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Beyond Our
Co-Teaching
Comfort Zones
BY ELIZABETH STEIN ! 09/14/2014

A MiddleWeb Blog
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amazed at how quickly we fall
into our grooves. It only takes
a few days to ease into
familiar patterns and routines
as the anticipation of the
school year meets the reality
of fulfilling our multi-layered
responsibilities as educators.

We transition to our most
comfortable classroom
persona—and then it
becomes like we never left!
But here’s the thing"co-
teachers must push beyond
this familiar way of being.
They must push beyond co-
teaching comfort zones.

This year, I’m enjoying a new
position as an instructional
coach. I will be working with
special education teachers
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and general education
teachers in special classes
and inclusion classes to align
IEP goals and Common Core
curriculum. Our objective will
be to guide each student to
close personal achievement
gaps, which will naturally lead
to closing building and district-
wide achievement gaps.

I will be working with teachers
and co-teachers across the
district—it’s like co-teaching
times ten! My passion to
elevate co-teaching in
inclusion classrooms feels
boundless and I am full of
hope for student achievement.
I will be a guide on the side in
learning environments with
such a variety of co-teaching
realities, and I am very jazzed
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about the opportunity to fine
tune strategies and models of
instruction that will work for
each classroom scenario.

The characteristics of
good partnerships

As I reflect on my past co-
teaching experiences, and
look forward to co-teaching
with my many new colleagues
this year, I’ve been taking
some time to consider which
characteristics should be a
part of any effective co-
teaching partnership.
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1. Positive Classroom
Environment: Each
classroom should include a
natural proportion of students
with disabilities, with all
students in flexible,
heterogeneous groups. Mutual
respect is obvious between
teachers, between teachers
and students, and between
students and students. The
thinking of all students is
valued, and time is naturally
embedded in lessons where
students are actively engaged
and comfortable sharing their
voices.



9/21/14 8:25 PMPushing Beyond Co-Teaching Comfort Zones | MiddleWeb

Page 7 of 17http://www.middleweb.com/17641/beyond-co-teaching-comfort-zones/

2. Parity: Both teachers are
actively engaged in the
instructional process. The
“we” and “our” language is
naturally used within the
classroom environment.
Paraprofessionals are
included in meaningful ways
throughout the learning
process. Both teachers are
consistent and responsible for
classroom management. Both
teachers are teachers for all
students. Students naturally
ask both teachers for

http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2010/07/23/my-best-posts-on-classroom-management/
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assistance and feedback. And
it is always a helpful clue
when the names of both
teachers are displayed in the
classroom and on the door.

3. Effective Instructional
Practices: Differentiated
strategies and the use of a
variety of co-teaching models
are evident. The needs of a
variety of students are clearly
being met through the use of
materials and technology as
needed. A balance of
cooperative learning groups
(with flexible groupings
considered) and independent
practice is in place. Structured
peer supports are in use to
increase student leadership
opportunities, deepen
learning, and strengthen

http://education.wm.edu/centers/ttac/documents/packets/differentiating.pdf
http://www.asdk12.org/depts/hr/student_teaching/PDF/The_Power_of_2.pdf
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social and behavioral skills.
Specific learning strategies
are in place to scaffold
instruction and support
challenging work. Both
teachers are involved in
checking for students’
understanding and adjusting
scaffolds as needed.

4. Accommodations and
Modifications: Both teachers
demonstrate an awareness of
individual student needs.
Proactive planning is
evidenced by the smooth flow
of a lesson where all students
are able to access the
material in real-time. Students’
needs for any technologies
are accessible to guide
meaningful student
participation.
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Accommodations for
assessments are naturally
embedded. Incorporating a
Universal Design for Learning
approach will limit, and
potentially do away with, any
need for retrofitting.

The Co’s of Co-
Teaching

In addition to these
fundamental characteristics of
effective inclusion classrooms,
I’ll be looking for these
indicators of good co-teaching

http://www.udlcenter.org/
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that are often “outside the
comfort zone.”

! There is evidence that the
teachers co-plan.
Instructional methods are
selected based on content as
well as students’ strengths
and needs. Lesson plans are
written in a manner that
delineates each teacher’s role
in the planning and
instructional process.

! There is evidence that the
teachers co-instruct. It is
obvious that the teachers
utilize various co-teaching
models. It would be difficult for
an outsider to identify the
general education teacher and
the special education teacher.
Teachers interact in ways to
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deepen the learning for all
learners in the room.

! There is evidence that the
teachers co-assess. Both
teachers take part in
accommodating and/or
modifying assignments to
guide meaningful student
expression where all students
are held to the same high
standards and expectations.
Both teachers have a role in
collecting data on student
performance, and both
teachers take a part in
creating and/or grading
assessments.

What are your thoughts about
these characteristics and
indicators of a strong co-
teaching relationship? Are



9/21/14 8:25 PMPushing Beyond Co-Teaching Comfort Zones | MiddleWeb

Page 13 of 17http://www.middleweb.com/17641/beyond-co-teaching-comfort-zones/

Tags:  accommodations assessment

classroom environment co-teacher

co-teaching comfort zone

Elizabeth Stein modifications parity

they realistic in your co-
teaching world? What plans
do you have for pushing
beyond your own co-teaching
comfort zones this year?
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with more than 20
years experience
spanning grades K-
8, specializing in
universal design for
learning and
special education.
She’s currently a
special
education/UDL
instructional coach
and new-teacher
mentor in Long
Island NY’s
Smithtown Central
School District.
Elizabeth is
National Board
Certified in Literacy
and a contributor to
Education Week
and other
publications. Her
first book
Comprehension
Lessons for RTI
(Grades 3-5), is
published by

http://www.edweek.org/tsb/articles/2010/04/12/02stein.h03.html
http://www.amazon.com/Comprehension-Lessons-RTI-Assessments-Intervention/dp/0545296811
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Scholastic (June
2013). Follow her
on Twitter
@elizabethlstein
and #coteachat

joe sosa
$  09/15/2014 at 3:18 PM

Very interesting perspectives
on coteaching (inclusionary
model). Natural proportion is
critical to success-generally
the % of sped pop in coteach
model reflects % of
exceptional learners in bldg.,
at lease in perfect world
scenario. I haven’t seen this
% in many, many years (I’ve
been teaching exceptional
learners for 40+ yrs. &
coteaching for over 18 yrs.).
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What I see is a loading of
sped. , RTI & ELL students
so proportion is way out of
whack- sometimes these
challenging pops are over
50% in a coteach class!
Coteach relationship varies
from teacher to teacher.
When I coteach with different
teachers I have different
relationships with each,
depending on lots and lots of
variables.
Least Restrictive
Environment (LRE) is the
PL94-142 term, but inclusion
has become the political
one!! LRE does not mean
that all exceptional learners
benefit from a coteach model,
must make placement
decision on an individual
basis-what’s best for one kid
may not be best for all.
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