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ABSTRACT
Teachers are facing increasingly diverse classrooms globally. To
support all students efficiently, teachers need to know their
students. Drawing from the literature of teacher learning and
inclusive education, we explored how teachers learn to know
their students in a co-teaching context. Analysis of interviews and
diaries of five co-teaching teams showed that teachers learned
about their students in a co-taught classroom by observing
students and by obtaining knowledge from and co-constructing
knowledge with their co-teaching partner. Moreover, teachers’
learning led to shared responsibility for the student and a better
understanding of student diversity. Thus, sharing knowledge of
students can lighten teachers’ workload in inclusive settings and
benefit both teachers and students.
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Introduction

Since the launch of the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO 1994), classrooms have become
increasingly diverse globally. The situation is demanding for the teachers, many of whom
are critical towards the practices and outcomes of inclusive education (Moberg et al.2020;
Saloviita 2020). Teachers’ critical attitudes might be explained by their lack of practical
knowledge of meeting the individual needs of all students (Moberg et al. 2019; Gal,
Schreur, and Engel-Yeger 2010). In particular, Jordan, Schwartz, and McGhie-Richmond
(2009) have argued that, teachers who believe that they are responsible for each and every
student, are also more effective in working with their students.

In this paper, this combination of teachers’ thinking, experiences, skills and beliefs is
conceptualised as teachers’ practical knowledge (Connelly, Clandinin, and He 1997). It is
studied within an inclusive practice, co-teaching, where teachers come to share their
practical knowledge while working together, in order to meet the needs of diverse
student groups (Pratt 2014; Thousand, Villa, and Nevin 2006). However, little is
known about teachers sharing their knowledge of students. This lack of information is
noteworthy as in co-teaching it is often the case that one teacher knows the students

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Anna Rytivaara anna.rytivaara@tuni.fi Faculty of Education and Culture, Tampere University, Kale-
vantie 4, Tampere FIN-30014, Finland

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INCLUSIVE EDUCATION
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2021.1878299

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13603116.2021.1878299&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-01-29
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4764-4412
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6482-8566
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-6599-8743
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:anna.rytivaara@tuni.fi
http://www.tandfonline.com


better than the other. Yet, to support student learning, all teachers in the classroom need
knowledge and understanding of their students, not only about how they learn but also
from a social, cultural and personal perspective (Shulman and Shulman 2004). At the
core to success are teachers’ relationships with students (Fransson and Frelin 2016;
Frelin 2015; Spilt, Koomen, and Thijs 2011), and knowledge of their students (Har-
greaves 2000; Shulman 1987).

Teachers’ relationships with their students, and making a difference in their lives, are
what drives teacher commitment (Fransson and Frelin 2016 ; Rytivaara and Frelin 2017).
Teacher–student relationships are known to have effects on, for example, student behav-
iour and academic performance (Baker, Grant, and Morlock 2008; Liew, Chen, and
Hughes 2010). However, in order to meet the diversity of students and promote
student well-being it is important that teachers see students as individuals (e.g.
Backman et al. 2012).

This study will take a novel path in the field of teacher learning (e.g. Opfer and Pedder
2011; Van Veen, Zwart, and Meirink 2012) by focusing on teachers’ learning about stu-
dents. Moreover, by focusing on the stories of five teacher teams comprising a special
education teacher and a general education teacher during the initial phase of their co-
teaching partnership, our study will contribute to the fields of co-teaching and inclusive
education by increasing our understanding about teachers sharing their practical knowl-
edge particularly about students (Pratt 2014; Rytivaara, Pulkkinen, and de Bruin 2019).
Thus, to contribute to these gaps in the literature, the purpose of this study was to analyse
co-teachers’ stories about sharing and co-constructing practical knowledge of their stu-
dents. We posed the following questions:

1. What kinds of features did the teachers’ knowledge about students cover in a co-
teaching context?

2. How did the teachers learn to know their students during the co-teaching process?
3. What were the outcomes of the teachers’ learning?

Sharing and learning in co-teaching

Co-teaching is a relational practice in which two or more teachers plan and teach lessons
and assess the students together (Thousand, Villa, and Nevin 2006). Successful co-teach-
ing partnership is based on trust and careful pre-planning as teachers need to negotiate
common goals and responsibilities together (Baeten and Simons 2014; Gallo-Fox and
Scantlebury 2015; Pratt 2014; Shin, Lee, and McKenna 2016). In the process, teachers
come to reflect on and share their personal and professional practical knowledge, both
being key elements also in teacher learning (e.g. Postholm 2012).

Working in a classroom with a colleague provides teachers with opportunities to
observe students individually and in their interpersonal relationships, as well as to see
their colleagues work and share their daily experiences (Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara
2012). In their study of teacher learning, Oliver et al. (2017) describe three modes of
sharing, all of which co-teachers are often involved in: directly experienced sharing
such as co-teaching, sharing through discussing an experience, and indirect sharing
via reification of (the shared) knowledge. These opportunities to share classroom practice
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together and discuss students, for example, makes co-planning and co-teaching a fruitful
context for both experienced and inexperienced teachers to learn together and from each
other (e.g. Nilsson and van Driel 2010; van Velzen et al. 2012). In particular, when tea-
chers share practical knowledge with each other, they may learn new perspectives from
each other or form totally new perspectives together (Rytivaara and Kershner 2012). For
the purposes of this paper, we define teacher learning as a process which involves a
change in teachers’ practical knowledge (Korthagen 2017). We approach teachers’ learn-
ing about students as a continuum from surface-level to deep-level learning (Marton and
Booth 1997), where learning is conceptualised in six different forms. When teacher learn-
ing is conceptualised as knowledge reproduction, teachers are able to increase their
knowledge of their students, memorise and reproduce information about them, and
apply this knowledge in their work. When learning is approached as seeking meaning,
teachers learn to understand their students better, learn to see them in a different way
and change as a person. The process during which a teacher learns to see students in a
different way and changes as a person is very similar to Mezirow’s (2009, 103) definition
of transformative learning as ‘a rational, metacognitive process of reassessing reasons
that support problematic meaning perspectives or frames of reference, including those
representing such contextual cultural factors as ideology, religion, politics, class, race,
gender and others’. However, teacher learning also involves social and collective
aspects that are missing in the above conceptualisations and are present in learning
about students in co-teaching contexts.

For example, paraphrasing Putnam and Borko (2000), teacher learning is situated
in specific contexts such as classrooms, and occurs in and through the relationships
between teachers and students. Darling-Hammond and Richardson (2009), in turn,
describe effective teacher learning as a continuous process of active learning, practice
and collaborative reflection with colleagues. It is surprising, given the above views,
that co-teaching has received limited attention from the perspective of teacher learn-
ing. However, co-teaching, at best, can give rise to a supportive community in which
teachers are free to reflect critically on their assumptions and expectations regarding
their students, thereby resulting in transformative learning (Mezirow 2009; also
Shulman and Shulman 2004). Co-teaching also raises teachers’ awareness of the possi-
bility of other meaning perspectives that support transformative learning (Mezirow
2009).

Perspectives on knowledge of students in teachers’ work

Teachers’ relationships with students draw on teachers’ situational, individual-level
knowledge about students (Fransson and Frelin 2016). Good teacher–student relation-
ships are essential not only for successful instruction and learning but also for students’
engagement in school (Quin 2016). Teachers’ relationships with students are unique, and
developing a trusting relationship takes time and effort. Teacher–student relationship
can be understood as a process in which the teacher learns about, for example, a student’s
specific learning and socio-emotional needs and how to meet them (Cooper and Scott
2017). Likewise, daily interactions between teachers and students during the school
day can affect how teachers perceive students (Baker, Grant, and Morlock 2008). For
example, because teachers see students act and react in different situations, they have
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their own perspectives on, for example, what triggers a student’s challenging behaviour in
class (Spilt and Koomen 2009). This learning-about-the-student process is also affected
by teachers’ previous practical knowledge (Moberg et al. 2019) and, possibly, openness
to learning something new (Van Eekelen, Vermunt, and Boshuizen 2006; Vermunt
and Endedijk 2011).

Sharing responsibility and information about individual students can increase tea-
chers’ knowledge about students and their learning or support needs, and strengthen tea-
chers’ professional self-esteem and, ultimately, well-being (Murawski and Hughes 2009;
Spilt, Koomen, and Thijs 2011; Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara 2012). Moreover,
teacher collaboration enables students’ skills and prior knowledge to be investigated
more widely, and thus provides teachers with a broader perspective in evaluating them
as different teachers may have different understandings and opinions about students
and their learning (Sointu et al. 2012).

Teacher–student relationships have been studied from many viewpoints, such as its
association with student behaviour, engagement and overall student well-being (Quin
2016; Roorda et al. 2011). Research from the student standpoint has shown that children
start developing social attachments to their teachers from early on their school path
(Quin 2016). However, students can experience these relationships in many ways (Hon-
kasilta, Vehkakoski, and Vehmas 2016). Thus, for students, co-teaching can be a fresh
opportunity to develop two unique teacher–student relationships through various learn-
ing situations and social interactions (Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara 2012).

Methods

The context of this study

‘Education for all’ and early intervention are the main principles of the Finnish education
system (e.g. Graham and Jahnukainen 2011; Halinen and Järvinen 2008). While the goals
of basic education are the same for all students, teachers are duty bound to consider stu-
dents’ individual needs, adapt teaching when necessary, and support students individu-
ally (Halinen and Järvinen 2008). Thus, knowledge of students is an essential part of
teachers’ work. This study was conducted in Finnish comprehensive schools which com-
prise primary schools (Grades 1–6) and lower secondary schools (Grades 7–9). Almost
every comprehensive school has at least one special education teacher who works in
the domain of part-time special education, which is a form of early intervention. To
receive part-time special education, a student does not need to be officially referred;
instead, the provision of part-time special education is based on teachers’ observations
and recommendations (Jahnukainen 2011). Teachers in Finland have considerable
autonomy (Sabel et al. 2011), which means that they can also decide how they arrange
their teaching. Special education teachers’ work can include individual teaching, small
group teaching, or co-teaching (Takala, Pirttimaa, and Törmänen 2009).

Participants and data

The present data were collected in connection with a professional development project,
which formed part of a nationwide initiative funded by the Finnish National Agency for
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Education in 2010‒2012. In this project, teachers experimented with intensive co-teach-
ing for nine weeks. Of the 24 teams from the participating schools who volunteered we
selected 12 teams based on the teams’ co-teaching plans for the nine-week period. The
data for this paper comprise ten primary school teachers’ stories drawn from thematic
team interviews (Appendix 1) and individual diaries (Appendix 2). The participants
ranged from early-career to near-retirement teachers.

Each co-teaching team comprised a general education (GE) teacher and a special edu-
cation (SE) teacher (Table 1). This is the most commonly used combination in co-teach-
ing (Saloviita and Takala 2010), and the teams were thus considered a suitable sample for
this study. The teams were interviewed twice: once during school visits in autumn 2010
and once later in spring 2011. The latter interviews were recorded and transcribed ver-
batim. In the recorded interviews, teachers were asked about their teaching background
and co-taught classes, the early phases of the team’s co-teaching program, the implemen-
tation of co-teaching, and the advantages and challenges of co-teaching. The questions
were formed based on discussions between the researchers and the teachers during the
school visits.

The teams worked in classrooms containing approximately twenty students, some
of whom had learning disabilities or difficulties (e.g. difficulties in reading). In most
cases, the special education teacher had previously given the students with disabilities
or difficulties part-time special education separately from the rest of the class, histori-
cally the usual practice in Finland (Takala, Pirttimaa, and Törmänen 2009). The stu-
dents were from grades 1–6. In Finnish schools, teachers usually teach the same group
of students for several years (e.g. grades 1–2 or 3–6). Thus, only the first-grade tea-
chers in the project had new students; in addition, the special education teacher in
Team 4 was new to the school. Teachers’ prior knowledge of the students is described
in Table 1.

Teacher stories have proved important in studying teachers’ practical knowledge
and hence their professional learning (Kelchtermans 2009, 2016). We understand
teacher stories as narrated experiences (Clandinin and Connelly 1996; Polkinghorne
1995). We approached the team interviews as collaboratively constructed stories,
based on the teachers’ experiences, narrated to a specific audience in a specific
context and time (Clandinin and Rosiek 2007; Cortazzi and Jin 2006). Through
these co-constructed stories, we were able to explore the teachers’ professional knowl-
edge as ‘narratively composed, embodied in a person, and expressed in practice’
(Clandinin and Connelly 2000, 124).

Table 1. Description of co-teaching teams.

Teachers Grade Prior knowledge of students
Number of co-taught

lessons weekly

Team 1 Virpi (GE) and Sara (SE) 1. grade Sara knew the students from pre-school Autumn term 4–5,
spring term 2

Team 2 Katja (GE) and Raija (SE) 1. grade Raija knew the students from pre-school Minimum 11
Team 3 Riikka (GE) and Jenni (SE) 2. grade Both knew the students 5
Team 4 Helena (GE) and Elsa (SE) 2. grade Helena knew the students 3
Team 5 Kaisu (GE) and Ismo (SE) 6. grade Both knew the students 2–3
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Analysis

Two researchers analysed the interviews and diaries (Riessman 2008; Merriam 2009).
Following the research questions (RQ), the researchers first picked out the segments in
which the teachers reflected on their knowledge about their students in the co-teaching
context, and how they had gained this knowledge. They then coded the selected data and
identified four categories to respond to the research questions: the content of the teachers’
knowledge about their students (the issues teachers talked about when talking about stu-
dents) (RQ1); the focus of the teachers’ observations (what teachers paid attention to when
observing students) (RQ1); the means used to learn about students (how teachers gained
information about students) (RQ2); and the outcomes of their learning (the meanings tea-
chers attributed to their shared knowledge about students) (RQ3). The first two cat-
egories, the content of knowledge about students and the focus of teachers’ observations
were merged into features of teachers’ knowledge about their students which answers to
the first research question. The remaining two main categories, the means used to
learn about students and the outcomes of their learning, were analysed further. Three
means of learning about students were identified: observing students (teachers describing
the observation opportunities and situations during co-teaching), obtaining knowledge
about students (discussing students when one teacher had information about a student
that the other teacher had not), and co-constructing knowledge about students (discuss-
ing experiences from the same lessons, with an aim of mutual understanding). Moreover,
two categories of outcomes of learning were identified: shared responsibility for students,
and a more holistic view of students.

The researchers used analyst triangulation to verify the analysis (Patton 2015). Thus,
one researcher first analysed half of the data while the other one analysed the other half.
Then, they compared their decisions and discussed the analysis until they reached an
agreement on the selection, categorisation and interpretation of all the data.

Findings

Through their stories about how they talked about students with their co-teaching part-
ners, teachers demonstrated the closeness of their collegial relationship. One teacher
(Helena), referring to the knowledge landscape shared with her co-teacher in which
‘we know each other, we know these students and we substantially know the parents’,
described her co-teacher as ‘a parallel human being’. These collegial partnerships pro-
vided a context for their learning about students.

Features of teachers’ knowledge about their students

The teachers’ knowledge of their students was extensive. In addition to individual stu-
dents’ ‘existing skills’ and ‘learning’, teachers knew and talked about students’ ‘personal
characteristics’, ‘background’ and ‘peer relationships’. The teachers considered at least a
part of this knowledge to be contextual, as it enabled them to know ‘the whole situation’.
In other words, their knowledge of their students extended beyond any specific learning
skills (e.g. academic skills) to include understanding of the students and their behaviour
in the various circumstances and environments the students were living in. Moreover,
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the teachers’ knowledge about their students was not only knowledge about individuals
but also of students as groups with their own characteristics and skills, each group having
‘its own way to function’. In sum, much of the teachers’ knowledge of their students was
highly relational.

Three means of learning

Teachers described three means to learn about their students in a co-taught classroom:
observing students, obtaining knowledge about them and co-constructing this knowl-
edge together with their co-teacher. In the first of these, the different co-teaching strat-
egies provided teachers with ‘opportunities to observe them [students]’. For example, the
co-teachers could negotiate their roles, with one teaching in the front of the classroom
and the other observing ‘from the back seat’ or if the students were working in small
groups, as instructed by the main teacher, the other could circulate among the students
and observe their working ‘as a fly on their shoulder’, or work with an individual student
or spend a few minutes from time to time ‘to make written observations’ about the stu-
dents working. All the teachers regularly took turns as the main teacher, ‘to avoid the idea
that [the general education teacher is] always teaching’, and thus both the SE teacher and
the GE teacher had equal possibilities to observe and learn about the students. Hence, all
the teachers reported that co-teaching provided them with opportunities to focus on stu-
dents’ ‘behaviour and coping’, ‘ways of acting’ and ‘working skills’ while the other teacher
was teaching. The GE teachers, especially, who were normally solely responsible for the
class, noticed that ‘when teaching alone, this part [paying attention to individual stu-
dents] is left totally undone’, whereas they found observing students a way of ‘expanding’
[their knowledge], as ‘enlightening’. Thus, the knowledge gained by monitoring students’
behaviour and their actions in the classroom was conceptualised as something that was
rendered visible.

The second means of learning was obtaining information directly from a colleague. In
the teams of Elsa and Helena, and Sara and Virpi, where Helena and Sara already knew
the students because they had taught them the previous year, Elsa and Virpi acquired
knowledge of the students during teachers’ joint sessions outside the classroom in the
early phases of their co-teaching. The teachers narrated these discussions as rather
one-way moments, where one teacher shared her thoughts and observations or practical
knowledge of students while the other teacher merely listened without offering any com-
ments or interpretations. For example, the teachers described how they ‘went through
what kinds of students there are in this class’ (Virpi) and ‘used a lot of time in [their]
co-planning session to gain familiarity with the students in the class’ (Elsa). Here, the tea-
chers emphasised how they discussed each student in the class, although ‘what kinds of’
also indicates they might have categorised students in various ways. Nevertheless, the tea-
chers in both teams considered it self-evident that the one with more knowledge would
share it with her co-teacher. As a SE teacher (Sara) put it, ‘I had knowledge of the stu-
dents’ skills and so I then, of course, shared it’. Thus, knowledge about students was con-
ceptualised as something that could be transferred and obtained as it is, without much
interpretation.

The third means by which teachers learned about their students was by co-construct-
ing knowledge of them. That is, the two co-teachers shared their practical knowledge of
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students, their ‘impressions’, ‘experiences’ and ‘observations’, and then discussed and
compared these with each other. The teachers felt that their individual views on students
were limited and that by reflecting on them together it was possible to come up with a
shared understanding of a student that was somewhat different from either of the tea-
chers’ original views. Co-constructing knowledge in this way appeared to be an everyday
activity for the teachers and took place ‘alongside’ their work, ‘afterwards’ [after lessons]
or as ‘quiet hallway talks’.

Two pairs of eyes see differently. Like, we can see it the same way or our observations might
differ. Those observations, too, are valuable. We can put them together and contemplate
them. (Jenni)

It is noteworthy that Jenni’s use of ‘it’ above leaves it unclear whether she is referring
to a situation or a student.1 Either way, she is referring to observations as contextual and
interpretive, and co-construction as a process where teachers ‘ponder’ different possible
outcomings or interpretations. Moreover, the data the teachers used in the process of co-
constructing knowledge was not gained during co-taught lessons alone: the teachers also
emphasised the importance of shared perspectives on issues concerning students in
general.

I’m physically in the classroom three days a week or taking students from there; then for two
days I’m not working with these students. But even then, we do talk about how it’s going and
about certain students. (Sara)

As Sara’s description illustrates, co-constructing knowledge about students was based
on teachers already knowing students at least on some level, as the teachers were able to
share information even from lessons and situations where the other teacher was not
present. However, Sara emphasises how they only talked about ‘certain students’
outside their co-taught lessons. An easy interpretation could be that because Sara is a
SE teacher, she would naturally focus her professional support on certain students in
the classroom; however, without more detailed data other interpretations are also poss-
ible. In sum, knowledge of students in this section was conceptualised as relational and
constructed together with a colleague; something that a single person may only have
limited or no access to.

Outcomes of teachers’ learning

The teachers reported two outcomes of sharing their professional learning about their
students: it promoted shared responsibility for students and better understanding of
student diversity. First, the teachers emphasised that shared knowledge of students was
not merely a co-teaching issue but had a wider significance in teacher–student relation-
ships: shared knowledge of students meant ‘shared responsibility’ (Sara) for the students
in general, irrespective of the situation, and not only in co-taught classes. To be more
specific, the teachers reported that ‘the burden is tangibly lighter when there is
someone to discuss the students with’ (Katja).

The second outcome of teachers sharing knowledge about students concerned tea-
chers’ interpretations of students. The teachers reported that shared knowledge resulted
in a better understanding of student diversity. On the one hand, teachers had learned that
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sharing their unique knowledge about a student could result in a more ‘holistic under-
standing of the student’ (Riikka) and ‘a wider perspective on the child’s issues’ (Raija).
For example, a GE teacher learned to see her class as a group of individuals, whereas
before co-teaching she had been teaching the class as ‘a mass’ rather than paying atten-
tion to students as individuals. On the other hand, the teachers emphasised the impor-
tance of multiple perspectives when seeking to validate their interpretations of a student.
The teachers reported that discussing their interpretations together left less room for
misunderstandings and misinterpretations and thus made student evaluation ‘more
water-proof and just’ and ‘strengthened students’ legal rights’. Moreover, rather than
representing the subjective opinion of a single teacher, sharing knowledge of students
with a colleague gave teachers confidence as ‘you know for sure what you are talking
about’ (Helena).

Discussion

This study explored teachers’ learning with respect to their practical knowledge about
their students. We found teachers’ learning to be embedded in their co-teaching prac-
tices. Two of the three means of learning that we identified, observing and obtaining
information, can be conceptualised as knowledge reproduction, and the third, the co-
construction of knowledge, as seeking meaning (Marton and Booth 1997). Our study
also showed that teachers narrated the outcomes of their learning as meaningful not
only for teachers but also for students.

This study contributes to the fields of teacher learning (Bakkenes, Vermunt, and
Wubbels 2010; Hoekstra et al. 2009) and to the rather slim body of research on co-teach-
ing as a context for experienced teachers’ professional learning by providing a detailed
picture of the means of learning about students as well as the meanings teachers attribute
to sharing their knowledge of students.

The study elaborated understanding of teachers’ practical knowledge by identifying
three conceptualisations of knowledge of students. Two conceptualisations, knowledge
as observable and knowledge as transferrable just as it is, can be implemented in one-
teacher classrooms. However, the third conceptualisation, knowledge as co-constructed
between two colleagues, requires that a teacher has somebody with whom to discuss a
student, preferably somebody who also knows and/or works with that student. These
conceptualisations raise questions about the limitations of the knowledge any one
teacher can acquire about students and highlights the meaning of teachers’ collaboration
in schools. In particular, when instruction is supposed to address all students’ individual
needs, keeping in mind the various constructions may increase the accuracy of the assess-
ment of those needs. Moreover, while confirming the previous research about different
people having different views on students (Sointu et al. 2012), our findings emphasise
the role of discussing those views to achieve a joint understanding of the students.

The use of various co-teaching strategies (Thousand, Villa, and Nevin 2006) enhanced
teachers’ learning about their students by providing teachers with opportunities to
observe individual students and work more closely with them. It is noteworthy that
the teachers’ views on their students varied even when they were teaching the same stu-
dents in the same lessons. However, learning does not occur automatically but requires
that teachers pay attention to students, observe them consciously and reflect on what they
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see. Thus, while previous findings on co-teaching have emphasised the role of reflection
on teachers’ practical knowledge of classroom management and instructional styles
(Baeten and Simons 2014; Shin, Lee, and McKenna 2016; Rytivaara, Pulkkinen, and de
Bruin 2019), our findings suggest further that teachers would benefit from sharing and
reflecting on their practical knowledge about students, too. This yields a positive circle
of learning where the individual and collaborative levels of teacher learning (e.g.
Darling-Hammond and Richardson 2009).

In particular, co-teaching as a context of teachers’ learning is collaborative in two
ways: first, in the fact that the observations are made possible by co-teaching, and
second, that teachers share their thoughts and practical knowledge. The co-constructed
knowledge, in turn, becomes the possession of individual teachers who can use it by
themselves. However, co-teaching to become a learning environment is dependent on
teachers being willing to share their knowledge about students and embrace new perspec-
tives brought to the classroom by another teacher. It is quite possible that some co-tea-
chers enter a classroom solely to deliver instruction irrespective of whom they are
teaching or co-teaching with, unwilling to share their knowledge or even using their
knowledge as a tool to overrule the other co-teacher (Gurgur and Uzuner 2011;
Pesonen et al. 2020; Shin, Lee, and McKenna 2016). Building trust and scheduling
sufficiently time for co-planning play major role in turning a co-teaching partnership
into a tool of professional learning.

Individual differences and individualised instruction are often emphasised in the cases
of students with, for example, challenging behaviour or academic problems (Sointu et al.
2017). Moreover, co-teaching is often conceptualised as a partnership between a special
education teacher and a general education teacher (Scruggs, Mastropieri, and McDuffie
2007). Thus, it was interesting that both the general education and special education tea-
chers in this study emphasised the importance of knowing their students and that they all
told similar stories about their learning, with respect to its content, its means of acqui-
sition and the meanings attributed to it. This finding is in line with previous research
that teachers value trusting relationships with their students and find them meaningful
in their work (Fransson and Frelin 2016). Yet, to promote more individualised instruc-
tion and inclusive education, teachers need opportunities and time to share their practi-
cal knowledge with their colleagues and thereby increase their understanding of student
diversity (see Moberg et al. 2019).

This study showed that co-teaching supported teachers in recognising student diver-
sity; both between and within students. This more holistic understanding of students
(Shulman and Shulman 2004), where the focus is not restricted to students’ academic
skills but extends to other factors, is a step towards inclusive education where teachers
take responsibility for all students regardless of their individual needs (see Jordan,
Schwartz, and McGhie-Richmond 2009). Moreover, co-teaching appeared to help tea-
chers to deal with that diversity and increased the shared responsibility for the students,
which could further promote teachers’ experienced well-being (Takala and Uusitalo-
Malmivaara 2012).

This study has its limitations. The data were collected nearly a decade ago; yet more
recent interviews would have resulted in very similar teacher stories. Another limitation
is that our data did not give us access to the moments when the teachers originally dis-
cussed and shared knowledge about their students. Thus, further research, possibly with
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video data, on co-teachers’ everyday interaction and communication is needed to provide
a more detailed picture of, for example, how teachers categorise students (Norwich 2007;
Rytivaara and Vehkakoski 2015) and what details about students they share.

To conclude, learning about students is a continual process as teachers regularly
encounter new students and form new teacher–student relationships. Sharing this
knowledge about students could lighten teachers’ workload in inclusive settings and
provide a tool for fairer student evaluations. Thus, co-teaching, as well as being a
context for teachers’ professional learning, can benefit both teachers and students.

Note

1. In spoken Finnish ‘it’ is commonly used in reference to a person.
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Appendix 1

Questions for team interviews
Interview questions for school visits in autumn 2010
Instruction for the interviewer: All questions are to be addressed to the whole team.
How (on what grounds) did you choose your pair/team?
How is it different to collaborate with another teacher compared to collaboration with a school

assistant?
Is there something that has surprised or challenged you?
What kind of role does the school principal have, for example, in the work arrangement of the

special education teacher or in planning the schedule?
What kind of solutions have you used in your co-taught classes: what kinds of roles do you

have/take and how do you share the responsibility within your team?
How quickly does the knowledge about students develop if you do not have prior knowledge of

them?
Does the knowledge about students develop more quickly when there are two teachers in the

classroom?
What have you learnt from the other teacher?
Interview questions for recorded interviews in spring 2011
Instruction for the interviewer: All questions are to be addressed to the whole team.
Tell something about your background and your work history.
Tell something about this school.
Creation of the team
How did your co-teaching begin? (On what grounds did you choose your pair/team?)
How did you prepare for co-teaching?
Retrospectively, what kinds of things were essential in preparing to co-teach? What would you

do differently? Are there topics you feel that you should have talked about in beforehand?
What is your dream co-worker like?
Expectations for co-teaching
Why did you begin to co-teach? Did you have earlier experiences in co-teaching?
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Classroom management and educational methods
How has co-teaching influenced the working atmosphere among the students and classroom

management? What kinds of methods have you used in problematic/challenging situations?
Do you have joint principles, as a team, regarding classroom rules, and do you, as individual

teachers, use similar classroom management methods?
What kinds of teaching methods have you used in your co-taught classes? Why have you

chosen these very methods?
Co-planning
How do you plan your co-teaching?
Has the planning changed since you began co-teaching?
What has it been like to plan teaching together?
Interaction between teachers: roles and experiences
How do you co-teach in practice?
How do you share the responsibilities for various tasks and activities?
How do you feel about your collaboration?
Do you think that co-teaching has been useful?
Has co-teaching had influence on students? If yes, what kind of influence?
What kinds of methods/activities have you used in evaluating your work?
Support for schooling of students with special educational needs
How does co-teaching support the students with special educational needs?

Appendix 2

The instructions for teachers for writing the diary

Write at least once a week and at least 1–2 pages. You can write, in the form of your choice, about
the events, team work and your feelings during the week. The idea of the diary is that you will
describe the work of your co-teaching team each week.

In your diary, you can reflect on, for example:

– Your own role
– Feelings concerning team work. What kinds of things do you consider/find as nice or as difficult?
– Activities in and out of classroom (teaching, planning, and other things)
– In which issue you succeeded and in which there is a need for improvement?
– The meaning of co-teaching for students.

You can also reflect on other themes. You can choose whether you would like to write about many
different topics or if you preferred to focus on, for example, some certain event or describing the
co-teaching project you have carried out.
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