
Running head: CO-TEACHING: EFFECT FOR STUDENTS 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Co-Teaching: How Does it Affect Students? 

Sharon Gerst 

Liberty University 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  2 
 

Abstract 

Co-teaching has become a common way to address students’ learning needs in the general 

education setting.  Special education and general education teachers are teaming to differentiate 

students’ learning.  This literature review addresses the effects co-taught classes have on 

students’ academic and social development.  The majority of current co-teaching research has 

found positive results for students in academic achievement, social development, and emotional 

well-being.  Students perceive co-teaching to be beneficial to their learning and do not report 

drawbacks for their learning.  The review concludes with implications for teachers and 

administrators, including using co-teaching to provide different types of instruction.  

Additionally, teachers should provide explicit instruction in social skills and build a community 

of learners within their co-taught classes. 

 Keywords: co-teaching, student perceptions, academic achievement, social development, 

emotional well-being 
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Co-Teaching: How Does it Affect Students? 

 Tony, a student with a learning disability, is working in a small group of students on 

identifying the attention grabber writers used to start their informational magazine articles.  Ms. 

DaMoore, the general education teacher, is guiding the group’s discussion of whether authors 

started with a personal connection, a question, or an unusual fact.  The students make notes in 

their writers’ notebooks of ideas they would like to try in their own writing.  After 20 minutes, 

the group rotates to Mr. Thompson, the special education teacher, to start using the introduction 

writing skills they just learned.  They look through their writing folder and choose one of their 

nonfiction pieces of writing to edit.  Mr. Thompson guides them through choosing an appropriate 

introduction strategy that will make readers interested in their writing.  He assists both Tony and 

other students in the group as they work on their writing.  Other students in the classroom, who 

previously received both small group lessons, are working independently at their seats revising 

their writing.  

 This imaginary scenario describes a possible co-taught lesson that could occur in a 

language-arts classroom.  Students with disabilities are integrated into the general education 

setting and are receiving their Individualized Education Plan (IEP) instruction within the core 

curriculum.  Co-teaching is becoming a common way for teachers to address meeting student 

needs in the general education setting (Friend & Cook, 2010).  General education and special 

education teachers are teaming to provide instruction in the general education setting, while 

accommodating for students’ needs.  However, teachers need to understand the effect co-

teaching has on student academic achievement and social development.  Is co-teaching positively 

impacting these students as much as educators hope?  What are students’ perceptions of co-

teaching and its effect on their learning?  This literature review will address these questions in 
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light of the literature on co-teaching.  Studies included in this review were from peer-reviewed 

journals to ensure credibility of study methods and findings.  Research findings are discussed in 

terms of students’ academic achievement, social development, and emotional well-being.  The 

review concludes with implications for effective co-teaching practices for teachers and 

administrators. 

Effect on Students’ Academic Achievement 

 Students with disabilities have historically been taught in pull-out instruction to help 

them meet their IEP goals (Paulsen, 2008).  However, in co-taught classes these students are 

integrated in the general education classroom.  General education and special education teachers 

work together to provide appropriate support for these students in meeting their learning goals.  

Indications from test scores.  What are the effects of co-teaching instruction on students’ 

academic achievement?  A review of the research literature shows positive results on students’ 

academic growth in all content areas (Hang & Rabren, 2009; Idol, 2006; Jang, 2006; Murawski 

& Swanson, 2001; Scruggs, Mastropieri, McDuffie, 2007) with only one study showing no 

impact of co-teaching on improved academic achievement (Boudah, Schumacher, & Deshler, 

1997).  Boudah et al. (1997) reported secondary students with disabilities in co-taught classes did 

not demonstrate significant differences from pre-test to post-test scores.  The researchers 

attributed these findings to ineffective co-teaching models that had low student engagement and 

less opportunities for practice. 

However, the majority of the research indicates co-teaching positively impacts students’ 

academic achievement (Austin, 2001; Causton-Theoharis & Theoharis, 2009; Hang & Rabren, 

2009; Idol, 2006; Jang, 2006; Kohler-Evans, 2006; Murawski & Swanson, 2001; Scruggs, 

Mastropieri, McDuffie, 2007).  Murawski and Swanson (2001) conducted a meta-analysis of co-
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teaching research.  They reviewed 89 possible studies and included only six studies that met their 

criteria for quantitative research designs.  Murawski and Swanson (2001)’s meta-analysis found 

reading/language arts had the highest effect size of 1.59 and math had an effect size of 0.45.   

The average effect size across all areas was 0.40 on students’ academic achievement.  This 

moderate effect size demonstrated the potential for co-teaching to positively impact students with 

disabilities.  Using special education teachers in general education settings through co-teaching 

has benefited all students academically, not just students with disabilities (Causton-Theoharis & 

Theoharis, 2009; Hang & Rabren, 2009). Causton-Theoharis and Theoharis (2009) described the 

school where Theoharis implemented a co-teaching inclusive model for students.  Over a period 

of three years, this school’s proficiency score on the state reading test improved from 50% to 

86%.  Additionally, subgroups showed significant improvement, including students with 

disabilities increasing from 13% to 60% proficient.  Minority subgroups, including African-

Americans (33% to 78%), Asian (47% to 100%), and Hispanic (18% to 100%), also showed 

significant growth.  Hang and Rabren’s (2009) quasi-experimental study demonstrated positive 

results for academic achievement in co-taught classes across different content areas.  The sample 

included 58 students with disabilities (grades 1-9) from one school district.  Students with 

disabilities benefited academically as demonstrated by statistically significant differences from 

the pre to post test scores on the Stanford Achievement Test.  Additionally, the researchers found 

students with disabilities grew the same average rate as compared to their peers.  Their rate of 

growth was not statistically different than the total student population, thus preventing the gap 

between their level and their peers from increasing.   

 Reasons for positive effects.  Some factors for the positive effect on students’ academic 

achievement have been identified in research studies as increased attention from teachers 
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(Dieker, 2001; Hang & Rabren, 2009; Rice & Zigmond, 2000; Scruggs et al., 2007; Walther-

Thomas, 1997; Wilson & Michaels, 2006), a flexible grouping model (Eisenman et al., 2011; 

Pugach & Wesson, 1995), differentiated instruction (Jang, 2006; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Rice 

& Zigmond, 2000; Trent, 1998; Walther-Thomas, 1997; Wilson & Michaels, 2006), focus on 

learning strategies (Jang, 2006; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Rice & Zigmond, 2000; Trent, 1998; 

Walther-Thomas, 1997; Wilson & Michaels, 2006), peer models (Salend et al., 1997), and higher 

expectations for students (Dieker, 2001; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Salend et al., 1997).  All 

students in a co-taught classroom received increased attention from their teachers with lower 

student-teacher ratios (Dieker, 2001; Hang & Rabren, 2009; Scruggs et al., 2007; Walther-

Thomas, 1997).  Students were able to get more help from teachers to answer questions they had 

about the concepts they were learning or assignments.  Students without disabilities also 

benefited from the increased attention (Wilson & Michaels, 2006), especially students who were 

not identified for special education services but needed additional support (Rice & Zigmond, 

2000; Walther-Thomas, 1997).  

 Another reason for improved academic achievement is the flexible groupings teachers 

can provide to meet student needs in co-taught classes (Eisenman et al., 2011; Pugach & 

Wesson, 1995).  Support groups can be formed on an ad hoc basis and changed frequently 

throughout the school year.  Pugach and Wesson’s (1995) qualitative case-study of 18 students 

from fifth grade co-taught classes found students with disabilities preferred co-taught classes 

over being pulled out for permanent supplemental instruction.  They did not mind if they were 

taught in supplemental groups that changed frequently throughout the school year, because they 

were still within the general education classroom setting.  These students with disabilities had 
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more positive perceptions of school and were more motivated to come to school than the 

previous year when they were in pull-out special education classes. 

 The ability to differentiate instruction to meet students’ needs through a variety of 

instructional activities and a focus on learning strategies were other reasons cited for improved 

academic achievement (Jang, 2006; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Rice & Zigmond, 2000; Trent, 

1998; Walther-Thomas, 1997; Wilson & Michaels, 2006).  Students mentioned they liked the 

variety of activities in their classes (Pugach & Wesson, 1995).  They thought learning was more 

enjoyable in co-taught classes than in traditional classes.  Learning strategies that consider 

concept development, study skills, or organizational skills are generally focused on in special 

education settings (Walther-Thomas, 1997).  Integrating these skills into the general education 

setting benefited all students in developing better learning and study habits (Trent, 1998; 

Walther-Thomas, 1997; Wilson & Michaels, 2006).  

 Peer models and higher expectations for students with disabilities were two other reasons 

noted by researchers for increased academic achievement (Dieker, 2001; Pugach & Wesson, 

1995; Salend et al., 1997).  Students with disabilities benefited from seeing how their peers 

approached learning tasks and problem-solving activities (Salend et al., 1997).  Teachers often 

held higher expectations for all students in co-taught classes. However, in particular, teachers 

had increased standards for students with disabilities than if they had been pulled out of the 

classroom for instruction (Dieker, 2001; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Salend et al., 1997).  Students 

reported feeling more challenged in their co-taught classes than they were in traditional classes 

and that this extra challenge helped them learn more (Pugach & Wesson, 1995).   

Co-teaching overall has demonstrated positive impacts on students’ academic 

achievement because of improved instructional practices in the classroom and better support for 
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students.  Surveys and interviews with students demonstrated positive perceptions of co-

teaching’s impact on their learning (Dieker, 2001; Hang & Rabren, 2009; Pugach & Wesson, 

1995; Wilson & Michaels, 2006).  Some of the students’ positive perceptions were also linked to 

the effect of co-teaching on their social development. 

Effect on Students’ Social Development 

 One of the often cited benefits of inclusion for students with disabilities is the promotion 

of their social development (Murawski & Swanson, 2001; Scruggs et al., 2007; Vaughn, Elbaum, 

Schumm, & Hughes, 1998).  Co-teaching provides a way for students with disabilities to be 

included in general education classrooms.  However, are these students experiencing the social 

benefits educators hope for?  How are students without disabilities affected by co-teaching and 

inclusion of students with disabilities in their classrooms?  While some of the research on social 

development is older, there are still lessons to be learned from its findings (Vaughn et al., 1998; 

Walther-Thomas, 1998).  Most of the research on social skills development in co-taught 

classrooms is teacher or student reported (Austin, 2001; Hang & Rabren, 2009; Vaughn et al., 

1998; Walther-Thomas, 1998; Wilson & Michaels, 2006).  Some of these studies have also 

analyzed teacher/student perceptions with behavior referrals, absence reports, and rating scales 

(Hang & Rabren, 2009; Vaughn et al., 1998).  Across all of these studies several themes emerge, 

including classroom behavior, friendships, peer models, and learning communities in the 

classroom.  

 Classroom behavior.  Teachers report students with disabilities integrated in co-taught 

classes demonstrate an improvement in classroom behavior (Hang & Rabren, 2009; Walther-

Thomas, 1997).  Teachers in co-taught classes spend more time on direct instruction and 

monitored students’ practice of the social skills with their peers.  However, this finding should be 
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taken with some caution as Hang and Rabren (2009) did not find an improvement in behavior 

according to student absence reports and behavior referrals.  They believed one contributing 

factor to this seeming disagreement between perceptions and evidence might have been the 

teachers’ lack of clarity on their responsibilities within the classroom.  Teaching partners had not 

defined their classroom roles or developed agreed standards for acceptable student behavior.  

Another possible reason for increased behavior referrals was increased teacher monitoring within 

the classroom.  With two teachers present in the classroom, teachers likely noticed more 

inappropriate behaviors than if only one teacher had been present (Hang & Rabren, 2009; Rice & 

Zigmond, 2000).  Students have confirmed co-taught classes have increased teacher monitoring 

(Walther-Thomas, 1997; Wilson & Michaels, 2006).  They stated in interviews and surveys of 

their perceptions about co-teaching that it is more difficult to get away with behaviors in class.  

Friendships.  Research suggests students in co-taught classes form better relationships 

and friendships with their peers (Dieker, 2001; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Vaughn et al., 1998; 

Walther-Thomas, 1997).  Increased interactions in the general education setting allowed students 

with disabilities to be on a common level with their peers.  Thus, friendships formed that had not 

been the norm in previous years.  Students with disabilities did not feel as different from their 

peers and their peers were more accepting of their differences as well.  One qualification to this 

finding is reported by Vaughn et al. (1998) in regards to the number of students with disabilities 

integrated into classes.  Vaughn et al. (1998) compared classes where students with disabilities 

were clustered into a class rather than spread across the classes in a grade level.  The clustered 

classes had more than 25% students with disabilities and the special education teacher co-taught 

with the general education teacher for the full day.  In the collaborative/consultation model, the 

special education teacher co-taught with the general education teacher for one or two hours of 
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the day and there were less than 25% of students with disabilities in each class.  The researchers 

found students in the collaborative/consultation model showed better gains in peer acceptance 

and friendship quality than in the clustered classes.  Students with disabilities in the clustered 

classes did not mix as well with their general education peers and generally formed friendships 

with other students who also had disabilities.  This finding highlighted the importance of peer 

models for students with disabilities. 

 Peer models.  The literature also indicates students with disabilities benefit from 

observing and interacting with peers who modeled good behavior (Austin, 2001; Scruggs et al., 

2007; Walther-Thomas, 1997).  Walther-Thomas (1997) stated students benefited from direct 

instruction in social skills and supervised practice with their peers.  However, the supervised 

practice was beneficial because students with disabilities were integrated with their peers who 

had more natural social skills.  When students with disabilities interacted primarily with other 

students who also struggled with social skills, they were less likely to demonstrate appropriate 

social behaviors (Vaughn et al., 1998).  Being able to observe how peers responded to them with 

kindness and caring prompted students to respond more appropriately in interactions with others.  

As students with disabilities watched their peers interact with each other, they began to mimic 

these appropriate behaviors and it became more natural for them to interact appropriately as well.  

 Learning communities in classrooms.  An important component of social skill 

development in a classroom is the type of environment teachers establish with students (Salend 

et al., 1997).  Research on co-teaching has found a sense of community in the classroom 

promotes the safe, positive environment in which students accept peer differences and form 

quality friendships (Austin, 2001; Dieker, 2001; Pugach & Wesson, 1995; Salend et al., 1997).  

Both students with disabilities and students without disabilities learned to care for one another 
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and were more willing to help each other.  Students without disabilities needed to learn more 

tolerance with peers who were different from them.  This development of acceptance for 

differing social and academic levels built a caring community where all students felt included in 

the classroom.  Students with disabilities mentioned they felt more a part of their class than they 

had in previous years when they received supplemental instruction outside of their general 

education class (Dieker, 2001; Eisenman et al., 2011).  This feeling of inclusion also affected 

their emotional well-being. 

Effect on Students’ Emotional Well-Being 

 Students with disabilities have felt disconnected from their peers, because obvious 

separations were established in the structure of their classes (Pugach & Wesson, 1995).  

However, co-teaching has provided a way for these students to receive their instruction within 

the general education setting (Hang & Rabren, 2009; Scruggs et al., 2007).  Teachers have 

reported students with disabilities in co-taught classes benefited emotionally (Hang & Rabren, 

2009; Pugach & Wesson,1995; Walther-Thomas, 1997).  Their self-esteem and self-confidence 

improved, not only as their abilities improved, but also because they did not feel labeled.  In 

previous years with permanent pull-out classes, students with disabilities felt their teachers and 

peers labeled them as slower or different.  Pugach & Wesson (1995) found students with 

disabilities saw the temporary groups teachers formed within the classroom as more acceptable 

than the permanent pull-out instruction they received in previous years.  Students with 

disabilities now had a sense of belonging that increased their self-esteem and self-confidence in 

what they were able to achieve.  They often put forth more effort in their work and this further 

increased their self-confidence. 
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Implications for Practice 

 Knowing the benefits that co-teaching can potentially have for students on their academic 

achievement, social development, and emotional well-being is effective only when these 

research findings are put into practice.  This section describes three important implications for 

teachers and administrators including using co-teaching to attend to student needs, directly teach 

and supervise social skill development, and build a community of learners in co-taught 

classrooms. 

 Attending to student needs.  Co-teaching provides extra resources in the general 

education setting (Scruggs et al., 2007).  However, both teachers’ expertise and skills should be 

used effectively to best support all students in the classroom.  Scruggs et al. (2007) found the 

most common model of co-teaching was one teach, one assist.  Frequently, the special education 

teacher played the assistant role.  However, as this literature review has demonstrated, students 

with disabilities benefit academically when teachers create flexible groupings that meet their 

learning needs (Eisenman et al., 2011).  Simply integrating students with disabilities into the 

general education setting is not enough.  Rather, students with disabilities will need appropriate 

supports and instruction that helps them achieve the higher expectations of the general education 

curriculum.  Teachers should work together to determine how to meet the variety of student 

needs with co-teaching models that include both teachers instructing and reinforcing student 

learning through multiple opportunities for practice (Boudah et al., 1997).  Friend and Cook 

(2010) described models for co-teaching that include station teaching and parallel teaching, 

wherein both teachers teach groups of students in different ways to meet their learning needs or 

skill level.  The mix of different types of co-teaching models also allows teachers to use which 
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model works best for the content they are teaching.  Administrators should support teachers in 

providing common planning time and professional development in co-teaching models. 

 Directly teach and supervise social skill development.  The research on social skill 

development in co-taught classes indicates students with disabilities can increase their abilities to 

interact positively with their peers (Austin, 2001; Scruggs et al., 2007; Vaughn et al., 1998; 

Walther-Thomas, 1997).  However, students need to be integrated amongst the general education 

classes, rather than clustered in one or two classes (Vaughn et al., 1998).  They need to be able to 

see peers modeling appropriate behavior and interactions with each other.  Teachers also need to 

directly teach and monitor students practicing good behavior in the classroom setting (Walther-

Thomas, 1997).  First of all, co-teachers should agree on acceptable standards of behavior for 

their classroom.  Then, co-teachers should work together to determine what social skills they will 

explicitly teach in their class and how they will supervise students practicing these skills.  School 

counselors can also be included in these lessons to share their expertise in social skills.  

 Build a community of learners in co-taught classrooms.  Research indicates students with 

disabilities benefit from an increased sense of belonging that comes from the community of 

learners built within a co-taught class (Eisenman et al., 2011; Salend et al., 1997).  This 

community should first be demonstrated by both teachers as they model respect for each other in 

front of the students.  Students sense the relationship of the two teachers in their class and this 

feeling affects how they interact with each other as well.  Additionally, teachers should show 

care for each learner’s needs and pace of learning while they work with students.  Salend et al. 

(1997) described a kindergarten class in which students learned to help each other in the 

classroom.  They mentioned if a student was not patient with others, they would purposefully 

place this student with someone who needed peer support.  The teachers would model and guide 
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the student to help their peer.  Both students benefited as the one received peer support and the 

other learned to be more patient with others.  Building a community of learners early in the 

school year and maintaining this throughout the year helps teachers to support students in 

becoming cooperative, caring individuals. 

Conclusion 

 The co-teaching model is not likely to leave the educational field soon as the benefits for 

students are being discovered in research (Friend & Cook, 2010; Scruggs et al., 2007).  Studies 

on students’ perceptions of co-teaching and its effect on their learning have demonstrated more 

positives than negatives (Hang & Rabren, 2009; Wilson & Michaels, 2006).  Students preferred 

co-taught classes over traditional models and stated they wanted to be in future co-taught classes.  

Co-teachers and administrators can work to make co-taught classes the best learning 

environment for students so their full potential can be reached. 
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