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First and foremost, we are teachers. We have each spent more than thirty years as educators in preschool through graduate school classrooms. As partners at the Center on Education and Lifelong
Learning at Indiana University, Bloomington, for a dozen years, we have trained nearly three thousand educators throughout the Midwest in the art of shared practice in individual, school, and districtwide settings. During that time, we implemented a variety of effective professional development
strategies, training and onsite coaching opportunities, and graduate courses to foster better collaboration, co-teaching, and teaming among our colleagues and students.
Regardless of whether we are co-teaching together, consulting with school districts, preparing
pre-service teachers, or working on other favorite passions, we both try to embed quality professional
learning opportunities into every conversation we have with other educators.
As we examined the partnerships of educators with whom we have worked, we found that the
secret to quality co-teaching is not so much the strategies or models the teachers were implementing, but rather the kinds of conversations they engaged in. These conversations were what ultimately
determined their success in working together.
Many of the stories we have collected during our work appear in this book, and they are what has
convinced us of the power of critical conversations.
•

Sarah Beth felt that her students with learning disabilities had been ousted from their selfcontained room to be spread out all over the middle school—surely to fail. How would she
be able to work with different teachers every period?

•

Barry always helped his freshman algebra students by modifying and adapting his lessons
for struggling students. How could he be positive about his co-teacher, Wilma, who mostly
milled around, often reading the newspaper or checking her email during class?

•

Alex and Maya, the speech pathologist and the English teacher, wanted to co-teach as a
way to finally be seen as valued colleagues. How could they use their skills and knowledge
more effectively by supporting the primary-level teachers?
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In all of these situations, teachers found ways to work together to add value for their students
through co-teaching.
Co-teaching is most frequently used to provide access and targeted support to students with disabilities, ensuring they have access to a rigorous general education curriculum in a least restrictive environment. Benefits of collaborative partnerships include common goals, shared resources,
shared responsibility, and accountability for all students. The benefits of co-teaching have expanded
to include support for students with higher abilities, students with speech difficulties, and also English learners (ELs). More recently, we are seeing whole teams of co-teachers (general educators, special educators, speech therapists, Title I teachers, and EL educators) all working together, as well as
university-based student teachers co-teaching with their cooperating teachers at school sites.
In addition to the benefits for students, collaborative conversations help teachers. We know that
students improve when educators improve, and that problems are best solved when teachers collaborate and learn together. This collaboration paired with strong leadership allows teachers to achieve
ambitious goals for their students.
The Elementary and Secondary Education Act as reauthorized by the No Child Left Behind Act
of 2001 states that professional development needs to directly impact a teacher’s classroom practices
and student achievement. Realizing this, several other major educational organizations have recently
united to adopt a new definition of professional learning that taps the expertise of the educators in
the school and at the district office.
This new definition describes professional development as a comprehensive, sustained, and intensive approach to improving teachers’ and principals’ effectiveness in raising student achievement, and
fosters collective responsibility for improved student performance, while aligning with rigorous state
academic achievement standards for students as well as related local educational agency and school
improvement goals. Key implications are that professional learning is conducted among educators at
the school and facilitated by well-prepared school principals and school-based professional development coaches, mentors, master teachers, or other teacher leaders, and that it occurs several times per
week among established teams of teachers, principals, and other instructional staff members who are
engaged in a continuous cycle of improvement.
In line with this new definition, Learning Forward, a favorite professional organization of ours,
recently adopted as its purpose: “Every educator engages in effective professional learning every day so
every student achieves” (www.learningforward.org). This same purpose has become a rallying point
for most major educational organizations nationally, and it also aligns perfectly with the kinds of
conversations you will find in this book.
Critical Conversations in Co-Teaching: A Problem-Solving Approach is a practitioner’s guide to
understanding and establishing a variety of co-teaching models; it is for the Sarah Beths, Barrys,
Wilmas, Mayas, and Alexes who want to reach and teach all students, better. Our approach offers
four sets of conversation prompts and protocols designed to foster dramatic improvements in the
way you communicate with colleagues. These conversations have paved the way for more effective
and efficient shared teaching practices for hundreds of teachers, and they can help you create a truly
value-added collaborative practice.
To be honest, when we first began our work many years ago, we didn’t think much about how coteaching added to the value of classrooms. We knew the practice helped get students with disabilities
into classrooms where they could have access to the general education curriculum. We also knew
that we really liked to work together and our students seemed to thrive—especially the ones who
typically struggled.
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Then we conducted a series of presentations for a principal—Mr. Jenkins—and his faculty. Five of his
teachers (four freshman English teachers and a special educator) had attended one of our earliest trainings and convinced him to let them give co-teaching a try. They saw benefits immediately, and the only
thing he did to support them was to provide help scheduling students. Observations in these rooms
were a delight; he watched highly engaged students, theatrical teachers portraying literary characters,
and enlivened classes. In fact, he noted that these partnerships seemed to take on lives of their own.
He began to wonder if the qualitative data were enough to show a good return on investment. He
recognized that these co-teachers were some of the most effective teachers he had. He wondered, “Were
students getting the same product or service with individual teachers, or were they getting more bang
for the buck when these teachers co-taught?” He saw the soft measures—happy teachers, more engaged
students, increased social interactions for students with disabilities; these were apparent to him from
casual conversations with his co-teachers and his occasional observations in their classrooms.
The hard measures were, well, harder to measure. He reviewed test scores for the past four years.
For all the good he had observed, the students in co-taught classes had fared no better on typical tests.
He thought, “If I am paying at least $100,000 for my fift h-period freshman English class because I
have two highly qualified and experienced teachers in a room with an average size class, I want to
make sure I am getting my money’s worth.”
After an agonizing examination of their shared practices, the group realized none of their partner
configurations had done enough to provide their students with a more efficient or more effective
learning experience. In fact, they came to see that each of their pairs was actually doing no more than
what one really great teacher would do—even when two great teachers were in the room.
The first thing they did to rectify this was to brainstorm a list of nonexamples—what their coteaching looked like when it did not add value. They were surprised at just how quickly the list grew
(see table I.1).
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Table I.1: Value-Added Nonexamples
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Content Teacher Actions
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Provides review of upcoming unit test for whole class

Special Educator Actions
Taps students on the shoulder to wake up or keep
place in the text

Proctors a test to small group of advanced students

Assigns seat work for large group with little facilitation or assistance offered

Takes attendance, checks homework, passes out
papers, performs crowd control

Presents PowerPoint presentation of new material

Takes half of group to computer lab

Keeps other half in classroom waiting their turn, monitors homework

At first, listing nonexamples seemed like an absurd activity to the teachers, but it helped them
realize just how easy it is to waste valuable resources for little payoff. Wanting to be better stewards
of the financial resources of their district, they became much more intentional about showing value
for their collaborative efforts. They proved that 1 + 1 = more than 2.
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Our book provides a framework for adding value to teaching and learning through collaborative
practice. After you and your partner conduct your own critical conversations in co-teaching, you
will be able to clearly identify what strengths each of you bring to the table. You will also be able to
explain the investment that your time, talent, and experience offers, and hopefully you will be able
to see measurable returns on that investment.
When we set out to write Critical Conversations in Co-Teaching, we researched the existing literature. There are a number of available academic books related to collaboration and co-teaching, and
many use models to enhance instruction. Some emphasize the importance of building a relationship,
but none offer a process to help build collaborative relationships—the first step in building a quality
collaborative practice. While professional development books focus on communication skills, not a
single book even remotely offered a specific focus on conversations for co-teaching.
Educators constantly remind us that they want practical examples and stories about teachers that
show how co-teaching strategies really make a positive difference for students. They do not want
academic jargon, irrelevant research, or impossible instructions. We reviewed textbooks, journal
articles, web resources, and professional development offerings in our quest to provide examples of
best practices and common pitfalls, but the real experts—the ones we learned the most from—are the
practicing teachers with whom we have had the privilege to work. Their conversations continue to
guide our thinking and our work. The case studies in this book are compilations of real-life stories.
The authentic conversations we describe come from their experiences, and they bring our framework
to life.
By using the framework, prompts, and protocols in this book, you and your colleagues will be able
to address not only what co-teaching strategies you might use, but how you will implement them to
build on the strengths each of you bring to the classroom you share. The conversations will facilitate
discussions and aid your partnerships through the continual questioning and challenging of one
another in your search to reach all of your students. Having critical conversations can transform the
way you plan and teach together, perhaps helping you reconnect with the passion you had when you
first decided you wanted to teach.
Together we have more than thirty years of experience training educators across many disciplines.
We have successfully coached general educators, special educators, and other school personnel who
are now using these critical conversations to guide their work. Our framework is designed to enhance
your shared practice using a simple structure and process of talking together. It can create profound
differences in the way you work together and in the outcomes you can expect from the young people
whose futures you help shape. We have seen it transform our colleagues and the schools in which we
work. It has become our passion in education. We invite you to join our conversation.
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Book Organization and Design
Chapters 1 through 9 begin with conversation starters that focus on the main points of each chapter.
We hope these guiding questions will provoke conversation, initiate problem solving, expand your
thinking to new possibilities, and help deepen your views. The conversation starters are designed to
help you examine those beliefs, values, and practices that can enrich your partnership, come up with
great solutions to vexing problems, create amazing possibilities, and add value to your teaching.
You’ll no doubt want to reflect individually on each conversation starter before mapping out a plan
with your partner. There are no right answers for conversation starters, just the answers that you and
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your partner decide are right. You may have multiple teaching partners. Each partnership is unique,
requiring that you tackle different conversation starters and different protocols with each of your colleagues. And remember, nobody wins if someone loses. Hopefully even in your disagreements, you
can find a working solution. Good partners learn the fine art of compromise. It’s easier to compromise
when you remember the goal is to add value for your students.
Chapter Descriptions
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Chapter 1, “An Opening Invitation to Co-Teaching Conversations,” outlines the key elements of coteaching and the structure of the critical conversations framework presented later in the book. It
explores the rationale for co-teaching and provides examples from real schools.
In chapter 2, “Co-Teaching Models,” you will learn a variety of ways in which you and your coteaching partners can structure and focus your instruction. We provide a structure for different types
of models and their organization, detailed explanations for each model, the assets and challenges of
using particular models, and examples of why and when co-teachers choose to use a particular model.
Chapter 3, “The Critical Conversations in Co-Teaching Framework,” explains the structure of our
approach to co-teaching. More specifically, critical conversations are sets of conversation protocols—
detailed activity plans for communication and reflection—that span the wide spectrum of exchanges
that effective collaborators experience. The critical conversations protocols begin with a focus on
relationship building and end by helping you and your partner ensure the necessary system supports
are in place so that you can continue to grow and improve in your collaborative practice.
Chapter 4, “Critical Conversations in Action,” offers a preview of the four sets of critical conversations and the protocols for each set. The keys to beginning a quality co-teaching practice include
participating in these value-added conversations, which engage our co-teaching partners, examine
student data, and work to enhance instruction. The chapter also provides stories from teachers just
like you who illustrate the framework in action.
Chapter 5, “Expanding Co-Teaching Conversations,” investigates set 4 in greater detail. It explores
what happens once partners and teams have established critical conversations and co-teachers and
administrators wish to spread the wealth to other colleagues in a more systemic approach to the
implementation of co-teaching. This chapter will guide you toward this larger goal. The rationale and
important definitions within this process are highlighted in the text that follows.
The next four chapters provide the heart of our process, the actual protocols you can use to develop
your partnership. Each of these chapters—chapter 6, “Critical Conversations Protocols: Set 1—Engage
Partners”; chapter 7, “Critical Conversations Protocols: Set 2—Examine Data”; chapter 8, “Critical
Conversations Protocols: Set 3—Enhance Instruction”; and chapter 9, “Critical Conversations Protocols: Set 4—Expand Impact”—begins with focus questions and anticipated outcomes and contains
three types of conversations: (1) non-negotiable, (2) special occasion, and (3) in a perfect world.
In conclusion, we hope you are sufficiently curious about the prospects of improving the learning
opportunities not only for your students but also for you and your colleagues. Now we invite you to
join the conversation.
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THE CRITICAL
CONVERSATIONS
IN CO-TEACHING
FRAMEWORK
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This chapter describes a proven process—critical conversations—to help you and your co-teacher use
a problem-solving approach to move your practice forward. You can also use critical conversations to
develop and strengthen other partnerships and teams in which you are a member, whether you are
on a consultation team, curriculum team, grade-level, or department teams, or whether you are one
of the many specialists (Title I, English learner, speech therapist, and so on).
More specifically, critical conversations are sets of conversation protocols—detailed activities for
communication and reflection—that span the wide spectrum of exchanges that effective collaborators
experience. The critical conversations protocols begin with a focus on relationship building and end
by helping you and your partner ensure the necessary system supports are in place so that you can
continue to grow and improve in your collaborative practice.
We developed the critical conversations as we examined stories we had collected during our work,
stories such as the following:
•

Very resistant teacher Mary had been teaching in her room for twenty-three years, door
closed. She felt like she was being punished when she found out two days before school
started that she was being paired with Sam, who she described as “that new guy fresh out
of teachers’ college.” How could Sam really expect to add value to her classroom?
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Sarah Beth and her students with learning disabilities had been ousted from their selfcontained room, only to be spread out all over the high school—surely to fail. How was she
going to be able to work with different teachers every period? And besides, she was a “special teacher” by choice. She didn’t know content! How could her principal possibly expect
her to teach high school courses?

•

Barry had taught freshman algebra courses for several years, always making heroic efforts to
modify and adapt lessons for struggling students while his co-teacher, Wilma, milled around,
often reading the newspaper or checking her email during class. How could he truthfully
respond if asked about her professionalism or the contributions she was making to his class?

•

What about Alex and Maya, the speech pathologist and the English language teacher?
Could co-teaching finally allow them to be seen as valued colleagues who could help support students while in their general education classrooms?

n

•
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In all of these situations, the educators found ways to work together to add value for their students
through co-teaching. These examples and hundreds more from teachers and administrators have
convinced us that students have been better served when general and special educators (and in many
cases other specialists) collaborate and plan together.
These protocols help ensure the alignment of your and your partner’s beliefs about fairness, equity,
parity, shared resources, and ethical responsibilities. All collaborative partners have different skills,
knowledge, and abilities, enabling them to add their unique and valuable contributions to their coteaching. These planned critical conversations can help ensure that the co-teaching experience offers
students more than what either co-teacher could provide to students alone.
Because co-teachers’ commitments are to the students for whom they share responsibility, they will
jointly design, implement, and evaluate substantive instruction. They are not bound to content alone, or
to the assigned students with special needs, or to the place where they do their work. When co-teachers
enter into a co-teaching relationship, they must make decisions together that will be influenced by their
individual expertise and style, the content they must teach, and the space and resources available to
them—in addition to the makeup of the classroom, data on student achievement and needs, scheduling
issues, and available planning times. These are all considerations in determining the best co-teaching
models to use during instruction. Once built, a partnership can be fluid and flexible in adjusting and
modifying co-teaching models based on the demands of the students, the adults, and the curriculum.
Whether co-teaching is used to address a districtwide school improvement effort or meet legislative
mandates, or it results from an action research project, there is real benefit in encouraging co-teachers
to become teacher-leaders who can demonstrate co-teaching models, articulate the benefits, problemsolve the challenges, support increased accountability with data, and advocate collaborative practices
as powerful instructional strategies for meeting the needs of a diverse student body. Indeed, we have
witnessed situations where co-teaching started as a small but critical mass and became the catalyst
for massive schoolwide improvements. The return on investment you can expect for your students
will be maximized when you have intentional conversations about these factors.
Margaret Wheatley (2005) writes, “It takes courage to start a conversation. But if we don’t start talking to one another, nothing will change. Conversation is the way we discover how to transform our
world, together” (p. 27). Our passionate belief is that there is no better way to change our school community than by talking to one another. Critical conversations strengthen collaborations with others
who share responsibility for the same students and who care deeply about improving student success.
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IN A PERFECT WORLD CONVERSATION
Aligning With Professional Teaching Standards—Aligning Protocol
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In order to be fully engaged in the teaching profession, many educators use the standards of their
respective professional organizations as touchstones of quality.
Following are two such sets of standards. The first is from the Interstate Teacher Assessment and
Support Consortium (InTASC), a consortium of state education agencies and national educational
organizations dedicated to the reform of the preparation, licensing, and ongoing professional development of teachers. Created in 1987, InTASC’s primary constituency is state education agencies responsible for teacher licensing, program approval, and professional development. Its work is guided by
one basic premise: an effective teacher must be able to integrate content knowledge with the specific
strengths and needs of students to ensure that all students learn and perform at high levels.
Their new standards (a draft for public comment) comprise a set of principles of effective teaching,
critically examining what an effective teacher must know and be able to do today, and thoughtfully
considering how teacher policy should change to support the vision articulated by these standards.
The InTASC principles are as follows.
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Standard 1: Learner development—The teacher understands how children learn and
develop, recognizing that patterns of learning and development vary individually within
and across the cognitive, linguistic, social, emotional, and physical areas, and designs and
implements developmentally appropriate and challenging learning experiences.

H

aw

Standard 3: Learning environments—The teacher works with learners to create environments that support individual and collaborative learning, encouraging positive social
interaction, active engagement in learning, and self-motivation.
Standard 4: Content knowledge—The teacher understands the central concepts, tools
of inquiry, and structures of the disciplines he or she teaches and creates learning experiences that make these aspects of the disciplines accessible and meaningful for learners.
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In a Perfect World Conversation
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Standard 2: Learning differences—The teacher uses understanding of individual differences and diverse communities to ensure inclusive learning environments that allow each
learner to reach his or her full potential.

Standard 5: Innovative applications of content—The teacher understands how to connect
concepts and use differing perspectives to engage learners in critical/creative thinking
and collaborative problem solving related to authentic local and global issues. (Council of
Chief State School Officers [CCSSO], 2010, p. 9)

Instructional Practice
Standard 6: Assessment—The teacher understands and uses multiple methods of assessment to engage learners in their own growth, document learner progress, and inform the
teacher’s ongoing planning and instruction.
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