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ABSTRACT
This study examined how Finnish primary school students perceive 
teachers’ roles and responsibilities, their own learning and participa-
tion, and the social climate during co-taught lessons. Data were 
collected through a web-based questionnaire among primary school 
students (N = 242) from grades four to six from Finnish schools where 
Swedish is the medium of instruction and co-teaching has been 
initiated. Students with and without special educational needs parti-
cipated in the study. Students without special educational needs 
were more positive to co-teaching the more co-taught lessons they 
received per week, while students with special educational needs 
were most positive when they received four to five lessons weekly. 
Students also perceived that mostly the general education teacher is 
responsible for lesson planning and instruction but that both tea-
chers contribute to the students’ learning. In earlier research, the 
students’ perceptions have seldom been in focus and there is an 
obvious need for more research on students’ perspectives to develop 
and realise co-teaching as a teaching approach that promotes learn-
ing and participation for all students in a general classroom.
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Introduction

Inclusive education, where all students can receive education according to their individual 
needs in a regular classroom, is highlighted in international as well as national policy 
documents (Finnish National Agency of Education 2014; UNESCO 1994). The inclusion 
process has an impact on the roles, responsibilities and teaching approaches of both 
general education teachers (GETs) and special education teachers (SETs). Co-teaching 
between SETs and GETs is one of the recommended strategies to enable all students to 
receive instruction according to their individual needs in a general classroom (Friend et al.  
2010; Sundqvist, Björk-Åman, and Ström 2021). Thus, co-teaching is used not only as 
a way to deliver instruction to students with special educational needs (SEN) but as 
a teaching approach that allows all students to receive instruction in a common physical 
space (Cook and Friend 1995). In such a learning environment, the teachers plan, imple-
ment and evaluate the teaching process together (Murawski 2006), and the collaborative 
work of GETs and SETs provides the opportunity to merge the professional knowledge 
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and skills each teacher brings to the co-taught classroom, potentially benefitting all 
students in an inclusive setting (Villa, Thousand, and Nevin 2013).

Previous quantitative studies have primarily focused on students’ academic achieve-
ment and their perceptions of co-teaching models (Szumski, Smogorzewska, and 
Karwowski 2017; Bottge et al. 2015; Hang and Rabren 2009). In earlier qualitative studies, 
the emphasis has been on student’s perceptions of different co-teaching models, their 
own learning and teacher roles (Strogilos and King-Sears 2019; Keeley, Brown, and Knapp  
2017; Embury and Kroeger 2012). Overall, the total sample of participants in each study 
has been quite small. This indicates the need for more research with a larger number of 
respondents that examines several different aspects of co-teaching from students’ per-
spectives. A larger number of respondents enables a comparison between students with 
and without SEN and enhanced ability to generalise the results also for other contexts. 
Thus, the purpose of this study is to gain knowledge about students’ perceptions of 
teachers’ roles and responsibilities, their own learning and participation and the social 
climate during co-taught lessons. This knowledge could contribute to the development 
and implementation of co-teaching as a teaching approach for all students in the general 
classroom.

Co-teaching models

Different models of co-teaching have been developed by researchers (Cook and Friend  
1995; Villa, Thousand, and Nevin 2013) to describe ways of organising the teaching 
approach. Villa, Thousand and Nevin (2013) described four different models: One Teach, 
One Assist means that one teacher gives instruction and has the main responsibility for 
the class while the other observes or assists. In parallel teaching, students are divided into 
two groups, and one teacher is responsible for each group. Complementary teaching 
implies that one teacher enhances the instruction provided by the other teacher. Finally, 
team teaching occurs when both teachers share responsibility for classroom leadership as 
well as planning, teaching and evaluation. In addition to these models, Cook and Friend 
(1995) proposed station teaching as a way of organising co-teaching. Station teaching 
implies that students work in smaller groups and rotate through each station in the 
classroom. Regarding the use of co-teaching models in Finnish schools, Sundqvist, Björk- 
Åman and Ström (2021) found that parallel teaching was the most frequently used model 
(56%), followed by the One Teach, One Assist model (40%). The other models were rarely 
used or not used at all.

Co-teachers’ roles and responsibilities

In a co-teaching arrangement, a SET and a GET share responsibility for teaching all 
students in the common classroom (Villa, Thousand and Nevin 2013). The GET usually 
serves as the content expert, while the SET provides expertise in differentiating 
instructions and adapting the curriculum for students with SEN (Scruggs and 
Mastropieri 2017). Co-teachers have different competences; however, both teachers 
should be equal in their roles and share responsibilities in the co-taught classroom 
(King-Sears et al. 2014). Research has shown that this is not always the case: the SET 
often has more of an assistant role during co-taught lessons, while the GET acts as the 
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main teacher (Sirkko, Takala, and Wickman 2018; Sundqvist, Björk-Åman and Ström 
2020; Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara 2012). A lack of common planning time and 
unequal roles between SETs and GETs are the most commonly reported challenges of 
co-teaching in previous studies (Kokko, Takala, and Pihlaja 2021; Scruggs and 
Mastropieri 2017; Strogilos, Stefanidis, and Tragoulia 2016; Sweigart and Landrum  
2015; Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara 2012). Other challenges found in the literature 
include difficulties in finding a suitable partner and differences in teachers’ personal-
ities (Pratt 2014; Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara 2012). Factors such as time for 
common planning, similar teaching philosophies, professional development and 
administrative support are prerequisites for effective co-teaching relationships (Pratt  
2014). In a survey study, Kokko, Takala, and Pihlaja (2021) examined teachers’ (N = 694) 
views regarding co-teaching and found that the more teachers collaborate the more 
benefits they find and the fewer challenges they encounter.

Embury and Kroeger (2012) investigated middle school students’ perceptions of co- 
teachers in two inclusive classrooms in the United States. The interviews with the seventh 
and eighth grade students indicated that the use of co-teaching strategies by both 
teachers affected how the students perceived each teacher. The seventh-grade students 
described the GET as the main teacher and the SET as the assistant teacher. The only 
strategy used for co-teaching by the pair was the One Teach, One Assist model, and the 
teachers did not alternate roles. In the eighth-grade class, the teachers used different co- 
teaching models, and the students considered both teachers to have the same instruc-
tional role.

King-Sears et al. (2014) surveyed co-teaching perspectives of teachers and students in 
a science class in the United States. A majority (85.7%) of the students indicated that the 
GET planned most instructions, while the rest (14.3%) indicated that both teachers did 
most of the planning. Nevertheless, all participants agreed that both teachers worked 
together to provide instruction that met the students’ learning needs.

Students’ learning, participation and social climate during co-taught lessons

Earlier research on students’ perspectives regarding co-teaching has mainly focused on 
students’ academic achievements (Bottge et al. 2015; Losinski et al. 2019; Szumski, 
Smogorzewska, and Karwowski 2017), while aspects such as students’ perceptions of 
their own learning, participation and social climate have gained less interest (Keeley, 
Brown, and Knapp 2017; King-Sears, Jenkins, and Brawand 2020). In this study, participa-
tion and social climate includes aspects such as varied teaching, student ̶ student inter-
action, teacher ̶ student interaction, behaviour and well-being.

Learning

Earlier studies on how co-teaching affects students’ learning are contradictory; most have 
found positive or moderate positive effects (Hang and Rabren 2009; King-Sears et al. 2021; 
Murawski and Swanson 2001; Szumski, Smogorzewska, and Karwowski 2017), while some 
report neutral or negative effects (Hattie 2009; Losinski et al. 2019).

In a recent comprehensive meta-analysis, King-Sears et al. (2021) compared academic 
achievement of students without SEN in co-taught classes with achievement of students 
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with SEN in special education settings. The literature search generated 26 studies, with 
a total of 3,714 students with SEN, and the results indicated a moderate effect size (g =  
0.47) for students in co-taught settings compared to students in special education 
settings.

Based on the results of a one-year observation study conducted by Lochner, Murawski, 
and Daley (2019) in eight secondary schools in West Virginia, students who received 
instruction in the least restrictive environment with access to general education content 
while being supported by a co-teacher were found to be more cognitively engaged at 
higher levels. This means that the students were actively engaged in challenging thinking 
skills or activities and involved in peer-to-peer conversation during activities.

Whether co-teaching is experienced positively by the students or has a positive impact 
on their learning may depend on the co-teaching model selected by the teachers, how it 
aligns with the lessons’ learning outcomes and how the teachers distribute their roles and 
responsibilities (Carty and Farrell 2018; Embury and Kroeger 2012). Bottge et al. (2015) 
found that increased participation of SETs regarding instruction in a maths classroom 
improved the academic achievement of middle school students with SEN. Researchers 
also claim that students benefit more from co-teaching if both teachers’ expertise is 
effectively used (Embury and Kroeger 2012; Sharma and Salend 2016; Wexler et al. 2018).

Participation and social climate

Few studies have examined how students perceive participation and social climate in co- 
taught settings. For example, Wilson and Michaels (2006) examined almost 350 secondary 
school students’ perceptions of co-teaching. Both student groups responded favourably 
to co-teaching and reported receiving more help, structural support, multiple explana-
tions and different teaching styles. The students were also asked to describe drawbacks 
they associated with co-teaching. Most reported perceiving no drawbacks, while some 
expressed drawbacks such as receiving contradictory explanations and getting distracted 
when one teacher was helping a student while the other was teaching.

Spörer, Henke, and Bosse (2020) investigated whether co-teaching influences student ̶ 
student and student ̶ teacher interactions and found that more interactions occurred 
during co-taught lessons than single-taught lessons. The observed co-taught lessons 
offered more opportunities for students to interact with others compared to single- 
taught lessons, and the effect was particularly significant for students with SEN. 
However, students with SEN interacted more with their teachers and less with their 
peers compared to students without SEN. In co-taught lessons, the likelihood of interact-
ing with peers remained almost the same for students without SEN, whereas it was 
reduced for students with SEN. Sharma and Salend (2016) observed that if teachers mainly 
use the One Teach, One Assist approach, students with SEN tended to more intensively 
interact with the SET than students without SEN. Spörer, Henke, and Bosse (2020) high-
lighted the importance of providing teachers with more knowledge regarding co- 
teaching models and encouraging them to reflect on the relevance and effects of different 
models.

Strogilos and Avramidis (2016) conducted an observation study in 22 classes to identify 
grouping arrangements, engagement level and interactions with teachers and peers or 
students with SEN. The results revealed that students with SEN receive more individual 
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teaching in co-taught classes compared to non-co-taught classes and that co-teaching 
contributed positively to student behaviours. Students’ experiences in the co-taught 
classroom have also been evaluated by Keeley, Brown, and Knapp (2017), who found 
that students’ behaviour remains unchanged regardless of the co-teaching model and 
from the students’ perspective all models have beneficial qualities when they are varied.

Another aspect considering the social climate is the teachers’ attitudes towards includ-
ing students with SEN in the general education classroom. Teachers’ attitudes have 
a significant impact on how they manage their classroom, and teachers with positive 
attitudes towards inclusion have students that report greater satisfaction in the classroom 
and fewer difficulties than those with teachers who hold less positive attitudes (Monsen, 
Ewing, and Kwoka 2014).

Co-teaching as a part of the educational support system in Finland

Inclusive values are emphasised in Finnish educational policy documents and realised 
through the three-tiered support system (general, intensified and special support) in 
which all teachers have a responsibility to offer students early support through differ-
entiation in regular classrooms (Finnish National Agency of Education 2016). The first tier 
of support, general support, is temporary and given immediately a student needs support. 
No statistical information is available for this tier because it is temporary and requires no 
official documentation. In 2021, 13.5% of students in primary schools (aged 6–12) 
received the second tier of support, intensified support, while 9% of primary school 
students received the third tier of support, special support (Statistics Finland 2021). 
The second tier is used when students need support for a longer period in one or several 
subjects. This requires a pedagogical assessment and a learning plan. If the support 
provided in the first and second tier is insufficient, special support is possible. An 
extensive assessment and a formal decision made by the school leader is required before 
an individual education plan is made for the student. However, special support does not 
necessarily mean special class placement. Over a third of the students provided with third 
tier support receive 80–100% of their education in regular classes (Statistics Finland 2021).

According to the policy documents, considerable responsibility is placed on GETs when 
it comes to students receiving the first tier of support; however, in practice, SETs serve 
a core function in the implementation of support through all three tiers (Paloniemi et al.  
2021). Part-time special education, which can include individual teaching, small-group 
teaching or co-teaching (FNAE, 2016), is a common way to deliver support to students at 
all tiers of support (Paloniemi et al. 2021; Sundqvist, Björk-Åman, and Ström 2019). In the 
2020–2021 school year, 22.7% of Finnish students in basic education received part-time 
special education (Statistics Finland 2021).

Co-teaching as a way of supporting students with SEN is highlighted in the Finnish 
National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (Finnish National Agency of Education  
2016), and the use of co-teaching has increased during the last decade (Saloviita 2018; 
Sundqvist, Björk-Åman and Ström 2020; Takala and Saloviita 2010). In particular, teachers’ 
views on co-teaching and the frequency of co-teaching among teachers have been 
recognised in several studies (Rytivaara, Pulkkinen, and Palmu 2021; Sirkko, Takala, and 
Wickman 2018; Sundqvist, Björk-Åman and Ström 2020; Takala and Saloviita and Takala  
2010; Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara 2012).
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Saloviita (2018) conducted a study among primary school teachers (N = 2,276) in 
schools where Finnish is the medium of instruction to examine, among other things, 
how common co-teaching is among Finnish teachers. The results from the electronic 
survey indicated that 42% of teachers used co-teaching on a weekly basis; however, the 
results do not reveal for how many hours the teachers use co-teaching per week. 
Sundqvist, Björk-Åman and Ström (2020) investigated the use of co-teaching among 
SETs (N = 126) in Finnish primary schools where Swedish is the medium of instruction. 
On average, the respondents in their study devoted 13% of their teaching time during the 
school year to co-teaching, which, in practice, is a couple of hours per week. There were 
also marked differences between schools; in some schools, the SETs did not use co- 
teaching at all, while the SETs in others used co-teaching up to 50% of their teaching 
time. Research also shows that SETs in Finnish schools use co-teaching to support 
students at all three tiers of support (Björk-Åman and Sundqvist 2019; Paloniemi et al.  
2021).

Aim of the study

The current study is part of a research project investigating co-teaching from the per-
spectives of school leaders, teachers and students in Finnish schools where co-teaching is 
realised. The aim of this study is to examine how Finnish primary school students perceive 
co-teaching.

The following research questions have guided the study:

(1) How do students with and without special educational needs perceive the special 
education teachers’ and the general education teachers’ roles and responsibilities 
during co-taught lessons?

(2) How do students with and without special educational needs perceive their own 
learning, participation and the social climate in the co-taught setting, and how do 
students’ perceptions vary according to the number of co-taught lessons per week?

Methods

Participants and data collection

Data for this study were collected in spring 2021 through a web-based survey
among primary school students (N = 242) from six Finnish schools (grades 4–6), located 

in different regions, where Swedish is the medium of instruction and co-teaching has 
been initiated. Participant selection was based on strategic selection, i.e. students at 
primary schools where co-teaching has been initiated were asked to participate. To 
contact such schools, the first author utilised previous contacts from an earlier study on 
school leaders’ perspective on co-teaching. The inclusion criteria were that the schools 
should have started co-teaching and continued to use the teaching model for at least two 
hours per week during the school year.

Permission to conduct this research was acquired from the different municipalities 
where the participants were located and from the schools’ leaders. Participation was 
voluntary, and informed consent forms were obtained from the students and their 
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guardians. The first author sent the consent forms to the concerned teachers in each 
school, who ensured that the guardians received and returned the completed form. 
Informed consent was obtained from 293 students, and 242 students answered the 
questionnaire. The internal missing data across all study variables ranged from 0.8% to 
3.3%. The data collection was performed at the end of the school year to ensure that 
the students had sufficient experience in receiving co-taught instruction. Students 
with and without SEN participated. Students with SEN included students receiving 
the second (N = 37) and third (N = 15) tiers of support, while students without SEN 
included students with no support needs and students receiving the first (N = 185) tier 
of support.

To ensure the clarity of the questionnaire, a pilot study was conducted with two 
students, one with SEN and one without SEN, before the actual data collection was 
performed. No changes were made to the original questionnaire.

Measures

Co-teachers’ roles and responsibilities

To measure students’ perceptions of co-teaching in the common classroom, 
a questionnaire inspired by the work of King-Sears and Strogilos (2020) was developed. 
Initially the participants were asked to provide background information such as their 
grade, gender (Table 1) and number of co-teaching lessons received weekly. The 
question concerning tier of support was the first question in the questionnaire and 
before the students continued to answer the questionnaire, the teachers checked that 
the students had marked the correct tier of support. The first part of the questionnaire 
focused on students’ perceptions regarding co-teachers’ roles and responsibilities and 
student interactions during co-teaching lessons. It contained nine statements, and the 
participants could choose from three alternatives (general teacher, special teacher or 
both teachers).

Learning, participation and social climate

The second part consisted of a five-point Likert scale that included three dimensions: 
learning, participation and social climate (Appendix 1). The participants could choose from 
strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). To clarify the Likert scale further, appropriate 
smileys were placed besides the answer options. The dimension learning (seven state-
ments) focused on the students’ perceptions of their own learning and the support they 
receive during co-taught lessons. The dimension participation (four statements) inquired 
how the students perceived their own academic activity and interactions with teachers 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for grade and gender.
Grade Female Male Other Do not want to answer Total

4 63 41 2 1 107
5 51 45 0 1 97
6 20 14 3 1 38
Total 134 100 5 3 242
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and peers. Finally, the dimension social climate (five statements) focused on how the 
students perceived the atmosphere and student behaviour in the co-taught classroom.

Analysis

All analyses were conducted using SPSS (version 27). To investigate the relations between 
SEN status and the GETs’ and SETs’ roles and responsibilities, a series of independent 
samples chi-square (X2) tests were performed. Through cross tabulation, the observed 
frequencies were compared to the expected frequencies, and the X2 test determined 
whether the difference was statistically significant. Further, two-way ANOVAs were used 
to analyse group-related differences in perceptions regarding co-teaching between stu-
dents with and without SEN and between students receiving different amounts of co- 
teaching. Descriptive statistics and correlations for the teaching variables are displayed in 
Table 2, while the descriptive statistics for teacher role and responsibility variables are 
presented in Table 3.

Results

Students’ perceptions of co-teachers’ roles and responsibilities

Table 3 presents the students’ perceptions regarding the SETs’ and GETs’ roles and 
responsibilities during co-taught lessons. A majority of both student groups, students 
without SEN (59.2%) and students with SEN (76%), indicated that they learn equally well 
from both teachers. However, both students groups indicated, that it is the GET who 
mostly gives instruction to the class, responds to students’ schoolwork, seems to plan 
most of the lessons and seems to be in charge of most of the lessons. Regarding the 
support the students receive, the students reported receiving support from both teachers. 
This includes whom the students ask for help (6), who walks around and helps the 
students (7), who explains things most of the time (8) and who explains things in different 
ways (9).

When comparing students with and without SEN, significant differences were 
observed, regarding (1) whom they learn best from, (3) the teacher who mostly 
responds to their schoolwork and (5) the teacher who seems to be in charge of 
most of the lessons (see Table 3). A higher percentage of students without SEN 
compared to students with SEN perceived they learn best from the GET, while 
a higher percentage of students with SEN compared to students without SEN per-
ceived they learn best from the SET or both teachers. As for who mostly responds to 
the students’ schoolwork, most students without SEN indicated that they receive 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and correlations for study variables.
Variable n M SD 1 2 3

1. Learning 234 3.76 .74 – .
2. Participation 234 2.90 .91 .40*** –
3. Social climate 234 3.86 .75 .65*** .40*** –

***p< .001.
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response from the GET while most students with SEN indicated that both teachers 
respond to their schoolwork. None of the students with SEN perceived that the SET 
alone seems to be in charge of the lessons compared to 11.4% of the students 
without SEN.

Students’ perceptions of their own learning and participation and the social 
climate during co-teaching lessons

A repeated measures ANOVA showed that there were significant differences in how 
students perceived learning (M = 3.76), participation (M = 2.90) and social climate (M =  

Table 3. Students’ perceptions of the general education teachers’ and special education teachers’ roles 
and responsibilities.

Statements General 
Teacher

Special 
Teacher

Both 
Teachers

n % n % n % X2 df p

1. I learn best from 
Students without SEN 
Students with SEN 
Total

68 
7 

75

37.0 
14.0 
32.1

7 
5 

12

3.8 
10.0 
5.1

109 
38 

147

59.2 
76.0 
62.8

11.17 2 .004

2. The teacher who gives instruction to the class 
Students without SEN 
Students with SEN 
Total

91 
21 

112

49.7 
42.0 
48.1

22 
2 

24

12,0 
4.0 

10.3

70 
27 
97

38.3 
54.0 
41.6

5.28 2 .071

3. The teacher who mostly responds to my schoolwork 
Students without SEN 
Students with SEN 
Total

102 
18 

120

55.7 
35.3 
51.3

9 
7 

16

4.9 
13.7 
6.8

72 
26 
98

39.3 
51.0 
41.9

9.07 2 .011

4. The teacher who seems to plan most of the lessons 
Students without SEN 
Students with SEN 
Total

117 
24 

141

63.9 
47.1 
60.3

8 
2 

10

4.4 
3.9 
4.3

58 
25 
83

31.7 
49.0 
35.3

5.28 2 .071

5. The teacher who seems to be in charge of most of 
the lessons 
Students without SEN 
Students with SEN 
Total

125 
31 

156

67.9 
62.0 
66.7

21 
0 

21

11.4 
0.0 
9.0

38 
19 
57

20.7 
38.0 
24.4

10.77 2 .005

6. When I need help, I ask 
Students without SEN 
Students with SEN 
Total

43 
7 

50

23.4 
13.7 
21.3

13 
7 

20

7.1 
13.7 
8.5

128 
37 

165

69.6 
72.5 
70.2

3.88 2 .144

7. The teacher who walks around and helps students 
the most 
Students without SEN 
Students with SEN 
Total

31 
11 
42

16.8 
22.0 
17.9

30 
11 
41

16.3 
22.0 
17.5

123 
28 

151

66.8 
56.0 
64.5

2.03 2 .363

8. The teacher who explains things most of the time 
Students without SEN 
Students with SEN 
Total

69 
18 
87

37.7 
35.3 
37.2

29 
6 

35

15.8 
11.8 
15.0

85 
27 

112

46.4 
52.9 
47.9

0.86 2 .651

9. The teacher who explains things in different ways 
Students without SEN 
Students with SEN 
Total

43 
11 
54

23.5 
21.6 
23.1

54 
11 
65

29.5 
21.6 
27.8

86 
29 

115

47.0 
56.9 
49.1

1.76 2 .415

SEN = special educational needs. 
Note: Adapted from the Co-Teacher Student Questionnaire as used in King-Sears and Strogilos, (2020).
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3.86) during co-teaching lessons, (F [1.69, 408.18] = 194.84; p < .001; η2
p = 0.45). 

Pairwise comparisons showed that students considered their learning and the social 
climate to be better during co-teaching lessons compared to their academic activity 
and interactions with teachers and peers (participation; p < .001). The difference 
between learning and social climate was close to being significant (p = .054).

Table 4 presents how students with and without SEN perceive their own learning, 
participation and the social climate in the co-taught classroom, and how students’ 
perceptions vary according to the number of co-taught lessons weekly.

Learning

There were no significant differences in learning with regard to the number of co-teaching 
lessons weekly, (F [2, 228]) = 1.45; p = .24; η2

p = .013) nor between student groups (F [1, 
228] = .09; p = .76; η2

p = .000). The interaction between co-teaching lessons and student 

groups for learning was significant (F [2, 228] = 3.27; p < .05; η2
p = .028). Students without 

SEN perceive learning more positively the more co-teaching lessons they receive per 
week, while students with SEN are most positive when they receive four to five co- 
teaching lessons per week.

Participation

There were no significant differences in participation with regard to the number of co- 
teaching lessons weekly (F [2, 228] = 0.87; p = .42; η2

p = .008). Significant differences were 
seen between the student groups regarding participation, (F [1, 228] = 4.49; p < .05; η2

p  

= .019); students with SEN perceive higher participation compared to students without 
SEN. There was no interaction effect regarding the number of co-teaching lessons 
received by each student group on participation (F [2.228] = 1.02; p = .36; η2

p = .009).

Table 4. Students’ perceptions of their learning, participation and social climate during co-teaching 
lessons.

Measures Students without SEN Students with SEN Total sample

N M SD N M SD N M SD

Learning
2–3 lessons 67 3.50 .75 20 3.89 .54 87 3.59 .73
4–5 lessons 75 3.86 .70 18 3.96 .67 93 3.88 .69
>5 lessons 41 3.91 .78 13 3.54 .85 54 3.82 .81
Total 183 3.74 .76 51 3.82 .69 234 3.76 .74
Participation
2–3 lessons 67 2.74 .85 20 3.12 .78 87 2.83 .85
4–5 lessons 75 2.86 .85 18 3.39 1.04 93 2.96 .91
>5 lessons 41 2.91 .98 13 2.92 1.02 54 2.92 .98
Total 183 2.83 .88 51 3.17 .94 234 2.90 .91
Social climate
2–3 lessons 67 3.56 .92 20 4.14 .45 87 3.70 .87
4–5 lessons 75 3.95 .58 18 4.11 .76 93 3.98 .62
>5 lessons 41 3.98 .70 13 3.78 .74 54 3.93 .71
Total 183 3.82 .77 51 4.04 .67 234 3.86 .75

SEN = special educational needs.
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Social climate

There were no significant differences in perceived social climate related to the number of 
co-teaching lessons weekly (F [2, 228] = 1.01; p = .36; η2

p = .009) nor between student 
groups (F [1, 228] = 2.32; p = .13; η2

p = .010). The interaction effect of co-teaching lessons 

by student group on social climate was significant (F [2, 228] = 3.48; p < .05; η2
p = .030). 

Students with SEN perceive a more positive social climate compared to students without 
SEN when they receive two to three co-teaching lessons weekly.

Discussion

This study investigated students’ perceptions of teachers’ roles and responsibilities during 
co-taught lessons and students’ perceptions of their own learning, participation and the 
social climate in co-taught settings. The findings related to teachers’ roles and responsi-
bilities revealed that both student groups perceive that they learn equally well from both 
teachers. However, a higher percentage of students without SEN compared to students 
with SEN perceive they learn best from the GET, while a higher percentage of students 
with SEN compared to students without SEN perceive they learn best from the SET or both 
teachers. According to the findings, the GET predominantly gives instruction to the class 
and seems to plan and is in charge of most lessons. These results align with earlier 
research disclosing the SET’s role as an assistant in co-taught settings (King-Sears and 
Strogilos 2018; Strogilos, Stefanidis, and Tragoulia 2016; Takala and Uusitalo-Malmivaara  
2012). Nevertheless, the students perceive that they receive support from both teachers. 
This was also found in the interview study with middle school students by Strogilos and 
King-Sears (2019).While SETs are seldom the lead teacher, the One Teach – One Assist co- 
teaching model can be effective when active support is provided to all students. Most 
students without SEN perceive they mostly receive response from the GET, while most 
students with SEN perceive that both teachers respond to their schoolwork. These results 
indicate that the SET focuses more on students with SEN, while the GET heeds to all 
students in the class. Sharma and Salend (2016) found that if teachers’ predominantly use 
the One Teach, One Assist approach, students with SEN will interact more with the SET 
compared to students without SEN. When students with SEN interact more intensively 
with the SET, they are less likely to interact with classmates (Feldman et al. 2016). It can be 
assumed that more balanced teacher roles would promote more equal teacher-student 
interactions and facilitate interactions between students with and without SEN.

Findings related to students’ perceptions of their own learning, participation and social 
climate based on the number of weekly co-teaching lessons revealed that all students 
perceive co-teaching positively. This could be explained by the presence of two teachers 
in the classroom enabling the students to receive more direct support when needed. This 
is also supported by earlier research (Strogilos and Avramidis 2016; Wilson and Michaels  
2006).

Students without SEN are more positive about their learning the more co-teaching 
they receive per week, while the same applies to students with SEN when they receive 
four to five co-taught lessons per week. Based on the students’ answers about who 
provides instruction, seems to be in charge and seems to plan the lessons, we can assume 
that the teachers in this study use the One Teach, One Assist model most frequently and 
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that the SET has more of an assistant role in the classroom. These different teacher roles 
may affect the perceptions of students with SEN regarding co-teaching if they receive 
more than five co-taught lessons weekly. The SET can consciously choose to give the GET 
more space, but this risks that the special educational knowledge and skills regarding 
differentiation and individualisation are not getting a place in the common classroom. If 
the SET adopts the role of an assistant, it may lead to insufficient support for students with 
SEN (Embury and Kroeger 2012; Sharma and Salend 2016; Wexler et al. 2018). Perhaps the 
SET and GET can develop their differentiation skills and provide sufficient support to all 
students if the SET takes a more active role during co-teaching lessons.

There were differences between participation and learning and between participation 
and social climate, as participation clearly received the lowest values. Students with SEN 
reported higher levels of participation than students without SEN. It is un-surprising that 
students with SEN feel more involved than students without SEN during co-taught 
lessons, because without the use of a co-teaching approach this group of students are 
taught individually or in small groups outside the common classroom (Paloniemi et al.  
2021; Sundqvist, Björk-Åman, and Ström 2019).

The students’ allocated the highest values to the social closely followed by learning. 
With regard to the social climate, students with SEN are more positive than students 
without SEN when they receive two to three co-taught lessons per week. Both student 
groups gave the social climate the highest ratings, which indicates that they consider it 
positive to have two teachers in class; the learning environment becomes calmer, and the 
teaching is more varied. The fact that co-teaching contributes positively to students’ 
behaviour has been reported in earlier research (Keeley, Brown, and Knapp 2017; 
Strogilos and Avramidis 2016).

Limitations

This study has certain limitations that need to be considered when interpreting the 
results. According to the teachers, all students could read, but we cannot guarantee the 
quality of the students’ reading comprehension. A lack of reading comprehension could 
explain the missing responses to some questions. Due to the sample size, we were unable 
to separate the students receiving intensified support (tier 2) and special support (tier 3). 
Students receiving different tiers of support could perceive co-teaching differently. As for 
learning, participation and social climate, a comparison of students’ responses for co- 
teaching lessons with those lessons with only one teacher could more clearly illustrate the 
students’ perceptions regarding the teaching model.

Conclusion and recommendations for future research

Co-teaching is emphasised in the national curriculum, but has not been established in 
Finnish schools. The results of this study indicate that students from schools where co- 
teaching is used experience the teaching model positively in terms of learning, participa-
tion and social climate. Thus, it is worthwhile to continue to develop this teaching model. 
Although previous studies suggest that equal teacher roles are important during co- 
teaching, the results of this study, like those of many previous studies, indicate that the 
GET is the leading educator in the classroom, while the SET seems to have an assistant 
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role. This raises concerns regarding whether the special education knowledge is used 
effectively during co-teaching lessons. An important practical implication of this study is 
to deepen the teachers’ knowledge of how they can utilise the knowledge of both 
teachers and meet the needs of all students in the general classroom using different co- 
teaching models. If teachers acquire knowledge about students’ positive experiences of 
co-teaching, their motivation to develop the teaching model can be strengthened. To 
develop co-teaching into a high-quality teaching model, it is vital that co-teaching 
partners continuously evaluate their students’ experiences of co-teaching.

Future co-teaching research from the students’ perspective should continue to include 
both students with and without SEN because all students’ opinions are important for the 
development of co-teaching. To gain further knowledge about students’ perceptions 
regarding learning, participation and social climate, researchers could conduct in-depth 
interviews with students, regardless of support tier, and collect observations from co- 
taught lessons, which would provide a deeper understanding of both student groups’ 
answers.
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Appendix 1

My Learning
(1) I learn more when I am in this class with two teachers
(2) I get help faster with two teachers in the class
(3) The two teachers use more ways to teach than when I am in classes where there is only one teacher
(4) I would rather have only one teacher in the classroom
(5) I wish I always had two teachers in the class
(6) It is hard to have two teachers at the same time
(7) Having two teachers makes me sometimes confused

Participation
(1) It is easier for me to ask for help with two teachers in the class
(2) I collaborate more with my classmates when I am in a class with two teachers
(3) I participate more actively in the teaching when I am in a class with two teachers
(4) I find it easier to express my opinion with two teachers in the class

Social climate
(1) I believe both teachers enjoy teaching the class
(2) I enjoy having two teachers in the class
(3) Students seem to behave better when there are two teachers in the class
(4) The learning environment becomes more peaceful with two teachers
(5) The teaching becomes more varied with two teachers in the class

Note: Adapted from the Co-Teacher Student Questionnaire as used in King-Sears and Strogilos, 2020.
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