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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
This study examined the factors shaping co-teaching within a Finnish Received 27 November 2022
primary school’'s community. The qualitative study was conducted by Accepted 29 June 2023
teacher and principal interviews and teacher surveys. Thematic content
analysis revealed five factors establishing the co-teaching practices: C o

am . - . X o-teaching; work
providing collegial support, team building, continuous professional community development;
development, the intrinsic value of co-teaching, and the structure of the school developmental
work community. These factors aggregated into two larger arenas: project; organisational
teachers’ sphere of influence and systemic elements -arena, which was transformation;
experienced to be beyond individual teacher influence. These factors collaboration; Finnish
illustrate the complexity of the work community with co-teaching and primary school
how they can both complicate and contribute to an educator’s daily
work. In addition, individual, community and resource-specific
challenges regarding co-teaching emerged. Finally, we identified three
educator profiles on the involvement in decision-making when
developing co-teaching practises. We distinguished pioneers, travelling
companions and critical observers as three diverging roles that
educators have adopted in influencing the decision-making.

KEYWORDS

1. Introduction

Due to rapid global changes in society, technological development and migration, educators must
solve nonroutine problems, engage in continuous professional learning and perform professional
innovations to improve the quality of learning and teaching (Lehtinen et al., 2014). Within this
development, it appears necessary to change the focus from emphasising mere personal pro-
fessional capabilities towards cultivating educators’ social and community proficiency. Finland’s
National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (Finnish National Board of Education, 2014) has
steadily been developed towards a community view of teaching and learning, thus making teacher’s
professional work more collaborative. Building professional learning communities (PLC) and
developing the practices of co-teaching are transforming teachers’ solitary work into collaborative
work (Ronfeldt, 2017). Because not all forms of cooperation are useful, though, it is important to
share experiences of building collaborative teacher communities and develop the practices of co-
teaching. It is imperative for every school practitioner to see the overall picture of working together
and to strive to develop it (Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018). The purpose of the present interview
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study was to examine the Finnish school community’s experiences of developing co-teaching
practices.

According to an extensive review (Vangrieken et al.,, 2015), there has been conceptual confusion
concerning teacher collaboration along several partly overlapping terms, such as teacher teams, teacher
collaboration, professional (learning) communities, (teacher) learning communities, (teacher) learning
teams and so on. Earlier research has emphasised the various forms and dimensions of collaboration,
cooperative teaching (Bauwens et al., 1989), collaborative teaching (Nevin et al., 2009) and team teach-
ing (Baeten & Simons, 2014). Little (1990) refined the term “collaboration” by distinguishing different
types of collaboration based on how a teacher’s independence is transformed towards interdepen-
dency. In many definitions, the focus is on tasks, including working and reflecting together for job-
related purposes (James et al., 2007; Kelchtermans, 2006). Working together may mean that partners
do all the work together as opposed to cooperation, in which partners split the work and combine the
final outcome (Sawyer, 2006). Collaboration is seen as different from collegiality, with the latter focus-
ing on the relationships among colleagues (Bovbjerg, 2006; Datnow, 2011; Kelchtermans, 2006) and
being based on mutual sympathy, solidarity, equal work situation and so forth. Based on Vangrieken
et al. (2015), collaboration can be defined as joint interaction in the group in all activities needed to
perform a shared task. The term collaboration, therefore, is not static or uniform but rather an
umbrella term, under which different types of collaboration can occur with varying depths.

According to Thousand et al. (2006), team teaching refers to a team of teachers planning, teach-
ing and assessing together, that is, activities that are visible, integrated in teachers’ roles and take
place in the classroom environment. White et al. (1998) separated the rotational and participant-
observer models of team teaching from interactive team teaching, where simultaneously present
teachers have equal roles in the classroom. In the rotational team teaching model, the division of
labour is tighter, and teachers visit the classroom when their expertise is needed; here, a course
coordinator is responsible for organising the teaching. In the participant-observer model, teachers
alternate between leading the teaching process, assisting by making comments and providing
examples. Further, Thousand et al. (2006) described the main alternatives to participation: comp-
lementary, supportive and parallel team teaching and teaming.

The definitions of co-teaching (as reviewed by Baeten & Simons, 2014; Fluijt et al., 2016) have
often focused on classroom logistics, ignoring pedagogics (Anderson & Speck, 1998) and everything
outside the classroom (Harkki et al., 2021). Instead, co-teaching definitions appear to refer to tea-
cher collaboration in planning, teaching and assessing pupil work. Working relationships between
general and special educators and inclusive classrooms are also frequently mentioned (Fluijt et al.,
2016). Harkki et al. (2021) argued that team-level regulation can occur either as coregulation, where
individuals’ regulatory activities are guided and managed by other team members, or as socially
shared regulation, where decisions and activities are made together (see also Jarveld & Hadwin,

4 N\
National or regional curriculum
-
School leadership and community
4 N
Team of teachers
[ Socially shared regulation ]
[ Planning ] [ Teaching ] [ Assessing ]
[ Teacher professional development ]
\ > -
- Z

Figure 1. A model of contextualised team teaching (original by Harkki et al., 2021).
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2013). Harkki et al. (2021) constructed a framework modelling co-teaching embedded in its context
(see Figure 1), highlighting the value of socially shared regulation of co-teaching.

Co-teaching is also associated with the contexts of special education needs (SEN) pupils (Friend
etal.,2010). Here, co-teaching is enacted when teaching is handled by two or more professional teachers
(no “paraprofessionals” accepted). Further, it is expected that co-teaching will change the earlier teach-
ing practices in terms of joint planning and shared responsibility, and that the pupils are divided into
smaller groups on a case-by-case basis (Friend et al., 2010; Friend & Reising, 1993). Because co-teaching
creates demands for teachers, they must engage in intensive collaboration, not only in classrooms, but
also when planning lessons, setting common targets, sharing responsibilities and discussing their
expectations for co-teaching (Conderman et al., 2009). The practical models for co-teaching include
several options to be selected for different occasions, depending on whether there is a need to divide
the pupils into smaller groups, keep them in the same bigger group or use station teaching (Conderman
etal., 2009; Friend et al., 2010). In the current study, co-teaching is referred to as the cooperation of two
or more teachers and includes planning, executing and reviewing actions.

1.1. Co-teaching in Finland

The Finnish educational policy places great trust on Finnish teachers, and they have a high level of
autonomy (Niemi et al., 2018). Finnish teachers value building communities in schools with mini-
mal social hierarchy (Klassen et al., 2018), and schools are based on rather conservative models and
are prone to remain static due to high autonomy and established work routines (Johnson, 2006).
The 2020 Working Life Survey indicated that class, subject and special needs teachers all agree
that co-teaching can build the professional development of a school community and advance pro-
fessional skills. Nonetheless, their views on its effect on agency varied: some experienced an increase
in teacher agency, while others a reduction (Takala & Saarinen, 2020).

A 2010 study conducted in Helsinki found that only a third of comprehensive school class teachers
implemented co-teaching weekly, but a feeling of satisfaction with co-teaching as a method was more
common amongst them (Saloviita & Takala, 2010). A decade later, in 2021, half of the comprehensive
school class teachers implemented two to four hours of co-teaching into their weekly lessons. Those
who practiced co-teaching more often deemed it beneficial and less challenging than nonparticipants
(Kokko et al., 2021). Finnish principals have viewed co-teaching as building mutual goals and working
methods as well as assisting in the renewal of operational practices of the school community. Both
principals and teachers deem co-teaching to be a valuable aspect of school life (Ahtiainen et al., 2011).

In recent decades, teaching in Finnish comprehensive schools has taken a developmental trend
towards becoming more inclusive. Inclusive teaching aims to give all pupils basic education with the
required needs and offer support to diverse pupils’ learning and personal growth. Inclusion in edu-
cation may be defined as preventing and minimising the pupil’s challenges with learning and par-
ticipation in education, aiming towards the pupil’s well-being. The main point is to give them a
feeling of acceptance in their school community (Kyr6-Ammild & Arminen, 2020); previous
studies have shown that co-teaching and inclusion are beneficial duo in school communities
(Scruggs et al., 2007). Consequently, inclusion is only implicitly present in the current article.

1.2. Benefits of co-teaching

Certain positive themes have resurfaced when discussing teachers’ experiences on co-teaching. Co-
teaching provides more support to teachers and enables inclusive teaching in a classroom setting
consisting of a heterogeneous pupil group (Sirkko et al., 2020). Having another adult in a classroom
is seen as invaluable (Kohler-Evans, 2006) as it presents a possibility for professional development
(Roth & Tobin, 2002; Scruggs et al., 2007). When co-teaching provides a supportive and safe
environment for teachers, they can construct a shared archive of professional knowledge and
gain professional competence through learning from each other (Rytivaara & Kershner, 2012).
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Co-teachers have noted that co-teaching reaches more pupils and positively affects pupil achieve-
ment (Kohler-Evans, 2006). A synthesis of co-teaching found that teachers see co-teaching to be ben-
eficial for pupils’ social skills (Scruggs et al., 2007). For instance, general education pupils benefit from
co-teaching because they get more personal assistance from teachers (Walther-Thomas, 1997).

Co-teaching encourages teachers to utilise their personal strengths and mutually share respon-
sibility. When several teachers plan, execute and review teaching, the quality of education improves.
Learning difficulties are detected more deficiently, and more productive remedial solutions are
implemented. Thus, adequate learning support can be given more easily in teaching situations.
When executed correctly, co-teaching can provide massive support to inclusion in school commu-
nities (Takala et al., 2020).

1.3. Requirements and demands for successful co-teaching

Although teachers generally see co-teaching as a viable model, a fifth of them noted that their col-
leagues do not support co-teaching as a method (Chitiyo, 2017). In a study of eight co-teaching
pairs, teachers who have a growth mindset towards learning and teaching and appreciate opportu-
nities for open dialogue have a positive view of co-teaching (Guise et al., 2017).

Several factors can be seen as prerequisites to successful co-teaching, such as professional well-
being, similar perceptions of teachership, engaging in professional development and joint planning
and reviewing of teaching (Sirkko et al., 2020). To be successful, co-teaching requires both external
support from the school administration (Harkki et al., 2021) and a compatible relationship between
the co-teachers for co-teaching (Pratt, 2014). Such compatible relationships may be reached
through a three-part process of learning from each other, valuing mutual differences and building
joint working strategies (Pratt, 2014). A successful co-teachership can be seen as a process of pro-
fessional learning where the teachers create unique space for co-teaching. The main elements
required to achieve this are commitment, time for negotiations, constructing different meanings
to co-teaching and sharing professional knowledge (Rytivaara et al., 2019).

Co-teaching can be seen as a four-category continuum including requirements, interpretations,
inclusion and professional joy (Sirkko et al., 2018). The first two focus on the logistics of co-teach-
ing, as one needs the approval of the principal and a willing partner to start co-teaching. Inclusion
focuses on adapting to a pupil’s individual needs. Joy shows the positive emotions and power that
are created when co-teaching is functional and includes open dialogue and an accepting atmosphere
between the co-teachers (Sirkko et al., 2018). Co-teaching provides a sense of belonging and con-
sists of three dimensions: teachers” work practices, mutual relationships and personal character-
istics. There are factors that enhance the sense of belonging, such as division of labour, a
respecting and trusting relationship and similar pedagogical thinking, while hindering factors are
discomfort, disrespect and differences in pedagogical thinking (Pesonen et al., 2021).

According to Harkki et al. (2021) three qualitatively different co-teaching profiles emerged from
the data of eight co-teaching pairs: (1) highly functional collaboration, (2) collaboration and (3)
imbalanced co-operation. The collaborative profile had well-functioning co-teaching, while highly
functioning teams were distinguished by having higher levels of co-construction, professional drive
and socially shared regulation, e.g., making decisions together rather than being supported or
shaped by other team members. In contrast, the imbalanced profile implemented co-teaching
superficially, lacking in planning and teaching, balancing the workload, as well as having remark-
able value differences and disagreements in teaching content. Thus, effective co-teaching also
requires the handling of team-specific challenges through team reflection (Fluijt et al., 2016).

The biggest challenges of co-teaching are the limited understanding of co-teaching and its
models, an imbalanced power dynamic between the teachers (Guise et al., 2017), administrative
aspects such as scheduling collective planning time and lack of it (Ahtiainen et al., 2011; Scruggs
etal,, 2007) and finding the right co-teaching partner (Kokko et al., 2021; Sirkko et al., 2018). Special
educators working with general educators have found that the lack of focus and trust in professional
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colleagues are the main hindrances to the successful co-teaching implementation (Morgan, 2016).
Perceived positive aspects of co-teaching include collegial and pedagogical support, variation in
everyday life, adaptability, and the possibility to give individual support (Ahtiainen et al., 2011).
Equality between co-teachers, open dialogue, and the willingness to share responsibility within
teaching enabled successful co-teaching (Guise et al., 2017).

2. Research aims

The purpose of the study is to examine factors relevant for building co-teaching practices in a cer-
tain school community, as well as disclose the challenges surrounding co-teaching and educators’
views of decision-making when developing co-teaching practises within their workplace commu-
nity. The research questions for this study are as follows:

(1) What factors emerge in the nature of co-teaching?

(2) What challenges do educators perceive in implementing co-teaching practices?

(3) How do different views of involvement in decision-making emerge regarding the development
of co-teaching?

3. Methods
3.1. Research context

The current study was a part of a co-development project between Helsinki University and the City of
Helsinki Education Division, aiming to support the participating schools in their organisational cul-
ture transformation. The school was a primary education school with 36 educators, consisting of tea-
chers and school leaders, and over 350 pupils located in Helsinki. The data collection was a part of the
school improvement work and enabled the researchers to identify the school’s development targets.

3.2. Data collection

Research data were collected using two qualitative methods. First, 10 teachers, one vice-principal and
one principal, of which two were men and 10 women, were interviewed in September 2019. Of the tea-
chers, all but one were class teachers. The interviewed teachers were chosen to represent different grade
levels and lengths of professional expertise. The interviews took approximately 1 hour, and were con-
ducted on the school premises during participants’ working hours. The thematically semi-structured
interview framework consisted of the following topics: (1) background questions, (2) school’s develop-
ment targets, (3) collaboration and teamwork, (4) professional development, and (5) school culture.

Second, a co-teaching questionnaire with open-ended items was administered to all teachers at
the school, because co-teaching was mentioned in the interview as a desired development target of
the school community. The questionnaire included detailed questions about co-teaching practices
in the school, as well as teachers’ ideas on how it should be developed. Only the answers of the inter-
viewed teachers (n =10) have been included in the present study. The recorded interviews were
transcribed and pseudonymised together with the questionnaire data.

3.3. Data analysis

A qualitative content analysis was performed, and the data were categorised with the help of enun-
ciation', which concentrates on inspecting the interview discussion by questions such as whose per-
spective is being told and what is the relation between the narrator, their story and the people
described in the story (Metsémuuronen, 2017). The analytic method follows the general process

1Original term by Emile Benveniste (1966; as cited in Mosés, 2001).



6 H. AHONEN ET AL.

of qualitative data analysis, where the data is divided into smaller units, categorised and then
grouped into relevant themes (Mills & Gay, 2016). This method was based on Alasuutari’s
(2011) three-part content analysis, and in the current study the parts were referred to as chopping,
reducing and theming (see the example in Table 1). The first and second authors read the tran-
scripts several times and formed a large theme table of the participants’ comments. The table
was utilised in the second phase of the analysis when responding to the research questions.

Table 1. The qualitative content analysis process.

Emerging larger

Chopped transcripts Reduced meaning Theme arena
“And you know, co-teaching affects so that  Increasement of teacher —  Collegial support —  The teachers’
it increases the teacher’s resources.” resources. sphere of
“Ideals are shared and stolen; there are Idea sharing and openness with influence

more teachers together working and teachers.

sharing a space and other things, so
those are what maintains [co-teaching].”

“Long ago, teachers could visit other Old structural possibilities for —  Structure of the  —  Systemic
teachers’ classrooms and observe. Back professional development work elements,
then we utilized a resource teacher or and sharing of ideas. community outside
someone else to take over the teaching influence

so the teacher could shadow colleagues
and see the way they work.”
“The only thing that reduces co-teaching  Schedule incompatibility
are the meals happening at different reduces opportunities to co-
times and non-compatible lessons in the teach.
class schedule”

The theme table was separately examined according to each research question. With the first
research question, five themes emerged: (1) collegial support, (2) team building, (3) continuous pro-
fessional development, (4) structure of the work community, and (5) co-teaching as an intrinsic
value. Two connecting arenas emerged from these themes, and they will be further discussed in
the results with Figure 2, which visualises the teachers’ perceptions of the features of co-teaching,
as well as the relations between these perceptions. To answer the second research question, a frame-
work with three main themes (individual, community and resource-specific challenges) emerged.
These themes were further divided into subthemes, and they can also be found in the results.

To answer the third research question, we identified three diverse educator profiles of influen-
cing the decision-making when developing co-teaching. The profiles were constructed based on (1)
the participants’ mentions of the challenges of co-teaching, (2) how they viewed decision-making,
and (3) their own stated involvement in decision-making. After that, the first and second authors
independently placed the participants into these types, and compared the consistency of the results.
Their inter-reliability was 81% (nine out of eleven). One participant could not be placed into any of
the roles because they did not discuss their own involvement in decision-making.

3.4. Ethical considerations

The research has been approved by University of Helsinki Ethical review board in Humanities and
Social and Behavioural Sciences (Statement 20/2018, accepted 6.6.2018). The participants were pro-
vided with an informed consent form that they signed. Special care was taken to protect the research
participants’ anonymity: all the interview quotes were referred to with pseudonyms. From now on,
the participants will be referred to as educators to guarantee anonymity.

4, Results

The results were examined according to the research questions. We start with the educators’ views
of the nature of co-teaching (first question), then address the challenges of the practical
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implementation of co-teaching (second question) and finally report the educator profiles in relation
to their perceived influence within decision-making in their school community (third question).

4.1. Educators’ views on the nature of co-teaching: larger arenas forming the nature of
co-teaching

Five themes emerged regarding the nature of co-teaching. These have been compiled and presented
in Figure 2. The nature of co-teaching emerged through the themes that reflected the aspects of co-
teaching as a part of daily work. The themes were combined into two larger arenas: the teachers’
sphere of influence (coloured in grey) and the systemic elements (coloured in white). The teachers’
sphere of influence was seen to be within the teachers’ operating field and they had authority and
influence over it. The arena consists of collegial support, teamwork and continuous professional
development. The systemic elements -arena consists of institutional settings and beliefs that cannot
be changed easily, thus being outside of influence. It consisted of two themes: the structure of the
work community and co-teaching as an intrinsic value.

Structure of the
work community

Co-teaching as an
intrinsic value

Team
building

Continuous
professional

development I:I The systemic elements

(outside individual teacher influence)

Collegial

support ﬂ The teachers’ sphere

of influence

Figure 2. Educators’ perceptions of the features of co-teaching.

Collegial support provided additional resources for the individual teacher: having a partner
reduced the workload significantly and gave the opportunity to test and share ideas, as well as
plan, execute and evaluate teaching together. These were seen as promoting the quality of work
and coping with the workload. Transparency and flexibility were seen as important features influen-
cing the functionality of co-teaching. Most challenges were connected to the lack or deficiency of
these features.

Continuous professional development included the development of both smaller decisions on
everyday teaching and larger operating models around teaching and the school community. This
ceaseless development was pictured as the foundation for a functioning work culture and, thus,
an essential element of co-teaching. The development was also seen to play a major role in the suc-
cess and usefulness of the school’s operating culture and co-teaching.
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P5: There are, you know, a lot of people who think alike, like most people want to plan and do things - but I
know there are those who battle with this way of doing - but certainly people are also okay with not re-invent-
ing the wheel every single day.

The idea and implementation of continuous professional development was considered useful
and necessary, but also challenging for some due to the perceived pressure of needing to be
constantly developing. Those who deemed it challenging were seen as requiring collegial
support.

The last part included within the teachers’ influence was team building, which was seen as an
inherent part of co-teaching because of the human nature of educational culture. Working clo-
sely with a partner can result in co-teachers forming close relationships outside of work. In co-
teachership, personality and personal chemistry resurfaced more than in individual teaching,
leading to educators wishing to have authority when creating co-teaching groups. The benefits
of team building included utilising different strengths and academic knowledge to teaching by
delegating certain lessons or activities to the more experienced one. At the same time, joint
teaching could enable reciprocal observation and learning from colleagues. Furthermore, sharing
and utilising teaching ideas and material was seen as beneficial for the whole school community.
Even though team building was mostly portrayed in a positive setting, it also included a chal-
lenge regarding the induction and training of new colleagues. Co-teaching teams where the work
experience varied greatly can become imbalanced, with the more experienced teacher becoming
authoritarian.

The systemic elements of co-teaching included the structure of the work community,
including the social structures and hierarchy of the school. In the context of co-teaching, this
structure was revealed with the instructions, measures of support and expectations given to tea-
chers by the school administration. Although co-teaching was carried out by co-teaching part-
ners, the principal and rules around teaching were seen as having a great impact on how co-
teaching can be executed.

P9: Well, there has been an attempt to create more structures from higher up and structurally. It certainly has
to be done by people like ‘Hey, what do you wanna do together?’- I've been a bit confused like how it should be
done because I thought in this school—I thought it would’ve been clear in the structures.

The structural framework regarding co-teaching that the educators reported involved, for instance,
tutoring lessons for digital skills regarding teaching, learning courses held for new teachers, plan-
ning time for co-teaching, and optimising teaching hours for joint lessons. Of these, the planning
time for co-teaching and shared teaching hours were mentioned the most and the lack of them
deemed the most problematic. For some educators, the implementation of greater collaboration
was limited by these incompatible teaching schedules.

Co-teaching was seen as part of everyday life and teaching, but it also had a level of abstract
value. Co-teaching as an intrinsic value was a part of the systemic elements and related to the see-
mingly unquestioned and assumed positive value of co-teaching. Unlike other parts, this was
brought up by the challenges it created, e.g., building an identity as a co-teaching school and
upholding it. The main dispute was with the gap between the advertised identity of the school
and the real approach, as well as this identity losing its speciality because co-teaching has become
more common as a teaching method.

Upholding this identity of co-teaching was challenging because of rapid changes within the work
community. It took a lot of resources to train teachers who could possibly leave after the school
year, thus creating a need for a new teacher to be trained. This constant change and training pre-
vented the involved teachers from attaining the benefits of co-teaching. The educators also saw
great differences between new teachers and those who had been longer in their work community
and wanted the recruiting process to include co-teaching as one criterion when hiring new staff.
Altogether, there was a prominent viewpoint that a school committed to co-teaching should be
more cohesive in implementing such a work model for its teachers.
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4.2. The challenges around the practical implementation of co-teaching

Three main themes arose when analysing the challenges of implementing co-teaching to answer the
second research question: individual, community, and resource-specific challenges. Each main
theme contained at least two subthemes. These themes are presented in Table 2, which also includes
the categorisation and depiction of each main and subtheme.

Table 2. Main challenges regarding co-teaching.

Main theme Individual challenges Community challenges Resource-specific challenges
Revolves around individual Involves the whole school community,  Challenges and situations that are tied
teachers or co-teaching groups  practices and interactions around co- to resources, and dffect the
teaching implementation of co-teaching
Sub-themes  Personal: lack of competence, Lack of sense of community: not Structure of workplace: teaching
need for training working together, comparisons, hours not being compatible,
cliques inconvenient classrooms
Group: communication Hierarchy: the feeling of school leader Need for additional resources
problems, personal chemistry valuing others more regarding devices (e.g.,
between co-teachers computers), and teachers
Lack of leadership: not having Future changes regarding the
guidance or instruction of practical school-building

implementation of co-teaching

Individual challenges were divided into two categories: personal and group challenges, with for-
mer including a perceived lack of competence and burnout under the workload. Group challenges
focused on teamwork: co-teaching was deemed easier when personal chemistry was compatible,
and the lack of it could lead to larger problems on everyday communications and teaching.

The themes around community challenges were divided into three subcategories: lack of sense of
community, hierarchy and lack of leadership. The sense of community included the lack of feeling
of working together, and educators making comparisons of classes. Hierarchy included experienced
favouritism, i.e., not feeling as valued as others, and dividing cliques of old and new teachers. Lack
of leadership entailed the need for clear leadership, such as distinct instructions on how to carry out
co-teaching in practice. The lack of leadership was seen to lead to individual-level challenges, such
as burnout.

Resource-specific challenges were situations that lead to co-teaching being diminished or chan-
ged. The resource was either tied to the structures of the workplace by incompatible teaching sche-
dules, or not having the needed resources, e.g., computers, to implement planned lessons. In
addition, the future structural changes to the school building caused fear and hope regarding the
way it would affect their established methods of teaching.

4.3. Educators’ perceived capabilities in decision-making within their community

Finally, in the themes regarding the nature of co-teaching, continuous professional development
emerged. The educators saw it as intertwined with co-teaching because it was the basis of the oper-
ating culture of their school. As a result, the educators highlighted many of their opportunities as
influencing their decision-making because it would be reflected in their day-to-day work. Thus, we
next open the views and levels of decision-making.

The educators had varied views on the way people can take part in decision-making within the
school community. The problems and capabilities were divided into three levels: individual, com-
munity and resource levels. These levels are the same as the main themes regarding the challenges
around co-teaching depicted in Table 2.

On individual level, educators pointed out their personal capabilities in decision-making, focus-
ing on professionalism, and the guides and rules around co-teaching allowing adaptability for
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personal implementations in teaching. On this level, the principal was seen as an entity with elev-
ated power who could enable or prevent these changes.

The community level had implications for working as a part of the co-teaching group and
changes being made as a community. This part included the impact of the community itself
based on the decision-making: an individual cannot overturn or deny a decision the whole commu-
nity has decided on. The principal was seen as a factor in implementing these decisions into the
school’s everyday life.

P7: Obviously, it always goes with the principal because in the end they’re the pedagogical leader who makes it
go forwards, but if someone’s reluctant, it doesn’t help if there’s only one person trying something, they’ll just
be running against the wall. So, I do think it starts with the work community as a group and then goes on. No
one can make a group of thirty people change its course single-handedly.

The resource level was seen as a part that no one in the school community had complete control
over, and decision-makers were unidentified outsiders of the school in municipality level. Even
though the principal was seen as taking part in decision-making, they felt it was limited. As well
as outsiders, money was also seen as a component here.

These levels of decision-making and the involvement in developing co-teaching in the commu-
nity were then compiled as three diverse educator profiles. The profiles were constructed based on
(1) the educators’ mentions of the challenges of co-teaching, (2) how they viewed decision-making,
and (3) their own stated involvement in decision-making. One educator could not be placed into
any of the profiles because they did not discuss their own involvement in decision-making within
their school community.

The three educator profiles are pioneers (N=3), travelling companions (N=5) and critical
observers (N = 3). In Figure 3, the levels of challenges the profile focuses on are described in the
upper panel of the column, while the perceived influence on decision-making is described in the
second panel.

: Travelling Critical
Pioneer | 3 :
companion | 5 observer | 3
4 3 4 N a4 N
Emphasises the Brings out all the levels Focuses on resource-
challenges in in challenges level challenges that
individual and (individual, cannot be changed.
community levels community, resource) Individual challenges
\ J \ J are mentioned sparsly
\ 7
4 3

f Decision-making is )
seen as an individual
and community effort,
focusing on own
agency

Sees decision-making
as a community effort,
little focus on own
agency

Decision-making is
seen as a limited
capability, and changes
are viewed critically

\

Figure 3. Educator roles regarding the perceived influence on decision-making in their work community.

The pioneer is characterised by focusing on challenges on individual and community levels: they
concentrate on the changes they can and have made within their own school. They emphasise ideal-
istic executions and incorporate themselves into suggestions and implementations of change. The
travelling companion brings out the challenges of their community at all levels. They acknowledge
and address challenges equally, but do not volunteer to solve them personally. They want to par-
ticipate in the changes, but do not focus on their own agency as much as the pioneer. The critical
observer highlights resource challenges by focusing on the action of other people while individual
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challenges are mentioned in passing. Opportunities for change are addressed critically with aware-
ness of the workload they bring.

These profiles can help depict the way the educators view their capabilities in taking part in the
decision-making, and having insight on what kind of challenges they focus on. It is important to
note that these roles fluctuate because of situational background, personal knowledge and
experience.

5. Discussion

According to our results, the nature of co-teaching can be divided into two extended arenas depict-
ing the educators’ work in an environment where their autonomy and level of decision-making
capabilities are proportionate to the power relations in co-teaching and entire work community.
These extended arenas are the teachers’ sphere of influence, where teachers can and will make
changes, and the systemic elements, which are experienced to be beyond an individual’s influence.
They include five themes representing the educators’ view on the nature of co-teaching within their
community. The systemic elements -arena includes the ideology of co-teaching and the structure of
the work community. The latter was seen to strongly affect the educators’ experiences of co-teach-
ing, especially with the need for collective planning time (Ahtiainen et al., 2011) and finding a suit-
able co-teaching partner (Sirkko et al., 2018, 2020). These were challenges that could not be resolved
on their own.

The arena under teachers’ influence included collegial support, which was seen as relevant and a
feature maintaining the benefits of co-teaching (Takala et al., 2020). The theme of team building
had commonality with learning from the other teacher (Rytivaara & Kershner, 2012) and the posi-
tive effects on sharing teaching material, and creating a shared archive of knowledge (Rytivaara
etal., 2019; Rytivaara & Kershner, 2012). The theme of continuous professional development’s chal-
lenges can be tied to a feeling of losing control and trust (Morgan, 2016), which can hinder the
implementation of co-teaching.

Three themes emerged when analysing the challenges to the practical implementation of co-
teaching: individual, community and resource-specific challenges. The individual challenges were
congruent with previous studies regarding personal chemistry (Sirkko et al., 2018), individual
workload, exhaustion and burnout (Sirkko et al., 2020). Different views on co-teaching did
not arise. At the community level, the need for leadership and guidance implied the need to dis-
cuss the joint purposes and objectives of co-teaching as a community (Ahtiainen et al., 2011).
Resource-level challenges were in line with previous studies regarding planning and executing
joint lessons (Ahtiainen et al., 2011), and scheduling collective planning time (Ahtiainen et al.,
2011; Kokko et al., 2021).

The profiles regarding the influence in decision-making can be hard to distinguish in school set-
tings because teachers in Finland generally avoid creating significant differences in the balance of
power between personnel (Klassen et al., 2018). This could explain why more of the educators fit
into the role of travelling companion rather than the other profiles. Critical observer’s profile is con-
gruent with the way Finnish schools are known to remain static because of teacher’s autonomy
(Niemi et al., 2018) and established routines that they want to uphold (Johnson, 2006). The educa-
tor types identified in the current study do not show how the educators implemented co-teaching in
their everyday work lives. The profiles are also based on the answers given by one work community,
so the possibility of a prevailing discourse in the community on co-teaching is probable.

Although three profiles of assumed roles were identified in this study, the underlying motives
cannot be elaborated upon without further research. However, each profile is important for the
community because a functioning work community needs both innovating pioneers and critical
commentators, as well as travelling companions to process and decide on new changes in operating
models. In this regard, the work community operates as its own micro-democracy, where the
removal of any role creates an imbalance.
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The current study has shown the multitude of factors that build co-teaching and how these
two wider arenas are divided by the level of teachers’ capabilities to influence their work com-
munity and systemic elements, which cannot be changed without the whole work community. In
addition, the challenges around co-teaching can be divided into individual, community and
resource levels, and the way the educators discussed and focused on these challenges can
bring out their involvement in decision-making when developing co-teaching as a work commu-
nity. Awareness of these factors of co-teaching and the roles when it comes to developing co-
teaching are useful for individual insight and allows to understand different views on co-teaching
within a community.

The research on the extended factors building co-teaching should be expanded to several schools
so that validation can be reached. This also applies to the educator profiles found in the current
study. Examining the function of co-teaching at the school level and dividing the nature of co-
teaching into larger arenas can help identify the challenges and amount of influence educators
have when facing said challenges. Knowing these can help in determining the correct way to address
and overcome these challenges as a community.

5.1. Limitations

Some limitations should be noted. First, all the interviewees were aware that the interviews would be
utilised in school development work and as research data, which may have affected the transparency
of their responses. However, the interviewees spoke openly about both the benefits and disadvan-
tages of co-teaching and other practices in their school, giving the impression that they were not
covering up their fundamental thoughts because of the research.

The second limitation regards the educator roles. One educator is not included as they did not
mention their own perceived influence in their work community. The profiles includes both tea-
chers and principals, whose job descriptions differ in the school community, thus having different
viewpoints regarding making changes in the school community. Then again, the Decree on Qua-
lification Requirements for Teaching Staff (2§, 14.12.1998/986) in Finland has listed adequate
work experience as a teacher as one of the requirements for the profession of principal. This still
does not negate the difference in the work community. The clarity of the profiles may be affected
by the fact that the willingness to involve different types of educators within the school was empha-
sised when gathering participants to the study. In addition, the profiles were identified by two
researchers who, to reach inter-reliability within the profiles, independently placed educators
into types and compared the results with each other.

Co-teaching is also a recognised tool for inclusive teaching. However, as schools deepen their
inclusive practices, the need for co-teaching increases, and its implementation can include complex
combinations of professional educators: class teachers, subject teachers and special education tea-
chers. This multilevel intraschool collaboration can create novel and innovative practices, demand
new structures and foster teachers’ professional development. Furthermore, inclusive teaching does
not only mean taking care of pupils who need special support, but also supporting those pupils who
can reach higher academic results than most of their peers. With co-teaching practices, teachers can
combine their groups to support pupils in different learning phases. Finally, a future research area is
studying how different kinds of learning spaces, especially flexible learning spaces (FLS), can sup-
port co-teaching or what kind of affordances FLS can give co-teaching practices. Further research
that gives the school practitioners insights into what is working in practice and how different kinds
of activity benefit pupils is needed.
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