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CO-TEACHING IN FINLAND

Finnish teachers’ views on
co-teaching

Marjut Kokko "2, Marjatta Takala'® and Péivi Pihlaja

Co-teaching has become a well-known way of working among
Finnish teachers in recent years. Teachers’ collaboration is becoming
increasingly important in light of the rising number of diverse students
in regular classes. In an ideal co-teaching context, teachers collaborate
as equals, recognise and respect each other’s skills and competencies,
and strengthen and support each other. In this study, we examine
teachers’ views on co-teaching and investigate which background
factors explain teachers’ views concerning the benefits and the
challenges of co-teaching. The data obtained from Finnish basic
education teachers’ (N = 694) responses to an online questionnaire
are analysed quantitatively. The results show some differences among
the teachers’ views. Subject teachers perceive more challenges in co-
teaching than class and special education teachers. Class teachers
perceive the fewest challenges. Although teachers are generally
interested in co-teaching and some of them co-teach regularly, they
also report several barriers to its application. The explanatory factors
concerning the differences in teachers’ views are gender, teachers’ co-
teaching experiences, the amount of co-teaching per week and working
as a class teacher.

Key words: co-teaching, benefits and challenges, inclusion,
collaboration, reciprocity

1. Introduction

Inclusive education has become a worldwide trend. International agreements,
such as the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994) and the Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006), have promoted inclusive
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education in schools internationally, and locally in Finland. The main re-
quirement of this inclusive ideology and Finnish education policy is to pro-
vide teaching for all pupils despite their diversity (Saloviita, 2018; Saloviita &
Schaffus, 2016; Official Statistics of Finland, 2019). Inclusion can be under-
stood in many ways (see Ainscow & Miles, 2009; Ketovuori & Pihlaja, 2016;
Lauchlan & Greig, 2015; Savolainen, 2009). Inclusive education is under-
stood as an approach to serving children with disabilities in general education
settings and it is also regarded as a reform that supports diversity among all
learners and eliminates social exclusion (Ainscow & Miles, 2009). According
to Haustétter (2014), inclusion is a process that requires continuous changes
in schools, which not only means that pupils with special educational needs
should have access to mainstream schools, but also that it concerns a// pupils
and barriers to learning. The role of all teachers is crucial to implementing
inclusive education (De Boer et al., 2010; Savolainen, 2009). According to
Saloviita and Schaffus (2016), teachers’ attitudes towards inclusion are influ-
enced by their professional abilities to teach pupils with special needs. Instead
of focusing on learning challenges as the characteristics of individual pupils,
more attention should be paid to teaching methods and practices that can
promote each student’s learning.

Statistics show that the number of students in need of pedagogical sup-
port continues to grow in general education, nationally and internationally
(Official Statistics of Finland, 2019; Ricci & Fingon, 2018). This increase
has led to a situation where the provision of pedagogical support has be-
come part of every teacher’s work (Thuneberg et al., 2013). Previous studies
show that increasing heterogeneity in class has made teachers’ work more
challenging (Tirri, 2014) and that their knowledge and skills may be insuffi-
cient for teaching heterogeneous classrooms (Lauchlan & Greig, 2015). The
Evaluation Report of the Teacher Training Forum, prepared by the Ministry
of Education and Culture in Finland, finds that teachers’ insufficient knowl-
edge about handling and teaching pupils with special educational needs cur-
rently poses a challenge (FINEEC, 2018). It is therefore important to take
into account teachers’ experiences of inadequacy. To overcome these inad-
equacies, collaboration with special educators and other teachers could be
beneficial.

Finnish teachers are highly educated, and their work and teacher education
are valued (Valijarvi, 2017). Compared to assessment of the quality of teach-
ing in other countries, there is little control over Finnish teachers’ work. This
autonomy contributes to the independence and social appreciation of the
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profession (Niemi et al., 2012) and is a positive aspect of teachers’ work.
However, excessive autonomy can lead to situations where the teacher is left
to face challenges on their own. One way out of this predicament is through
collaboration with other teachers; for example, in the form of co-teaching
and partnership between teachers with different areas of expertise.

Co-teaching is a method of teaching in heterogeneous groups (Chitiyo, 2017,
Ricci & Fingon, 2018; Ruijs & Peetsma, 2009) and has been noted as one
way of supporting pupils in school (Ministry of Education & Culture, 2014).
Co-teaching is defined as simultaneous teaching. In successful co-teaching,
teachers combine their skills in planning, implementing and evaluating teach-
ing and learning together (Friend et al., 2010).

2. Different ways of implementing co-teaching

Co-teaching can be applied in various ways. The most common models of
co-teaching are one teaches and one observes, one teaches and one assists, sta-
tion teaching, parallel teaching, alternative teaching and teaming (Friend et
al., 2010). The most commonly implemented method of co-teaching used
in previous studies has been a combination in which one of the teachers is
a special education teacher (Fluijt et al., 2016). Other combinations include
collaboration between class teachers and subject teachers (Friend et al., 2010;
Morgan, 2016; Scruggs et al., 2007; Villa et al., 2013). According to Scruggs
and Mastropieri (2017), the teachers’ roles in teaching can differ, for instance,
with the subject teacher taking more responsibility for the content of the
teaching and the special teacher concentrating on supporting students with
specific needs. New schools often have open learning spaces where large
groups of children study together and several teachers are present. These sit-
uations demand co-teaching and collaborative skills (see Kattilakoski, 2018).

In this study, we aim to establish the suitability of co-teaching and determine
what kinds of benefits co-teaching can contribute to teachers’ work in hetero-
geneous classes, and what challenges it poses. We are also interested in iden-
tifying the background variables behind the teachers’ views. The theoretical
lenses we use are the concepts of reciprocity, agency (Becker, 2014; Hallamaa,
2018) and equality (Hallamaa, 2017). The important key to the success of
co-teaching is the teachers’ fluent collaboration. Understanding the prereq-
uisites for collaboration can make it possible to promote the implementation
of co-teaching. Examining the conditions for collaboration facilitates the un-
derstanding of the factors that promote collaboration, and why working with
someone may fail (Hallamaa, 2017).
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3. Teachers’ views on the benefits and challenges of co-teaching

Previous studies have shown that co-teaching increases teachers’ job satisfac-
tion and well-being (Sirkko et al., 2018). Students’ support needs are better
met when there are more teachers in the classroom (Krammer et al., 2018).
Implementing co-teaching can reduce segregation (Strogilos et al., 2016),
promote inclusion, improve students’ socio-emotional and interaction skills
(Friend et al., 2010; Strogilos & Stefanidis, 2015) and reduce students’ chal-
lenging behaviour (Strogilos & Avramidis, 2016; Botha & Kourkotas, 2016).
According to teachers, co-teaching enables professional growth and collab-
oration and supports and develops teachers’ work (Friend & Cook, 2014;
Scruggs et al., 2007). The different skills of teachers make collaboration
meaningful and create opportunities to learn new pedagogical approaches
and content from each other. In co-teaching, the responsibilities are also di-
vided between teachers, thus supporting their well-being and ability to cope
with the workload (Shin et al., 2016). The quality of teaching can also be im-
proved by combining the teachers’ knowledge (Friend et al., 2010; Murawski,
2008).

Previous studies have reported that the most common barrier to implement-
ing co-teaching is the lack of common planning time (Chitiyo, 2017; Saloviita
& Takala, 2010; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2017; Shin et al., 2016; Strogilos
et al., 2016; Takala & Uusitalo-Malmivaara, 2012). Other hindrances in-
clude difficulty in finding a suitable partner (Pratt, 2014; Takala & Uusitalo-
Malmivaara, 2012), differences in teachers’ personalities (Chanmugam &
Gerlach, 2013) and unclear roles in teaching situations (Takala & Uusitalo-
Malmivaara, 2012). Additionally, lack of support from the school manage-
ment is perceived to hamper the implementation of co-teaching (Friend &
Cook, 2014).

4. Teachers’ agency and reciprocity in the co-teaching context

Co-teaching involves collaboration built on the interaction between teachers
(Friend & Cook, 2014). In good collaboration, successful interaction is based
on reciprocity and experiences of equality (Hallamaa, 2017). Reciprocity is
a moral virtue that is part of the human ability to build and maintain a pro-
ductive social life (Becker, 2014). The willingness for reciprocity is acquired
as part of human development (Becker, 2014). It binds human agents into
mutual dependency, where the behaviour of each agent affects the common
good. Non-reciprocity isolates people from one another, diminishing the will
to help and support others (Torronen, 2018). Although teachers have differ-
ent specialities in education, equality in co-teaching means that by combining
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their areas of expertise, they can achieve more than by teaching alone. Instead
of determining someone’s value or worth, in co-teaching, every teacher is per-
ceived as playing a significant role in providing education (Friend & Cook,
2014).

Structures that consist of rules and resources are constantly changing
through human activity, and they create boundaries and possibilities for dif-
ferent actions (Giddens, 1984; Jyrkama, 2008). For example, resources and
the action of the school culture set boundaries for teachers’ work. Teachers
have to be aware of educational laws and regulations, which include the rights
and responsibilities of the students and teachers. Individuals’ capabilities
also affect the kinds of obstacles and possibilities they experience in differ-
ent situations. Even though teachers differ from one another in education
and amount of experience, they all have their respective strengths. A teach-
er’s knowledge is built individually through their life experience, education
and work (Karjalainen et al., 2006). Thus, regardless of age or educational
background, each teacher brings a unique perspective to the interaction and
the delivery of lessons in the classroom (Friend & Cook, 2014). According
to Pratt (2014), teachers can use their individual differences as strengths to
overcome challenges.

In collaboration, human agents have goals they consider worth striving for
(Hallamaa, 2017; Tuomela, 2007). According to Tuomela (2007), the goal of
collaboration can be individual, shared or common. Collaboration becomes
deeper through common goals (Tuomela, 2007). According to Hallamaa
(2017), successful collaboration is built on recognising other people’s human
agency, which means accepting people’s various goals and the means to reach
them (Hallamaa, 2018). Acknowledging human agency is acknowledging
one another’s moral value because the agents, as well as their fellow human
beings, are valuable and therefore have the right to be treated with dignity
(Hallamaa, 2017). Acknowledging others’ moral value does not mean that
their goals or means are accepted, but that they are considered accountable
agents with whom a dialogue on differences in goals and means can be ex-
changed. This means that one gives space to the other and does not control
the other (Hallamaa, 2017).

In co-teaching, collaboration is based on mutual trust (Villa et al., 2013; see
also Tuomela, 2007). Trust is based on understanding and following com-
mon rules, and it increases with developing self-awareness and collaboration
(see Yuan et al., 2018). According to Hallamaa (2017), trust increases as the
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interests of each human agent are pursued. However, if it is impossible to
pursue everybody’s interests, conflicts arise. Life is about dealing with dif-
ferent types of conflicts, for an individual, as well as for a social community.
Conflicts do not prevent reciprocity, but they create the need for rational
argumentation, through which faults can be recognised and activity can be
developed (Hallamaa, 2018). The goal is to reach a mutually satisfactory con-
clusion as much as possible, through impartial discussion (Hallamaa, 2018).
Attaining the goal requires collaboration, with the ability to compromise and
overcome conflicts.

According to Hallamaa (2017), reciprocity requires that human agents be
freely allowed to present their ideas of beneficial outcomes and their aims
and methods, and that they tolerate one another’s views and endeavours.
Collaboration is not possible if all parties do not share a true desire to find
—and a commitment to search for — solutions that consider everybody’s in-
terests. The basis for collaboration is to acknowledge the required mutual
understanding and the inevitable disagreements among human agents. By
considering the terms for conducting collaboration together, the reasons why
collaboration is sometimes unsuccessful and the factors that advance collab-
oration can be understood. For example, trust is affected by the use of power
and by the power relations among people (Becker, 2014). In an ideal situa-
tion, reciprocity in collaboration is based on voluntarism and a way of acting
that has been jointly agreed on (Friend & Cook, 2014).

5. Method

In this research, we explore Finnish teachers’ views on the suitability of co-
teaching and its benefits and challenges. We look at the possible benefits and
challenges and identify the factors that relate to the differences in teachers’
views concerning them. The research questions are as follows:

1. What are teachers’ views on the suitability of co-teaching?

2. What are teachers’ views on the benefits and challenges of co-teaching in
the Finnish school system?

3. What factors explain the differences in the teachers’ views?

5.1. Participants

A sample comprising 694 Finnish primary and secondary education teach-
ers completed an online questionnaire as part of the ‘Supporting Together!’
project financed by the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture. The data
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were collected from teachers in one southern city and one larger northern city
and in smaller municipalities around these cities. The teachers could decide
whether to respond to the survey questionnaire. The sample consisted of 286
(41%) class teachers, 234 (34%) subject teachers and 174 (25%) special educa-
tion teachers. The questionnaire included 19 questions about co-teaching, of
which six were used in this study. The background variables that were asked
about were the teachers’ age, gender, basic education, type of school and edu-
cational background (Table 1). The respondents had considerable teaching
experience (Table 1).

5.2. Measurement

The suitability of co-teaching from the teachers’ viewpoint was addressed by
the following six statements: ‘Co-teaching is suitable for (1) differentiating,
(2) sharing of professionalism, (3) sharing of responsibilities, (4) improving
the effectiveness of teaching, (5) managing a restless class and (6) getting to
know each pupil’. The questions were answered on a seven-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), which was converted
to a five-point scale because few respondents chose the extreme alternatives
(see Krosnick & Presser, 2010). The benefits of co-teaching were explored with
five statements, and these were rated on a seven-point Likert scale, which was
also converted to a five-point scale. The factors that measured the benefits
were as follows: ‘From the teacher’s viewpoint, the benefits of co-teaching are
that you can (1) design teaching with another teacher, (2) teach together, (3)
evaluate together, (4) divide the class into small groups and (5) share feelings
and experiences from teaching’. The teachers’ views on the challenges of co-
teaching were mapped out by seven statements that illustrated the challenges
of co-teaching identified in previous studies (Friend et al., 2010). The state-
ments were rated on a five-point scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always).
The challenges were measured by the following statements: “The challenges
in co-teaching are (1) finding a common time to plan, (2) inadequate sub-
ject skills of another teacher, (3) lack of training in co-teaching, (4) lack of
working models in co-teaching, (5) unclear roles of teachers, (6) questionable
benefits and (7) lack of support from the school management’.

5.3. Analysis

The suitability of co-teaching and its benefits and challenges were analysed
through descriptive statistics as frequencies, means and medians using SPSS
(IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows, Version 25). The explanatory factors
concerning the teachers’ views on the benefits and challenges were examined
using factor analysis. The claims concerning co-teaching benefits constituted
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Table 1: Background information on the subjects (/V = 694)

CT ST SET
N (%) n (%) n (%) n (%)
Age in years
20-30 57 (8) 33(12) 17(7) 7(4)
31-40 183 (26) 69 (24) 64 (27) 50 (29)
41-50 244 (35) 108 (38) 73 (31) 63 (36)
51-60 184 (27) 71 (25) 64 (27) 49 (28)
Over 60 26 (4) 5() 16 (7) 503)
Work experience in
years
0-5 94 (14) 50 (17) 29 (12) 15(9)
6-10 110 (16) 43 (15) 38 (16) 29 (17)
11-15 148 (21) 55(19) 48 (21) 45 (26)
16-20 99 (14) 41 (14) 32 (14) 26 (15)
Over 20 243 (35) 97 (34) 87 (37) 59 (34)
School form
Comprehensive 230 (33) 169 (59) 13 (6) 48 (28)
school grades 1-6
Comprehensive 65 (10) 2(0.7) 48 (21) 15(9)
school grades 7-9
Comprehensive 308 (44) 101 (35) 134 (57) 73 (42)
school grades 1-9
Comprehensive 46 (7) 12 (4) 29 (12) 503)
school grades 1-9
and high school
Special school 28 (4) 1(0.3) 0(0) 27 (16)
Other 17 (2) 1(0.3) 10 (4) 6(3)
Implementing
co-teaching
Never 153 (22) 32(11) 105 (45) 16 (9)
2-4 lessons 341 (49) 144 (50) 112 (48) 85 (49)
Half of weekly 105 (15) 48 (17) 12 (5) 45 (26)
lessons
Almost all lessons 95 (14) 62 (22) 5(2) 28 (16)

Notes: CT = class teacher; ST = subject teacher; SET = special education teacher

one mean sum variable to describe the benefits from the teachers’ perspective
(= 0.89). Lack of common planning time had emerged clearly as a challenge
in previous studies (Saloviita & Takala, 2010; Strogilos et al., 2016; Takala &
Uusitalo-Malmivaara, 2012); for this reason, it was excluded from the main
components of the challenges and analysed separately. Views concerning (1)
lack of training on the topic, (2) lack of working models, (3) unclear roles
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of teachers, (4) difficulty in finding a suitable partner, and (5) lack of school
management support were constructed as a single mean variable to describe
the challenges of co-teaching (o = 0.81).

The differences among the teacher groups in terms of benefits and challenges
were analysed using analysis of variance. Analysis of regression was used to
determine whether the teachers’ gender, age, teaching experience, co-teaching
experience, co-teaching education and weekly implementation of co-teaching
explain the teachers’ views on the benefits of co-teaching. We used hierarchi-
cal analysis, which introduced variables into the analysis in two steps. The
analysis of regression was used exploratively, incorporating all the factors
that might explain the benefits to teachers. Then, using SPSS, the worst-
case variable that did not improve the model’s explanation was removed
(Nummenmaa, 2009). For statistical analysis, teacher groups (class, subject
and special education teachers), gender, co-teaching education and co-teach-
ing experience were made dummy variables.

6. Results

Although most teachers had positive views on co-teaching, its weekly imple-
mentation was low (see Table 1). Of the teachers, 153 (22%) did not co-teach
at all, and 341 (49%) co-taught only two to four hours per week. Only 95
teachers (14%) implemented co-teaching in almost all lessons; most of these
were classroom teachers (see Table 1).

6.1. Teachers’ views on the suitability of co-teaching and its

benefits and challenges

The results showed that most teachers perceived co-teaching as suitable for
several situations, such as differentiating, getting to know the pupils, sharing
responsibilities and professionalism, managing a restless class and improving
the effectiveness of teaching. Co-teaching was most suited to sharing profes-
sional skills (see Table 2).

According to most of the teachers, the major benefit of co-teaching was the
opportunity to share their feelings and teaching experiences. Additionally,
most teachers reported that co-teaching was well suited to dividing students
into smaller groups. The essential parts of co-teaching — planning, teaching
and evaluation — were also considered useful (see Table 3).

The most commonly reported challenge was the lack of common plan-
ning time (see Table 4), followed by difficulty in finding a suitable partner.

120 British Journal of Special Education - Volume 48 - Number 1 - 2021 © 2021 NASEN



"UOTIBIADD PIBPUR)S = (S ‘UBOUI = JA] {URIPAUT = PIA [SAJON

(59) 8+t (61) 1€1 (8) LS (9) 6¢ (€) 61
(S9) Ts¥ (81) 51 (8) €5 9) ot ) ¥C
(0L) ¥8¥ (L1) 811 (L) 0s (v) v (©) 81
(LL) LES (S1) €01 ($)cg (@D s1 (ML
(18) 795 (€1) 06 (F) st me (18
(18) 59¢ 1) ¥6 (¢) 61 (e ML

DN N N N N

213k A[Suox)s 3e Apled 3d13¢e Iou a13esip Apaed  dd13esip A[Suons

10 I3V

9913eSIp IYPIN

10 Jd3esIq

0’1 =dS

Yy =I"'S =PI

J1dnd yova mouy 03 3u1j1o0
90’1 =dsS

Yv=IN"S =PI

SSDO $S2]152.4 D SUISOUD ]
96'0 =dS

Y= 'S =PI
3unyonay fo

SSoU2A1122[f2 Y3 Suraoaduiy
SL'0=dS

‘L' =N"'S =PIN

§2171]1q1SUOdS 2.4 SULIDYS
0’1 =ds

L'y =N"'S =PIN

SJI1yS [puo1ssafo.d Surivys
L9°0=dS

‘L= 'S =PI

Sunpnua.affiq

...hﬁ.\.

a1quamns s1 Sunyova}-0)

3uryoea)-0d Jo AJIqe)INS AY) U0 SMIIA SIYIBIT, :7 d[qEL

121

- 2021

- Volume 48 - Number 1

British Journal of Special Education

© 2021 NASEN



"UOTJBIAQD PIEPUEIS = (JS ‘UBSW = [A] {UBIPAW = PIA] SOION

Y01 =dS ¥¥=IN 'S =PI

(99) 95t (T 6v1 ($) €€ (¥) st (S) 1€ 1211230] U0SS9] D UZISIq

¥80=dS 9= ‘S =PI

(€L) 505 (61) ¥€1 ¥) LT @n @ L1 12119301 U0SSI] 1 Judwia dul]

S80=dS9r="'S=PIN

L) €18 (LD 61l (§) 1€ @ L1 @1 12y12301 230MIDAT

L0=dS‘Ly=N'S=PIN

(6L) 8¥S #1) L6 (§) €€ (D8 (D8 $dno.3 jipwis ojut ssvp> 2y Ip1Iq

€L0=dS‘Ly=N'S=PIN

(08) ¥SS (€1) 26 (1€ (DL (M o1 $20UdLIAAXD pup s5Ulj23f 20y

N (CANY )N RN N “runy nod

DY} S1 SUNYOV] 241IVA0qD]10d JO J1fouaq

J13e Jd13e 213k Ja13esIp J213esIp oy ‘mana fo yurod s,.10yov23 ay1 wos]
A[Suons Apred 10U JI3esIp Apred A[Suoxs 10

10 U3y YN ugesi(q

(F69 = ) Suryora)-0d JO S)FIUIQ Y)Y UO SMIIA SINYIBI], :€ QB

© 2021 NASEN

- 2021

- Volume 48 - Number 1

122  British Journal of Special Education



"UOTIBIADD PIBPUR)S = (JS ‘UBOUI = JA] {URIPAUL = PIA SAJON

(DL (9) 8¢ (ST) LOT (L8) LSt (1) s8¢
@1 (8) €S (12) ev1 (19) L1T (6€) L9T
(©)ce (402} (92) 281 (L€) sst (T 151
(¥) €T (8) ¥$ (12) 8¥1 (62) 861 (6€) 1LT
() LT (61) T€1 (€€) 6TC (0€) 90T (1) 001
(¥) 8¢ (L1) 811 (62) 00T (¥€) 9¢€C (CIoX48
($)9¢ (T ¥s1 (ze) Tee (T0) 6¥1 (61) €€1

(61) ¥€1 (¥) Tog (#2) L91 (6) 65 (©)ze
(BN (BN (BN (BN (W N
sy U210 SOUIUOS Aoy 12O\

€60=dS'ST=WT=PN
12YID2] 4210
2y Jo spirys 10algns agpnbapouy
0T =dS ‘0= T=PW
JuUISDUDUL
Jooyas wio.f 110ddns fo yovT
SOT=dS¥T=WT=PI
$42YoDa] 0 $2]0.0 ADPIUN)
0I'T=dS‘1T=W T=PN
J1fouaq ajqnuo1isane
90T =dS‘LT=W ‘¢ =PI
Sjapout SuryLom fo Yoo
LOT=dS9C=N"T=PIN
3uryovaj-00 U0 SuIIVAY JO 3OVT
9I'l=dS‘LT=W ‘¢ =PI
doupavd apgnins v Suipul.y
€0T=dS9¢ =Nt =PI
auwiry Suruuvyd uownuod v Suipul,y

:sa8uapvyd>
suimojjof ayy svy Sunyonap-0)

(169 = \/) SuIyd©d)-0d JO SAIFUI[BYD IY) UO SMIIA SIAYIBI], i Jqe],

123

- 2021

- Volume 48 - Number 1

British Journal of Special Education

© 2021 NASEN



Questioning the benefits of co-teaching, lack of school management support
and the inadequate skills of other teachers were mentioned only rarely or
never mentioned (see Table 4). One-fifth of the teachers found the lack of
training on co-teaching challenging.

6.2. The connection of background variables to teachers’ views on co-teaching
When looking at the teachers’ views on the benefits of co-teaching, the differ-
ences among the teachers’ groups were significant, as shown by the variance
analysis: F(2,691) = 22.99, p <0.001, n2 = 0.06. However, training explained
only 6% of the variation in perceived benefits. There was no statistically
significant difference between class teachers and special education teachers
concerning co-teaching benefits. Subject teachers’ views had a statistically
significant difference from those of the class teachers and special education
teachers. Subject teachers perceived the least benefits of co-teaching.

The entire set of background variables explained 17% of the variance. The
best explanation proved to be gender (-0.24***), followed by implementation
of co-teaching (0.19***) and acting as a class teacher (0.15%**). In this study,
female teachers perceived more benefits of co-teaching than male teachers.
Further, class teachers recognised the most benefits of co-teaching, and sub-
ject teachers saw the least. The more the teachers engaged in co-teaching, the
more useful they found it to be and the fewer challenges they experienced.
A variance analysis showed that the impact of the teacher group was sig-
nificant: F (2, 691) = 19.14, p < 0.001, n2 = 0.05. Despite a statistically sig-
nificant difference among the teacher groups, their educational background
explained only 5% of the variation in their experienced challenges. An expla-
nation at 15% was obtained for all explanatory factors. The best explanation
was the weekly implementation of co-teaching (—0.31***). The other explan-
atory factors were co-teaching experiences (—0.14 ***) and acting as a class
teacher (-0.094). These findings indicate that co-teaching experiences alle-
viated the teachers’ concerns about co-teaching challenges. Subject teachers
experienced more challenges in co-teaching than the other two groups, with
class teachers encountering the fewest challenges. Special education teachers’
views concerning challenges were closer to those of class teachers than those
of subject teachers.

7. Discussion

This study sought to determine Finnish teachers’ views of co-teaching. We
identified differences among the views of different teacher groups (that is,
class, subject and special education teachers) regarding the suitability of
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co-teaching and its benefits and challenges. Additionally, we explored the
background variables behind the teachers’ views. Our study’s findings con-
firm the results of previous studies regarding the benefits of co-teaching
for teachers’ work. Although most Finnish teachers were positive about
co-teaching, its implementation has not increased in Finland relative to the
findings reported by Saloviita and Takala (2010) and Takala and Uusitalo-
Malmivaara (2012). Most teachers consider co-teaching suitable for sharing
professional skills and responsibilities, which indicates their trust in each
other’s professionalism. This study found that most teachers rarely or never
report the inadequate subject skills of their teaching partners, which reflects
the existence of an environment conducive to reciprocity. Moreover, most
teachers perceive co-teaching as suitable for differentiating, getting to know
the pupils, managing a restless class and improving the effectiveness of teach-
ing. Implementing co-teaching makes it possible to take into account the het-
erogeneity of student groups more effectively because it allows the pupils to
be divided into smaller groups, which facilitates differentiation. Additionally,
as more adults participate in teaching, their observations of students’ learn-
ing and opportunities to support students increase (Friend & Cook, 2014;
Friend et al., 2010). This situation thus allows early intervention and a better
encounter with a student in need of support. The results of this study, to-
gether with those of previous studies (Strogilos & Avramidis, 2016), reinforce
the potential of co-teaching to support the teaching of heterogenecous classes.

According to the teachers in this study, the major benefit of co-teaching
is the opportunity to share their feelings and experiences that emerge from
teaching. Despite the high level of autonomy that characterises the work of
Finnish teachers, peer support is welcomed, and reciprocity is an important
factor in the smooth functioning of co-teaching. Successful collaboration is
built on the identification of a teacher’s own agency and the recognition of
a colleague’s agency (see Hallamaa, 2017). Agency is realised as a relation-
ship and in relation to other people (Jyrkdma, 2008). Understanding the fac-
tors affecting the smooth flow of collaboration can help teachers reflect on
their actions and facilitate their encounters with colleagues as peers. Also in
teachers’ work, collective commitment can create outcomes that could not be
achieved alone (Tuomela, 2007). Although several studies have identified the
importance of teacher collaboration, interaction and sharing, teachers’ colle-
gial support has been scarcely promoted through structural or organisational
means (Penttinen et al., 2011). From the perspective of well-being at work,
peer support is vital. Co-teaching contributes to the solution to this issue,
enabling peer tutoring to form part of day-to-day work.
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As reported in previous studies (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2017; Shin et al.,
2016; Strogilos et al., 2016; Takala & Uusitalo-Malmivaara, 2012), the major
challenge identified in this research is the lack of common planning time,
followed by difficulty in finding a suitable working partner. In Finland,
teachers’ educational backgrounds differ between lower grades (1 to 6) and
upper grades (7 to 9). In the upper grades, subject teachers teach the sub-
jects in which they are trained, and teachers handling lower grades teach all
subjects in their own classes. If teachers only regard similar competencies
as important, co-teaching with colleagues from different educational back-
grounds may be perceived as challenging. This may be one reason why the
subject teachers consider it difficult to find a suitable partner. According to
Shin and colleagues (2016), different educational backgrounds are sources
of richness in co-teaching. While sharing professional competence recipro-
cally promotes collaboration, inequality is a significant barrier to establishing
effective co-teaching relationships (McDuftfie et al., 2007). Teacher compe-
tence is developed individually through life experience, education and work
(Karjalainen et al., 2006). Regardless of age or educational background, each
teacher makes a unique contribution to interaction situations and lesson im-
plementation (Friend & Cook, 2014).

Despite the teachers’ varying views concerning the benefits and challenges
of co-teaching, such differences can only partly be explained by age, educa-
tional level, co-teaching experience and gender. The best explanatory factor
for the benefits of co-teaching is gender. That is, female teachers experience
more benefits from co-teaching compared with their male counterparts. This
finding supports the results of Saloviita’s (2018) study, which showed that
women engage in co-teaching more than men. The second explanation for
the benefits of co-teaching involves the implementation of co-teaching. The
more the teachers use co-teaching, the more useful they find it. The third
explanation lies in acting as a class teacher. Regarding the benefits perceived
by the teacher groups, class teachers recognise the most benefits, compared to
special education teachers and subject teachers. Class teachers’ education dif-
fers from subject teachers’ education, and for this reason class teachers might
interact with a colleague more easily as a peer. According to this study’s re-
sults, the more the teachers collaborate, the more benefits they find and the
fewer challenges they encounter.

The best explanatory factor for the challenges is the weekly implementation of
co-teaching. The more teachers implement co-teaching, the fewer challenges
they experience. The other explanatory factors are co-teaching experiences
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and acting as a class teacher. Subject teachers identify the most challenges,
whereas class teachers perceive the least challenges. Similar results were ob-
tained by Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara (2012) and Saloviita (2018).
These findings suggest that implementing co-teaching alleviates teachers’
concerns about the challenges it poses. The background factors studied in
relation to benefits and challenges make a minimal explanatory contribution
(see also Jokivuori & Hietala, 2007). Because teachers’ views on co-teaching
are strongly positive, overcoming the challenges makes it possible to imple-
ment an increase in co-teaching.

This study’s limitations reflect the nature of its methodology. Quantitative
research provides generalised data about a phenomenon. However, its
shortcomings can be compensated for by obtaining more detailed and
in-depth qualitative information about the phenomenon under study.
In the future, using qualitative methods to examine teachers’ collabora-
tion could provide a deeper understanding of equality and reciprocity in
co-teaching (see Queiros et al., 2017). The sample used in this study con-
sists of teachers with different educational backgrounds and work expe-
rience. In addition to training, the skills needed in the teachers’ work are
learned in practical work (Leivo, 2010). In this study, most respondents
have over 10 years of teaching experience, which may have increased their
ability to assess the potential benefits and challenges of co-teaching. No
teacher group is over-represented or under-represented, which improves
the study’s ecological validity (Schmuckler, 2010). The study’s repre-
sentativeness is improved because the study participants include those
with co-teaching experience and those without training or experience in
co-teaching. However, the possible risk of self-selection bias should be
noted, which means that often the most motivated teachers participate
in a survey. Therefore, it is possible that more of the respondents have a
greater interest in co-teaching.

Our results show that co-teaching has several benefits that support teachers’
work, and that its implementation promotes teachers’ perceptions of its ben-
efits. However, the remaining challenges make its implementation difficult.
Implementing co-teaching requires good communication skills among teach-
ers, based on reciprocity and experiences of equality. Practising co-teaching
could form part of teacher education for class, subject and special education
teachers and thus act as a tool for working in heterogeneous classes that aim
for inclusive values.
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