 2001) are among the most widely used 
norm-referenced battery of achievement assessments. The 
target four students were administered the literacy subtests 
(i.e., Letter-Word Identification, Reading Comprehension, 
Spelling, Written Expression) of the norm-referenced 
Woodcock Johnson Ill Tests of Achievement, The San Di
ego Quick assessment. The San Diego Quick (Ekwall, & 
Sahnker, 1989; La Pray, & Ramon, 1969; 
www.gomilpitas.com/homeschooling/articles/060899. 
htm) is a set of word lists by grade level the can be used to 
quickly determine a student's sight word recognition abil
ity for the purpose of placing students in materials appro
priate to their instructional level. 

FRY Oral Reading Test. The FRY Oral Reading Test 
(Fry, 2001) assesses the rate and accuracy with which a 
student reads text aloud through a series of short, graded 
passages with readability levels from grade one to seven. 
A student's general reading level is determined by count
ing errors on graded passages and judging fluency as fast, 
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average, slow, or very slow. Students who read haltingly 
and make several reading errors are unlikely to have good 
comprehension of the material. A student with a score of 
two or fewer mistakes on a passage is expected to handle 
material at that grade level independently. Three to four 
mistakes represents an instructional reading level; five or 
more represents the frustration level. 

STAR Early Literacy. The Star Early Literacy (Renais
sance Leaming, 2004) is a criterion-referenced, comput
er-based test of early reading skills that provides a quick 
screening of literacy strengths and weaknesses in seven 
domains (i.e., general readiness, phonemic awareness, 
phonics, graphophonemic knowledge, structural analysis, 
vocabulary, and reading and listening comprehension). 
Raw scores range from 300 to 900, with 300 represent
ing a performance of a three-year-old and 900, the perfor
mance of a nine-year-old. 

STAR Reading computer-based assessment. The 
STAR Reading (Renaissance Leaming, 2004) assessment, 
another criterion-reference, computer-based assessment 
is typically given at the beginning and end of the school 
year. 

Co-Teaching Intervention Procedure 
The co-teaching arrangement between the special ed

ucator and job-sharing second grade teachers formed after 
the special educator in the team attended a workshop on 
co-teaching delivered by authors of A Guide to Co-Teach-
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ing: Practical Tips for Facilitating Student Learning (Vil
la et al., 2004). After sharing this information with these 
second grade teachers, the three made a commitment to 
educate their students, including the four students in this 
study who were served by the special educator, through an 
inclusive, in-class support model that included co-teach
ing. Co-teaching between the general and special educa
tors occurred every day during the morning two-hour lit
eracy block. This meant that the special educator co-taught 
with each of the second grade teachers on their respective 
teaching days. 

Prior to students' arrival for the year, the co-teach
ers met several times to plan for the school year. Once 
the co-teaching intervention began, they met for 45 min
utes weekly to plan for the following week of language 
arts instruction and divided responsibilities among team 
members. The co-teaching instruction lasted for two hours 
each morning of every school day (i.e., Monday through 
Friday). 

Results 
Results of Literacy Assessments for Students with Disabili
ties 

The four students eligible for special education whose 
literacy performance was assessed on the five literacy bat
teries reported below are referred to as Students A, B, C, 
andD. 

Woodcock Johnson II Tests of Achievement literacy 
subtest. On the literacy subtests (i.e., Letter-Word Iden
tification, Reading Comprehension, Spelling, Written Ex
pression) of the norm-referenced Woodcock Johnson III 
Tests of Achievement, age-equivalent changes in subtest 
performance were computed and converted to an inter
vention learning rate by dividing age-equivalent gains or 
losses by the five months of the co-teaching intervention. 

Student A made the greatest gains, with an interven
tion learning rate that ranged from 140 percent to 425 
percent. Learner B's performance increases represented a 
learning rate ranging from 100 percent in spelling to 740 
percent in writing. Student C gains represented a learning 
rate of 100 percent to 140 percent. Student D, the lowest 
performing student in the group made no gains on the let
ter-word identification subtest, but made six-month gains 
on the spelling and passage comprehension and three
months gain on the writing subtest, which converts to a 
120 percent learning rate in spelling and comprehension, 
a 60 percent rate in writing. 

The San Diego Quick assessment results. All four 
eligible special education students improved their liter
acy performance on this assessment. Namely, Student A 
went from a pre-intervention reading level of pre-primer 
to a post-intervention rating of primer. Students B and C 
moved from a primer to a second grade level. Student D 
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progressed from a primer to a.first grade level rating. 

The FRY Oral Reading Test results. Over the five 
months of co-teaching, the four students made from one 
to 1.5 years of grade-level growth on the FRY Oral Read
ing Test, representing a two- to three-fold increase in oral 
reading performance. 

The STAR Early Literacy assessment results. The 
STAR Early Literacy computer-based assessment produc
es raw scores that are converted into categorical labeling 
of students as emergent, transitional, or probable readers. 
Over the five months of the co-teaching intervention, Stu
dents A and B made gains in raw scores that moved Stu
dent A from an emergent to a transitional reader rating and 
Student B from a transitional to a probable rating. Student 
C showed point gains, but remained at the emergent reader 
level. Student D's performance did not increase on this 
measure. 

STAR Reading Assessment Results for General Education 
Classmates 

The six students in three categories (i.e., two high, two 
medium, and two low-performing) selected by the second 
grade teachers to take the STAR Reading assessment to 
coincide with the post-test taken by students eligible for 
special education made test score gains. The two top stu
dents showed pre-post test score increases of 21 and 86 
points, keeping them in the above average category of per
formance on this assessment. The two lowest performing 
of the four students made the greatest point gains (i .e., 87 
and 111 points), but not enough of a gain to move them up 
from their below average reader rating. The two students 
identified by teachers as the "typical" average performers, 
gained 36 and 97 points, resulting in both students moving 
from the below average to the average category. 

Discussion 
Summary of Study and Results 

This study examined the literacy progress of the stu
dents with and without disabilities who received two hours 
of literacy instruction through co-teaching arrangements 
between the general and special educators. 

Findings reveal that students with and without dis
abilities showed improvements under the co-teaching ar
rangement. With only a few exceptions, the four students 
eligible for special education showed pre-post interven
tion gains that exceeded what might be expected, given 
their low starting performances. On some assessments 
(i.e., Rapid Reading Phonics, FRY Oral Reading), stu
dents demonstrated performance increases that suggest 
multi-fold (i.e., two to four times the expected grade
level or age-level increases) acceleration in their literacy 
learning. 
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Limitations, Significance, and Implications of the Study 
Several limitations affect the generalizability and in

ternal and external validity of this study (Fraenkel & Waller, 
2003). First, this is case study of one teaching team, limit
ing the generalizability of the results. Second, the students 
involved in this second grade classroom were not chosen 
randomly; they were the students assigned to this class. 
Additionally, this study occurred only over a five-month 
period rather than a full academic year or across academic 
years. Finally, when using a pre- and post-test assessment 
procedure, there is the possibility that students may recall 
or learn from the pre-test, thus improving on the post-test 
because of this exposure effect rather than the intervention 
(i.e., co-teaching) effect. 

These limitations acknowledged the pre-post inter
vention measures in this study and showed that literacy 
performance of the four students with identified disabili
ties included in the co-taught classroom increased dramat
ically over the five months of the co-teaching intervention. 
Additionally, low-, medium, and high-performing class
mates also experienced academic gains with co-teaching. 

This study, then, adds to the nascent research base on 
co-teaching. It reinforces the notion that educators possess 
complementary skills they can activate to differentiate in
struction to benefit all students. It also serves as a model 
for larger scale research projects regarding co-teaching in 
which data on academic and social growth of students is 
examined across entire school communities and school 
districts. Additionally, it is the authors' hope that this study 
can serve as an inspiration to teachers and administrators 
interested in or embarking upon co-teaching. Student and 
co-teacher success does not just happen. It requires plan
ning, an understanding of co-teaching approaches, and, 
then, the differentiation of content, instruction, and assess
ment by instructors exercising their diversified expertise, 
as did the co-teachers in this study. 
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