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Abstract
The coteaching classroom has grown with the influx of special needs students in general
education classrooms. New state and federal laws mandated the need for collaboration
when instructing special education students, and middle school teachers in a Northern
New Jersey school district are experiencing challenges with the implementation of
coteaching in inclusion classrooms. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to
explore teachers’ perceptions of collaboration challenges that resulted from coteaching in
the classroom. The key research question of this study involved general and special
education teachers’ lived experiences in relation to the inclusion classroom and their
attitudes and beliefs that influenced them in the classroom. This study was guided by
Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development theory, which addressed the importance of
socialization and the development of relationships among all learners. Purposeful
sampling was used to select 7 general education and 7 special education teachers who had
coteaching experience. Data were collected through semistructured interviews and field
notes. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The results showed a need for
additional professional development focused on the areas of teamwork, trust, and
cooperative planning. Based on the findings, a 3-day professional development was
created to increase teachers’ growth and self-efficacy of the implementation of successful
collaboration in the inclusion classroom. This professional development may bring about
positive social change by providing coteaching teams with the guidance needed to

implement the coteaching framework with fidelity.
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Section 1: The Problem
Introduction

The coteaching classroom has grown with the influx of special needs students in
general education classrooms (McLeskey & Waldron, 2011). With an increase in the
number of inclusion classrooms, challenges often arise for teachers with the
implementation of the coteaching model. These include common planning time,
classroom management, defining teacher roles, and teachers' perceptions on
collaboration. According to Santagata and Guarino (2012), in the United States, teaching
has traditionally been viewed as a profession whose members are trained to work
independently behind closed doors. To alleviate some of the challenges that may arise
with the implementation of the coteaching model, local school districts are creating
professional learning communities that allow teachers to collaborate and share their
experiences while learning from each other. The creation of professional learning
communities is done through professional development provided by the district and the
local middle school. According to several middle school general education teachers at
the study school, they were unfamiliar with how to collaborate with the special education
teacher to meet the needs of special education students prior to their employment in the
school district (A. Nunes, personal communication, March 21, 2014).

The traditional way of educating students with special needs involved placing
them in separate classrooms away from their peers. As far back as the 1970s, legislative
changes were being made to place special needs students with their peers in the least

restrictive environment (LRE). According to Hamilton-Jones and Vail (2013), the LRE



allows students with special needs to be instructed with their nondisabled peers while still
experiencing success. It is now standard for students with special needs to participate in
the general education curriculum within the regular classroom setting (Hamilton-Jones &
Vail, 2013). In addition, if a student is not experiencing academic success in the LRE, it
may not be the correct placement for the student, and a more restrictive environment may
need to be considered (Hamilton-Jones & Vail, 2013).

In accordance with the State Department of Education (2013), in 1989-1990, only
22% of students with disabilities were being instructed in the LRE. By 2007-2008, the
number had increased to 62% (State Department of Education, 2013). In 2010, the U.S.
Department of Education (as cited in McLeskey & Waldron, 2011) stated that over the
previous 20 years, there had been a substantial increase in the number of students with
learning disabilities who were instructed in the inclusion program for most of the day.
This increase in the use of the inclusion classroom demonstrated that the coteaching
model had become the preferred method for students with special needs.

The Local Problem

Middle school teachers in Northern New Jersey are experiencing challenges with
the implementation of coteaching in inclusion classrooms resulting in communication
breakdowns regarding common planning time, classroom management, defining teacher
roles, and teachers' perceptions on collaboration (A. Nunes, personal communication,
March 21, 2014). New Jersey middle school teachers may feel that they need more
training regarding how to collaborate with each other in a coteaching classroom

environment (A. Nunes, personal communication, March 21, 2014). The implementation



of coteaching is in response to new state and federal laws justifying the need for such
collaboration when instructing special education students. According to Brinkman and
Twiford (2012), coteaching is defined as

the partnering of a general education teacher and a special education teacher or

another specialist for the purpose of jointly delivering instruction to a diverse

group of students, including those with disabilities or other special needs, in a

general education setting and in a way that flexibly and deliberately meets their

learning needs. (p. 3)

In a local middle school, there were seven inclusion instructional homerooms.
Ninety-two percent of the school’s students were economically disadvantaged and
received free or reduced-price lunch according to state standards and resources (State
Department of Education, 2013), and special education students comprised
approximately one-fourth of the student population (State Department of Education,
2013). The local district under study experienced a multiple-year trend of a high rate of
special needs students who were placed in general education classes for less than 40% of
the school day (State Department of Education, 2014).

In addition, the district had a high number of students in separate special
education placements when compared to other districts in the state (State Department of
Education, 2014). The district under study was one of the 75 districts identified as
noncompliant by the New Jersey Department of Education (NJDOE) regarding special
education students not being situated in the LRE. According to Browning and Kearney

(2014), “New Jersey ranks first in the nation when it comes to placing special needs



students in self-contained classrooms for the majority of the day in public and private
special education schools” (p. 1). The federal lawsuit settlement with NJDOE requires
that special education students be assigned to a regular classroom, with the special and
regular education teachers working collaboratively to meet the needs of all students.
According to Sandler (2014), countless children with disabilities are inappropriately
segregated into special education classrooms and deprived of their right to an inclusion
education. The detriment caused by this segregation demonstrates the need for more
inclusion classrooms and for general and special education teachers to collaborate in the
coteaching model.
Rationale

The school district under study experienced challenges in meeting federal and
state education mandates regarding special education students (A. Nunes, personal
communication, March 21, 2014). According to a special education teacher at the school
under study, there was a lack of communication and a lack of planning time among
teachers (A. Nunes, personal communication, March 21, 2014). Effective collaboration
occurs when general and special education teachers share their knowledge and discuss the
needs of their students (Obiakor, Harris, Muta, Rotator, & Algozzine, 2012). Together,
they problem solve, share resources, and discuss instructional techniques. Both regular
and special education teachers must meet students’ developmental and educational needs
in classrooms by diversifying instruction and assessments (Obiakor et al., 2012).

In the school district under study, inclusion teachers may feel that they need more

training to collaborate with each other, as they have been experiencing communication



breakdowns. According to Watt, Therrien, and Kaldenberg (2013), collegial support is
the key to collaboration because it creates a network connecting the regular education
teacher and the special education teacher. There is also a lack of significant collaboration
on the part of these teachers in planning lessons and fostering parental involvement (A.
Nunes, personal communication, March 21, 2014). Ncube (2011) described how peer
collaboration can be an effective teaching strategy that assists both regular and special
education teachers in planning instructional strategies to satisfy the academic demands of
all students. At the secondary level, the regular education teacher provides the subject
expertise while the special education teacher provides support and resources for both
teachers so that they can work together in scaffolding lessons to satisfy the social and
emotional requirements of all students (Watt et al., 2013).

The coteaching model requires that collaboration takes place within the inclusion
setting (Obiakor et al., 2012). The numbers of students who are subject to the challenges
inherent in a poorly developed coteaching model have also increased (Obiakor et al.,
2012). According to Simmons, Carpenter, and Dyal (2012), regular education provides
initial instruction to all students at the middle school level. Recent mandates require that
special education teachers serve as the consultative teachers inside the general education
classroom, where special-needs as well as general education students are grouped
together (Journal of Law & Education, 2015). In addition, the reauthorization of
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 insists that special education students

be instructed in the LRE.



In the inclusion classroom, both teachers must follow curriculum standards while
honoring students’ individual education plans (IEPs) to ensure that all students’ needs are
being met (Nierengarten, 2013). It is a federal and state prerequisite, governed by IDEA,
that public schools develop an IEP for every student with disabilities. IDEA necessitates
that the IEP team considers the general education classroom setting prior to transferring a
child to a special education class or program (Browning & Kearney, 2014).

The coteaching model design and implementation faces several challenges based
on professionals’ perceptions of the model. Coteaching, from its conceptualization, has
faced challenges in relation to classroom partnerships and illustrates the complexity of
collaboration. According to Melekoglu (2013), one of the rationales for inclusion
missing the mark is the negative attitude that teachers who work in the inclusion setting
may bring toward students with special needs. Another concern is the presumption that
both teachers have the necessary skills to scaffold lessons and to collaborate with each
other (McCray & Mchatton, 2011).

The leadership team at the middle school of study, along with the building
principal, created a School Improvement Plan (SIP) 2014-2015 that included steps in
which working together could be reformed. Among the provisions of the SIP was that
the school’s master schedule would allow for teachers to plan collaboratively using
curriculum maps with sequenced student-learning objectives. Collaboration training was
provided for all special education teachers, inclusion staff, and general education teachers
on how to effectively employ appropriate coteaching models. Additional training was

provided to address special education teachers and paraprofessionals during the summer



of 2014. Through these efforts, educators were informed to use research-based
instruction to meet the needs of all students. Many students displayed academic growth
on the Renaissance district assessments in 2014.

Many qualitative research studies have been conducted to explore coteaching in
kindergarten through Grade 12 (K-12), as well as the importance of engaging in effective
communication, creating constructive dialogue, and resolving conflicts (Graziano &
Navarrete, 2012). The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine the
perceptions and lived experiences of special and regular education teachers in a middle
school setting in a local New Jersey school district. Inclusion teachers (both regular and
special education) were interviewed with respect to teaching in the inclusion setting.

Definition of Terms

Collaboration: Collaboration consists of teachers working together, sharing
common goals (Hammenken, 2007).

Coteaching: Coteaching encompasses two teachers functioning collaboratively to
meet the needs of all assigned students while meeting the mandates of NCLB and IDEA
(Villa, Thousand, & Nevin, 2008).

General education: The purpose of general education is to supply students with a
scope of knowledge that will prepare them to live in a democratic society (Villa et al.,
2008).

Inclusion: The practice that places special education students with their

nondisabled peers (Friend & Shamberger, 2008).



Special education: Special education is a title used to delineate the system that
must be in place in public schools to satisfy the needs of students with academic and
behavioral problems (Journal of Law & Education, 2015).

Significance of the Study

The focus of this study was on middle school teachers’ perceptions of
collaboration challenges that result when special education students are taught alongside
their peers in the general education classroom. This study may grant new insights into
the challenges inherent in the inclusion model. These challenges include common
planning time, classroom management, defining teacher roles, and teachers' perceptions
of collaboration. These challenges and the roles of the stakeholders in elevating them
were the focus of the study. It may also provide the teachers at the local middle school
with new ideas on how to best satisfy the requirements of their students by collaborating
with each other.

Research Questions

The purpose of this study was to explore teachers’ perceptions of collaboration
challenges that result from coteaching in the middle school classroom. As such, the
following research questions guided this study:

1. What challenges do middle school teachers face in the coteaching classroom?
2. How do middle school teachers perceive their collaborative experiences to affect

them in the inclusion classroom?



A Review of the Professional and Academic Literature

In the literature review, I address the conceptual framework guiding this study as
well as an exhaustive review of relevant literature. The primary source I used to find
peer-reviewed articles for this literature review was the Walden online library. I used
several search engines such as ProQuest, Sage, EBSCO host, and ERIC. In addition, I
used books as sources for this study made available by the Walden library. The terms
used in my search included collaboration, coteaching, general education, inclusion, and
special education.

Zone of Proximal Development

The conceptual framework for this study was Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the
zone of proximal development (ZPD), which emphasizes the need for socialization
among adults. ZPD is the distance between the actual development level as determined
by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined
through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable
peers (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky’s theory of ZPD determined that new knowledge is
constructed and provided from the sociocultural theory framework. ZPD correlates with
collaborative learning because collaborative learning is two or more people who learn or
attempt to learn together (Vygotsky, 1978). Teachers attend collaborative training to
reinforce learning in the workplace (Vygotsky, 1978). Vygotsky determined that
learning is the process of building new knowledge onto the foundation of what is already
known. The full development of ZPD depends on full social interaction (Vygotsky,

1978). Through collaboration, teachers, as well as learners, can only acquire new
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knowledge if they combine their existing knowledge (Vygotsky, 1978). Acquiring new
knowledge can be accomplished by putting new ideas into context of current
understanding by discussions between learners and teachers where what is already known
can be articulated to extend the ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978).

Vygotsky (1978) stated that language and culture are the foundations that enable
humans to experience life, communicate with one another, and understand the world
around them. Vygotsky further stated that “A special feature of human perception ...is
the perception of real objects... I do not see the world simply in color and shape but also
a world with sense and meaning. I do not merely see something round and black with
two hands; I see a clock” (p. 39). Vygotsky emphasized learning through communication
and interactions with others rather than through independent work. From Vygotsky’s
idea on learning with others came ideas of group learning, one of which involves learning
in a collaborative setting through interaction and socialization with others (Vygotsky,
1962). Traditionally, teachers made their own professional decisions regarding their
classrooms. The interaction in the classroom was based on one teacher interacting and
making choices for the students. The inclusion classroom requires that the regular and
special education teacher coteach and collaborate on students’ lessons and social needs.

This theory is useful in understanding the elaboration of relationships among
adults. Vygotsky’s (1978) social constructivist views also centered on the learning
community and the way the learning community supports learning. Social constructivists
view collaboration as a planning framework for teachers (Fulton, 2003). Vygotsky

(1978) concluded that collaboration is a social process in which differences are
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emphasized and discussed between group members. Vygotsky (1978) theorized that
humans learn through social engagement with others and that socially constructed
wisdom involves more competent people directing those less proficient to grasp ideas
beyond their developmental level. Vygotsky (1980) stated that the foundation for
collaborative learning is a social accomplishment and must not be conducted in seclusion.
By the way of social interaction, individuals develop thoughts and engage in their own
thinking (Vygotsky, 1980). Teacher-to-teacher collaboration is essential for coteachers to
develop social relations and improve student learning (Vygotsky, 1980).

Vygotsky (1962) believed that creating an environment that used both guided and
directed interactions lead to innovative ideas. Vygotsky encouraged educators to create
social learning settings that maximize student learning and promote environment.
Furthermore, Vygotsky stated that through this cultural lens, individuals develop learning
communities, create a community of learners, support collaborative learning, and have
discussion-based learning.

Vygotsky’s (1978) theory was relevant to my study because it focuses on
collaborative learning, which is encouraged in the local school district. Vygotsky’s views
of learning from each other and building on prior knowledge by communicating and
interacting with each other is essential to creating learning communities. Further,
Vygotsky advised moving away from the traditional method o