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Co-Learning: Maximizing Learning 
in Clinical Experiences 

Hillary Merk, Ph.D. 
Jacqueline Waggoner, Ed.D. 

James Carroll, Ph.D. 
University of Portland 

Abstract 

Researchers and teacher educators have given increased atten
tion to co-teaching during the student teaching experience. 
Co-teaching facilitates an apprenticeship arrangement that encour
ages modeling of classroom practice for the candidate and a chance 
to implement directly what is being learned by the apprentice. The 
co-teaching model can be expanded to form a co-learning model 
in which there are three constituents of learners: the P-12 students, 
the candidate, and the cooperating mentor teacher. This co-learning 
model results in a synergistic effect that is greater than the sum of 
the parts. 

Keywords: Co-teaching, co-learning, student teaching 
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Traditionally, in a co-teaching teacher preparation model, a coop
erating teacher and teacher candidate simultaneously have responsi
bility for a common group of learners. These two adults collaborate 
in lesson planning and instruction of these students. Of impottance, 
evidence indicates that learners do as well-and often better
when being taught in two-teacher environments than when similar 
students are taught in single-teacher classrooms (Castle, Arends, 
& Rockwood, 2008; Fisher, Frey, & Farnan, 2004). Co-teaching 
appeared as an instructional approach in the early 1990s, as a way 
to address better the needs of special education students (Morsink, 
Thomas, & Correa, 1991 ). Increasingly, practitioners saw that 
co-teaching was an effective approach in all classrooms (Cook 
& Friend, 1995). Eventually, the co-teaching model was given 
increased attention as a new approach to the student teaching 
experience. Leadership in this approach was provided by St. Cloud 
University's teacher preparation program (Heck et al., 2010). 

The co-teaching model can be expanded to form a co-learning 
model in which there are three constituents of learners: the P-12 
students, the candidate, and the cooperating mentor teacher. This 
co-learning model results in a synergistic effect that is greater than 
the sum of the parts. Co-learning recognizes the fluidity of knowl
edge transmission among the students, cooperating mentor teacher, 
and the teacher candidate. A co-learning classroom is transformed 
into a vibrant learning laborato1y that connects practice, research, 
and theory. 

Currently, the focus of possible interactions in the traditional stu
dent teacher classroom is how and what P-12 students learn from 
the classroom teacher or the teacher candidates when they are solo 
teaching. The P-12 students are constantly learning both ovett and 
hidden curricula in their educational experiences, and considerable 
resources are applied to determine what they have learned. A cur
rent intention is that teacher candidates work in clinical placements 
in order to learn about teaching from both the students and the 
cooperating teacher. It is rarely considered that clinical experiences 
can be structured in order to maximize the professional develop
ment of the cooperating mentor teacher who has the opp01tunity 
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to learn not only from the P-12 students but also from his or her 
teacher candidate during the mentoring process. With shrinking 
district professional development funds and elimination of tuition 
reimbursement programs for educators, co-learning provides the 
cooperating mentor teacher professional development oppmiunities 
without cost to the school district or the teacher. 

Theoretical Framework 
Situated cognition (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989) has been 

the hallmark of teacher preparation's orientation of theory into 
practice. How can we help teacher candidates learn about teach
ing in environments in which they will authentically use their new 
knowledge? Cognitive apprenticeship tries "to enculturate [candi
dates] into authentic practices through activity and social interac
tion in a way similar to that evident ... in craft apprenticeship" 
(p. 3 7). Co-learning encourages a reduction of the inherent direc
tionality of the learning in the clinical experience. The experience 
retains all of the elements of authenticity that are needed but also 
encourages a move toward creating a learning community in which 
all participants benefit (LeCornu & Ewing, 2008). 

For the cooperating teacher, co-learning expands beyond the 
supervisor/teacher relationship to one in which the cooperating 
mentor teacher intends to pass on his or her craft to the teacher 
candidate. In the process, the teacher candidate adapts teacher 
knowledge. "Although mentors' collaboration in this adaption may 
assist them in upgrading their professional expe1iise, the distinc
tive achievements of the mentor appear to be selfless transmission 
of one's professional legacy ... " (Healy & Welche1i, 1990, p. 18). 
Indeed, mentors seem to gain satisfaction in producing new knowl
edge during the mentoring relationship (Blackburn, Chapman, & 
Cameron, 1981 ). There is some truth to the oft-used aphorism, "the 

best way to learn something is to teach it." Cooperating teachers 
can gain considerable growth from the co-learning environment. 
Our interest is to focus on the benefits of the co-learning commu
nity and to examine the types of new knowledge that may be gener
ated in the process. 
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Literature Review 
Curry and Cunningham (2000) define co-learning as construct

ing knowledge in a community. For them, co-learning serves to 
deemphasize the notion that teachers are expetis who provide 
knowledge, and students are learners or receivers of knowledge. 
Brantmeier (n. d.) more emphatically describes co-learning as an 
empowerment pedagogy for all of the pa11icipants in the learning 
community. Lawrence (1996) studied co-learning among gradu
ate school cohotis and found students and teachers were able to 
co-create knowledge when group dynamics and de-centering of 
authority were pati of the group structures. 

Our work began by implementing more traditional models of 
co-teaching. It then evolved into a co-learning approach to aug
ment those traditional models. Co-teaching during the student 
teaching experience has been given increased attention among 
researchers and teacher educators (Bacharach, Heck, & Dank, 
2003; Heck et al., 2006; Perl, Maughmer, & McQueen, 1999). 
Co-teaching is defined as "two or more professionals delivering 
substantive instruction to a diverse or blended group of students 
in a single physical space" (Cook & Friend, 1995, p. 14). Others 
have extended this definition to emphasize that co-teaching is "a 
collaborative relationship for the purpose of shared work ... for the 
outcome of achieving what none could have done alone" (Wenzlaff 
et al., 2002, p. 14). The literature on the benefits for P-12 students 
and teacher candidates of co-teaching is robust. Villa, Thousand, 
and Nevin (2013) provide a comprehensive review of the literature 
demonstrating the benefits of co-teaching. Conderman (2011) dis
cusses the impotiance of student reflection in co-teaching class
rooms. In a meta-analysis, Murawski and Swanson (2001) found 
positive effect sizes in the use of co-teaching across content areas 
with the highest ratings appearing in language mis classrooms. 
Less often has the benefit to cooperating teachers been the focus of 
study (Scheetz, Waters, Smeaton, & Lare, 2005). 

A co-teaching model for student teaching allows the cooperating 
teacher to maintain the primary responsibilities for the classroom 
while providing the teacher candidate with initial responsibilities, 
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such as monitoring individual work or teaching a small group of 
students. The difference between this approach and a traditional 
model is that the teacher candidate is integrated from the beginning 
of the student teaching placement as a teacher versus as a student 
observer. Thus, the cooperating teacher and teacher candidate 
collaboratively plan and deliver instruction from the beginning. 
Teacher candidates are able to see more clearly the dynamics of 
how a classroom works and the process by which teachers plan les
sons and implement curriculum. Ultimately, the teacher candidate 
and cooperating teacher alternate between assisting and/or leading 
the planning, instruction, and assessment. This co-teaching model 
is transformed into a co-learning model when the P-12 students are 
integrated into the community of learners who construct knowledge 
together with the cooperating teacher and teacher candidate. 

Methods 
Seventeen cooperating teachers and 1 7 teacher candidates par

ticipated in this study. Eleven co-learning experiences took place in 
K-5 classrooms, three took place in middle school classrooms, and 
three were in high school classrooms. There was a large range of 
demographics for the 17 co-learning placements, and this allowed 
us to explore the effectiveness of co-learning across multiple 
characteristics. The following table (Table 1) displays the range of 
demographic data in the co-learning placements. 

Table 1 
Ranges of Percentages of Ethnicity and Learner Needs in 

Co-Teaching Placements 

Ethnicity Percentages Learner Needs Percentages 

Asian 2.7-10.8 Special Education 8.8-22.3 

African-American 0.9-28.0 English Language Learner 3.2-46.3 

Hispanic 7.4-62.1 Talented and Gifted 3.6-14.5 

Native American 0.2-3.3 Free and Reduced Lunch 14.9-88.3 

White 13.8-81.4 

Multiple Races 2.5-8.5 
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In this study, 17 cooperating teachers and 1 7 teacher candi
dates received instruction about and implemented the co-learning 
model for student teaching. The field placement supervisor who 
was a former principal, an assistant professor who teaches class
room management and assessment and who has supervised stu
dent teachers for over 5 years, and one university supervisor who 
also had been a principal and who supervised student teachers for 
over a decade, served as the trainers for the cooperating teachers, 
teacher candidates, and university supervisors. These individuals 
had received training on the St. Cloud co-teaching model. There 
were three training sessions for the participants in the co-learning 
program and one final session of sharing successes and challenges. 
At the first training, the participants were given an overview of the 
co-teaching model and how it is implemented during the student 
teaching experience. In addition, research findings were shared 
from previous years of implementation of the co-teaching model 
as they related to co-learning. At the next training session, par
ticipants were provided instruction on co-teaching strategies and 
lesson planning. Moreover, significant time was devoted to allow
ing cooperating teachers and teacher candidates the opportunity to 
build positive working relationships, a foundational element to the 
co-teaching model (Heck et al., 20 I 0). Sharing values regarding 
timeliness, organization, and communication strategies are exam
ples of the types of conversations in which pat1icipants engaged 
during session two. In addition, pat1icipants practiced co-planning 
strategies at the second training session. The third training pro
vided an opp011unity to check in with the co-teachers, clarify roles 
and responsibilities, and summarize and reinforce the co-teaching 
model and strategies. The final session was designed to be an 
oppotiunity for co-teachers to share successes and challenges dur
ing their co-learning experience, as well as provide an opp011unity 
to give feedback about the program. 

In this study the co-teaching placements were in schools repre
senting a variety of student demographics, in classrooms of varying 
age levels and content areas, with teachers at different experience 
levels, and a multitude of other differences. Because this was an 
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exploratory study of the implementation ofco-teaching in teacher 
preparation, a qualitative approach was needed to establish the 
broader themes emerging from the experiences. Our approach 
was to use observation and interview data coupled with traditional 
qualitative coding strategies to identify processes in local contexts 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994 ). 

Cooperating teachers and teacher candidates were interviewed 
individually at the conclusion of their experience using a protocol 
that included questions about successes and struggles related to 
working together using the co-learning model, perceptions of effec
tiveness, and their sense of how well the cooperating teacher and 
teacher candidate collaboratively planned, instructed, and assessed 
student learning. Specifically, cooperating teachers and teacher 
candidates were asked a series of questions to explore whether 
or not they believed they were now able to see more clearly the 
dynamics of how a classroom works, the process by which teach
ers plan lessons and implement curriculum, and other issues related 
to professional development. Furthermore, teacher candidates and 
cooperating teachers were asked to explore the ways in which they 
learned from their P-12 students and how co-constructed knowl
edge informed their teaching and learning practices. The following 
are sample interview questions: 

1. How was the co-teaching experience a success for you? 
2. How was the co-teaching experience a success for your P-12 

students? 
3. How were you better able to differentiate instruction using the 

co-teaching model? 
4. How have your understandings and practices of classroom 

management changed using the co-teaching model? 
5. How have you grown professionally using the co-teaching 

model? 

In addition to interviews, observations were made by the staff, 
trainers, and the faculty supervisor in each of the co-learning class
rooms. Approximately 300 hours were spent in the field to observe 
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how cooperating teachers and teacher candidates implemented 
the co-learning model during student teaching. Observation notes 
were used to triangulate interview and survey responses in order to 
discover emerging themes. 

Finally, the co-learning pmticipants were asked to complete an 
end-of-experience survey that addressed challenges and successes 
with the co-learning model, professional development (sample 
questions included lesson planning, knowledge of curriculum, and 
classroom management), as well as how the pmticipants learned 
from each other during this co-learning experience (i.e. cooperat
ing teacher learning from the teacher candidate and P-12 students, 
teacher candidate learning from the cooperating teacher and P-12 
student, and both the teacher candidate and cooperating teacher 
addressed how the P-12 students learned from both teachers in the 
classroom). 

Analysis 
The analysis began after the initial interviews, observations, 

and/or personal anecdotes were documented (Maxwell, 1996). The 
cooperating teacher and teacher candidate interviews, observa
tions, and field notes were analyzed using a constant comparative 
qualitative assessment of dominant themes that emerged during the 
process. Constant comparison was used in order to chunk the data 
into meaning units. The chunks were coded according to over
arching commonalities illustrated in the data. Analysis of the data 
repotted in this study was done using an iterative process of pattern 
coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Coding was done individu-
ally by four faculty members who then met and adjusted coding 
categories before coding a second time. After consultations, all 
four researchers agreed upon the emergent themes and exemplars. 
Results of the analysis were reported to principals and staff mem
bers at the patticipating schools and were used as source data in 
working groups at the University to suggest improvements to the 
co-learning experience. 
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Results 
Creating and implementing a co-learning model for student 

teaching was examined to determine cooperating teachers' and 
teacher candidates' professional growth in a dynamic community 
of learners. In addition, we explored how P-12 students benefited 
in this co-learning model. This research examined the co-learning 
model as one way to help candidates learn about teaching in 
environments in which they would authentically use their new 
knowledge. 

Classroom Management 
Teacher candidates in this study said that using the co-learning 

model helped them to become more attentive to classroom manage
ment issues and each student's learning needs. For example, one 
teacher candidate commented that gaining classroom management 
techniques was the greatest benefit: 

In my classroom I feel like a lot of how I learned classroom 
management was observing and watching and then t1y-
ing to mirror with what she was doing but try to adapt it to 
my own ... 'Cause I can't do exactly what someone else is 
doing, 'cause it's not me ... Learning how to adapt that and 
still be stern and seeing the value in structure with some 
fluidity in that as well. I've learned most of my classroom 
management from I think co-teaching, because of her 
attention-getters. I've used hers, but then she said I should 
create my own, so I would do that depending on the les
son ... Just like adapting and modifying (1st grade, teacher 
candidate). 

Teacher candidates had discussed co-teaching strategies with 
other teacher candidates in seminar classes. From those conversa
tions candidates believed that instructional minutes were used more 
efficiently to meet diverse learning needs when there were two 
teachers in the classroom. In addition, teacher candidates stated that 
the co-planning process helped them gain a deeper understanding 
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of how to plan and pace cohesive curriculum, develop an ability to 
implement constructivist lessons, and create an environment that 
provided natural opportunities to ask pedagogical and pedagogical 
content knowledge questions. "I always would ask her why? Why 
did you do this? Why is this considered a better practice?" (middle 
school math, teacher candidate). 

Questioning Skills 
Additionally, teacher candidates gained a deeper understand

ing of how to ask questions that encouraged students to analyze, 
explore, and dig more deeply into the content. One teacher candi
date commented, 

I can't ask the better questions quite yet, so I like that I can 
hear my CT ask those questions when we are team teaching 
or even when I am lead teaching and she inte1jects better 
questions. Then the next time I teach that lesson, I know 
what questions to ask and I will know what questions get 
students to think more critically or better understand the 
content (middle school math, teacher candidate). 

Improving questioning skills also allowed teacher candidates to 
differentiate instruction to ensure all learners were engaging in the 
content. 

There were different situations where a student wouldn't 
understand how I explained but could easily follow how 
my cooperating teacher explained it and vice versa. They 
were also able to benefit by having either I or my coop
erating teacher pulling out kids when necessary for more 
individualized instruction. This helped keep kids up to pace 
and even helped with behavior issues (2nd grade, teacher 
candidate). 

Fmthermore, "the co-teacher would have a purposeful vision 
on what demographic of student was going to be assisted the most 
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during a particular lesson. This allowed for the assistant to help 
deliver the material in either a faster or slower rate, and/or in a 
more personal manner (2nd grade, teacher candidate)." The coop
erating teacher constantly modeled best practice for the teacher 
candidate, and eventually, the teacher candidate was able to imple
ment similar management and instructional strategies. 

Collaboration 
In this study, cooperating teachers maximized the resources to 

meet the professional needs of the teacher candidates, learned addi
tional research-based instructional strategies, established a profes
sional relationship with teacher candidates based on mutual respect, 
felt more optimistic about the future of the education field, felt less 
isolation, and felt increased professional growth. "This model has 
pushed me professionally to develop clear organizational fo1mats 
to help my teacher candidate see how I teach and help the transition 
for them to teach my students with precisions (1st grade, cooperat
ing teacher)." Pedagogically, data show that cooperating teachers 
perceived the co-learning model as an effective way to differentiate 
instruction. This helped them meet the needs of all levels of learn
ers in the classroom in a more timely manner and model collab
orative behavior to students. Additionally, the co-learning model 
facilitated development of professional partnerships that enhanced 
the ability to plan, instruct, and engage P-12 students in the learn
ing activities, and assess the students' academic learning gains. 
For example, "students liked being able to separate into groups for 
re-teaching or for offering extension opportunities; team teaching 
gave us an opportunity to blend our styles which was great for the 
students, since each of us had distinctly different strengths (2nd 
grade, cooperating teacher)." 

Cooperating Teacher as Learner 
A theme that emerged from the data was that the cooperating 

teachers also gained new knowledge in this process from the inter
actions among students, the cooperating teacher, and the teacher 
candidate. Cooperating teachers expressed the need to be learners 
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in this collaborative model, as the teacher candidate could provide 
innovative ideas that could enhance curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment. "The cooperating teacher has to be a learner during the 
co-learning process, because I often learn new strategies from my 
teacher candidate either in the planning sessions or in the instruc
tion." One cooperating teacher stated she "grew as a teacher and 
had the ongoing opportunities to collaborate." In the following 
interview transcript, she elaborated. 

I learned from my co-teacher. She is a whiz at technology! 
I know technology and SIOP better because of her. Also, 
I learned about current special education and neurosci
ence and learning research from her. She had ideas I found 
refreshing and innovative. We spend SO much time in 
collaboration: planning, reflecting, formative assessment 
discussions, etc. We were able to employ new strategies 
for instruction and group configurations because there 
were two of us. I strongly feel that in terms of my profes
sional development, I was able to redefine some "best 
practices" and ways to better engage MORE kids, MORE 
often and with greater success and outcomes for KIDS! I 
improved my repertoire of teaching strategies and practices 
and engaged in more frequent more meaningful collegial 
dialogue (kindergarten, cooperating teacher). 

In addition, one cooperating teacher said, "You have to be 
humble and learn from the teacher candidate ... they have a lot of 
great strategies to offer" (2nd grade, cooperating teacher). 

P-12 Learning 
Drawing from classroom observations, interview transcripts, 

and end-of-experience surveys, the P-12 students in this study 
appeared to be learning from both the cooperating teacher and the 
teacher candidate; asking questions of both teachers and respond
ing to discipline from both teachers was evident across all observa
tions. Additionally, when the co-learning trainers reviewed learning 
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data from the co-teachers' work samples, it was evident that the 
P-12 students demonstrated learning gains from the candidates' 
instructional units. Moreover, P-12 students in this study appeared 
to value highly having the support of two teachers and felt that their 
own learning and behavioral needs were met. One teacher candi
date commented, 

Our students were able to learn equally from two differ-
ent teachers, sometimes learning two ways to come to an 
answer or getting to work with whatever teacher best suited 
their needs. They also saw us as equals in the classroom, 
especially when watching us teach at the same time. I think 
we set a great example for them when it comes to coopera
tion and working together (3rd grade, cooperating teacher). 

As a teacher candidate was preparing the students for her depar
ture at the end her student teaching experience, one second grade 
student commented, "So we are only going to have one teacher? 
What's the point?" The national call for improvement in clinical 
experiences encourages exploration of potentially more beneficial 
models for candidates, teacher preparation programs, and the P-12 
schools that support clinical placement. The co-learning model is 
emerging as a successful approach to this problem. A cooperating 
teacher stated, "My teaching load was shared, but the outcome for 
the students was doubled!" 

Challenges 
In teacher education programs, teacher candidates are often 

trained to think of themselves as "guests" in their student teaching 
classrooms and to respect and follow the structures and processes 
that the cooperating teacher has in place. However, under the co
teaching model, teacher candidates are asked to co-teach, co-plan, 
and co-assess with sometimes ve1y little background knowledge 
and experience to do so. Moreover, because they are trained to be 
"guests," they often feel that they are stepping on the cooperating 
teacher's toes or being disrespectful when they offer alternative 
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solutions, let alone telling the cooperating teacher what they will be 
doing during a pa1ticular lesson. During check-in sessions with the 
cooperating teachers in this study, it became apparent that cooper
ating teachers do want the teacher candidates to take more initiative 
in the planning, teaching, and assessing they were doing together. 

This is an interesting challenge for teacher education programs 
using the co-learning model, as it assumes that all teacher candi
dates are ready to fulfill those requirements of taking the lead on 
planning, teaching, and assessing. This leads to a second chal
lenge of the co-learning model for student teaching. Do teacher 
candidates get enough "full-time" teaching under this model? 
Cooperating teachers in the study stated that they thought it was 
crucial for the teacher candidates' future success to be given oppor
tunities to "solo" plan, teach, and assess. 

Significance of the Study 
While co-teaching is not a new phenomenon, applying its 

fundamentals to a co-learning model that investigates the fluid-
ity of knowledge transmission among the students, cooperating 
mentor teacher, and the teacher candidate is a relatively new area 
of study. Our data supported this expansion of the co-teaching 
model. Our emphasis was to demonstrate how cooperating teachers 
and teacher candidates grew professionally and formed a dynamic 
learning community with their students. It explored the transmis
sion of professional knowledge among the cooperating teacher, the 
teacher candidate, and the P-12 students and sought to discover 
what new teacher knowledge is gained when the P-12 student, the 
cooperating mentor teacher, and the teacher candidate become joint 
sojourners (Brantmeier, n.d.) in a co-learning model. 
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