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Key Question for Literacy Co- Teachers: 
What Possibilities Do We Have 
Together?
Erin M. McTigue, Aslaug Fodstad Gourvennec, Oddny Judith Solheim

Co- teaching offers great potential but rarely yields strong learning results. A series 
of reflective co- teaching guides are presented that support building relationships 
and intentional teaching practices to maximize literacy learning.

Co- teaching gives good opportunities to try out new ideas  
and teaching practices. You talk together along the  
road –  discussing with each other about your own teach-
ing continuously. You have a unique possibility to learn 
from each other and make each other even better teach-
ers! You reflect together about individual students’ devel-
opment, about what methods work well and which, not so 
well said Norwegian Primary school co-teacher, Katrin (all 
names are pseudonyms)

Co- teaching is a practice that we are likely all familiar 
with— but do we really know about how it works for 
teaching literacy? it is easy to confuse familiarity with 

understanding, and there is actually much, as a field, that we 
do not yet fully understand about co- teaching. Therefore, in 
this article, we synthesize what has been established and 
what is not yet known. Then, we propose a model of change 
regarding how co- teaching can lead to greater student liter-
acy learning. Next, we introduce our work, including in- depth 
interviews with co- teaching partners in literacy, and con-
sider how their voices inform the model. Finally, we translate 
implications from research into practical steps that literacy 
co- teachers can take to avoid pitfalls, enhance professional 
learning, and improve student reading skills. Throughout this 
paper, multiple experienced co- teachers of literacy offer guid-
ance in their own words.

Most central, we identify an active ingredient 
employed by highly effective co- teaching pairs— shared 
reflection. To promote this process, we created tools 
in the form of partner reflection guides for literacy co- 
teaching, designed for unique stages of the school year. 
These guides aim to prompt shared reflection on key 

areas identified by co- teaching research. As encapsu-
lated by the quote above, co- teaching provides an unpar-
allel opportunity for discussions that lead to professional 
learning and positive change. Therefore, our guides 
prompt teacher partners to repeatedly ponder: What pos-
sibilities for literacy instruction do we have together that 
we do not have when we are solo?

But First, What Exactly Is Co- Teaching?
“Two heads are better than one, and we have to come up 
with different ideas to collaborate well,” said Marit.

Co- teaching is a broad term describing cooperation, 
planning, and teaching among two or more profession-
als (Krammer et al., 2018). Co- teaching most often refers 
to the collaboration between a classroom teacher and a 
special education (SPED) teacher (Friend, 2008). However, 
co- teaching arrangements also include pairing general 
educators with another professional, such as a speech- 
language pathologist or a reading specialist (Krammer et 
al., 2018), or a gifted education teacher (Mofield, 2020) or 
even pairing multi- grade- level teachers (Chandler- Olcott 
& Nieroda, 2016). In our work, we studied pairs of general 
education elementary teachers who co- taught literacy 
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instruction for first and second grades. However, the 
guides in this article can be adapted for any partnership 
engaged in literacy instruction.

Why Co- Teaching Holds Promise to the 
Literacy Community
“The best experience is to have a spar-
ring partner … not being alone with this 
serious responsibility: teaching chil-
dren how to read and write,” said co- 
teacher, Theresa.

Co- teaching provides numerous 
potential benefits for students. For 
example, having an additional teacher 
reduces the student-  to -  teacher 
ratio, thus creating the opportunity 
for more teacher– student interac-
tions and small group work (Cramer 
& Nevin,  2006)— critical for early lit-
eracy instruction. Co- teaching can 
also support differentiated instruction, 
especially for children experiencing 
reading challenges while allowing for 
students to remain in their classroom. 
When co- teaching pairs SPED and 
regular education teachers, both SPED 
students and typically-developing  
students can benefit (Hang & Rabren,  
2009).

Beyond benefits to students, co- teaching also offers 
multiple opportunities for literacy teachers (Rytivaara 
et al., 2019). Co- teaching allows for peer modeling and 
peer collaboration, which have long been acknowl-
edged as important for teachers’ professional develop-
ment (Johnston & Tsai, 2018). Co- teaching provides a 
consistent fellow professional for reflection, problem 
solving, and the co- construction of knowledge about 
their students (Rytivaara et al., 2021). As a result, co- 
teachers report professional growth, professional sat-
isfaction, and personal support from this arrangement 
(Walther- Thomas, 1997).

The Problem: Research Does not Clearly 
Connect Co- Teaching to Student Growth
Despite the many potential benefits from co- teaching, 
unfortunately, the effects on students’ learning are often 
undocumented or underwhelming. This lack of efficacy 
has been repeatedly identified as an important gap by 
researchers in the field of education (e.g., Murawski & 
Lee Swanson, 2001; Weiss & Brigham, 2000). Simply put 

… we wondered why. Is the lack of impact between co- 
teaching and student learning because co- teaching is 
under- researched or because actual findings are weak? 
There is truth in both options.

The actual quantity of co- teaching research is 
not lacking; however, there are quality problems. 
Specif ically, Weiss and Brigham’s review (2000) 

identif ied key weaknesses in 
the co- teaching literature: (1) 
inconsistent definitions about 
co- teaching, (2) limited infor-
mation about measures, (3) the 
practice of studying only suc-
cessful co- teaching pairs, and 
(4) findings presented subjec-
tively. For example, in a 2001 
meta- analysis on co- teaching, 
Murawski and Swanson found 
that only six of 89 relevant arti-
cles met standards for inclusion.

Fur thermore ,  even many 
high- quality studies do not link 
co- teaching to student learning. 
Rather, co -  teaching research 
often focuses on surrounding 
questions, such as the teachers’ 
and students’ perceptions of 
the process. To illustrate, Solis, 
Vaugh, Swanson, and McCulley 

(2012) documented that, of 146 studies reviewed, only 
17 considered student outcomes (and those findings 
were not strong). In total, the research base provides 
an incomplete investigation, so we cannot claim a 
robust connection between co- teaching and student 
growth.

Co- Teaching as an Opportunity Space, but 
not a Change Agent
“Use the two- teacher resource to vary the teaching: Divide 
into groups of different sizes, make different arrange-
ments, be more interdisciplinary, have projects that 
extend over time in addition to the daily arrangements. Be 
more creative!” said co- teacher, Mette.

The research findings (or lack thereof) lead to an obvi-
ous question: Why does co- teaching not necessarily lead 
to student growth? We would argue that this lack of con-
sistent effects is likely due to the nature of the interven-
tion. Unlike many typical educational interventions, such 
as a new literacy program, co- teaching is an opportunity 
space. It is a structural, but not pedagogical, interven-
tion. In other words, it can disrupt the status quo, but the 

PAUSE AND PONDER

■ What are the most compelling 
opportunities that arise by having two 
teachers for literacy instruction?

■ Why do you think research has not 
consistently found robust student 
learning outcomes from co- teaching?

■ Under what conditions would co- 
teaching not result in new or more 
adapted literacy instructional 
practices?

■ What does shared responsibility best 
look like between co- teachers of 
literacy?

■ In what ways can shared reflection be 
more powerful than individual 
reflection?
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teachers must serve as change agents to make pedagog-
ical changes occur.

If we use an analogy to a jigsaw puzzle, before co- 
teaching, a teacher already has the components of lit-
eracy instruction established (perhaps vocabulary study, 
writer’s workshop, guided reading, etc.) within a system. 
Adding a second teacher provides an opportunity to 
deconstruct and consider each piece anew (see Figure 1) 
and consider adding new pieces. Co- teachers may choose 
to experiment with approaches that are less feasible when 
working solo. For example, for students to practice and 
teachers to assess fluency, in a one- teacher classroom, a 
teacher may have students take turns reading to the whole 
group (round robin reading), which is an inefficient use of 
time. With two teachers, it becomes more feasible, dur-
ing independent working time, to have both teachers cir-
culating and having students whisper- read, one- at- a- time, 
to a teacher. Teachers can give in- the- moment feedback 
and take notes to share with their partner. In this way, oral 

reading fluency continues to be a regular practice but is 
reshaped to be more effective.

We must acknowledge here that changing how we do 
our work takes an immense amount of effort. For exam-
ple, researchers have estimated that at least 40% of our 
daily actions are habits, not intentional decisions (Neal  
et al.,  2006). Habits are particularly vital for teachers 
when we recognize that elementary teachers manage 
about 1200– 1500 decisions daily (Jackson, 1990)! Yet, 
reliance on habits also makes change difficult so an 
opportunity space is not always enough to spark change.

How Co- Teaching can Lead to Student 
Growth

Be good at utilizing each other’s expertise, strengths and 
interests. … a good opportunity to try new programs and 
teaching methods. … You have a unique opportunity to learn 
from each other and make each other even better teachers! 
Reflect on individual student’s development together - which 
methods work well? said co-teacher,  Trine

Rather than sharing discrete advice about co- 
teaching, we grounded these ideas in an overall model 
that reflects both the research and our own experiences 
(see Figure 2). We fully recognize that relationship build-
ing and communication are essential to creating an effec-
tive co- teaching partnership (e.g., Gerber & Popp, 1999). 
However, teachers working well together does not guar-
antee instructional change or student growth— the stu-
dent growth derives from reflective and intentional in-
structional decision making.

As noted above, much research has focused on the 
first half of this process— building positive co- teaching 
relationships. Researchers have frequently examined 
what can go wrong at this stage when teachers’ notions 
of territory, ownership, and autonomy can undermine 
collaboration (Alexander,  1997). In contrast, parity in 
planning, instruction, and roles is essential for suc-
cessful co- teaching relationships (Pratt et al.,  2017). 
Furthermore, conflicting belief systems can hinder the 
building of common processes (Brownell et al., 2006). For 
example, one co- teacher may be dedicated to integrat-
ing authentic literature throughout instruction, whereas 
her partner believes strongly on careful matching of stu-
dents’ reading levels and text difficulty. While both belief 
systems have value and research supporting them, they 
can create conflict when actually picking out which texts 
the students will read in the coming month— Should we 
prioritize children’s literature or leveled readers?

Shifting to the second half of the model, the collab-
orative nature of the arrangement allows for peer model-
ing and mentoring so that teachers can learn from each 

Figure 1  
How Co- teaching can Reshape Literacy Instruction
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other and support each other. Drawing from professional 
development research in general, we know it is difficult 
for professionals to change their practices at a mean-
ingful level (Jacob & McGovern, 2015). Even when a TPD 
(teacher professional development) program succeeds 
in increasing teachers’ knowledge, this does not neces-
sarily lead to instructional changes or increased student 
learning (Kennedy, 2016). Kennedy named this phenom-
enon the problem of enactment, in which teachers can 
learn and espouse one idea yet continue enacting a dif-
ferent idea without even noticing the contradiction. As a 
result, through discussions, implicit assumptions must 
be challenged and existing practices questioned for TPD 
to lead to changes in practices (Webster- Wright, 2009).

Next, it is important to recognize that this model 
occurs within a school context, so looking beyond the 
processes between the two teachers, contextual factors, 
such as lack of common planning time and administra-
tive support, present challenges to even the most com-
patible of teaching partners (Pratt, 2014). In one study 
(Mulholland & O’Connor, 2016), two- thirds of co- teachers 
reported not even meeting on a regular basis which 
precludes rapport building or shared responsibility. 
Therefore, administrators have an active role in creating 
the conditions necessary for co- teachers’ success and 
must be included early in the early planning.

In summary, for co- teaching to be wholly success-
ful, teachers, on their own volition, must move beyond 
default practices to experiment with new approaches. For 
example, although having a second teacher would make 
small group instruction for comprehension more feasible, 

if teachers were already comfortable with the instruc-
tional approach of the teacher modeling strategies via 
think- alouds to the whole- class, followed by independent 
reading, they could easily maintain that practice with the 
second teacher circulating. In that way, there would be no 
meaningful change to the status quo.

Furthermore, it is important to recognize that most 
teachers have not been educated in collaborative models 
(Kampwirth, 1999) beyond being a preservice and mentor 
teacher (in which there was a clear hierarchy). As a result, 
co- teaching can be a situation of building the plane as it 
is being flown. Therefore, it is essential that neither co- 
teachers nor administrators simply assume that all will 
work out but invest in the time and structures (e.g., reflec-
tion guides!) to make it successful.

Our Own Work and What We Learned 
About Co- Teaching
The Two Teachers Project responds to a critical gap in 
co- teaching research by connecting student growth in 
literacy with co- teaching and TPD in literacy instruction 
(see Solheim et al., 2017). Specifically, in a large- scale, 
randomized control trial in southern Norway, we followed 
148 literacy classrooms, with and without second teach-
ers, and classrooms, with and without TPD, from school 
entry through Grade 2 (6 conditions in total). This design 
allowed us to investigate the individual and combined 
effects of a second teacher and TPD. Regarding demo-
graphics, the teachers in this study identified as 97% 
female and age- wise, there was a large range, but over 

Figure 2  
Proposed Model of Change from Co- teaching to Student Growth in Literacy
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half of the teachers (57%) were between 30 and 49 years 
old. Approximately 96% held a degree in teaching or edu-
cation. Regarding specific content, 63% studied general 
teacher education, 31% studied preschool/early childhood 
education, and 6% in a related educational field.

Literacy classes were co- taught for at least 360 min-
utes weekly (8 sessions of 45 minutes). The TPD was site 
based and utilized an online program “Language Tracks” 
(see sprakloyper.no). This program covers a range of 
topics in literacy instruction including letter learning, 
assessment of reading skills and scaffolding of students’ 
writing. The grade- level teams were not assigned a topic 
but selected one they deemed to be most useful. To allow 
for greater autonomy, Language Tracks provided the 
directions and materials to enact site- based TPD without 
an external facilitator but rather as professional learning 
communities (Haaland et al., 2022).

To more fully understand co- teaching processes, 
we also conducted in- depth interviews with three pairs 
of teachers who were particularly effective (based on 
student growth scores) and three who were not. For 
selection, we first calculated student growth scores and 
determined which classes had highly effective teach-
ing partners (top 20th percentile) and which classrooms 
had less effective partnerships (lowest 20th percentile). 
Based on availability and interest, we then selected three 
pairs from both groups and individually interviewed all 12 
teachers about literacy instruction and co- teaching (see 
Gourvennec, 2021; Gourvennec et al., 2022).

Co- Teaching Layered with Professional 
Development.
In the following sections, we summarize key results from a 
series of studies. Our main results revealed that there were 
only limited effects on students’ reading development or moti-
vation from simply adding an extra teacher during literacy 
classes or only participating in TPD (Haaland et al., 2022b). 
However, adding TPD in literacy instruction to the co- teaching 
arrangement proved effective (Haaland et al. 2002a). Students 
in two- teacher classrooms in TPD schools scored higher on 
literacy measures, reader self- concept and perseverance. The 
effects were particularly large for boys and for students who 
entered first grade with low emergent literacy skills.

But why? Our mechanism investigation further sug-
gested that effects in the combined condition were due to 
these teachers employing more adapted instruction. Only 
teachers in the combined condition reported more pedagog-
ical adaption, specifically using texts and tasks adapted to 
the students’ reading level (Haaland et al., 2022). Teachers 
in the combined condition also reported higher self- efficacy 
about adapting literacy instruction to students’ needs. In 

other words, professional development appeared to facili-
tate teachers to fill the opportunity space with new, more 
adaptive and effective practices that made students more 
focused on their learning tasks and more likely to persevere 
when facing challenge.

It’s not “Who Does What,” It’s “How We Share 
Responsibility”
“It has been a desire to have equal responsibility for teach-
ing. Then it requires very close cooperation, to be able to 
exchange information and adapt programs and teaching 
continuously” said co- teacher Andreas.

Next, we considered variation within all 148 co- taught 
classes because we aimed to find active ingredients that 
were present in more successful teaching partnerships 
and less prevalent among lower performing teaching 
partnerships (Gourvennec et al., 2022). For this goal, we 
collected data on co- teaching practices, focusing on both 
how teachers organized their co- teaching approaches 
(e.g., one person teaches while one tutors, parallel teach-
ing) as well as their level of shared responsibility for plan-
ning, enacting, and evaluating instruction. In line with the 
results comparing one and two teacher classrooms, we 
found how teachers organized the students (e.g., dividing 
the group in two and teaching one group each, or pull- out 
lessons) was not related to student growth (Larsen, 2021).

However, the amount of shared responsibility reported 
by teachers was positively associated with student 
growth. In other words, the classrooms where the co- 
teachers genuinely shared instructional decision making 
were more successful, regardless of how they organized 
their time and space. For example, co- teachers authenti-
cally sharing responsibility may review student reading 
assessment results together and co- create an instruc-
tional plan of how to respond to students’ needs. This 
co- constructed plan may involve new structures such as 
small group tutoring, parallel teaching or other organiza-
tional arrangements. The importance of shared respon-
sibility is aligned with Solis et al.  (2012), in which they 
observed that when homeroom teachers provided the 
majority of instruction and co- teachers provided only 
support, there was little change.

How Teachers Related Their Successes and 
Challenges in Co- Teaching
In this section, we focus on our results from the inter-
views with 12 co- teachers from particularly high-  or low- 
performing classrooms (see Gourvennec et al., 2022).

Shared reflection leading to decision making. Regarding 
shared responsibility, an important theme across all pairs 
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was that the homeroom teacher was typically responsible 
for the whole group, whereas the co- teacher had responsi-
bility for struggling readers. However, there were also clear 
differences. In the higher performing classrooms, the two 
teachers reported sharing the higher level decision making 
within planning. They reported discussing student progress 
and decision making “all the time.” This shared reflection was 
a particular hallmark of how they described their work pro-
cesses and the formation of a seamless partnership. Their 
reflections considered a wide range of topics including or-
ganization, teaching plans, student skills, and students’ so-
cial and emotional development. For example, if organizing 
student book clubs, co- teachers each provide unique knowl-
edge regarding students’ reading levels, topics of interest 
and which students they work well with. As one co- teacher 
described: “It is important to have frequent (and short) meet-
ing points to coordinate further plans, as well as evaluate 
and reflect on what has been done. … Students must get the 
impression that it is two teachers, not a head teacher and an 
assistant, who decide in the classroom.”

Differences as strengths. Another key theme was how 
the two groups of teachers viewed differences in their 
backgrounds and skills. For the low- performing teach-
er dyads, differences (e.g., age, experience) were often 
viewed as a challenge and could result in a strict hierar-
chy with one teacher mentoring but without knowledge 
flowing in the opposite direction. In contrast, the high- 
performing teacher dyads tended to view differences as 
a source of strength. They reported much open dialogue 
about disparate preferences and potential disagree-
ments. For example, in a highly successful pair, Tania saw 
great value in collaborating with Sara because Sara had 
much knowledge about early literacy instruction whereas 
Tania was new to first grade. Tania regularly checked 
with Sara about developmentally  appropriate practices. 
Beyond age level, teachers may differ in their content area 
preparation and passions. For example, one co- teacher 
could take a lead on planning and leading the writing 
curriculum, whereas the second could lead the reading. 
However, through co- planning the two curriculums (read-
ing and writing) could operate in synchrony. Additionally, 
one teacher may bring in an entirely new practice. For ex-
ample, if one teacher has a background in drama, they 
may introduce the practice of Reader’s Theater to the 
class (see Figure 1). Helene summarizes this view point: 
“Share the tasks according to interest and what you feel 
you are strong at. Share your thoughts and ideas about 
students who are struggling in different ways, and con-
sider, are we seeing the same thing?”

It is important to note that while having differences 
in background, successful pairs shared agreement, at a 

fundamental level, about how children learned and what 
children needed. Therefore, we infer that each co- teacher 
should spend time making their own epistemological 
beliefs explicit to their partner as well as understand their 
partner’s points of view. As Ingrid recommends, “Discuss 
students, development and the pathway forward. Be a 
professional and pedagogical support for each other.”

Guides for Shared Reflection and 
Intentional Practices
Why Co- Teaching Reflection Guides?
We advocate that the co- teaching process, both the build-
ing of relationships and the professional development for 
literacy, should not be left to chance. We developed this 
set of reflection guides to facilitate discussions around 
critical aspects of literacy practices. Rather than relying 
on individual reflection, reflective discussions can help 
engage teachers at a deeper level— learning from and 
with each other. These guides are also designed to shift 
the conversations beyond practical planning (e.g., Did you 
laminate the word cards?) to higher level thinking that 
considers possibilities and critiques new ideas. Returning 
to our model, these guides are to support the processes 
that drive the outcomes.

How Do These Guides Support Teachers 
Throughout a School Year?
The focus of reflection shifts throughout the year. In the 
beginning, it is essential that time is invested for partners 
to build rapport, trust and communication plans, share their 
fundamental belief systems, and consider the possibilities 
that this arrangement brings (Hang & Rabren, 2009). Next, 
in order for dyads to grow professionally, it is essential that 
they try out new strategies with conversations focusing on 
the opportunities made possible. Then, of course, change 
must always be accompanied by some form of assessment 
and a focus on results, so dyads have a sense of how their 
changes are helping meet their goals.

Guide for Setting up Co- Teaching 
(Administrators and Literacy Co- Teachers)
Our first guide covers the big picture and organizational con-
siderations that must be considered before the school year. 
This discussion would ideally occur in a meeting with both 
co- teachers and a school administrator. These questions 
are based on reports from co- teachers documenting the 
externalities that made co- teaching difficult or supported 
(see Pratt et al., 2017). To connect with our model of change 
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Figure 3  
Administrative and Organizational Guide for Co- teachers
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(see Figure 3), these practical conversations are essential to 
create the structures (i.e., shared physical space and time) 
for relationship building and reflection.

Guide for Building Rapport and Relationship 
in the Literacy Classroom
“Find out what you are good at; what you are passion-
ate about within reading and writing. Distribute the work 
according to the adult’s interests and imagination,” said 
co- teacher, Astrid.

This guide is designed to prompt co- teachers to 
first individually reflect on their own belief systems 
and strengths and then to share and build upon those 
insights with their co- teacher. To connect it to our model, 
this guide supports the stage of building trust, rapport, 
and acknowledging strengths in each other. Successful 
teaching partners view differences as sources of shared 
strength rather than obstacles.

The assumption is that even if two teachers are long- 
time co- workers, these are not the type of conversations 
that would naturally arise. Instead, this guide creates a situ-
ation to discuss one’s core professional values and epis-
temological beliefs about literacy. The specific questions 
are adapted from co- teaching research (Pratt, 2014) and 
training materials for co- teaching (Villa, Thousand, & Nevin, 
2013). Additionally, to create a forward focus, questions 
were also adapted by the SOAR (Strengths, Opportunities, 
Aspirations, Results) framework, which applies positive psy-
chology to strategic planning (Stavros & Hinrichs, 2019).

We recommend that teachers take approximately 
15– 30 minutes to reflect individually and jot down their 
responses. Then, co- teachers can share their answers 
and consider the joint questions together. Because of the 
personal nature of this conversation, rather than practi-
cal, we would recommend creating a low- stress environ-
ment, such as blocking out 45– 60 minutes before classes 
starts and sitting down over coffee or lunch (Figure 4).

Guide for Goal Setting, Establishing Roles, 
and Long- Term Planning

“It is crucial for the work that the collaboration time is "scheduled," 
for fixed days and hours in the week. More than 1 hour a week is 
needed for collaboration time. It is also especially important to set 
aside ample time for long- term planning at the beginning of the 
school year and each term.” said co- teacher, Anita

This guide shifts the focus from underlying beliefs 
to what these beliefs look like in practice. Referring 
to our model, this guide leads to questions of shared 
responsibility, pedagogical intent, and goal setting. 

Mirroring the process of the high- performing dyads, it 
is important that the conversations allow both teach-
ers to be involved in the higher- order decisions, such 
as in what areas to focus effort, rather than appoint-
ing one person to make all decisions. These questions 
prompt co- teachers to establish long- term curricu-
lar goals, co- teaching goals, and consider organiza-
tion practices for how to start the school year. They 
also guide teachers to consider how they would use 
students’ literacy assessments for decision making. 
These questions were also adapted from training mate-
rials for co- teachers by Villa et al. (2013) and the SOAR 
model of strategic planning (Stavros & Hinrichs, 2019). 
For recording goal setting, we would recommend that 
teachers use a chart to note longer term goals for each 
literacy domain (Figure 5).

Guide for Monthly Check- Ins
Each month, we recommend having a planned reflection 
for at least 30 minutes to consider progress. This guide 
(see Figure 6) is intentionally divided into two key areas 
of focus: (1) the co- teaching process and (2) student 
growth. This guide supports the continued use of shared 
responsibility both in the co- teaching process (e.g., How 
are we growing as co- teachers?) as well as reflecting on 
the teaching process (e.g., What students are we most 
concerned with? What are the ideas to address their 
needs?)

Guides for Weekly and Daily Check- Ins
“Good relationship [are needed] between two who will 
work so closely. Exchange experiences and plans daily” 
said co- teacher, Elin.

We would recommend that weekly reflection should 
occur at a designated time and place and receive a 
dedicated 10– 15 minutes. To accommodate the reality 
of school, daily check- ins will likely be less formal (see 
Figure 7), and teachers may need to be creative about 
how this can occur. For example, these may need to be 
squeezed into transition times such as on the way to a 
teacher’s lunch break. We recommend printing out cop-
ies of the guides and posting them in a visible location. 
The questions are adapted from work with professional 
coaching (Peterson, 2011) and designed to help teach-
ers draw attention to their daily and weekly decisions, 
the outcome of those decisions, and the resulting insight 
that can inform future instructional practices. They also 
continually lead the reflections toward the goal of shared 
responsibility (e.g., How can we help each other this 
week?)
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Figure 4  
Building Rapport and Relationship Guide for Co- teachers
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Figure 5  
Goal Setting/Establishing Roles/Long- Term Planning Guide for Co- teachers
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Figure 6  
Monthly Reflection Guide for Co- teachers
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Figure 7  
Weekly and Daily Check- In Guides for Co- teachers
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How to Make Shared Reflection Work Within 
the Real Constraints of Schools
We want to emphasize that the practice of regular shared 
reflection is a (free!) practice that any dyad of co- teachers 
can adopt and only requires time. However, we also rec-
ognize that time is a major constraint for true teacher col-
laboration. For example, a recent national survey from the 
American Teaching Panel indicates that only 10% of US 
teachers strongly agreed that they had sufficient time to 
collaborate with other teachers (Johnston & Tsai, 2018). 
Therefore, committing to enact these guides requires an 
atypical time obligation that administrators must work 
to facilitate, both initially and then at regular intervals 
throughout the year. Although this may seem exces-
sive to administrators, we would counter that the capital 
investment of a second teacher is substantial, and the 
additional time dedicated for planning and reflection (to 
maximize the potential of a second teacher) is minimal 
in comparison. So, in short, it is unwise to scrimp on co- 
planning time!

Additionally, co- planning ultimately creates effi-
ciency. For example: Rytivaara et al.  (2019) found that 
co- teachers who invested time in aligning their ideas 
about co- teaching allowed them to plan more efficiently 
throughout the year. Therefore, this pre- work of relation-
ship building can save teaching partners time throughout 
the year.

Furthermore, we recognize that teachers are very 
busy professionals, and it will be easy for reflection 
time to be eclipsed by other needs (e.g., emailing par-
ents, completing forms, scheduling meetings); as such, 
this time must also be protected for shared reflection. 
We would recommend some form of accountability to 
prevent slippage from the plan, such as that monthly 
goals could be shared with another school profes-
sional. Administrators, therefore, are a critical link to 
facilitate time for reflection, provide input and rec-
ommendations, and allow co- teachers to reach their 
potential (Solis et al., 2012).

Conclusion
Co- teaching offers a unique opportunity for effective, 
differentiated, and innovative literacy instruction, as 
well as an opportunity for two educational profession-
als to significantly grow in their skill set while support-
ing each other. As described by Hilde, “It is instructive 
to have someone to plan the teaching with and share 
the knowledge and experiences we have. We have tried 
to utilize each other ’s qualities and share what we 

make.” Additionally, above and beyond the curriculum, 
these partnerships can help build a positive classroom 
environment and attend to the diverse needs of many 
students. As Eva recommends, “Have academic con-
versations about individual students. It felt completely 
unique and very safe that we were two people who both 
knew the students so well.” However, we recognize that 
for teachers to seize this opportunity space in the busy 
(and often chaotic) worlds of elementary schools, we 
need to proactively create and protect a time to slow 
down and reflect on the process. We believe that 
shared reflection and intentional decision making are 
the active ingredients for co- teaching to significantly 
improve students’ learning. In order for this to happen, 
our series of reflection guides can work to support 
teachers in their daily, weekly, and monthly routines, 
as well as throughout the school year cycle. Returning 
to our initial question, we aim to continually prompt 
consideration of: What possibilities for literacy instruc-
tion do we have together that we do not have when we 
are solo?

TAKE ACTION FOR CO- TEACHERS

1. Before the school year, set up a meeting between 
administrator(s) and co- teachers, and share in advance 
the Administrative and Organizational Questionnaire for 
Co- teachers. In this meeting, discuss issues including 
scheduling and shared work spaces within the school.

2. Take 15– 30 minutes to complete the individual 
reflection on the Building Rapport and Relationships 
Questionnaire.

3. Find a common time (maybe a lunch or coffee?) to 
complete the shared reflection of the Building Rapport 
and Relationships Questionnaire.

4. With your co- teacher, determine best times for daily, 
weekly, and monthly check- ins and conversations and 
post these on a shared calendar.

5. Print out additional questionnaires in advance for the 
year and put them in a shared space for easy access.

6. Create a shared file for recording weekly and monthly 
goals and reflections.

7. Share with parents about your co- teaching plan, your 
individual and shared roles and responsibilities, and 
how to best communicate.

8. Enjoy your time co- teaching, continually work to 
improve, and celebrate your successes!
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