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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this hermeneutic phenomenological study was to describe and understand the
experiences of co-teaching all-online through the perspectives of general education and special
education co-teachers at the middle school level during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study
followed Bandura’s social cognitive theory with emphasis on self-efficacy and reciprocal
determinism as it explains how people think, feel, motivate themselves, and behave. The study
answered the following overarching research question: How do co-teachers perceive their ability
to implement all-online learning during the COVID-19 pandemic? The school setting for this
study is in Sunny County Public Schools (pseudonym) which is a suburban public school district
in East Georgia. The researcher used individual interviews, focus groups, and journal prompts to
triangulate the data. A cross-case and thematic analysis organized the findings of the co-teachers’
descriptions into themes for an analysis of each perspective during the pandemic. Three themes
emerged from the data that include building relationships, collaborating effectively, and adapting
to the virtual environment. The study provides valuable insights into the opportunities and
recommendations for improving virtual co-teaching practices, with implications for school
districts and co-teachers. Future research is recommended to further explore the impact of virtual
co-teaching on teacher self-efficacy, collaboration, and student achievement.

Keywords: Co-teaching, COVID-19, Barriers to co-teaching, Emergency remote learning,

benefits of co-teaching
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
The World Health Organization (WHO, 2022) declared COVID-19 a global pandemic
forcing teachers and students to adapt to remote-online classes. Many school districts switched to
remote-online learning immediately, and teachers had to quickly re-design the curriculum and
instruction that administrators initially designed for face-to-face teaching (Cucinotta & Vanelli,
2020). This hermeneutic phenomenological study describes the lived experiences of middle
school special education and general education co-teachers from suburban East Georgia while
co-teaching virtual classes during the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2020-2021 academic year.
Through this study, the teachers described their experiences with co-teaching together in a
completely online teaching format. This chapter introduces the research and discusses the history
of inclusive education and how it led to co-teaching as a popular service delivery model. The
following sections address the background, problem, and purpose statement, the significance of
the study, research questions, definitions, and a chapter summary.
Background
Students with disabilities have traditionally faced exclusion and mistreatment by
educational systems (Yell et al., 2020a). During the COVID-19 pandemic, American K-12 public
schools followed a standard instructional approach that was not tailored to individual needs to
educate students with and without disabilities (Adkins & Guerreiro, 2018). Therefore, the
background section reviews the research problem's historical, theoretical, and social context. The
historical context section briefly discusses inclusive education and the emergence of co-teaching.
The theoretical contexts section describes pivotal studies and theories that are the basis for this

study. Additionally, the social context section addresses the social aspects related to the study.
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Historical Context

Historically, stakeholders separated students with disabilities into separate classrooms
categorized by disability (Williamson et al., 2020). Educational leaders often institutionalized
these students, isolated them from their peers, and provided instruction in self-contained
classrooms consisting only of other students with disabilities (Coviello & DeMatthews, 2021). In
1954, the U.S. Supreme Court case Brown vs. Board of Education sparked a new debate to make
education equal for Black people and all students regardless of race, gender, or disability (Yell &
Bateman, 2019). Other monumental court cases (e.g., Mills vs. Board of Education of District of
Columbia and PARC vs. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania) followed the Brown decision (Yell,
2022). Together, these cases set a precedent for the ruling that every student deserves a free and
appropriate public education (FAPE) and the foundation for the Education for All Handicapped
Children Act (EHA) (Colker, 2020; Williamson et al., 2020).

EHA (1975) mandated public schools in each state to provide students with disabilities
equal access to education in the least restrictive environment (LRE) (Ennis et al., 2017). In 1990,
it was reauthorized and named the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) (Yell &
Bateman, 2019). Around 1994, representatives from 92 governments met in Spain to influence
change worldwide, with two of the most influential documents for inclusive education, the
Salamanca Statement, and the Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (Joyce et al.,
2020). Beyond these measures, the initiative to include all students receiving a FAPE continues
to advance.

In response to legislation, evidence reveals that schools adopted inclusive practices to
accommodate special-needs students in general education classrooms (Cook et al., 2021;

McKenna & Brigham, 2021; Ricci et al., 2019). The laws legislators passed after the 1970s to
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protect students with special needs and disabilities led to co-teaching practices (DeMartino &
Specht, 2018; McKenna & Brigham, 2021). Co-teaching has become a widely practiced model
for schools in the United States (Chitiyo & Brinda, 2018; Pancsofar & Petroff, 2013). Co-
teaching emerged as a response to the reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act of 2004 (IDEA) and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) (Alsarawi,
2020). These acts called for high-quality teaching and the inclusion of students with disabilities
(SWD). Thus, school officials have adopted co-teaching practices to improve equality for
students with disabilities.

A co-taught classroom includes a special and general educator who blends their expertise
to share roles and responsibilities and implement differentiated instructional methods for
students with and without disabilities (Strogilos et al., 2020). Co-teaching includes using the six
co-teaching models: alternative teaching, one-teach-one-assist, one-teach-one-observe, parallel
teaching, station teaching, and team teaching (Friend et al., 2010; King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020;
Sinclair et al., 2018). Researchers have emphasized that the best outcomes for students in a co-
taught class occur when co-teachers develop parity; in this scenario, students and staff view the
co-teachers as equals who share roles and responsibilities (Hedin & Conderman, 2019). Co-
planning, co-instructing, and co-assessing are the foundations for effective co-teacher
collaborations (Rodriguez et al., 2021). Ineffective co-teaching causes challenges (Alnasser,
2021; Chitiyo, 2017; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2017). Thus, co-teaching is a collaborative effort
that affects all parties involved (Gbenakpon, 2018).

Theoretical Context
This qualitative study followed Bandura's (1977a, 1986) social cognitive theory (SCT) to

understand middle school general and special education teachers' virtual co-teaching experiences
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during the 2020-2021 academic year. Bandura introduced the SCT to explain the
interrelationships between human behavior, motivation, and action. This theory also assumes that
environmental factors (e.g., culture), personal attributes, and behavior influence how individuals
accomplish goals (Beauchamp et al., 2019; Pressley, 2021). This dissertation used SCT as a
framework for researching teachers' self-efficacy in academic spaces, particularly regarding
middle school co-teachers' virtual instructional experiences while teaching during the COVID-19
pandemic in the 2020-2021 school year.
Co-teaching and Theories

Researchers use a variety of theories to frame their studies on co-teaching. One approach
complementing SCT is Vygotsky's (1962) social development theory (SDT). Various researchers
use the zone of proximal development, a concept from SDT, to discuss how co-teaching allows
for differentiation and highlights the importance of the social environment for learning
(Murawski & Spencer, 2011; Murphy et al., 2015). Teachers' self-efficacy is another prominent
theory used by researchers to explore the practice of co-teaching at the K-12 level. Studies have
found a connection between teachers' self-efficacy and co-teacher effectiveness (Hawkman et al.,
2019; Wilson et al., 2020).
Virtual Co-teaching and Theories

After a thorough search for evidence of theory in co-teaching in the virtual K-12
environment, only a few articles explicitly related to general education teachers and collegiate
education surfaced. Pressley (2021) applied the SCT framework in the study to explain how self-
efficacy shapes the way elementary teachers perceived their instructional ability during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Burks (2004), Scribner-MacLean and Miller (2011), and Wilson and

VanBerschot (2014) all spoke regarding co-teaching online college courses. The authors of these
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articles did not specify a theoretical framework for their studies; however, Burks' (2004) purpose
was to examine the professors' perception of their first-year experience. Rather than focusing on
theory, Wilson and VanBerschot (2014) state that they use a practice-centered approach to
instructional design to tell a complete story and fill in the gaps more than a typical theory-based
research study. Scribner-MacLean and Miller (2011) discussed different strategies other
researchers have identified for successfully co-teaching online college students.
Social Context

Collaboration is critical for developing practices that effectively combat challenges in
educational contexts (Duran et al., 2021). Co-teaching is a direct collaborative model (Murawski
& Dieker, 2008), defined as two teachers who share the responsibility of instructing all students
within an inclusive classroom by co-planning and co-assessing (Colson et al., 2021; Friend &
Cook, 2017). Recently, co-teaching has become the most used and effective instructional model
worldwide (Pancsofar & Petroff, 2016). However, despite the increasing practice and evidence
of the benefits, co-teachers report challenges (Duran et al., 2021). In addition, research has
repeatedly shown a lack of knowledge by teachers and schools in implementing co-teaching
practices (Alnasser, 2021; Casserly & Padden, 2018).
Professional Development

Co-teachers have reported feeling underprepared to co-teach due to inadequate preservice
training (Kim & Pratt, 2021; Rexroat-Frazier & Chamberlin, 2019) and in-service professional
development (Pancsofar & Petroff, 2016; Rexroat-Frazier & Chamberlin, 2019). Researchers
found that general education teacher preparation programs emphasize content proficiency more
than special education preparation (Colson et al., 2021). In contrast, special education preservice

teachers receive training in co-teaching practices; however, the training centers more on
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exceptionality categories and behavior management than collaboration with a general education
teacher (Kim & Pratt, 2021). Once in service, co-teachers should receive professional
development; however, researchers are finding that teachers are required to implement co-
teaching prematurely before receiving the training (Pancsofar & Petroff, 2013; Shoulders & Krei,
2016). Teachers with more training opportunities experience a cheerful outlook towards co-
teaching and feel more confident implementing it than teachers without co-teaching training
(Guise et al., 2017; Pancsofar & Petroff, 2013).
Impact of Co-teachers' Attitudes on Students

Teachers' attitudes toward inclusive practices impact their instructional delivery
(Rexroat-Frazier & Chamberlin, 2019). Studies found that how teachers view co-teaching will
significantly impact their classroom management (Rexroat-Frazier & Chamberlin, 2019).
Teachers who do not consider themselves equipped to teach in an inclusive learning environment
will negatively affect students' learning processes (Connor & Cavendish, 2020). However, when
co-teachers have a positive outlook on co-teaching, the academic and social outcomes for
students with disabilities improve (Alnasser, 2021). Additionally, approaching co-teaching with
a positive attitude substantially impacts students' level of engagement (Strogilos & Avramidis,
2016).
Those Who Benefit

Researchers have shown co-teaching as a beneficial instructional model for inclusive
education (Alnasser, 2021; Duran et al., 2021; Pancsofar & Petroff, 2016). One way co-teaching
benefits students is by exposure to different teaching perspectives. In addition, there are benefits
to online co-teaching (Hulbert & McBride, 2004; Letterman & Dugan, 2004). Researchers have

found that virtual co-teaching allows co-teachers to discuss course content with each other
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(Hulbert & McBride, 2004; Letterman & Dugan, 2004). Thus, this study adds to the literature by
describing co-teachers' experiences that were not familiar with virtual co-teaching during the
pandemic. As a result, school districts in Georgia may understand what co-teaching looks like
virtually and how middle school co-teachers in Eastern Georgia implement the inclusive
practices of co-teaching.
Problem Statement

The problem is that general and special education co-teachers’ experiences teaching in a
virtual environment during the COVID-19 pandemic throughout the 2020-2021 academic year
are underrepresented in the field (Alnasser, 2021; Casserly & Padden, 2018; Yu, 2019). In
addition, researchers have identified that many educators do not understand transitioning from
traditional face-to-face courses to all-online (Dyment & Downing, 2020). For instance, k-12
teachers had trouble adapting lesson plans that kept students interested; these teachers requested
help planning activities for virtual learning and reported feeling that students were not receiving
the full support (Cardullo et al., 2021; Crawford et al., 2021). Similarly, teachers of students with
disabilities (SWD) reported having a lack of understanding of how to use various online tools
and create personalized synchronous and asynchronous activities to support the academic goals
of SWD (An et al., 2021; Cardullo et al., 2021; Parmigiani et al., 2021). Researchers have
studied k-12 teachers' experiences teaching virtually through the pandemic. However, there lacks
an emphasis on how teachers worked collaboratively in one virtual classroom during this
timeframe.

After extensive research, studies on the experiences of implementing co-teaching
practices virtually during the COVID-19 pandemic are small. For example, one study examined

the co-teaching experience of two librarians who team-taught all-online classes and reported
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enjoying sharing the workload and collaborating with a partner (Hulbert & McBride, 2004).
However, the researchers did not conduct this study during the pandemic. The Covid-19
pandemic forced schoolteachers to implement co-teaching online without preparation or training
(Chizhik & Brandon, 2020; Gillis & Krull, 2020; Waltman & McGinniss, 2020). Therefore, this
study fills the gap in the research by reporting this new element of virtual co-teaching during the
COVID-19 pandemic to understand the co-teachers' experiences in working together and any
new barriers or best practices for co-teaching that may have resulted from these experiences.
Purpose Statement

The purpose of this qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study was to describe and
understand the lived experiences of middle school co-teachers who co-taught virtually in Eastern
Georgia during the COVID-19 pandemic throughout the 2020-2021 academic year. Virtual co-
teaching is defined as two instructors, a general education teacher and a special education
teacher, delivering instruction jointly using six different models (King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020;
Pancsofar & Petroff, 2016; Sinclair et al., 2018).

Significance of the Study

The details surrounding the significance of the study describe how it contributes to the
body of knowledge in education, specifically around co-teaching. First, the theoretical sub-
section briefly illustrates the social cognitive theory (SCT) and two components: self-efficacy
and the model of triadic reciprocal causation. Next, the empirical section describes the
qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological approach this study will take to describe co-teachers'
experiences. Lastly, the practical area articulates the knowledge gained from this study and its
significance to stakeholders in Eastern Georgia.

Theoretical Significance
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This study focused on two tenants of Bandura's (1986) social cognitive theory (SCT),
self-efficacy theory and the triadic reciprocal causation system. Self-efficacy is an individual's
belief in their capability to perform a task well (Bandura, 1986; Zimmerman, 1983). Individuals
with high self-efficacy view challenging tasks as obstacles to conquer (Bandura, 1997). In an
educational context, an individual with low self-efficacy toward instruction lacks the confidence
to help struggling learners and resists using varying teaching strategies to instruct all learners.
Self-efficacy beliefs significantly contribute to the system of triadic reciprocal causation (Schunk
& DiBenedetto, 2020). The triadic reciprocal causation model states that an individual's
cognition, behavior patterns, and environmental events all operate as interacting determinants
which influence one another bidirectionally (Bandura, 1978). This study's interacting
components are the co-teacher's self-efficacy, the virtual teaching environment during a
worldwide pandemic, and teaching practices.

Empirical Significance

This study employed qualitative methods to describe the lived experiences of middle
school co-teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic. A hermeneutic phenomenological approach
was used to interpret the co-teachers' experiences. Qualitative methods recognize the subjective
experiential life of co-teachers and describe their experiences in depth (Patton, 2002). A
hermeneutic phenomenology method was preferred for this study because it focuses on the
essence of the teachers' lived experiences and my interpretation as an experienced co-teacher
(Crowther et al., 2017). The study interpreted co-teachers' perceptions of their experiences co-
teaching middle school students in a virtual classroom setting.

Practical Significance
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This research study focused on teacher experiences co-teaching middle school students in
North Central Georgia with and without disabilities in virtual classroom settings during the
COVID-19 pandemic in the U.S. This hermeneutic phenomenology study may add to the small
body of literature highlighting the need for more research on how co-teachers use inclusive
practices virtually. Although implementing co-teaching procedures seems evident, teachers still
misunderstand it in the face-to-face setting, let alone a virtual learning environment (Cruz &
Geist, 2019). Understanding co-teachers' experiences in this new teaching environment may help
address preparation for professional development for virtual co-teaching practices and ensure the
successful inclusion of students with disabilities in virtual general education classrooms. The
research findings may reinforce best practices, highlight the need for virtual co-teaching training
programs, and illuminate new ways to support inclusive education.

Research Questions

Quality research questions (R.Q.s) are the backbone of a research analysis (Moustakas,
1994; van Manen, 1990). Ratan et al. (2019) recognized appropriate R.Q.s as feasible,
interesting, novel, ethical, relevant, manageable, appropriate, potentially valuable, publishable,
and systematic. Therefore, this qualitative study featured one central research question (R.Q.)
and three sub-questions (S.Q.s). The R.Q. and S.Q.s yielded data to construct rich and detailed
descriptions of middle school co-teachers' lived experiences working in distance learning
classrooms throughout the 2020-2021 school year. Furthermore, information produced from R.Q.
and S.Q.s could fill multiple gaps in middle school educators' co-teaching and virtual
instructional experiences.

Central Research Question
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What were the lived experiences of middle school co-teachers who co-taught virtually
during the 2020-2021 school year?
Sub Question One

What were middle school general and special educators' experiences co-teaching in a
virtual classroom during the 2020-2021 school year?
Sub Question Two

What were middle school co-teachers' experiences transitioning to virtual learning amidst
the COVID-19 pandemic?
Sub Question Three

How was middle school co-teachers' self-efficacy influenced during the sudden change to
virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2020-2021 academic year?

Definitions

1. All-Online Learning - Schools offering an all-remote option or teachers assigned to run a
class fully online (Serravallo, 2020).

2. Co-teachers - General education and special education teachers who collaborate to co-
instruct and co-assess all students in an inclusive classroom using research-based
inclusive practices (Pancsofar & Petroff, 2016).

3. Co-teaching - An instructional strategy that requires a general education teacher and
special education teacher to deliver lessons together using six different delivery models:
1) parallel teaching, 2) station teaching, 3) team teaching, 4) alternative teaching, 5) one-
teach, one-assist, and 6) one-teach, one-observe (Pancsofar & Petroff, 2016).

4. Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) - Special education and related services

provided to K-12 students with disabilities at the expense of the public education system,
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which meet the standards of the state educational agency, and conforms to the
implementation of the individualized education plan (Yell & Bateman, 2019).

Hybrid Models - Schools adhering to one of the following models: students attend classes
in person half day and online half day five days a week; students participate in in-person
courses a couple of days each week and study at home the other days, or some students
attend classes online (via live streaming with video cameras) and others are physically
present in the classroom, and the teacher manages both groups of students simultaneously
(Serravallo, 2020).

Inclusion - The ongoing process of increasing all children's presence, participation, and
achievements in public schools and identifying and removing barriers (Qvortrup &
Qvortrup, 2018).

Individualized Education Plan (IEP) - A technical document for an individual with
special needs that outlines the supports, accommodations, and modifications given to the
student in the least restrictive environment (LRE) (Joyce et al., 2020).

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA/IDEIA) - A mandate that encompasses
procedural regulations and requires schools to identify students with disabilities (SWD)
and create individualized education plans (IEPs) for them (Joyce et al., 2020).
Intermittent Periods of Online Learning - are all in-person but need to shift to online
instruction when suspected or confirmed cases of COVID-19 popup and the class needs
to go into quarantine (Serravallo, 2020).

Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) - An environment where students with disabilities

integrate with non-disabled students to the maximum extent possible. They may only go
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to specialized or restricted settings when accommodations, modifications, supplementary
aids, and supports are ineffective in the general education class (Brown et al., 2019).

11. No Child Left Behind (NCLB) — A 2001 legislation aimed to close the achievement gap
for students of different ethnicities, socioeconomic statuses, and disabilities by allowing
the states more freedom over funding, support programs, and school choice options
related to low-achieving schools (Brown et al., 2019).

12. Online Learning - The use of technology to develop materials for virtual instructional
delivery (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020).

13. Pandemic Teaching - Teaching amid a crisis such as the COVID-19 pandemic, which
does not refer to teaching that occurs in a distance learning or homeschooling program
that parents have selected for their child to attend (Fisher et al., 2021).

14. Teacher Self-efficacy - The teacher's belief in their ability to organize and execute the
necessary actions and skills to accomplish a specific teaching task (Knoblauch &
Woolfolk Hoy, 2008).

15. The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EHA) - A law from Congress that
provides federal funding to public schools that comply with the mandates to provide free
and appropriate education to students with disabilities (Yell & Bateman, 2019).

Summary
This qualitative study described the lived experiences of co-teachers who co-taught
virtually throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Researchers have already identified that teachers
feel underprepared to implement co-teaching practices in the classroom (Alnasser, 2021;
Casserly & Padden, 2018; Yu, 2019). Therefore, it was essential to explore the lived experiences

of co-teachers during the COVID-19 pandemic and the sudden switch to online learning
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environments as it influences the experiences of middle school co-teachers. Suppose co-teachers
were already facing challenges, such as a lack of knowledge of special education law and
research-based inclusion practices (Shin et al., 2016). In that case, these changes may continue
exacerbating those struggles, and new challenges may surface. Additionally, a crucial factor in
this study was understanding middle school co-teachers' perceptions of their success and barriers
to co-teaching implementation. This study adds to the existing research and bring awareness to

the current issues middle school co-teachers in east Georgia are experiencing.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
A systematic review of the literature was conducted to explore the essence of the lived
experiences of general and special education teachers who co-taught middle school students in
virtual classrooms during the 2020-21 academic year due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This
chapter presents a review of the current literature related to the topic of study. In the first
section, two components of social cognitive theory are addressed, including reciprocal
determinism and self-efficacy, followed by a synthesis of recent literature regarding the
development of inclusive education, co-teaching as a service delivery model, and co-teaching in
a middle school environment. Additionally, literature on the background of COVID-19 and the
role the pandemic played in the experiences of co-teachers will be examined. Lastly, a gap in
the literature is identified, presenting a valid need for the study.
Theoretical Framework
A teacher's working environment is complex and continuously changing. Teachers are

responsible for navigating through this environment regardless of clear and identifiable success
criteria. Teachers must rely on their capabilities to effectively influence their environment and
regulate their behavior to succeed in their work setting. Tendencies associated with actively
controlling the environment, the teachers' self-efficacy, and their actions would be beneficial to
developing acceptable teaching practices (Converse et al., 2012). Therefore, the study's
framework focused on Albert Bandura’s (1986) social cognitive theory, emphasizing the triadic
reciprocal causation model to describe the co-teacher's experiences through the

interconnectedness of virtual environment, inclusive teaching practices, and self-efficacy.
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Historical Context

Social cognitive theory (SCT) was born out of social learning theory, which emphasizes
how individuals learn behavior through observing, modeling, and imitating other individuals'
behaviors, attitudes, and emotional reactions (Bandura, 1977a). Once Bandura realized the
theory did not account for how people develop various behaviors such as thoughts and feelings,
he decided to modify the theory and developed a new name, social cognitive theory; (SCT), to
help distinguish this updated version from its predecessor (Bandura, 1986). The new
modification is a psychological perspective on human functioning that highlights the critical role
of the social environment on an individual’s motivation, learning, and self-regulation (Schunk &
DiBenedetto, 2020). People’s advanced cognitive and social capacities enable them to exercise a
measure of control over their lives. In return, they are producers of their environment, not just
products of it. Although the SCT is a term coined by Bandura, researchers, including
Zimmerman (1983), Schunk (1989), Usher and Pajares (2008), have helped to develop, test, and
expand the theory in significant ways. This study centered on Bandura’s perspective using two
components of SCT: triadic reciprocal determinism and self-efficacy.
Triadic Reciprocal Determinism

Social cognitive theorists view behavior as an influence of interactions between people's
thoughts and their social context or environment. Thus, triadic reciprocal determinism says an
individual’s cognition, behavioral patterns, and environmental events all operate as interacting
determinants that influence one another bidirectionally (Bandura, 1978). Therefore, the triadic
components of causation are interlocking determinants of each other and consist of behavior,
cognition, and social context (Bandura, 1986). Behavior is the individual's actions or decisions;

cognition is their internal competencies such as self-efficacy; and environment relates to external
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or situational factors (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). For example, an individual's efficacy and
outcome expectations affect how they behave, and the environmental effects created by their
actions, in turn, alter their expectations (Bandura, 1978).

The researcher sought out co-teachers whose teaching environment abruptly changed due
to the COVID-19 pandemic and described their experiences of implementing inclusive practices
in the new virtual setting. The model of reciprocal determinism posits that the environment can
influence an individual’s thoughts and actions (Bandura, 1978), and the researcher described
those influences on the participants through their accounts of their experiences. These
experiences generated by the co-teachers’ inclusive teaching practices also partly determine their
self-efficacy and affect their subsequent behavior. The framework of triadic reciprocal
determinism can shed light on behaviors based on co-teachers’ working conditions and personal
attributes. It could also provide context for understanding co-teachers’ instructional practices
(Hivner et al., 2019), how they implemented lessons in virtual classrooms, and how those
adjustments impacted co-teachers’ lived experiences.

Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy beliefs significantly contribute to the quality of human functioning and are
an essential internal factor in the triadic reciprocal determinism relationship (Schunk &
DiBenedetto, 2020). Thus, beliefs regarding self-efficacy are products of the triadic reciprocal
causation model, which describes how an individual's behavior, environment, and personal
characteristics constantly interact (Bandura, 1977b, 1986). The effective use and execution of
behavioral, social, and cognitive subskills strongly relate to an individual's beliefs of personal
efficacy in executing these skills (Bandura, 1986; Bandura & Wood, 1989). Bandura (1986,

1997) further explored the influential role of personal efficacy under the term 'self-efficacy'.
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Self-efficacy is individuals' beliefs in their capabilities to produce desired results by their actions
(Bandura, 1986).

Additionally, self-efficacy is an internal cognitive process that influences individuals'
beliefs about their ability to perform well under adverse circumstances. (Bandura, 1986;
Zimmerman, 1983). Thus, self-efficacy beliefs focus on the judgments individuals have of
themselves regarding what they can do with the skills they possess (Bandura, 1986). Perceived
beliefs of self-efficacy affect how well they will use their capacities (Bandura & Wood, 1989).
Therefore, people's perceived self-efficacy is not general but relates to specific situations
(Maddux & Volkmann, 2010). For instance, teachers can judge themselves as competent in a
specific inclusive instructional strategy and less competent when implementing it in an online
environment. Perceived self-efficacy is not a part of an individual's personality but a temporary
and easy-to-influence characteristic that is strictly situational and task-related (Maddux &
Volkmann, 2010).

Major Principles

The SCT conceptualizes perceived self-efficacy as individuals' self-referent judgments
through cognitive processing of various sources of efficacy information (Bandura, 1986;
Bandura, 2001; Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). People develop self-efficacy beliefs by
integrating information from four sources: mastery experience, vicarious experience, verbal
persuasion, and physiological states (Bandura, 1977a, 1986, 1995, 1997; Maddux & Volkmann,
2010; Schunk & Usher, 2019). For instance, when teachers believe they can control the learning
environment, they have the motivation to exercise their efficacy fully, which enhances the
likelihood of success (Bandura & Wood, 1989). Experiences of success, in turn, provide

behavioral validation of personal efficacy and environmental controllability (Bandura & Wood,
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1989). In contrast, when teachers approach circumstances as uncontrollable, they are likely to
exercise their efficacy abortively, producing failure experiences (Bandura & Wood, 1989). The
following sub-sections describe individuals' informational sources to appraise their self-efficacy
(Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020).

Mastery Experiences. In line with the SCT, it is essential to consider the role of
previous behavior on an individual's self-efficacy. Mastery experience relates to the individual
experiencing victory in previous challenging task performance (Bandura, 1997.) The self-
efficacy theory implies that feelings of self-efficacy emerge from experiences of success or
failure that arise through attempts to master actual tasks (Bandura, 1977b; Williams & Williams,
2010). Mastery experiences are the most reliable source of self-efficacy because they indicate
ability and are especially powerful when a person accomplishes a task they view as demanding
(Bandura, 1977a, 1997; Gale et al., 2021). When people succeed, self-efficacy is usually more
substantial for that behavior; likewise, exposure to failure diminishes self-efficacy (Maddux &
Volkmann, 2010). However, when people develop a strong self-efficacy, one failure will not
have much influence.

Researchers have shown that mastery experiences are essential to teachers' self-efficacy
(Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). In an
academic setting, perceptions of successful past performances lead to increased self-efficacy
beliefs, whereas perceptions of failure lead to a decrease in self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura,
1997b; Gale et al., 2021; Morris et al., 2017; Thomas et al., 2020). Thus, mastery experiences are
vital for a teachers' self-efficacy, given that they motivate an educator to reflect on previous
situations to accomplish goals (Gale et al., 2021; Morris et al., 2017). For example, if co-teachers

in inclusive classrooms experience difficulties managing technology, they may believe they
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cannot assist students on an online platform (Corry & Stella, 2018). Additionally, the past
successes and failures the co-teachers have experienced in a face-to-face environment can affect
their self-efficacy in a virtual situation (Corry & Stella, 2018).

Vicarious Experiences. People appraise their self-efficacy based on vicarious
experiences or their observations of others (Gale et al., 2021; Maddux & Volkmann, 2010).
Observers use these experiences to form expectancies about their behavior and consequences
(Maddux & Volkmann, 2010). Observing others' success can raise the observers’ self-efficacy,
whereas observing failures can lower it. There is a higher effect when the model is a significant
other or someone of high regard (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). For instance, vicarious learning
encounters develop when a teacher mirrors the instructional practices of a seasoned educator in a
similar situation (Bandura, 1986; Ford et al., 2017). Evidence from researchers demonstrates that
vicarious influence allows an observer to pinpoint when a teacher struggles with instructional
practices (Morris et al., 2017; Pfitzner-Eden, 2016).

In a co-teaching setting, vicarious learning can occur through the co-teacher's use of the
one-teach, one-observe, or the one-teach one-assist co-teaching models. In one-teach, one-
observes, and one-teach, one-assist co-teaching models, one teacher assumes the lead teaching
role while the other actively supports instruction (Ansari Ricci et al., 2021; Cook & Friend,
1995). Each teacher can learn from one another by assuming the role of the observer who
watches the model teacher's actions and behaviors (Gebauer et al., 2020). Successful learning
experiences happen based on the assumed similarities in capabilities and knowledge of both the
observer and model (Gebauer et al., 2020). Observing co-teacher's self-efficacy can increase by
recognizing that they can copy the model co-teacher's delivery of instruction (Bandura, 1994;

Schunk & Pajares, 2002). The model teacher's lesson or course of action is recognized, retained,
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reinforced, and repeated by the observing teacher through mental processing, leading to the
actual performance of the previously observed action (Bandura & Jeffrey, 1973).

Verbal Persuasion. Feedback influences self-efficacy beliefs, which impacts
performance (Williams & Williams, 2010). Persuasive verbal input from other people, such as
the statement "You can do it!", affects self-efficacy (Maddux & Volkmann, 2010). However, the
power to influence an individual's self-efficacy depends on the expertness of the evaluator and
their trustworthiness and attractiveness to the individual (Maddux & Volkmann, 2010).
Additionally, verbal persuasion can be effective when constructive criticism is considered
credible and sincere (Bandura, 1986; Gale et al., 2021).

In an academic setting, positive critiques reduce teachers' stress (Menon & Sadler, 2018).
When teachers are not yet skilled at making accurate self-appraisals, they will often depend on
others to provide evaluative feedback and judgments about their performance (Usher & Pajares,
2008). Social persuasions may be limited in creating enduring increases in teacher self-efficacy.
Researchers believe that negative social persuasion is more substantial than positive and can
quickly undermine an individual's self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997; Usher & Pajares, 2008).
Nonetheless, influential mentors should encourage teachers to measure success in terms of
personal growth rather than triumph over others.

Physical and Emotional State. Researchers found that some teachers rely on emotions
and physiological arousal when assessing whether they can complete a task (Gale et al., 2021,
Menon & Sadler, 2018; Morris et al., 2017). Physiological and emotional states serve as essential
sources of information for self-efficacy development (Bandura, 1997b). Specifically, for
teachers, a positive affective evaluation of the work environment may be interpreted as an

indicator of personal competence that partly informs teachers' self-efficacy beliefs (Granziera &



33

Perera, 2019; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). When people associate poor performance or
perceived failure with unpleasant physiological arousal and success with pleasant emotions, their
self-efficacy is impacted in negative and positive ways (Maddux & Volkmann, 2010). Emotional
states such as anxiety can cause individuals to doubt their performance capabilities (Maddux &
Volkmann, 2010). In contrast, a feeling of calmness could create confidence in an individual's
abilities to perform successfully (Maddux & Volkmann, 2010).

Teacher Self-efficacy

Teaching efficacy emerged mainly from self-efficacy, a construct derived from Bandura's
SCT (Corry & Stella, 2018; Ogah, 2006). According to the SCT, self-efficacy refers to beliefs
about an individual's capability to execute actions required to attain valued goals in specific
domains (Granziera & Perera, 2019; Perera & John, 2020). In teaching, efficacy refers to
teachers' self-referent judgments about their capability to accomplish teaching-related tasks
required to achieve academic goals (Granziera & Perera, 2019). Teacher self-efficacy is a
teachers' belief relating to confidence in their perceived ability to provide academic instruction
and bring about positive educational outcomes in the students they teach (Bandura, 1986, 1997;
Ogah, 2006; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998). The literature holds that teacher efficacy comprises
three dimensions: self-efficacy for classroom management, instructional strategies, and student
engagement (Granziera & Perera, 2019; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001).

In a traditional academic setting where students are face-to-face, student achievement
correlates with teacher self-efficacy (Goddard et al., 2000; Tschannen-Moran et al., 1998).
Researchers suggest there are differences in the face-to-face classroom context and the virtual
classroom context that are profound enough to warrant study on the comparisons of the qualities

and characteristics of the teaching/learning experience (Corry & Stella, 2018). In addition to
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context, environment, and task specificity are also significant components of teacher self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1997b; Pajares, 1992; Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). The
evidence discusses teachers’ self-efficacy, and in the context of an inclusive environment, a
teacher who collaborates with another in the same classroom is a co-teacher (Colson et al., 2021;
Friend & Cook, 2017). Therefore, there is justification for examining the experiences of co-
teachers’ self-efficacy in virtual teaching.
Social Cognitive Theory and Co-teacher Experiences during the COVID Pandemic

This qualitative inquiry explored middle school co-teachers’ virtual instruction
experiences during the 2020-2021 academic year. Many educators reported the pandemic’s
stressful work conditions and abrupt changes (Baker et al., 2021; Kaden, 2020). Participants in
one study reported feeling they could not balance work-life and home life during the pandemic
(An et al., 2021). In an additional study, teachers reported online teaching as impossible to
implement due to a pervasive lack of resources (Baker et al., 2021). Teachers experienced
challenges such as a lack of familiarity with online teaching formats and rapidly changing
approaches required by their administrators for contacting students and families, documenting
their work, and attending meetings (Baker et al., 2021). Core components (such as reciprocal
determinism and self-efficacy) of Bandura’s (1986) SCT helped inform the dynamics of co-
teachers’ virtual teaching experiences based on their work environments, personal attributes,
attitudes, and behaviors (Bourne et al., 2021). As a result, SCT and these core components

addressed here serve as an appropriate theoretical framework that guided this study.
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Related Literature

The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, now known as IDEA
introduced in 2001, mandated that students with disabilities ages 3-21 receive a free and
appropriate education (FAPE) in public schools. The National Center for Education Statistics
(INCES], 2022) indicated that over 7 million students received special education services under
IDEA during the 2020-2021 school year. Among those students served, 66% spent 80% or more
of their time in inclusive general education classes with non-disabled peers (NCES, 2022). The
inclusion classroom setting includes general and special education teachers who co-teach to give
full access to the general education curriculum (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2017). The following
sections review the current literature on inclusion, the inclusive practice of co-teaching, and the
role the COVID-19 pandemic played in the experiences of co-teachers.
Inclusive Education

In recognizing the importance of addressing the learning needs of all students, the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEIA) reaffirmed teaching
students with disabilities in their least restrictive environment (Rodriguez et al., 2021). The least
restrictive environment includes teaching students with disabilities in the general education
classroom to the maximum extent possible (Amor et al., 2019; Rodriguez et al., 2021). Inclusive
education supports the right of all students with disabilities to have access to the same
curriculum as their general education peers (Amor et al., 2019; Rodriguez et al., 2021). Most
classrooms in the United States education system follow the inclusion model of instruction and
learning (Garwood, 2018). With an increase in the number of students with disabilities accessing
the content in inclusive settings, teachers must collaborate with their special education

colleagues (Amor et al., 2019; DeMatthews et al., 2020).
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History of School Inclusion in the United States

The United States government has created laws since the 1950s to ensure special
education students have equal access to free public education (Cornett & Knackstedt, 2020;
Smith & Larwin, 2021). Increased support for students with physical and learning disabilities
began when parents and advocates of children with special needs and disabilities protested,
allowing this population to go to school with non-disabled students (Francisco et al., 2020; Frey,
2019). Conversely, Brown v. Board of Education, Pennsylvania Association of Retarded
Citizens (PARC) v. the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, and Mills v. the District of Columbia
changed societal attitudes about the special needs and disabilities population. Brown was the
forerunner of school inclusion policies because the U.S. Supreme Court deemed the 'separate but
equal’ clause illegal (Cornett & Knackstedt, 2020; Kirby, 2017). This landmark decision also set
the tone for court rulings and federal laws prohibiting discriminatory practices against minorities,
including those with special needs and disabilities (Ault et al., 2018; Yell, 2022).

Before the Brown (1954) decision, public schools typically excluded children with
special needs and disabilities (Cornett & Knackstedt, 2020). The Brown ruling forced schools to
offer all students equal access to free quality education (Cramer et al., 2018). Brown also
established legal grounds for parents and advocates to fight for equal rights for special needs and
disabled students (Bricker et al., 2018; Frey, 2019; Hornbeck, 2017). Although the U.S. Supreme
Court abolished segregation in public schools with the Brown ruling, supporters fought tirelessly
for 20 years until the federal government imposed discriminatory legislation protecting children
with special needs and disabilities (Cornett & Knackstedt, 2020; Kirby, 2017). Advocates also
referenced the Brown decision in lawsuits against school districts and state laws excluding

students with disabilities (Frey, 2019; Yell, 2022).
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PARC was a foundational case for students with disabilities. For example, justices in the
PARC (1971) case upheld the Brown verdict by ruling against Pennsylvania legislation
preventing the special needs and disabilities population from participating in public school
activities. Families responsible for the PARC suit claimed the commonwealth of Pennsylvania
violated the federal rights of special needs and disabilities students by neglecting to give this
population a free quality education (Kirby, 2017; Smith & Larwin, 2021). One year after the
PARC ruling, the Mills (1972) decision led to governmental mandates requiring the District of
Columbia's board of education to allow children with special needs and disabilities equal rights
in public schools. The PARC and Mills verdicts led to federal laws prohibiting discriminatory
acts against special needs and disabled students (Bricker et al., 2018; Francisco et al., 2020).

Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965. The Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) (1965) depicts one of the first legislative policies to intervene in public
education. Researchers credited a joint effort by the Johnson administration and Congress for
introducing ESEA as a means for minorities and other traditionally marginalized populations to
achieve the American Dream (Casalaspi, 2017; Young, 2018). Bishop (2015) implied that ESEA
primarily emphasized improving the quality of K-12 teachers' instructional practices and school
district accountability. Additionally, Young et al. (2017) stated that ESEA did what states and
local governments could not do to ensure a quality education for underserved groups. ESEA
allocated federal funds to public K-12 schools and low-income families so that special education
students obtained proper schooling (Bishop, 2015; Darrow, 2016). Congress did not fully fund
ESEA leading to an abundance of issues (Hiese, 2017; Young, 2018).

Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975. The first law established for

students with disabilities was the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) of
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1975 (Ennis et al., 2017; Frey, 2019). EAHCA charged schools with teaching special education
students with their peers in general education courses (Kirby, 2017; Prince et al., 2018). To
receive federal funds, EAHCA mandated all public schools to offer students with disabilities
equal access to quality education (Ennis et al., 2017; Miller et al., 2019). EAHCA also mandated
schools to provide students a free and appropriate public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive
environment (LRE) (Frey, 2019). As a result, LRE and FAPE account for placing children with
special needs and disabilities in appropriate academic environments (Kirby, 2017). EAHCA also
mandated all public schools to include special education students in general education classes
(Francisco et al., 2020; Prince et al., 2018). In 1990, the U.S. Congress reauthorized EAHCA as
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) to counter the negative stigma of
educating special education students (Kirby, 2017; Turnage, 2020).

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1990. Congress signed IDEA into law in
1990 to accommodate individuals with special needs and disabilities in public education
(Chamberlain & Witmer, 2017; Ennis et al., 2017). IDEA is the "bill of rights" for special
education (Connolly & Wasserman, 2021, p. 52). Following the EAHCA (1975) legislation,
IDEA forces public school districts to grant FAPE and LRE for children with special needs and
disabilities (Kauffman et al., 2018; Turnage, 2020). IDEA also requires public schools to address
the needs of special education students by creating an Individualized Educational Plan (IEP)
before placing them in an LRE (Bateman, 2017; Kauffman et al., 2018). Based on the original
concept of IDEA, the Board of Education of the Hendrick Hudson Central School District v.
Rowley (1982; Rowley) court decision led the U.S. Supreme Court to determine the level(s) of

FAPE public school districts' need for special education students.
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Rowley. Rowley (1982) refers to one of the first special education court cases heard by
the U.S. Supreme Court (Prince et al., 2018). The Rowley case questioned whether a local school
district should be liable for providing an interpreter for a disabled child under the IDEA law
(Turnbull et al., 2018; Yell, 2019). The Rowley verdict led to educational policies mandating
schools to create IEPs targeting the special education student population's academic, cognitive,
and social progression despite a student's circumstances (Yell & Bateman, 2017). More
importantly, Supreme Court Justices decided that IDEA does not identify educational standards
for special needs and disabilities students outside of a FAPE (Cowin, 2018; Henry & Johnson,
2018). The Court, therefore, created a two-part assessment to evaluate the requirement of FAPE
under federal law (Yell & Bateman, 2017; Zirkel, 2020).

Known as the Rowley standard, Part | requires a court official or hearing officer to decide
whether school districts fulfilled obligations consistent with IDEA's guidelines (Turnage, 2020;
Zirkel, 2020). Part Il assesses whether public schools effectively constructed a student's IEP
(Cowin, 2018; Yell et al., 2020b). A successful IEP features a collaborative effort from
multidisciplinary professionals appointed by administrators to ensure schools meet IDEA's
standards (Prince et al., 2018; Yell, 2022). IDEA mandated schools and parents to tailor FAPE
according to the unique needs of students with an IEP (Yell & Bateman, 2017). However, the
IDEA law only requires public school districts to offer “some" educational benefits to special
education students without specifying which resources to offer (Cowin, 2018; Turnage, 2020).

Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994. Improving America's Schools Act (IASA)
(1994) represented the first legislation to replace ESEA (Hiese, 2017; Schuh et al., 2018). IASA
aimed to improve school district accountability, implement state assessments, and present more

rigorous academic guidelines for teachers and students (Brown et al., 2019; Hiese, 2017). IASA
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also reformed the Title | program, representing the most significant federal program designated
for low-achieving students in low-income districts (Margolis et al., 2016; Thurlow & Kopriva,
2015). The Title I program allowed each state to execute "less challenging" academic standards
for students from low socioeconomic families (Margolis et al., 2016). Research suggested that
IASA also improved standards making it easier to identify schools' failing students (Brown et al.,
2019; Schuh et al., 2018). However, IASA created problems because the government
implemented it without researching the law's potential impact (Greer, 2018).

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. Congress attempted to correct IASA's concerns with
the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (2001). NCLB held schools accountable for reporting
student performance and school improvement targets annually (Hiese, 2017). Before NCLB,
educational facilities did not report the academic performances of special education students in
general education classrooms (Brown et al., 2019; Greer, 2018). NCLB also expected public
school districts to hire highly qualified teachers for every classroom (Dennis, 2017; Fuller et al.,
2017). Furthermore, NCLB mandated each state to develop a Title | evaluation system (Hiese,
2017; Stern, 2016).

NCLB (2001) permitted corrective action recommendations from the U.S. Department of
Education when schools did not meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) standards for three
consecutive years (Fuller et al., 2017; Greer, 2018). However, each state used different
assessments under NCLB to define academic proficiency, leading to annual wide-ranging
performance results (Jacob, 2017). The law's over-reliance on standardized testing decreased
autonomy for each state, and universal academic goals posed concerns for district leaders, school
administrators, teachers, and parents (Darrow, 2016; Hiese, 2017). NCLB led to "heavy-handed"

policies designed to impose strict requirements holding states accountable for providing equal
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educational opportunities for all students (Duff & Wohlstetter, 2019). Every Student Succeeds
Act (ESSA, 2015) overhauled NCLB by returning power to states and local school districts (Duff
& Wohlstetter, 2019; Young et al., 2017).

Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015. The U.S. Congress replaced NCLB (2001) with
the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015) (Brown et al., 2019). ESSA is a flexible
framework designed to ensure K-12 public schools meet federal educational standards (Team,
2021). ESSA grants state flexibility in educational planning for students, but each state must
submit the plan to the U.S. Department of Education before approval (Kaul & Davis, 2018).
ESSA also challenged public school districts to hire effective teachers and leaders (Fuller et al.,
2017; Green & Bettini, 2020) and demanded rigorous instruction based on shared educational
standards (Kaul & Davis, 2018; Laughter, 2018). Additionally, ESSA ensures special education
students receive testing accommodations (Young et al., 2017).

NCLB is "deeply flawed" since it did not provide an equitable education for special
education students (Horsford et al., 2017). ESSA originated to correct mistakes from NCLB by
establishing measures to hold schools accountable for all students' performance (Kaul & Davis,
2018; Team, 2021). Understanding inclusiveness in an academic setting could improve the way
schools create programming designed to support school inclusion (Prince et al., 2018). Based on
ESSA's rules, districts must ensure schools foster an inclusive and safe learning environment for
all students (Young et al., 2017). Providing an inclusive academic space supports the
development of students with and without disabilities (Francisco et al., 2020; Kirby, 2017; Team,
2021).

Endrew v. Douglas County School System. In the case of Endrew (2017), what

qualifies as FAPE for one student may differ from what qualifies as FAPE for another student
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(Prince etal., 2018). In 2017, the U.S Supreme Court ruled against the Endrew family, deciding
that the Douglas County School District provided the boy a FAPE through his Individualized
Education Plan (IEP) (Yell & Bateman, 2017). After attending public school from preschool
until fourth grade, Endrew's parents became concerned with his academic growth in the public
school, so they enrolled him in a private school. At the private school, he made the most
progress; however, his parents decided to enroll him back into public school in his fifth year of
school. Through an IEP meeting, the parents noticed that Andrew's IEP team did not update his
IEP with new goals and objectives. The failure to implement behavioral programming and new
goals prompted them to register him back at the previous private school (Yell & Bateman, 2019).

The parent's request for a due process hearing, which allowed for private school tuition
reimbursement, reached the U.S Supreme Court in 2017 (Prince et al., 2018). At this hearing, the
Chief Justice ruled that "A substantive standard not focused on student progress would do little
to remedy the pervasive and tragic academic stagnation that prompted Congress to act... The
IDEA demands more" (Yell & Bateman, 2017, p.11). This court case clarified the second part of
the Rowley test by making it clear that educational benefit means academic and functional
progress (Yell & Katsiyannis, 2019). The Endrew and Rowley decisions specified different
benefits that IDEA afforded to special education students (Prince et al.,
2018). Endrew modernized the language of IDEA to reflect students with disabilities' progress
based on a reasonably calculated IEP appropriate for the child's state (Turnbull et al., 2018; Yell
& Bateman, 2017).
Inclusive Teaching Practices

Including students with special needs in mainstream courses requires an inclusive

education system and teaching methods. Due to the diverse educational needs of students in an
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inclusive classroom, teachers must use a variety of teaching practices (Paseka & Schwab, 2020).
Inclusive teaching practices that personalize instruction are a standard reference to differentiation
(Magableh & Abdullah, 2021; Paseka & Schwab, 2020). Differentiated instruction involves
modifications to the content to satisfy learners' individual learning needs (Magableh & Abdullah,
2021; Paseka & Schwab, 2020). Teachers can differentiate the content by providing materials on
students reading levels, differentiate the product by scaffolding, and differentiate the process
using co-teaching models (Magableh & Abdullah, 2021).

Inclusive Learning Environments

Today, children with special needs benefit from policies that protect and support them in
any academic environment (Hornby, 2021; Kirby, 2017). Special education is an instructional
space—including a classroom, medical facility, or a person's home authorized to support the
academic needs of individuals with disabilities (IDEA, 1990, 2001). School inclusion represents
much more than placing children in general education courses (Hebbeler & Spiker, 2016).
Inclusive learning environments give all students, including those with special needs and
disabilities, an opportunity to grow academically and socially (Prince et al., 2018). School
inclusion helps special education students gain a sense of belonging in a school environment
(Tracy-Bronson, 2020).

Many parents prefer that their children with special needs and disabilities learnin a
special education classroom rather than the general education (Kirby, 2017). However, special
education students and their peers without disabilities benefit from learning environments co-
taught by highly trained professionals in the general education classroom (Kirby, 2017; Weiss &
Glaser, 2021). The goal of academia is to create an inclusive space to support, nurture, and

encourage all students to excel academically and socially (Battaglia & Brooks, 2019; Pettit,
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2017; Wexler et al., 2021). Therefore, many K-12 school districts adopted co-teaching to support
special education students in one or more general education courses (Chitiyo, 2017; Scruggs &
Mastropieri, 2017; Shin et al., 2016). Information addressed subsequently explains the co-
teaching and instructional models used in a co-teacher's role.
Co-Teaching Instructional Practices

Collaborative co-teaching has become a popular instructional model used to educate and
support the inclusion of special education students in mainstream courses in the post-
Endrew (2017) era (Cook et al., 2017; Cook & McDuffie-Landrum, 2020; McKenna & Brigham,
2021; Weiss & Glaser, 2021). Co-teaching involves general education and special education
teachers co-instructing in an academic environment containing students with and without
disabilities (Colson et al., 2021; Friend & Cook, 2017). Co-teaching is an instructional model
that schools implement to meet academic standards, provide LRE, and ensure all students obtain
the best education from highly qualified teachers (Pratt et al., 2017). Additionally, co-teaching
includes a joint effort from trained professionals specialized in improving student learning
outcomes (Heisler & Thousand, 2021). General and special education co-teachers must
recognize applicable co-teaching practices to develop special education students' academically
and socially (Cook etal., 2017; Weiss & Glaser, 2021). Varying co-teaching practices identify
unique duties for both general and special educators (Heisler & Thousand, 2021; Sinclair et al.,
2018). Therefore, co-teachers need to be cognizant of assorted models to provide a quality
education no matter the student's developmental needs.
Common Co-Teaching Models

Ideally, co-teachers work in sync when delivering lessons in any classroom (King-Sears

& Jenkins, 2020; Weiss & Glaser, 2021; Wexler et al., 2018). Each co-teacher must understand
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what will occur throughout the school day (Pratt et al., 2017). Effective co-teachers agree upon
instructional models before presenting material to students (Cook et al., 2017). Both co-teachers
must also recognize appropriate times to modify content based on students' developmental
requirements (Cook et al., 2017; Pratt et al., 2017). Evidence suggests that implementing
different co-teaching models supports school inclusion and strengthens IEPs for special needs
students (Cook & McDuffie-Landrum, 2020; King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020). Standard co-teaching
models include alternative teaching, one-teach-one-assist, one-teach-one-observe, parallel
teaching, station teaching, and team teaching (King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020; Sinclair et al., 2018).

Alternative Teaching. Alternative teaching requires one co-teacher to present lessons to
most students in the classroom while the other co-teacher works with a smaller group (Chizhik &
Brandon, 2020; Sinclair et al., 2018). Alternative teaching works when co-teachers identify
learners who might need extra attention on specific skills (Shi et al., 2018). Alternative teaching
also allows co-teachers to create or modify content for a small group rather than the entire class
(Sinclair et al., 2018). A potential disadvantage with the alternative teaching model may arise if
students in the larger group stigmatize individuals assigned to the smaller group (Chizhik &
Brandon, 2020). Some co-teachers divide classes based on students' development and skillset to
mitigate the challenge of stigmatization (Cook et al., 2021).

One-Teach-One-Assist. One-teach-one-assist is the most utilized co-teaching model
(Chandler-Olcott, 2017; King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020). One-teach-one-assist permits one co-
teacher to lead instruction and the other to circulate the classroom to assist students struggling
with the material (Shi et al., 2018; Wexler et al., 2021). Even though this method keeps students
focused, it does not support the second teacher in establishing a role in the classroom (Chizhik &

Brandon, 2020). Using the one-teach-one-assist method too much could also lead students to
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view the second co-teacher as an assistant instead of a co-instructor (Pratt et al., 2017; Weiss &
Glaser, 2021). Nonetheless, evidence has shown that the one-teach-one-assist technique is
effective when one co-teacher presents lessons to the class while the second co-teacher provides
immediate assistance and feedback to learners when necessary (McGlynn & Kelly, 2019; Shi et
al., 2018).

One-Teach-One-Observe. The one-teach-one-observe model requires one co-teacher to
present the lesson while the other co-teacher observes the class (King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020; Shi
et al., 2018). The second co-teacher acts as the observer, screening behavior, engaging students,
and grading work while the other co-teacher delivers the lesson (Semon et al., 2020). The one-
teach-one-observe method works best when co-teachers regularly switch roles to bring different
perspectives to the learning environment (Chandler-Olcott, 2017). If rotation of roles does not
happen, the co-teacher who primarily assists does not get to contribute to the overall instruction
(Weiss & Glaser, 2021). This model should be used often like the one-teach-one-assist method
but only for a short period (Friend & Cook, 2017).

Parallel Teaching. Parallel teaching involves separating students into two groups led by
each co-teacher (McGlynn & Kelly, 2019; Semon et al., 2020). The parallel teaching technique
reduces class size effectively and affords all learners more time to process information before
asking questions amidst instruction (Sinclair et al., 2018). Advantages of parallel teaching
include allowing co-teachers to deliver lessons simultaneously and students engaging in small
groups led by each co-teacher (Chizhik & Brandon, 2020; Semon et al., 2020). The
disadvantages of this model can stem from unwarranted distractions due to increased levels of

noise generated from each group (Shi et al., 2018). Despite this model's ability to increase
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student engagement, parallel teaching does not necessarily include differentiated instructional
methods (Sinclair et al., 2018).

Station Teaching. Researchers recommend that co-teachers create engaging lessons that
actively increase participation (Johnson & King-Sears, 2020), and stations are often considered
an effective way to do that. Station teaching allows co-teachers to set up and monitor different
learning stations (McGlynn & Kelly, 2019). The station teaching method usually consists of one
station led by each co-teacher and a third independent station (King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020).
Station teaching also grants co-teachers opportunities to rotate groups around the classroom so
that all students can learn and apply course content (King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020; McGlynn &
Kelly, 2019). Additionally, scholars agreed that station teaching also supports differentiated
instruction anonymously based on students' academic needs (Lyon et al., 2021; Wexler et al.,
2021). Some concerns about the station teaching approach include its ability to generate noise,
and it requires sufficient planning (Shi et al., 2018).

Team Teaching. Team teaching is widely considered one of the most influential models
of co-teaching (McGlynn & Kelly, 2019). Unlike other models, team teaching involves a
collaborative effort between co-teachers (Chizhik & Brandon, 2020; Shi et al., 2018). Team
teaching also requires co-teachers to share an equal amount of time leading instruction with the
entire class (King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020; McGlynn & Kelly, 2019). This model showcases co-
teachers endeavors to provide quality instruction based on their preferred teaching style (Wexler
et al., 2021). However, team teaching does not always present opportunities for differentiation
across learners' development (Sinclair et al., 2018). Team teaching is most successful when both
co-teachers feel confident in their ability to lecture all students simultaneously (Cook &

McDuffie-Landrum, 2020).
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Each co-teaching model allows general and special educators to assess the learning
environment before delivering lessons effectively (Sinclair et al., 2018; Wexler et al., 2021).
Most co-teachers follow the one-teach-one-assist co-teaching model, often with the general
educator leading instruction while the special educator assists learners (Weiss & Glaser, 2021).
Specific co-teaching models play an integral role in how co-teachers deliver lessons, work with
small groups, and divide lessons (Wexler et al., 2018; Wexler et al., 2021). General and special
educators also benefit by identifying practical ways to collaborate (Scruggs & Mastropieri,
2017). Understanding the pros and cons of co-teaching could also support co-teachers in
delivering quality instruction (Cook et al., 2021; Shelton et al., 2021; Wexler, 2021).

Benefits of Co-Teaching

Studies report that co-teaching benefits all students regardless of the individual's
circumstances (Mofield, 2020; Pratt et al., 2017). A co-taught class allows all learners to obtain
extra support when necessary (Cook et al., 2021; King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020; McGlynn &
Kelly, 2019). Co-teaching decreases the student-to-teacher ratio, allows learners to receive
additional assistance and feedback, and promotes differentiated teaching practices (Kokko et al.,
2021; Wexler etal., 2021). Additionally, students with disabilities benefit because co-teaching
involves modifying instruction and lesson plans to accommodate IEPs (Heisler & Thousand,
2021; Ricci et al., 2019). Co-teaching presents an advantage because the special educator
enhances the learning environment when the general educator cannot modify instruction to meet
the needs of students with disabilities (Cook & McDuffie-Landrum, 2020; Murawski & Hughes,
2021).

Challenges of Co-Teaching
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Co-teaching is challenging (Lyon et al., 2021), and despite having the ability to promote
inclusive practices, it remains misunderstood (Wexler et al., 2018). Reports show that special
educators and general educators feel underprepared to implement co-teaching-based practices
and state they need more specialized ongoing training (Brendle et al., 2017; Shin et al., 2016;
Strogilos et al., 2020). Other co-teachers have reported insufficient knowledge in implementing
inclusive practices (Alnasser, 2021; Casserly & Padden, 2018), thus, creating other challenges
such as lack of shared planning time and collaboration, confused teaching roles, insufficient
content knowledge, lack of knowledge of co-teaching models, and incomprehension of
differentiation strategies (Alnasser, 2021; Casserly & Padden, 2018; Joyce et al., 2020).

Co-Planning. Evidence supports the idea of general and special educators co-planning
lessons before presenting information to the class (Pratt et al., 2017; Shin et al., 2016). However,
it can be significantly challenging for one teacher to manage a classroom alone while preparing
instructions for students with and without disabilities (Casserly & Padden, 2018). Co-planning
requires co-teachers to know the content, instructional strategies, and practical considerations to
design effective lesson plans (Chitiyo & Brinda, 2018; Pratt et al., 2017). Co-teachers need time
to plan and modify lessons for a general education course with special education students (Shin
et al., 2016). Without proper co-planning, co-teachers might overuse the one-teach-one-assist or
one-teach-one-observe models and have difficulty creating a shared vision for classroom
instruction and behavior management plans (Weiss et al., 2021; Wexler, 2021). Effective co-
teaching relationships require sufficient coordination, planning, and commitment to supporting
student development (Heisler & Thousand, 2021; Pratt et al., 2017).

Co-Teaching Roles. Identifying and understanding teacher roles when co-teaching is the

top challenge reported by co-teachers (King-Sears et al., 2021; Shin et al., 2016; Weiss et al.,
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2021). Researchers tend to observe special education instructors in a supporter's position rather
than a leading role in general education classrooms (Colson et al., 2021; King-Sears & Jenkins,
2020; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2017). When the general education teacher takes over the
classroom, the special education teacher follows a more passive role as an observer or an
assistant (King-Sears et al., 2021; Kokko et al., 2021). Thus, the co-teachers use the one-teach,
one-assist, or one-teach, one-observe model, which causes less parity between the co-teachers
(King-Sears et al., 2021). Additionally, this kind of role confusion in a co-taught classroom
creates an unstable environment that has the potential to negatively impact students' academic
achievement (Pratt et al., 2017; Wexler et al., 2018).

Insufficient Knowledge. Co-teachers are reporting difficulties addressing the needs of
students with severe disabilities (Bonati, 2018; McKenna & Brigham, 2021). General education
teachers are noticing they lack sufficient training and knowledge to educate students with
disabilities by themselves (Murawski & Hughes, 2021). Additionally, general and special
educators feel underprepared to implement co-teaching-based practices, and many need
additional training (Brendle et al., 2017). In similar studies, educators report insufficient
knowledge on implementing co-teaching models, differentiation strategies, and special education
laws (Chizhik & Brandon, 2020; Johnson & King-Sears, 2020). Researchers found that
inexperienced co-teachers report the same challenges due to a lack of knowledge about co-
teaching and low teaching self-efficacy (Pettit, 2017). In response to this lack of knowledge, this
study seeked to understand the lived experiences of middle school general and special educators
who co-taught online during the COVID-19 pandemic between March 2020 and June 2021.

Co-Teaching in Middle Schools
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Middle school is a pivotal developmental period for 12-to-14-year-old students
(Caldarella et al., 2021; Satterlee Vizenor & Matuska, 2018; Sinclair et al., 2018). Students at
this grade level often feel vulnerable to circumstances such as appearance and disabilities (Stiefel
et al., 2018; Wills et al., 2019). Transitioning to the middle school level presents instructional
changes that some students did not experience in elementary school (Jackson et al., 2017; Wexler
et al., 2018). For instance, many school-aged children in grades K-5 attend a class with one
instructor (Sinclair et al., 2021; Wexler et al., 2021). However, in an inclusive middle school
environment, students with and without disabilities participate in at least one general education
course led by co-teachers (Shelton et al., 2021; Wexler, 2021).

The studies on co-teaching in middle schools discuss teachers' perceptions and
observations made by researchers. In one case, researchers observed 16 middle school co-
teaching pairs in English and Language Arts classrooms to understand the roles of general
educators as the content expert and special educators as those assisting instruction (Wexler et al.,
2018). Based on the study's qualitative data, the researchers observed middle school co-teachers
following the one-teach-one-assist and one-teach-one-observe models more than any other
instructional methods (Wexler et al., 2018). In another study, middle school co-teachers were
observed following differentiated instructional practices to make it easier for students with and
without disabilities to succeed in class (Battaglia & Brooks, 2019). Studying middle school
general and special education co-teachers' experiences could produce additional knowledge to
build the academic body of literature surrounding this group (Wexler et al., 2018; Wills et al.,
2019). Because research related to this group appears scarce, future research on co-teaching at
the middle school level is essential (Swanson & Wexler, 2017).

COVID-19 Pandemic
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In early 2020, WHO assessed the severity and spread of the deadly Corona Virus
(COVID-19) and pronounced COVID-19 a world pandemic (Adedoyin & Soykan, 2020). The
virus's rapid spread significantly impacted the world, causing global physical closures of
businesses, sports activities, and school buildings (Modi et al., 2020). COVID-19 is a respiratory
illness that targets the lungs, making breathing hard. This study focused on general and special
educators who co-taught middle school students remotely during the COVID-19 pandemic
between March 2020 and June 2021. Furthermore, the primary goal is to examine middle school
educators' experiences with co-teaching virtual classes throughout a global crisis.

COVID-19’s Impact on American Public Education

Educational facilities across the globe have adjusted instructional practices to deliver
lessons online since March of 2020 (Carpenter & Dunn, 2020; Choate et al., 2021; Squire, 2021).
Almost 73% of American schools implemented COVID-19 emergency plans involving online
instruction via learning management systems such as Google Classroom (Harris et al., 2020).
However, many K-12 teachers had difficulty transitioning to virtual instruction (Baker et al.,
2021; Patrick et al., 2021; Tremmel et al., 2020). Some instructors lacked the vital competencies
and resources needed to lecture students online effectively (Hodges et al., 2020). Additionally,
teachers reported working longer hours, experiencing blurred work-home boundaries, and feeling
overworked (Kidd & Murray, 2020). Although many public education institutes experienced
challenges, some educators created innovative lesson plans for students to receive meaningful
instruction (Kaden & Martin, 2020). Given that COVID-19 remains active today, general, and
special educators must be aware of the complex nature of virtual co-teaching practices if another

emergency occurs (Chizhik & Brandon, 2020; Shields et al., 2021).
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COVID-19 and Co-Teaching. COVID-19 forced inclusive schools to provide co-
instruction to students remotely (Chizhik & Brandon, 2020). Co-teachers abruptly switched from
co-teaching students with and without disabilities in brick-and-mortar classrooms to co-teaching
asynchronously and synchronously (Gillis & Krull, 2020; Waltman & McGinniss, 2020). The
synchronous format required students and co-teachers to engage in live lectures via modern
technological software such as Blackboard Collaborative, Microsoft Teams, or Zoom (Littlefield,
2018; Potts, 2019). Compared to synchronous classes, asynchronous courses involve teachers
preparing learning materials and resources ahead of time and require learners to work
independently without immediate feedback from instructors (Etchells et al., 2021; Littlefield,
2018; Parks et al., 2016).

Creating Effective Virtual Co-Teaching Methods in Middle Schools. Effective virtual
co-teaching requires both general and special educators to be actively involved in classroom
instruction (Cook & McDuffie-Landrum, 2020; DeMartino & Specht, 2018). Successful virtual
co-teaching teams imitate practices from face-to-face collaborative efforts intended to boost
student learning outcomes (Bouck et al., 2020; Potts, 2019). Thus, general, and special educators
should apply traditional co-teaching instructional methods in virtual or hybrid classrooms
(Reddy et al., 2021). However, some researchers believe that the one-teach-one-observe method
works best in a virtual classroom, which is not highly recommended for face-to-face instruction
(Chizhik & Brandon, 2020). Nonetheless, the one-teach-one-observe model permits the co-
teaching pair to choose which instructor will lead virtual lessons online while the other teacher
monitors students (Cook & McDuffie-Landrum, 2020; King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020).

For a more effective virtual lesson, research suggests that co-teaching teams should have

more time to plan lessons and discuss who will lead instruction (Pratt et al., 2017).
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Administrators can allocate more planning to co-teachers by rearranging the master schedule to
allow the co-teaching team shared preparation time (Heisler & Thousand, 2021). Additionally,
co-teachers can maximize planning time via online video conferencing tools such as Microsoft
Teams or Zoom and learning management systems like Google Classroom (Heisler & Thousand,
2021).

Middle School Co-Teachers’ Virtual Experiences. Approximately 3,500 U.S. schools
switched to online instruction abruptly before the 2019-2020 academic year ended (Harris et al.,
2020). Ample evidence shows that K-12 co-teachers faced dilemmas with distance learning
instruction after COVID-19 emerged (Buschelman, 2020; Chizhik & Brandon, 2020; O'Brien et
al., 2021; Parkes et al., 2021; Shields et al., 2021; Weinberg et al., 2020; Weiss & Rodgers,
2020). Schoolteachers faced unexpected dilemmas in transferring content meant for face-to-face
instruction into engaging virtual lessons (Buschelman, 2020). Countless middle school educators
also reported challenges with connecting remotely because many households did not have
computers or internet (Carpenter & Dunn, 2020; Squire, 2021; Trust & Whalen, 2021).
Nevertheless, few scholars have discussed some aspects of co-teaching at the middle school level
during the pandemic (Shelton et al., 2021; Wexler, 2021; Wexler et al., 2021). To date, none
have concentrated on the lived experiences of middle school general and special educators who
co-taught exclusively in a remote classroom between March 2020 and June 2021. Today,
classroom teachers must remain abreast of technology for online instruction (Dogan et al., 2021,
Murphy et al., 2020). Thus, it is critical to address the limited literature on this population.

Brief Research on Middle School Co-Teachers’ Virtual Experiences. Despite an
abundance of studies exploring school closures (Choate et al., 2021; Dhawan, 2020; Gillis &

Krull, 2020), minimal information exists about general and special educators' virtual experiences
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co-teaching middle school students. Currently, no study focuses exclusively on general and
special educators who co-taught middle school students virtually during an emergency or the
COVID-19 pandemic. Which identifies a significant gap in the literature related to co-teaching
instructional practices and middle school co-teachers lived experience with virtual instruction.
Understanding the experiences of middle school co-teaching pairs could help strengthen school
districts' efforts to provide all students a FAPE in the LRE (Connolly & Wasserman Kirby, 2021;
McKenna & Brigham, 2021). Additional research on co-teaching is recommended to understand
how to optimize general and special education co-teaching roles in the classroom (Strogilos &
King-Sears, 2019). Studying middle school co-teachers would be significant in advancing the
knowledge and research of this specific group (Brawand & King-Sears, 2017). Results of this
study may also be helpful in the planning process and implementation of future training,
primarily in virtual instruction, for middle school co-teachers.
Summary

The study's theoretical framework focused on Bandura's (1986) SCT, emphasizing the
triadic reciprocal causation model to describe the co-teacher's experiences through the
interconnectedness of the virtual environment, inclusive teaching practices, and self-efficacy.
The SCT highlights the critical role of the social environment in an individual's motivation,
learning, and self-regulation (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020). It also described how people are
producers of their environment, not just products of it (Bandura, 1986). Thus, one of the
components of the SCT, reciprocal determinism, says an individual's cognition, behavioral
patterns, and environmental events all operate as interacting determinants that influence one
another bidirectionally (Bandura, 1978). This study included co-teachers whose teaching

environment abruptly changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic and described their experiences



56

of implementing inclusive practices in the new virtual setting. The model of reciprocal
determinism posits that the environment can influence an individual's thoughts and actions
(Bandura, 1978), and this study described those influences on the participants through their
accounts of their experiences. These experiences generated by the co-teachers’ inclusive teaching
practices also partly determined their self-efficacy and affected their subsequent behavior.
Public schools in the U.S. use inclusion to satisfy the LRE for students with disabilities
(Joyce et al., 2020). The LRE is an inclusive classroom that combines students with special
needs and non-disabled students in the same learning environment (Brown et al., 2019).
Inclusive classrooms include two teachers, a general content teacher and a special education
teacher, who co-teach all students using inclusive practices. Co-teaching is a vital component of
inclusive education (Cook & McDuffie-Landrum, 2020; King-Sears & Jenkins, 2020).
Considering the pandemic's impact, schools have placed demands on general and special
educators who co-teach middle school courses (Chizhik & Brandon, 2020; Cook et al., 2021;
Wexler, 2021). The COVID-19 crisis changed how schools deliver instruction to students
(Carpenter & Dunn, 2020), and there is a clear need to examine the lived experiences of co-
teaching pairs who taught middle school students virtually during the COVID-19 crisis
(Connolly & Wasserman Kirby, 2021; McKenna & Brigham, 2021). Therefore, this study
described the lived experiences shared by middle school co-teachers who virtually co-taught

through the COVID-19 pandemic during the academic year of 2020-21.



57

CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview

This study described the essence of the lived experiences of middle school co-teachers
who co-taught in a virtual learning environment due to the COVID-19 pandemic during the
2020-2021 academic year (AY21). Chapter three highlights the methodology used for this
research investigation. The first section describes the qualitative research design of hermeneutic
phenomenology (Bynum & Varpio, 2018). Next are the research questions that guided the
central research inquiry. Information disclosed afterward explains the research setting,
participants, researcher positionality, and procedures used in the study. Before the chapter's
summary, the data collection plan identifies the three data sources, data synthesis, and
trustworthiness.

Research Design

This research analysis followed the hermeneutic phenomenology qualitative method.
Qualitative scholars often bring meaning to phenomena by studying human perceptions or lived
experiences (Astroth & Chung, 2018; Merriam & Grenier, 2019). Unlike quantitative research,
qualitative studies typically feature "how" and "why" research questions created to understand a
social problem or event (Biddix, 2018; Jackson, 2018). Qualitative research designs also depend
exclusively on words rather than statistics (Hilton et al., 2019; Morgan, 2019). This study
examined general and special educators' lived experiences while co-teaching middle school
students remotely during the COVID-19 outbreak.
Quialitative Research

A qualitative design allows for a profound description of middle school events during the

pandemic and co-teachers’ experiences (Hamilton & Finley, 2019). More importantly, a
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qualitative design permits deeper textual data, which may not be as straightforward or specific as
a quantitative report (Castleberry et al., 2016; Lester et al., 2020). The qualitative method also
supports a researcher's interpretative response to an event like co-teaching during a global crisis
based on participants' accounts of the phenomenon (Jackson, 2018; Kross & Giust, 2019). This
method of research generated richer descriptions of the unique experiences each co-teacher
endured during the pandemic teaching than statistical data could offer.
Phenomenology

Of all the qualitative designs, phenomenology depicts the most appropriate method to
address the problem and research questions that guided this inquiry. Scholars recognize
phenomenology as a qualitative approach that aims to understand the essence of a phenomenon
or its overall meaning (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Grenier, 2019). Phenomenology is a
qualitative method that explores a social phenomenon based on participants' lived experiences
(Moustakas, 1994). Phenomenologists explore lived experiences by reflecting on past events or
circumstances (Adams & van Manen, 2017; van Manen, 2016). Additionally, phenomenological
methods are rooted deeply in philosophical, human science, and humanities traditions (Adams &
van Manen, 2017). This qualitative study followed phenomenology because this method
comprehensively explains middle school co-teachers' experiences during the height of the
COVID-19 pandemic. A phenomenological design develops rich, thick descriptive, or
interpretative statements that illustrate human experiences (Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 2017).
Hermeneutic Phenomenology

Hermeneutic phenomenology provides insight into how individuals describe living in the
world (Farrell, 2020; Neubauer et al., 2019). Hermeneutic phenomenological studies are not

necessarily completely free of biases; the findings originate from participants' interpretations
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(Neubauer et al., 2019). Hermeneutic phenomenology produces data that explains what shaped
participants' behaviors during an event (Bynum & Varpio, 2018). In hermeneutic
phenomenology, the researcher also integrates his or her interpretation of the research based on
his or her experiences. More importantly, researchers must read and scrutinize the data until they
understand the social phenomenon before bringing an interpretive meaning (Crowther et al.,
2017; van Manen, 1990). This study described virtual co-teaching through the participants'
accounts of their lived experiences and the researcher's interpretation of the meaning of those
lived experiences (van Manen, 1990).

Phenomenology encourages a hermeneutic circle where researchers write, rewrite, and
revisit data until a descriptive interpretation of human experience emerges (van Manen, 1990,
2016). Scholars must be cognizant of how previous knowledge and experiences could inevitably
shape the study's outcome (Thompson, 2018). Hermeneutic phenomenology supports my
interpretative translation of the data and embraces reflective language, incorporating my prior
teaching experience and knowledge about co-teaching roles (van Manen, 1990). In this study, |
interviewed general and special educator participants. Each teacher shared details about co-
teaching middle school students during a pandemic in a virtual classroom environment.

Research Questions

Central Research Question

What were lived experiences of middle school co-teachers who co-taught virtually during
the 2020-2021 school year?
Sub Question One

What were middle school general and special educators' experiences co-teaching in a

virtual classroom during the 2020-2021 school year?
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Sub Question Two

What were middle school co-teachers' experiences transitioning to virtual learning amidst
the COVID-19 pandemic?
Sub Question Three

How was middle school co-teachers' self-efficacy influenced during the sudden change to
virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2020-2021 academic year?

Setting and Participants

Qualitative scholars conduct research in natural settings to explore and understand the
meaning of a social problem (Busetto et al., 2020; van Manen, 1982). In qualitative research,
academicians seek to provide a deeper understanding of human experiences rather than merely
answering questions or recording what occurred in an environment (Biddix, 2018; Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). Individuals conducting qualitative research tend to focus on learning more
about diverse cultures and exposing what experiences mean to individuals within a cultural
group (Gerber et al., 2017; Gill & Baillie, 2018). The data generated in this study produced
insightful details about general and special educators' experiences co-teaching middle school
classes amidst a global pandemic. These middle school co-teachers work for the Sunny County
School District (SCSD) and taught during the 2020-2021 academic school year.
Setting

Located east of a metropolitan city in central Georgia, SCSD educates roughly 16,500
rural students in 11 elementary schools, four middle schools, and three high schools (National
Education Center for Statistics, (NCES), 2021). Sunny County employs over 2330 full-time
teachers and other support staff throughout the district (NCES, 2021). The SCSD system also

operates 14 specialty and choice programs, four non-traditional schools (including a STEM and
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Career Academy), and one virtual campus targeting 6th through 12th graders. Researchers show
the SCSD system outperformed other districts in Georgia by 31% throughout the AY19 school
year (Governor's Office of Student Achievement, n.d.). More than 45% of SCSD K-5 students
surpassed other elementary children across Georgia academically (Governor's Office of Student
Achievement, n. d.). SCSD middle (68%) and high school students (21%) also outscored their
peers throughout the state (Governor's Office of Student Achievement, n. d.). Although most
SCSD schools perform well academically, this hermeneutic phenomenological study focused
exclusively on the four middle schools in the system.

The first middle school, College Middle, hired 85 teachers to educate 346 sixth graders,
394 seventh graders, and 367 eighth graders in AY2020 (SCSD, 2021). Each grade is appointed
two co-teaching pairs, one general educator and one special educator per pair, to facilitate core
classes filled with approximately 25 students. The ratio for the co-taught courses is typically 22
students to one co-teaching duo. Demographically, African Americans (68.8%) represent most of
College Middle's student body and 30.4% Hispanics/Latinos. At least 50% of the students
enrolled at College Middle live in poverty-stricken homes.

Like College Middle, minority students account for nearly all of Easter Middle's student
population. Easter Middle School charged 74 teachers to provide instruction for 1,047 middle
school students in AY2020 (SCSD, 2021). This school also chose two co-teaching pairs to co-
instruct classes for each grade level. However, Easter Middle's students-to-co-teacher ratio was
higher (25 to 1) than College Middle (22 to 1).

Date Middle School operates as the third middle school in the SCSD system. This site
employed 67 full-time instructors to teach 1,055 students in grades six through eight (SCSD,

2021). Compared to College Middle's 50% and Easter Middle's 75% students, more than 80% of
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Date Middle's learners reside in low socio-economic households. Date Middle's administrators
also appoint two co-teaching teams to co-teach general education courses on each grade level.
The ratio between students and co-teacher at Date Middle (28 to 1) was more significant than in
the first two SCSD middle schools.

Of all sites, Mason Branch Middle served fewer students (N = 799) in AY2020. More
than 83% of them lived in residences that lack access to economic and social resources.
Although Mason Branch's students-to-co-teacher team ratio (25 to 1) resembles Easter Middle's
figures, this establishment performed worse in math and reading scores than other middle
schools throughout the system (Governor's Office of Student Achievement, n. d.).

Middle school administrators across the United States often charge general and special
educators to co-instruct children with and without disabilities (Rodgers & Weiss, 2019; Wexler,
2021). Academic researchers encouraged middle school co-teachers to share the same mentality
regarding delivering lessons to students responsibly since evidence suggests co-teaching focuses
on practical classroom practices (Shelton et al., 2021; Wexler et al., 2021). This focused solely
on co-teaching pairs at SCSD middle schools since little is known about this population, and it is
needed because the literature does not adequately describe middle school teachers' co-teaching
experiences, mainly when working in a virtual environment during a worldwide pandemic.
Participants

General and special educators who co-taught SCSD middle school students online during
the 2020-2021 academic year represented the target population for this qualitative research
inquiry. Knechel (2019) defined the population as an entire culture and the sample as a fraction
of the group. The primary goal when selecting participants is to choose individuals who exhibit

or identify with characteristics connected to the general population under investigation (Ames et
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al., 2019; Rahi, 2017). More importantly, Capili (2021) proposed developing recruitment
protocols for identifying the sample population in research analysis. Techniques used to recruit
potential participants must align with the overall logic of the study (Campbell et al., 2020; Gill,
2020). Scholars use probability or nonprobability sampling techniques to recruit participants to
locate a few people for the study instead of analyzing everyone associated with the phenomenon
(Guest et al., 2017; Link, 2018).

During a qualitative analysis, scholars use nonprobability sampling techniques to select
participants who understand the phenomenon under study (Berndt, 2020; Gill, 2020). Qualitative
research investigations also feature small and convenient samples because these designs aim to
identify unknown information about human experiences (Ames et al., 2019; Hamilton & Finley,
2019; Lu & Franklin, 2018). Some qualitative researchers also use purposive sampling to
identify participants based on specific characteristics to answer research questions (Campbell et
al., 2020). The purposive sampling method works best once researchers find it difficult to recruit
individuals who meet the study's criteria and can be ready to provide data (Campbell et al., 2020;
Lu & Franklin, 2018). Furthermore, purposive sampling is cost-efficient and less time-
consuming than other recruitment methods (Ames et al., 2019; Gill, 2020).

Participant Selection

I used the purposive sampling method to recruit middle school co-teachers because it
allowed me to choose educators who can provide insightful details about co-teaching virtually.
Researchers following purposive sampling techniques usually select participants knowledgeable
about a phenomenon like co-teachers' virtual instruction experiences (Gill, 2020; Lu & Franklin,
2018). I recruited six general and six special educators who co-taught 6th-8th grade virtually

during the 2020-2021 school year. Participants met these requirements (a) worked with SCSD
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between August 2020 and June 2021, (b) identified as a general or special education middle
school teacher, (c) co-instructed one or more courses remotely in AY21, and (d) was willing to
share relevant experiences related to co-teaching online middle school courses during a global
pandemic. Both novice and seasoned co-teachers partook in the study because they met the
study's participant criteria.
Researcher Positionality

In qualitative research, scholars must acknowledge biases, subjectivities, and positional
beliefs to prevent these elements from interfering with the study's outcome (Dean, 2017; Mason-
Bish, 2019). The positionality section typically explains how the researcher and research setting
influence qualitative results (Jafar, 2018; Mason-Bish, 2019). Positionality also addresses the
researcher's multiple overlapping identities (Bourke, 2020). Failure to identify the researcher
clearly could lead readers to lose sight of the study's meaning (Jafar, 2018). Details next reveal
my rationale for examining SCSD general and special education co-teachers' experiences
teaching middle school students remotely during the 2020-2021 academic year.
Interpretive Framework

The interpretative framework for this study was social constructivism. Social
constructivists acquire knowledge by dissecting content to understand multiple realities about a
phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Egbert & Sanden, 2018). They also attribute learning to
interactions within the environment (Warin et al., 2011). Furthermore, social constructivists
believe that learning occurs when people begin to reconstruct cognitive processes garnered by
self-discovery (Ahlin, 2017; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). The social constructivist
research paradigm also requires academic scholars to reflect on various philosophical

assumptions. Social constructivism aligns with the study due to its collaborative nature and
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focuses on the interconnections between the co-teachers' and their social environment (Ernest,
1995).
Philosophical Assumptions

Hermeneutic phenomenological inquiries call for scholars to reveal philosophical
assumptions about interpreting human experiences (Neubauer et al., 2019; van Manen, 2016).
Philosophical assumptions also guide a study's research problem and questions (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Furthermore, philosophical assumptions influence the researcher's role and the
rationale for selecting participants in a qualitative inquiry (Campbell et al., 2020). The goal is to
mitigate assumptions by clarifying the researcher's worldviews and the methods implemented
throughout the research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). As a novice hermeneutic
phenomenological investigator, the ontological, epistemological, and axiological assumption
sections explain my philosophical assumptions.
Ontological Assumption

Ontology concerns reality and the nature of being (Nasution, 2018). My worldview
consists of both realism and nominalism. | believe that humans share similar experiences shaping
their reality, but they interpret events differently based on their perception of the situation. I also
consider reality, at least in part, a construct of an observer's mind. In contrast, | also think that
reality exists separately from individuals' interpretations of lived experiences. God is the creator
of all things, and his words are the actual reality. He is all-knowing, and humans cannot begin to
understand reality's true meaning. It would be remiss not to mention that | am conducting this
qualitative investigation having gone through similar experiences as the middle school co-

teacher participants. However, my ontological assumptions required me to look at the multiple
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realities of my participants as | worked to describe their lived experiences (Kivunja & Kuyini,
2017).
Epistemological Assumption

Epistemological assumptions in the study addressed what counts as knowledge (Creswell
& Poth, 2018). Epistemologically, the hermeneutic phenomenology qualitative design considers
the researcher an observer of the world and not bias-free (Neubauer et al., 2019). | spent as much
time as possible with the co-teacher participants and gained more insight into their lived virtual
instruction experiences. More importantly, the study's outcome relied on my interpretation of the
story’s co-teachers shared during the interviews and focus groups. My goal was to understand (1)
what it means to be a co-teacher from a middle school instructor's perspective and (2) how these
educators persevered through online teaching and instruction in a public health crisis.
Axiological Assumption

In qualitative research, scholars discuss axiological assumptions by acknowledging any
biases or values guiding the investigation (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Kelly et al., 2018). My
axiological assumptions stem from my experience working as a middle school special education
and general education co-teacher. Although participants and | work for the same school district, |
cannot assume these individuals share my values about co-teaching. | think co-teaching is
invaluable in inclusive classrooms. However, ineffective co-teaching teams pose monumental
challenges for both instructors and students. Co-teaching aims to assist students who need
individualized instruction with grasping instructional content. In my career, | have witnessed co-
teachers (i.e., both general educators and special educators) interrupting each other during a

lecture on several occasions. | also observed successful co-teaching pairs who alternated leading
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classes and assisting students. Thus, I believe that it is a disservice to students when co-teachers
do not follow or understand effective co-teaching practices.

The data generated in this investigation may not reflect all SCSD co-teachers'
experiences with instructing online courses. Like other qualitative studies, readers must decide if
the stories shared in this phenomenological inquiry apply to other co-teachers or a different
context (Levitt, 2021; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Scholars conducting phenomenological analysis
tend to prioritize pinpointing similarities in a phenomenon rather than generalizing results
(Miller et al., 2018; van Manen, 1990). My ultimate objective of this study consisted of
constructing rich, thick, and interpretative descriptions of middle school co-teachers' stories in
response to the research questions.

Researcher’s Role

Qualitative scholars serve as a human instrument in the research investigation (Creswell
& Creswell, 2018; Moustakas, 1994). They also consider firsthand experiences, prior knowledge
and biases, and the nature of the research design that could, potentially, affect the study's
outcome (Creswell & Poth, 2018). | conducted this hermeneutic phenomenological analysis to
learn more about middle school co-teachers' experiences with virtual instruction during a global
crisis. | have served as a middle school general educator, special educator, and co-teacher in both
roles in the SCSD system. Throughout the study, | was responsible for conducting individual
interviews and a focus group session with select co-teachers. | requested that each co-teacher
review and sign an informed consent document (including permission to use an audio recording
device during the interview and focus group) (see Appendix D). After each meeting, |
transcribed the audio recordings verbatim to deepen my understanding of co-teacher participants'

experiences. Although hermeneutic phenomenologists rarely avoid biases (van Manen, 2014), |
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documented my experiences in a journal to monitor my thoughts about the topic and research
process.

Presently, I work as a 7th-grade ELA general education co-teacher. My primary
responsibilities include developing the English and Language Arts (ELA) content for four co-
taught middle school courses. The special educator and | implement the team-teaching technique
because the strategy allows us to rotate roles to accommodate individuals with disabilities. Team
teaching involves sharing equal instructional time with the entire class (King-Sears & Jenkins,
2020; McGlynn & Kelly, 2019). My current co-teaching partnership functions efficiently
because we developed a good relationship and appreciate the significance and impact of both co-
teaching roles. However, my previous experiences as a special education co-teacher were not as
enjoyable.

My first year as a special education co-teacher was disappointing. The general educator
and | did not collaborate well in the classroom. The general education co-teacher expected me to
focus solely on students with disabilities while she taught their peers. By the end of the year, my
role included accommodating and modifying lessons to ensure students with disabilities grasped
the content presented in the general education course. | did not know much about general
education curricula or my co-teaching role as a special education co-teacher. In my first year as a
co-teacher, I felt like a teacher's assistant because the general educator wanted complete
classroom control. The principal paired me with a general education teacher who also lacked co-
teaching instruction knowledge the following year. This person also expected me to assist
students with disabilities only. I also remember this instructor giving students inaccurate
feedback at times. I had to go behind her to make sure students understood the lesson, which

made this experience more frustrating.
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My third and final year co-teaching as a special educator was not as bad as the first two
experiences because the general education teacher expected and welcomed my involvement in
the classroom. | assumed most general education co-teachers did not understand co-teaching or
preferred the one-teach-one-assist approach rather than team-teaching. At the beginning of
AY?20, | transitioned into the general educator's role with a special education co-teacher who
made our collaborative partnership seamless. We worked together to ensure that middle students
with and without disabilities received the best face-to-face instruction possible. Unfortunately,
COVID-19 interrupted our plans for the second half of the school year because neither of us had
experience with virtual instruction before the pandemic.

| decided to investigate the virtual instructional experiences of Sunny County's middle
school co-teachers because of my familiarity with the district. | have witnessed hostile
confrontations between co-teachers because both educators seemed confused about co-teaching
roles in the classroom. The recent pandemic also ignited concerns because numerous co-teachers
were unprepared for online instruction (Chizhik & Brandon, 2020; Wang, 2021). The 2020-2021
academic year represented the first full year affected by COVID-19. Based on my co-teaching
experiences, it was vital to study middle school co-teachers' experience with virtual instruction
during AY21. Throughout the research process, | documented my biases and subjectivities to
prevent them from interfering with the study's outcome (Moustakas, 1994). Journaling also
helped me deepen my interpretation of the co-teachers' lived experiences (van Manen, 2014).
More importantly, phenomenological research welcomes reflexive writing to understand the
meaning of participants' experiences (van Manen, 1990).

Reflexivity represents a transformative practice in which the researcher engages in self-

awareness and self-analysis (Dodgson, 2019). This process involves recognizing biases and
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subjectivities throughout the research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Furthermore, Creswell
and Poth insinuated that reflexivity confirms that researchers develop emerging themes
accurately based on data collected in a qualitative study. It also enhances a qualitative study's
credibility when researchers execute it correctly (Dodgson, 2019). I used reflexivity in this study
to describe my connection to the research topic and participants. Reflexivity also forced me to
think deeply about my knowledge and experiences with co-teaching (Creswell & Creswell, 2018;
Patton, 2015). I also used reflexivity to distinguish the difference between my subjectivities and
the collective voice of the participants (Patton, 2015). Moustakas (1994) and van Manen (1990)
outlined various procedures related to reflexive journaling and reducing phenomenological data.
The following section highlights the procedures I used in this hermeneutic phenomenology
analysis.
Procedures

| followed van Manen's (1990) hermeneutic phenomenological approach to
understanding SCSD middle school general and special educators' virtual co-teaching
experiences during a global crisis. Hermeneutic phenomenologists allow language to speak for
itself but tend to be sensitive to its subtle undertones (van Manen, 2003). Constructing a
phenomenological interpretation of participants' experiences requires reviewing data constantly
until indications of the phenomenon under scrutiny appear (van Manen, 2014, 2016). Throughout
this hermeneutic phenomenological study, | followed specific procedures to collect and analyze
data obtained from individual interviews, journal prompts, and focus group sessions. | also
received permission (see Appendix A) from Liberty University's Institutional Review Board
(IRB) and Sunny County's school administrative office (see Appendix B) to conduct this

qualitative inquiry with participants. | emailed all four middle school principals for permission to
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conduct the study. The electronic document (see Appendix C) requests permission to speak with
general and special educators who co-taught online courses in AY21. Furthermore, the email
shares my motivation for studying general and special education co-teachers' experiences with
distance learning education during the COVID pandemic.
Permissions

SCSD middle school co-teachers possess valuable knowledge about co-teaching online,
so | invited participants to interview immediately after | received approval from the IRB. |
contacted the SCSD administrative office since they must approve all studies conducted in the
school district. The district permitted me to contact all four SCSD middle school principals (see
Appendix B) pending Liberty University's IRB's notification to collect data (see Appendix A). |
obtained the principals' email addresses from the district's website. In the email | requested each
administrator to provide me with a list containing the email addresses of general and special
educators who co-taught virtually during the 2020-2021 school year. Once | received the
requested information, | emailed all middle school co-teachers identified by the principals and
recruited them as possible participants in the study.
Recruitment Plan

Given the size of the SCSD school system, | executed the purposive sampling method to
recruit SCSD general and special educators who could provide details about co-teaching middle
school classes remotely during the pandemic. | worked with administrators and the Lead Teacher
of Compliance (LTC) to identify potential candidates for this hermeneutic phenomenological
inquiry. | emailed co-teachers identified by the four SCSD middle school principals to interview
for the study (see Appendix E). Individuals who responded to the recruitment email took a basic

screening process before the interview and signed an informed consent document (see Appendix
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D). To participate, the co-teacher must (a) have worked with SCSD between August 2020 and
June 2021, (b) identified as a general or special education middle school teacher, (c) have co-
instructed one or more courses remotely in AY21, and (d) was willing to share relevant
experiences related to co-teaching online middle school courses due to COVID-19.

The participant recruitment email communicated the study's background, problem,
purpose, significance, and the participant's right to withdraw at any time without penalty (see
Appendix E). | scheduled interviews based on the receipt of each person's response. Each person
received a link via email to access the individual interviews and focus groups virtually through
Microsoft Teams. Although participants can open the link on or off-campus, | encouraged them
to choose a location where they are comfortable with sharing their virtual co-teaching
experiences. | recorded each co-teacher's interview on an audio recording device and Microsoft
Teams to ensure that | backed up the qualitative data before transcribing it.

| spoke with an LTC representative who informed me that all four SCSD middle schools
appoint two co-teaching teams on each grade level. | calculated 24 general and special education
co-teaching teams based on this information. This study targeted 12 middle school co-teachers
that were willing to share experiences about online teaching practices amidst the COVID-19
pandemic. Qualitative inquiries typically feature small samples, allowing scholars to build a
rapport with participants and create rich and thick descriptions of their interactions (see Hilton et
al., 2019), and I followed van Manen's (1990) guidelines about reducing the phenomenological
data to develop an interpretative understanding of middle school co-teachers' experiences in

remote classrooms.
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Data Collection Plan

In phenomenological research, scholars typically conduct face-to-face or virtual
interviews to collect data about human lived experiences (Flynn, 2022; Moser & Korstjens,
2018). Hermeneutic phenomenologists also consider participants "collaborators in research
projects” (van Manen, 1990, p. 63). The primary goal of hermeneutic interviews is to understand
the meaning of what participants say about the phenomenon under scrutiny (Moser & Korstjens,
2018; van Manen, 1990). Following traditional qualitative measures, individual interviews will
be the primary data source in this study. Experts in the field will review all interviews, focus
group questions, and writing journal prompts before any data is collected. Each interview took
place virtually through Microsoft Teams for approximately one hour. Before the meeting
concluded, I explained all journal prompts thoroughly to ensure the participants understood the
questions. | also requested participants to return the journal prompts electronically no later than
one week after the interview. Furthermore, I invited all participants to a focus group based on
their availability. The focus group sessions helped me understand general educators' and special
educators' collective virtual co-teaching experiences.

The data collection plan included triangulating multiple sources (i.e., semi-structured and
in-depth interviews, journal prompts, and two separate focus groups) to learn more about SCSD
middle school co-teachers' experiences with virtual instruction. Triangulation is vital in
qualitative research because it strengthens the credibility of the study's results (Flynn, 2022;
Morgan, 2019). To triangulate qualitative data, scholars usually implement one of four methods:
multimethod/mixed methods triangulation, investigator triangulation, theoretical triangulation, or

data analysis triangulation (Renz et al., 2018). | followed data analysis triangulation because |
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constructed rich, thick, and interpretive descriptions of participants' co-teaching experiences
based on data collected from three qualitative sources.

In this hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry, | triangulated data collected from
individual interviews, journal prompts, and focus groups. Triangulating more than two data
sources can provide rich insight and a deep understanding of middle school co-teachers' virtual
experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic (Maher et al., 2018; Renz et al., 2018).
Furthermore, | triangulated data using transcribed information, audio recordings, and the
reflexive journal to better understand participants' experiences (Denzin, 1978; see also Craig et
al., 2021). Triangulating data could also reduce the researcher's bias and increase the validity of
results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Morgan, 2019).

The individual interviews, journal prompts, and focus groups produced sufficient data to
explain middle school co-teachers' experiences with online teaching during a global crisis. |
uploaded the information collected from the three data sources into the NVivo software. Social
researchers endorsed NVivo because it helped them store, manage, and organize rich data
produced in the qualitative analysis (Craig et al., 2021; Robins & Eisen, 2017). NVivo also
supports color-coding schemes to differentiate qualitative data (Maher et al., 2018). Furthermore,
Craig et al. (2021) recommend NVivo because it can provide more time to code and label data
collected in a study. I used NVivo to examine data collected from interview questions, journal
prompts, and focus groups individually and as a collective unit (see Feng & Behar-Horenstein,
2019). NVivo also helped me identify repetitive patterns in the qualitative data expeditiously
(Maher et al., 2018; Robins & Eisen, 2017).

Individual Interviews (Data Collection Approach #1)
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Individual interviews served as the primary data source in this hermeneutic
phenomenological investigation. Adam and van Manen (2017) described interviews as a premier
source of qualitative data because of their ability to generate information to explain human lived
experiences. Interviews remain widely used in qualitative studies to explore people's experiences
with or concerning a phenomenon (Feng & Behar-Horenstein, 2019; Gill & Baillie, 2018). In
hermeneutic phenomenology, qualitative scholars typically construct detailed and thick
interpretative descriptions of participants' stories provided during the interviews (Crowther et al.,
2017). One way to acquire such details is to create an interview protocol to remain on task during
individual interviews (Castillo-Montoya, 2016).

All individual interviews should follow protocols based on Castillo-Montoya's (2016)
recommendations. The first phase involves constructing interview questions aligned with the RQ
and SQs (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). Aligning interview questions to the RQ and specific SQs
ensures data generated addresses the phenomenon under investigation (Castillo-Montoya, 2016;
Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Moustakas (1994) deemed open-ended questions appropriate for
qualitative phenomenological research designs. This format accepts researchers controlling the
dialogue, permitting consistency throughout individual interviews (Yin, 2016). Additionally,
open-ended research questions could generate buzzwords to prepare researchers for relevant
follow-up conversations (Patton, 1990; van Manen, 2016).

Another element of the hermeneutic phenomenological study's protocol involves semi-
structured interviews (Castillo-Montoya, 2016; Crowther et al., 2017). Moustakas (1994) stated
that semi-structured interviews could generate rich qualitative data filled with critical concepts
and phrases related to a research topic, such as co-teaching middle school students remotely.

Based on Moustakas's advice, the individual interviews in this analysis were semi-structured. All
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interviews were virtual, semi-structured, and at least one hour to allow participants enough time
to share stories about online instructional experiences (Crowther et al., 2017; Yin, 2016). Before
each interview, | reviewed the informed consent document with the co-teacher to reiterate the
background, purpose, research questions, and the study's significance.

The informed consent also reminded participants about audio-recorded interviews. Each
interview was recorded onto a mobile and portable audio recording device. Audio data is
beneficial in qualitative studies because the researcher can listen to the recording to verify
statements or seek additional clarification about terms and concepts (Bourke, 2020; Maher et al.,
2018). Confidentiality concerns did not arise in this qualitative research (Hopper et al., 2021).
Researchers must attempt to lessen the risk of disclosing sensitive information to avoid harming
participants (DuBois et al., 2018). Data collected from individual interviews was stored on a
passcode-protected flash drive, placed in a locked safe in my office, and will be discarded after
five years (or when the data is no longer relevant).

Individual Interview Questions

In this study, the co-teacher participants responded to interview questions about their
experiences with virtual teaching methods during the COVID-19 outbreak. Each person received
a basic demographic (Google) survey via email to find out more about their age, ethnicity, years
of service in the SCSD system (including co-teaching), and grade level(s) taught. Qualitative
researchers often find ways to build a rapport with participants before conducting interviews
(Marshall & Rossman, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). To lessen co-teachers' anxiety, | began
each interview with a brief self-introduction and then proceeded to an icebreaker question
(e.g., what is your favorite non-work activity or what has been the highlight of your current

workweek). The interviews commenced after observing participants looking relaxed or feeling
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comfortable enough to answer questions. Below are questions that were asked in the semi-
structured interviews with participants:
1. Describe your experiences co-teaching in a face-to-face classroom. RQ, SQ1
2. Describe the dynamics of your relationship with the other co-teacher. RQ, SQ1
3. Describe the dynamics of your relationship with the other co-teacher as you transitioned to
virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic. RQ, SQ1, SQ2
4. How did you work with the other co-teacher to transition from face-to-face to virtual classes
during the 2020-2021 academic year? RQ, SQ2
5. What were the responsibilities you shouldered during the transition to online learning during
the pandemic? RQ, SQ2
6. What were the responsibilities you shared with the co-teacher? RQ, SQ3
7. How did you manage the stress associated with such an impactful change? RQ, SQ3
8. How did the interpersonal relationships between you and the co-teacher change? RQ, SQ3
9. How did the interpersonal relationships between you and the students change? RQ, SQ1 &
SQ3
10. Describe the role of learning about recent technologies that you, perhaps, were not familiar
with and how that affected you. RQ, SQ2 & SQ3
11. What other factors impacted you as you worked to co-teach online during the COVID
pandemic? RQ, SQ1, SQ2, SQ3
12. What else about your experiences working with another co-teacher in an online environment
during the AY2021 would you like to share? RQ, SQ1, SQ2, SQ3

Interview questions featured in this hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry were based

loosely on Fraenkel and Wallen's (1996) work about educational research. | also reviewed
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Harrell's (2021) and Pitts's (2021) co-teaching studies to construct questions for the individual
interviews. During each interview, | jotted down notes to remind me of my thought processes
and participant actions throughout the conversation. All 12 interview questions answered the
central research question related to the middle school co-teachers' virtual instructional
experiences during the 2020-2021 school year. Questions 1, 2, 9, and 11 specifically responded
to RQ and SQ1 about providing information related to general and special educators' experiences
co-teaching middle school students. Questions 3-5 and 10-11 stemmed from RQ, SQ1, SQ2, and
SQ3 concerning the middle school co-teachers' experiences transitioning to virtual instruction
despite the public health crisis. Additionally, questions 6-11 detailed the general and special
education co-teachers' overall experiences with virtual classrooms during AY20 and address RQ,
SQ1, and SQ3. Lastly, question 12 concluded the interview by covering RQ, SQ1, SQ2, and SQ3
and allowing participants the last opportunity to share anything else they would like.
Individual Interview Data Analysis Plan

Traditionally, qualitative researchers perform various data analysis methods to make
sense of the data collected in the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The purpose of hermeneutic
phenomenology is to develop essential themes representing lived experiences in a meaningful
way (van Manen, 1990). Hermeneutic phenomenologists analyze qualitative data to identify
emerging (or essential) themes representing the experiential structure of lived experiences (van
Manen, 2016). In this phenomenological investigation, | discovered the factors affecting middle
school general and special educators' virtual co-teaching experiences during the height of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Data collected from individual interviews deepened my understanding of

SCSD middle school co-teachers' virtual instruction experiences during the 2020-2021 school
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year. My data analysis plan included hermeneutic phenomenological methods used traditionally
to analyze data collected from interviews.

Hermeneutic phenomenology requires scholars to create interpretative statements
about participants' lived experiences from data collected from individual interviews (Ricoeur,
1981; van Manen, 1990). Most hermeneutic phenomenologists reduce data while reading and re-
reading field text multiple times in no set order (Cohen et al., 2000). In this study, | followed
four basic steps, including data management, data reduction, data interpretation, and data
representation, to analyze data collected from individual interviews (see Miles et al., 2013). |
used NVivo to store, manage, and organize the transcripts of individual interviews. Furthermore,
| used traditional qualitative coding methods (e.g., display boards, highlighters, cut-outs, or
excerpts of participant statements) to differentiate interview data. The next three steps | took
during the data analysis process aligned with van Manen's (1990, 2016) concept of a hermeneutic
circle designed to reduce and make sense of phenomenological data.

A hermeneutic circle explains researchers' curiosity about a topic, their pre-understanding
of the phenomenon under study, data collection and presentation, development of emerging
themes, and conception findings based on literature (van Manen, 2016). As discussed in the
procedures section, | carefully followed the hermeneutic circle practices and procedures outlined
by van Manen (2016). This process and the resulting insights allowed me to recognize my
personal biases when examining other middle school co-teachers' experiences with virtual
classrooms. Next, | reduced the individual interview data and then developed emerging themes
that represented middle school educators' experiences with co-teaching. Cohen et al. (2000)
referred to this process as "phenomenological reduction” because it involves deciding whether

data is relevant enough to answer the research questions (p.7). | read each interview separately to
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understand what areas in the data | needed to pay close attention to. Also, | compiled all
individual interviews into a collective document and then dissected it following van Manen's
(2016) detailed reading approach.

The detailed reading method entails analyzing every sentence to determine what the
information reveals about the phenomenon under investigation (van Manen, 2016). Hermeneutic
phenomenologists use the detail reading approach to extract "powerful” statements to describe
participants' accounts of the research topic (p. 320). | created essential themes to explain the
meaning of SCSD middle school co-teachers' experience with virtual instruction. First, I
performed a line-by-line thematic analysis to understand the meaning of words and sentences in
the transcribed data. Later, | also developed detailed and thick descriptions to explain the
participants' lived experiences. Interpretative descriptions serve as the narrative for
phenomenological reflective writing (van Manen, 2016). Additionally, van Manen recommends
using headings, reflective phenomenological themes, and textual data to present the researcher's
interpretation of participants' virtual co-teaching experiences, which | incorporated into my data
analysis methods as well.

| uploaded each recorded interview to Otter.ai (a transcription software) after each
conversation endeds. Although modern technology transcribes auditory data quickly (Hopper et
al., 2021), I reviewed Otter.ai's transcripts thoroughly while listening to the audio recording to
verify whether the sources match verbatim. I also emailed participants their Otter.ai transcripts to
verify or member-check the content accuracy. | requested that they select an alias to replace their
identity throughout the study. Furthermore, | re-read and highlighted repetitive vital terms and
concepts throughout the initial transcriptions provided by the Otter.ai software while participants

confirmed their statements. Before re-reading the transcripts, | also documented all critical terms
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in the reflective journal to deepen my understanding of the potential participants' virtual co-
teaching experiences. Rather than conducting additional individual interviews, | asked each
participant to complete five journal prompts to gain more insight into their perspective about co-
teaching middle school during a global crisis. Out of the twelve participants ten emailed their
responses back to me. I also invited each person to a focus group session through email. | held
two focus group sessions, the first session contained four participants and the second session had
eight. Initially very few participants responded to the call for a focus group session, however
after I called each person, | was able to get the remaining co-teachers to participate.

Journal Prompts (e.g., Data Collection Approach #2)

In this hermeneutic study, participants completed journal prompts after their interview.
Journal prompts provide insight into participants' perspectives about a phenomenon (Harrison &
Fopma-Loy, 2010; Marquis et al., 2017). Oliver et al. (2021) alleged that journal prompts could
improve people's actions, beliefs, and skill set since journaling involves reflecting on past
experiences (Oliver et al., 2021). Journaling could provide details about participants' existing
knowledge, strengths, and weaknesses on a topic (Harrison & Fopma-Loy, 2010; Woodbridge &
O'Beirne, 2017). Reflective prompts also enhance people's critical thinking skills and
understanding of a global health crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Payne, 2020; Pierce et
al., 2020). Participants can also be motivated by journal prompts to set future goals (Harrison &
Fopma-Loy, 2010).

Research suggests that the key to providing journal prompts in research investigations is
explaining the questions before distributing them to participants (Woodbridge & O'Beirne,
2017). Reflective journal prompts can expound on online teaching practices during the COVID-

19 pandemic (Pierce et al., 2020). Additionally, reflective journal prompts might increase general
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and special educators' awareness of bias and subjectivities regarding teaching and learning
practices (Oliver et al., 2021; Payne, 2020), including virtual instruction. The journal prompts in
this study focused on understanding co-teachers' instructional practices in distance learning
classes. For this study, I based the journal prompts on Harrison and Fopma-Loy's (2010)
depiction of journal prompts to stimulate participants' emotional competencies. Each journal
prompt follows the open-ended format to delve into the co-teachers' perspectives about educating
middle school students online during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Like individual interviews, journal prompts could provide a deeper insight into a social
problem (Castleberry et al., 2016; Woodbridge & O'Beirne, 2017). Moser and Korstjens (2018)
recommend that social researchers incorporate encouraging words and phrases in the reflective
journal prompts to motivate participants to talk more about their experiences. After the
interviews | sent out an email to each SCSD middle school co-teacher asking them to complete
and email me the journal prompts no later than seven days after the individual interview.
Participants were advised to write wherever they feel comfortable sharing their virtual co-
teaching experiences. Some participants might view the reflective journaling opportunity as an
outlet for releasing unconscious emotions about an event (Burles, 2017). Others may not be as
open to discussing their experience because they fear that too much self-disclosure would
jeopardize their reputation (Woodbridge & O'Beirne, 2017). To lessen participants' stress levels,
| reminded them that their responses were anonymous, and | encouraged them to relax when
writing since it clears the mind and reduces anxiety while reflecting on past situations.

Journal Prompt Questions
1. In 200-400 words, describe your reactions to co-teaching in online classes during the

2020-2021 academic year. RQ, SQ1, SQ2, SQ3
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2. Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in their capability to perform a task or accomplish a
goal. Teacher self-efficacy focuses on how a teacher judges their ability to achieve
student academic success amongst challenges such as a non-motivated student or
behaviorally disruptive student. The teacher’s beliefs can lead to gains in the classroom
or the opposite. With this explanation in mind, describe your self-efficacy as an educator
during the 2020-2021 AY in 200-400 words.
3. In 200-400 words, discuss the things that positively impacted your self-efficacy as you
co-taught online during the COVID pandemic.
4. In 200-400 words, share the things that may have negatively impacted your self-efficacy
during that time.
5. In 200-400 words, share any other experiences that shaped your perception of co-
teaching during a global pandemic. RQ, SQ1, SQ2, SQ3
Qualitative scholars utilize journal prompts to enhance the reflexivity process and ensure
the study produces reliable results (Harrison & Fopma-Loy, 2010; Orange, 2016). All six journal
prompts are connected to the central research question (RQ) in this study. The first three prompts
address SQ1 specifically because they relate to co-teaching in general. Prompts 3-6 encouraged
participants to speak about their experiences transitioning to virtual instruction during the height
of COVID-19. Furthermore, journal prompts 1 and 3-6 generated rich details in response to SQ3
related to the middle school co-teachers' experience in virtual classrooms in the 2020-2021
school year.
Journal Prompts Data Analysis Plan

Journal prompts captured the essence of SCSD middle school co-teachers' virtual

instructional practices and strengthened my understanding of general educators' and special
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educators' experiences during the 2020-2021 school year. | analyzed participants' journal
prompts using the four basic steps outlined in the individual interview data analysis plan (i.e.,
data management, data reduction, data interpretation, and data representation). | also described
my thoughts about each person's journal prompt entries in a reflective journal. First, | collected
the prompts from participants electronically. | uploaded each electronic statement into the NVivo
software individually and as one collective document. Then I identified keywords and phrases
that supported essential themes connected to the research questions. This process required me to
read and re-read data collected from the journal prompts to determine how it related to the co-
teachers' virtual instruction practices. The journal prompt responses and data collected from the
individual interviews and focus groups supported the storyline chronicling SCSD middle school
educators' lived experience co-teaching students in virtual classrooms.

Focus Groups (e.g., Data Collection Approach #3)

Focus groups provide an opportunity for the researcher to interact with multiple
participants at the same time while encouraging dialogue amongst participants about the area
being researched. Focus groups are especially useful for exploring complex, multi-layered
concepts from the perspectives of the participants. Focus groups are an excellent means to create
triangulation using varied sources of evidence in your study when needing to conserve time
rather than conducting follow-up interviews of all participants, or when collective responses are
as good as, or superior to, individual interview evidence. Focus group questions must be
developed and reported using the same format as interview questions (see Interview Question
subsection above) and should avoid re-asking questions already asked during individual
interviews. Additionally, researchers should keep in mind that when using a focus group as a

source of triangulation for individual interviews, that the focus group protocol may need to be
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modified after the study is underway to follow up most effectively on initial data findings of
individual interviews.
Focus Group Questions
Before | constructed the final focus group questions, | considered factors that might
influence the outcome of qualitative data collected from this source (see Gill & Baillie, 2018).
Hamilton and Finley (2019) advise focus group moderators to choose questions based on the
study's problem, RQ, and SQs. Relevant focus group questions helped me delve deeper into the
middle school co-teacher participants' experiences educating 6-8 grade students in a virtual
learning space. As the moderator, I followed specific protocols during the focus groups (Moser
& Kaorstjens, 2018). | held two focus groups and | started each with an icebreaker question (e.g.,
did you enjoy co-teaching from home, or would you rather be in a face-to-face environment).
Gill and Baillie (2018) suggest starting focus groups with icebreaker questions to ease
participants' anxiety and provoke more meaningful dialogue. Participants took around five
minutes to answer the icebreakers and chat. After the last person spoke, | proceeded with the
focus group questions listed below:
1. Describe your role as the general or special education co-teacher. RQ, SQ1, SQ3
2. How do you think virtual learning will shape middle school education in the future,
particularly for inclusive classrooms? RQ, SQ1
3. Describe a co-teaching model you believe works best when working with a
[general/special] educator. RQ, SQ1, SQ3
4. How would you describe your communication with your virtual co-teaching partner? RQ,

SQ3
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5. Describe some positive experiences you had preparing to co-teach or co-teaching
virtually with another instructor. RQ, SQ2, SQ3

6. Describe some of the more challenging experiences you had preparing to co-teach or co-
teaching virtually with another instructor. RQ, SQs2, SQ3

7. Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in their capacity to perform a task or reach a
specific goal. Teacher self-efficacy is an individual’s judgement in their capabilities to
bring about desired outcomes of student engagement and learning, even when students
are difficult or unmotivated (Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy, 2001). As you think
about your self-efficacy as an educator, what impact did the virtual co-teaching
experience have on your self-efficacy?

8. What other experiences working with another co-teacher in an online environment during
the AY2020 would you like to share?

The focus group sessions deepened my understanding of general and special educators'
virtual co-teaching practices during the 2020-2021 school year. The qualitative data obtained
from the focus group sessions clarified previous statements and generated additional details
regarding the SCSD middle school educators' co-teaching practices (Flynn, 2022; Moser &
Korstjens, 2018). Data from the focus groups also provided a deeper understanding of
participants' online work environment and decision-making processes during the 2020-2021
school year.

All five focus group questions collectively answered the central research question that
guided this hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry. The initial focus group question aligned with
SQ2 regarding the co-teachers' transition to online instruction. In contrast, details extracted from

the second question spoke to SQ1 and SQ3 because they dealt with participants' experiences co-
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teaching middle school students. Data from the third focus group question connected to RQ and
SQ1 since it asked about future circumstances. Prompts four and five related specifically to SQ1
and SQ3 because both referred to co-teaching partnerships in the classroom.
Focus Group Data Analysis Plan

| used van Manen's (1990) hermeneutic phenomenological method to examine data
collected from both focus group sessions. Like the first two data analysis plans, | uploaded
transcripts of the focus groups into the NVivo software separately, transcribed the recordings,
and uploaded the recordings in one collective document. Maher et al. (2018) listed various
benefits associated with NVivo, including separating and combining data to identify, code, and
categorize qualitative data. | integrated the data collected from the focus groups in the existing
hermeneutic circle to strengthen the rich and thick descriptions explaining the co-teachers'
diverse responses concerning their lived experiences related to co-teaching SDSD middle school
students virtually amidst a global pandemic.
Data Synthesis

In qualitative studies, researchers synthesize and prioritize converting data into
knowledge (Astroth & Chung, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Qualitative scholars often
interpret and synthesize results generated in previous studies (Drisko, 2020). They also tend to
organize findings into essential or emerging themes (Johnston et al., 2020). Data collected in this
hermeneutic phenomenological study was triangulated (featuring three different data collection
methods) to strengthen the results' credibility. I followed van Manen's (1990) approach to
interpret and synthesize participants' shared experiences. | developed rich and thick statements to
explain the participants' experiences co-teaching middle school students and their experience

working in virtual classrooms. Interpretative assertions serve as anecdotal material describing the
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essence or meaning of a phenomenon under scrutiny (van Manen, 1990). Therefore, | developed
essential themes to represent my interpretation of SCSD middle school co-teachers' experiences
with virtual instruction during a public health crisis. More importantly, | synthesized and
integrated the data collected from the focus groups with information obtained from individual
interviews and journal prompts. Hermeneutic phenomenologists allow language to speak for
itself but tend to be sensitive to its subtle undertones (van Manen, 2003). Constructing a
phenomenological interpretation of participants' experiences required reviewing data constantly
until indications of the phenomenon under scrutiny appeared (van Manen, 1990, 2016).
Trustworthiness

Trustworthiness measures the rigor of qualitative results (Gill et al., 2018; Nowell et al.,
2017). Compared to reliability and validity in quantitative studies, trustworthiness consists of
four primary elements: credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018; Rose & Johnson, 2020). Each area of trustworthiness defines the quality criteria
in qualitative studies (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Additionally, qualitative scholars discuss the
four components of trustworthiness to prevent readers from losing sight of the research methods
used to analyze data or how assumptions may have interfered with the study's results (Nowell et
al., 2017). A few techniques commonly used to ensure trustworthiness include triangulating data
sources, obtaining rich descriptive data, keeping an audit trail, member checking information,
and monitoring biases via reflexivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Credibility

Credibility represents the confidence and accuracy of results generated in qualitative
studies (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). It also acts as internal validity in qualitative studies (Hays &

McKibben, 2021). To produce credible results, hermeneutic phenomenologists must explain all
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methods used to engage different data sources to construct their interpretative narratives of lived
experiences (Gill et al., 2018). Credibility can also be established by constructing rich and thick
descriptions to illustrate human lived experiences (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Prolonged
interaction, continual observation, data collection triangulation, and researcher triangulation
represent other techniques to achieve credible results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Throughout this phenomenological study, I ensured credibility by triangulating three data
sources, including individual interviews, journal prompts, and two focus groups. The individual
interviews and focus groups required member checks to verify the accuracy of participants'
statements. Member checks entail sending all participants an electronic copy of their interview
transcripts to clarify information (Thomas, 2017). This method also gave participants a chance to
review and verify statements and provide feedback before constructing interpretative statements
detailing the essence of the lived experiences (Smith & McGannon, 2018).

Transferability

In qualitative research, transferability relates to the applicability of the qualitative results
to other contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability also resembles reliability in
quantitative studies (Nowell et al., 2017). Transferable results also meet specific criteria allowing
readers to grasp and connect content presented in the study to real-life experiences (Cope, 2014;
Creswell & Creswell, 2018). To accomplish transferability, | developed rich and thick
descriptions so readers can determine whether the results generated in this study fit another
circumstance. | also provided copious information about the research setting to accomplish
transferability. Furthermore, | documented my interactions with participants and experiences

during the research process in a reflective journal to monitor biases and subjectivities. Lastly, I
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thoroughly explained the procedures to make it easier for future readers to follow the methods
used in the study (Guba, 1981; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Dependability

Like reliability in quantitative studies, dependability determines whether a qualitative
study can be replicated by another scholar (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Dependability occurs when
a qualitative scholar documents each step in the research process (Maher et al., 2018). One can
expect participants to share similar experiences (Connelly, 2016). Dependable results also show
consistency in data collection protocol, open-ended questions, and a member-checking process
(Lincoln & Guba, 2016). To achieve dependability, one must remain transparent during the
analysis phase (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). An audit trail also helps qualitative scholars accomplish
dependability (Astroth & Chung, 2018). Liberty University requires a thorough review of the
auditing process and results presented in the research study.
Confirmability

Confirmability refers to how results generated in a phenomenological qualitative analysis
reflect an accurate interpretation of participants' lived experiences (Cope, 2014; Lincoln & Guba,
2016). This aspect of trustworthiness occurs when the findings reflect mostly participants' voices
rather than the researcher (Connelly, 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Additionally, confirmability
involves triangulating multiple data sources to construct rich and thick interpretations of
participants' experiences (Astroth & Chung, 2018; Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). The reflective
journal also helps strengthen confirmability because it allows the researcher to monitor
assumptions, biases, and subjectivities about a topic (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Beyond these
measures, an audit trail could also support the confirmability aspect of trustworthiness (Cope,

2014).
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Ethical Considerations

Ethically, this hermeneutic phenomenological qualitative study did not begin until
Liberty University's IRB approved it. The recruitment process took place immediately after
obtaining permission from the IRB. | protected every participant throughout the study. |
currently serve as a general education co-teacher at one of the middle schools in the Sunny
County school system. However, | am neither a supervisor nor a lead administrator at my
location. | met virtually with 12 co-teachers (i.e., six general educators and six special educators)
who were willing to share their experiences with virtual co-teaching during the pandemic. I did
everything possible to minimize potential risks, distress, and discomfort throughout this
phenomenological investigation. | requested that all participants not share any information
disclosed in the research study. Ultimately, confidentiality is in place to protect all co-teacher
participants' identities and well-being (including career reputation).

| replaced participants' names with a pseudonym throughout the investigation.
Pseudonyms help the researcher safeguard participants' identities and support confidentiality
(Lahman et al., 2015). Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in focus groups; however, | asked
each co-teacher who participates in the focus groups not to discuss our conversations outside of
the meeting. Additionally, | had several discussions with participants about the informed consent
document, particularly before each interview and focus group session to ensure co-teachers
understood their confidentiality rights as research participants. The informed consent document
details pertinent information about the study and the right to exit the study without penalty.

Additionally, the informed consent document requested that participants keep the
information disclosed in the study confidential. Co-teachers were notified about my plan to

record individual interviews and focus group sessions through Microsoft Teams and on a
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portable device. Data is backed up on a password-protected flash drive and placed in a file
cabinet which requires a key. More importantly, individuals who participated in the study will be
debriefed on the study's findings after completion of the doctoral program. Although I recruited
SCSD middle school general and special educators who co-taught virtually in 2020-2021 and
could not guarantee anonymity because of the nature of our interactions, | did ensure that
information shared in the investigation was kept confidential during and after data collection
concluded. I will lock all data in a locked filing cabinet until it is no longer necessary.
Summary

This chapter has explained the qualitative hermeneutic phenomenology design, the
research questions, setting, and participants. | selected middle school co-teachers as participants
in this study because information on this population remains limited (Swanson & Wexler, 2017).
As a former special education and current general education co-teacher, | explored and described
6-8th grade co-teachers' experiences with virtual teaching during the recent COVID-19
pandemic. Furthermore, Chapter 3 covered the researcher's post-positivity position on co-
teaching. Data obtained via individual interviews, journal prompts, and focus groups formed rich
and thick interpretive descriptions that responded to the central RQ and SQs related to the

essence of the participants' lived experiences co-teaching online.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview

The researcher of this qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study aimed to describe
and understand the lived experiences of co-teaching online through the perspectives of general
education and special education co-teachers at the middle school level during the COVID-19
pandemic of the 2020-2021 academic year. This chapter's underlying objective is to discuss the
results obtained after analyzing the data collected from participants' interview transcripts, focus
group transcripts, and journal prompt responses for emerging themes. The chapter includes
participant descriptions, discussion of the narrative themes of the data, address outlier data, and
review the research question responses.
Participants

The research study's participants included 12 middle school teachers who co-taught
virtually during the 2020-2021 school year. Of the teachers recruited for the study, one
participant declined to participate, one did not respond to the invitation, and 12 accepted the
invitation. The research participants included 11 female co-teachers and one male co-teacher.
Table 1 summarizes the participants' total years of co-teaching, highest degree earned, content
area, and the grade level taught during the 2020-2021 academic year.
Table 1

Teacher Participants

Teacher Years Co- Grade
Participant ~ Teaching  Highest Degree Earned Content Area Level
Daniel 15 Masters Math 8th
Sally 3 Bachelors English Language 8th

Arts

Amanda 14 Education Specialist Special Education 6th - 8t



Mary

Penelope

Virginia

Paula

Natalie

Tammy

Keisha

Sabrina

Sadie

Educational Specialist

Masters

Bachelors

Masters

Educational Specialist

Bachelors

Masters

Masters

Masters

Results

Special Education

Special Education

Math

Special Education

Math

Special Education

English Language
Arts

English Language
Arts

Special Education

6"-8th

6t-8th

7th

6"-8th

7th

6"-8th

6th

8th

6"-8th
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This study highlights co-teachers' experiences who co-taught virtually during the Covid-

19 pandemic, focusing on their unique circumstances and situations. The themes generated from

the data collection and analysis shed light on the need to proactively build relationships, adapt to

change, and collaborate effectively while co-teaching in a virtual environment. Through a

detailed exploration of co-teachers' experiences, this study provides valuable insights into the
lived experiences of co-teachers during the academic school year of 2020-2021.

Relationship Building

The results of this study highlight the importance of developing a solid working

relationship between co-teachers to foster effective collaboration and instructional practices.
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Paula stated, "Building a rapport and having a relationship with your co-teacher is everything!
The environment does not matter; you and your co-teacher will not survive if you do not
establish a bond." The co-teachers in this study felt that when they prioritized positive
relationship building, they were likelier to experience desired communication, trust, and work
cohesion. For example, Tammy's relationship with her co-teacher flourished because they trusted
each other: "We had a great relationship because the general ed. teacher was an excellent
listener. She was open-minded; I could tell her things, and she would listen and take my advice if
something was not working. I never felt like | was blocked out."

Additionally, the researcher identified several critical strategies for building relationships,
such as taking time to get to know one another outside of the classroom, regularly reflecting on
and discussing teaching practices, and consistently supporting each other. Sally affirmed, "We
would casually have conversations on the phone. It takes time to build a relationship. | think the
first thing we did was build that relationship, and then we started to plan together once we had
built the relationship. So that is what helped.” Virtual co-teachers can create a supportive and
productive environment that benefits themselves and their students by prioritizing relationship
building. As Keisha stated, "Co-teachers must have a relationship because it is all or nothing. It
is just the two of you."

Co-Teacher Relationships

The results showed that co-teaching relationships rely heavily on the collaborative effort
of two teachers working together to support each other to give students the best learning
experience. Sally expressed, "The relationship strengthened during virtual co-teaching because
we only had each other to lean on to support each other.” Sabrina also shared, "The fact that we

were able to be friends outside of the classroom is what truly helped us feel comfortable
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collaborating and teaching one class as partners.” Other participants agreed that if not for the
relationship they built outside their regular work schedule, they would not have experienced
success with virtual co-teaching. In agreement with Sabrina, Amanda shared, "Because my co-
teacher and I had such a great relationship, we were able to design creative and fun virtual co-
teaching lessons."
Teacher-Student Relationships

The feedback from the participants showed that the virtual teaching environment made it
difficult for co-teachers to build student-teacher relationships. Virginia stated, "One of the
challenges was building that relationship with the students.” Establishing rapport and
communicating effectively with students remotely can be difficult. While discussing how the
relationships with students changed after the transition to virtual learning, Daniel said, "I did not
know the kids, and that was the biggest struggle! I would not know who they were if | had seen
them in the mall." Tammy agreed with Daniel, stating, "Creating that bond between teacher and
student was tough."
Adapting to Changes

In March 2020, participants had to transition into a virtual classroom, which required a
shift in technology integration and self-efficacy. As noted by Sadie, "It was like learning a
completely new way of teaching, and I had to find myself quickly adjusting to it, whether I liked
it or not." During the change to virtual teaching, some co-teachers' self-efficacy beliefs lowered
due to an unfamiliar environment. Sally explained her experiences with self-efficacy during this
time, stating, "When the administrators told us we had to virtually co-teach, my self-efficacy
immediately lowered as an educator."

Challenges Learning Technology
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Through the lens of the participants' experiences, it is evident that learning new
technology for a virtual co-teaching environment poses challenges. The participants agreed with
Daniel when he said, "The biggest challenge | had was trying to navigate the technology.” The
COVID-19 pandemic forced co-teachers to rely heavily on technology, requiring them to learn
quickly. Sally said, "It was stressful; | had to learn how to transform face-to-face lesson plans
into virtual ones." Many digital tools and platforms for effective virtual instruction and student
engagement were new to everyone. Natalie asserted, "l was a novice as far as technology was
concerned during that time. The new programs such as Whiteboard and Teams were sometimes
difficult to operate.”

Feeling Overwhelmed

The participants discussed how they felt overwhelmed by virtual co-teaching during a
pandemic. Daniel spoke about the abrupt transition stating, "I did not know what to do. | was
winging it. | had no experience with virtual teaching. I could barely use the tools online. After
all, we had not had proper training because nobody knew this was coming." This statement
showed how in the beginning, participants felt overburdened by the unknown requirements of
teaching a virtual class. Echoing this sentiment, Virginia shared, "Everything was just extremely
overwhelming." Furthermore, high expectations from the administration added to the feeling of
being overwhelmed and often complicated the ability to practice self-care during the pandemic.
As Tammy emphasized, "I overworked myself so much that I tried to quit several times. So, | did
not manage my stress that well."

The restrictions set in place due to the rapid spread of COVID-19 engulfed some
participants. A dialogue occurred among participants regarding navigating numerous factors

arising from Covid. Natalie mentioned, "My co-teacher and | had children in the home at the
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time who were also trying to learn while we were trying to co-teach.” Her statement brought
attention to the fact that many co-teachers had families they needed to care for while co-teaching.
Penelope explained, "I did not realize how much it affected me until I returned to the school
building. I no longer knew how to be social with people. 1 also put on about 40 pounds, so it did
not work well." Like Penelope, Virginia mentioned, "Before the pandemic, | went to the gym to
help relieve work-related stress. During the pandemic, | was so overwhelmed | gained unwanted
weight."
Self-Efficacy and Adaptability in Virtual Co-Teaching

The results of this study suggested that many teachers experienced low self-efficacy at
the start of the pandemic, feeling incapable of co-teaching. Penelope talked about teacher self-
efficacy, saying, "At first, | was unsure of my abilities to effectively co-teach virtually, and | felt
like quitting.” In agreement with Penelope, Tammy explained, | tried quitting multiple times due
to the uncertainty that | could perform.” However, as they adapted to the new circumstances and
gained more experience, many began to feel more confident in their skills to navigate the
challenges of virtual co-teaching. Keisha spoke about task-specific self-efficacy and noted, "As
time passed, | started to feel more confident in my skills as a virtual co-teacher." Likewise, Sadie
shared, "By the end of the virtual school year, my self-efficacy was high, and | realized that the
task | had face-to-face were similar to the virtual environment!" Overall, the experience helped
co-teachers grow and develop as educators, and they recognized the importance of adaptability
and resilience in difficult circumstances. Paula explained the collective self-efficacy she and her
co-teacher felt: "The pandemic showed us that it did not matter about the environment. We could
still thrive as co-teachers."

Collaborating Effectively
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The researcher found that effective collaboration was crucial for a virtual co-teaching
environment. According to Penelope, "We had to agree on the goal for our students, which those
conversations were uncomfortable sometimes.” Additionally, the participants in this study
collaborated through frequent communication. Virginia stated, "We collaborated no matter the
time or day, and doing so helped make co-teaching more effective.”" The co-teachers were also
influential in using collaboration to plan out differentiation strategies. In the words of Daniel,
"We did pretty well differentiating our lessons, but it was only because my co-teacher was
willing to talk after school hours."

Collaborative Communication

The co-teachers in this study collaborated with their co-teacher with clear communication
to work towards a common goal, student success. Mary stated,” We would use texts or phone
calls to ensure we were on the same page for the week and how things would run virtually."
Participants communicated their strengths, weaknesses, and responsibilities during planning to
ensure a collaborative effort in providing an effective learning environment for all students. Sally
mentioned, "My strongest point is writing, and my co-teacher told me her strongest point would
be grammar. So, as we planned, we established who would teach which part of the content.”
Taking the time to communicate their abilities and plan their lessons took intentional effort and
time. As Natalie stated, "Although it was difficult to find time to plan, we came up with a
schedule that fit our teacher-mom lives."”

Collaborating for Differentiation

The co-teachers in this study implemented differentiation strategies in many ways as they

worked with one another to create the most effective lessons possible. Sabrina explained, "We

co-planned to differentiate instruction using different graphic organizers. We would fill in two-
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three bullet points for students with disabilities. While my higher performing students were given
a blank chart and had to complete it themselves." Mary and her co-teacher planned to
differentiate the classroom environment using co-teaching models: "Primarily, we used the team-
teaching model where she would teach a part of the lesson, and | would teach another part.”
Differentiation was essential to keeping the virtual environment engaging. As described by
Daniel, "We were constantly collaborating for differentiation. Our lessons were like a TV show;
we would have a joke of the day at the same time every day."
Outlier Data Findings

The participants' experiences in this study were complex and multifaceted; some
experiences sometimes differed significantly from the norm. While these outlier findings may
seem at odds with most participants, they provided valuable insights into the nuances and
complexities of virtual co-teaching. Exploring these outlier experiences in more detail uncovered
new perspectives and ideas that enriched my understanding of the topic. In the following
sections, | will describe these participants' unique, outlier experiences and discuss how they
contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of virtual co-teaching.
Lack of Content Knowledge

A significant outlier finding from this study was that some co-teachers reported feeling
they lacked content knowledge, which could affect the quality of instruction and support
provided to students. For example, Sabrina shared that she felt "unprepared for the new virtual
environment and was particularly challenged by the need to write IEPs, modify lessons, and
navigate a new teaching environment while also being new to the district.” Similarly, Tammy
reported that she initially "struggled with writing certain parts of the lesson plan” because the

content she was teaching "was not an area of strength.” On the other hand, Natalie had a co-
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teacher who was "very knowledgeable about special education content but less comfortable with
math." Despite their different experiences, all three participants highlighted the importance of
content knowledge for effective co-teaching. Acknowledging and addressing these challenges
equips co-teachers to provide high-quality instruction and support to their students.
Knowledge of Co-Teaching Models

An unexpected finding from this study was that most co-teachers reported being
unfamiliar with the six basic co-teaching models, demonstrating the need for professional
development opportunities to support their practices. Daniel, for example, described a model
where "I lead, and the co-teacher bounces off of me,” but he could not recall the formal name of
this model. This confusion emphasizes the need for co-teachers to have a shared language and
understanding of different co-teaching models to plan and implement lessons effectively.
Similarly, Sally mentioned, "The co-teaching model we used was more like a jigsaw model, as
well as one-teaches, one-observes, and one-teaches one-assists.” However, she needed help
applying these models in a virtual setting. The participants' lack of familiarity with the six co-
teaching models underscores the challenges of adapting co-teaching practices to a remote
learning environment and the importance of providing co-teachers with strategies and support to
do so. Finally, Keisha acknowledged needing help "remembering the names of the co-teaching
models they had used," illustrating a need for ongoing professional development and support for
co-teachers to deepen their knowledge and understanding of co-teaching models and strategies.
By providing co-teachers with these opportunities, educators may improve the quality of co-
teaching and ultimately enhance the learning outcomes of their students.

The Perceptions of Effective Virtual Co-Teaching
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While challenging, the experience of virtual co-teaching also brought about unexpected
positive experiences for some participants. For example, Paula expressed satisfaction with the
transition: "The pandemic showed us that we could still thrive in any environment. It was a
smooth transition, and | can honestly say | enjoyed it." Sabrina also had a positive experience,
remarking, "'l had no outside factors that impacted my virtual teaching experience.” These
experiences have necessary implications for the future of education and the role of technology in
teaching and learning. Similarly, Sadie found the online experience an asset, stating, "I like the
online experience. | thought the online schedule was an asset for the student and us." Although
Sadie acknowledged the ease of in-person teaching, she found virtual co-teaching to have its
benefits.

Research Questions Responses

In this study, I investigated the experiences of middle school co-teachers who co-taught
virtually during the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2020-2021 academic year. The research focused
on how co-teachers describe their experiences with building relationships, adapting to changes,
and collaborating with their co-teacher and students. The subsequent sections present the
participant's responses to the research questions.

Central Research Question

What were lived experiences of middle school co-teachers who co-taught virtually during
the 2020-2021 school year? One common theme from the participants' responses was the stress
and pressure of adapting quickly to the virtual environment. As Keisha noted, "It was stressful; |
had to learn quickly!" and "Virtual co-teaching was a bad experience™ due to the challenges
posed by technology and communication with her co-teacher.

Sub Question One
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What were middle school general and special educators' experiences co-teaching in a
virtual classroom during the 2020-2021 school year? The responses made clear the importance of
collaboration and relationship-building between co-teachers. A general education teacher, Sally,
emphasized how "co-teaching with a special education teacher helped me better differentiate
instruction for our students.” Paula, a special education teacher, stressed the need for “trust and
mutual understanding"” between co-teachers so that "activities and suggestions could benefit all
students, not just those who needed extra support.”

Sub Question Two

What were middle school co-teachers' experiences transitioning to virtual learning amidst
the COVID-19 pandemic? Participants' responses suggest that this transition was often
challenging and overwhelming. Mary described the experience as "overwhelmingly unclear,”
indicating that co-teachers had to navigate the challenges of virtual teaching without sufficient
support or guidance. Other participants, such as Penelope and Sadie, highlighted technology
issues, communication, and collaboration difficulties. However, despite these challenges, some
co-teachers like Sabrina and Paula were able to find ways to make the transition work.

Sub Question Three

How was middle school co-teachers' self-efficacy influenced during the sudden change to
virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic in the 2020-2021 academic year? Overall, the
participants had varying experiences with their self-efficacy during the sudden shift to virtual
learning. While some, like Daniel, felt "confident in their ability to adjust quickly due to their
initial high self-efficacy,” others, like Keisha, initially felt "insecure about their abilities to adapt

to the online environment.” Furthermore, as Sabrina pointed out, the virtual environment added a
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layer of complexity to her self-efficacy, stating, "I have always had a good sense of self-efficacy,
but the virtual world made me feel like | was starting from scratch.”
Summary

This chapter discussed the experiences of middle school general and special education
co-teachers who virtually co-taught during the Covid-19 pandemic throughout the 2020-2021
academic school year. The findings indicated that co-teachers encountered challenges related to
relationship building, adapting to a new environment, and collaboration. However, an
unexpected finding was that some co-teachers enjoyed teaching virtually and found it to be a
valuable experience. According to the participants, a positive collaborative virtual co-teaching
experience depends on the co-teacher's efforts to grow and learn together. Their experiences
demonstrated that adequate training, communication, and planning could meet teachers' and

students' needs in a virtual environment.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview

The purpose of this qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study was to describe and
understand the lived experiences of middle school co-teachers who co-taught virtually in Eastern
Georgia during the COVID-19 pandemic throughout the 2020-2021 academic year. The
researcher in this study examined what virtual co-teaching looks like through the eyes of special
and general education teachers who were also experiencing a global pandemic for the first time.
This chapter concludes the research and presents my interpretations and ideas regarding the
study's findings. Chapter Five consists of five discussion subsections: (a) Interpretation of
Findings, (b) Implications for Policy and Practice, (c) Theoretical and Methodological
Implications, (d) Limitations and Delimitations, and (¢) Recommendations for Future Research.

Discussion

The purpose of this section is to discuss the study's findings considering the developed
themes of relationship building, adapting to change, and collaborating effectively. Through my
participants' lived experiences, | learned about co-teachers' experiences which quickly
transitioned from instructing in a face-to-face environment to a virtual one. This section will
discuss the synthesis of the findings, suggestions for stakeholders, connections to theory, the
study's limitations, and recommendations.
Interpretation of Findings

This section begins with a summary of thematic findings discussed in chapter four,
themes of building relationships, adapting to change, and collaboration. The following are
interpretations rooted in the interviews, focus groups, and other data collected from the

participants' lived experiences.
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Summary of Thematic Findings

The participants provided insights into their experiences of virtual co-teaching during the
COVID-19 pandemic, which they explained that the abrupt merge to virtual learning affected
their instructional practices and relationships with their co-teachers and students similarly to
other researchers (Buschelman, 2020). Themes of relationship building, adapting to change, and
collaborating effectively were the results of the data. The findings suggest that building a strong
relationship with their co-teacher was critical to successful virtual co-teaching, which is a new
addition to the research on middle school virtual co-teaching during the pandemic. However, due
to the limitations of virtual instruction, this proved to be a significant challenge for many co-
teaching pairs. Along with relationship building difficulties, participants in this study reported
facing various physical and mental challenges in the virtual teaching environment. Despite these
obstacles, the co-teachers had to adapt quickly and make significant adjustments to their teaching
practices, including learning new technologies and techniques for online instruction. The shift to
virtual instruction due to the Covid-19 pandemic added to co-teaching challenges, making the
experience even more complicated for many participants. Co-teachers had to collaborate on
lesson plans and differentiation strategies outside their scheduled workday, which required
significant coordination and effort. Participants in this study reported that planning for virtual
instruction was crucial to ensure practical and engaging lessons for all students, including those
with disabilities.

Sense of Rapport and Trust. The participants in this study highlighted the importance
of relationship building, particularly a sense of rapport and trust, with their co-teachers as
essential for successful virtual co-teaching. They emphasized that non-verbal cues are limited,

and communication is more challenging in a virtual environment; co-teachers must rely on
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verbal communication and collaboration to ensure practical and engaging lessons for all students.
Establishing trust and mutual respect with co-teachers can facilitate open communication and
effective collaboration, which Mary and Daniel's experiences emphasized. Additionally, recent
research highlighted the importance of building trust in online learning environments to promote
student engagement and success (Wang & Chen, 2021), supporting the participants' findings.
Overall, as emphasized by Keisha and Tammy, educators may prioritize the development of
relationships with their co-teachers to promote effective virtual co-teaching and enhance student
learning outcomes (Heisler & Thousand, 2021; Pratt et al., 2017).

Adapting to the Environment. The participants in this study, including Sally and Sadie,
shared that adapting to change was a significant challenge for co-teachers in virtual settings,
particularly in adjusting to new instructional models and technologies. Several participants in
this study reported struggling with the transition to virtual instruction, as they had to familiarize
themselves with an entirely new environment and teaching practices. These challenges highlight
the importance of supporting co-teachers in adapting to change, mainly through targeted
professional development programs that address the unique challenges of virtual co-teaching and
provide teachers with the necessary tools and knowledge to succeed in virtual learning
environments (Zhang et al., 2021). Indeed, recent research has emphasized the importance of
such programs in promoting effective instruction and technology use in virtual settings (Lim,
Lee, & Grabowski, 2021). The participants' experiences underscore the need for ongoing support
and training to help co-teachers navigate the challenges of virtual co-teaching and ensure the
success of all students in the online learning environment.

Collaborating Effectively. The findings from this study suggest that participants utilized

their off hours to communicate with each other and create engaging virtual lessons. Amanda
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shared how she and her co-teacher spent numerous hours developing lessons to capture their
students' attention. Similarly, Paula and her co-teacher discussed content delivery over the
phone. These examples highlight the importance of collaborative communication in successful
virtual co-teaching. Effective communication allowed co-teachers to share ideas and develop
strategies to enhance student engagement. Previous research (Saghafi et al., 2021; Xu & Morris,
2019) supports the significance of collaborative communication in virtual co-teaching.
Implications for Policy and Practice

Virtual co-teaching can be a highly effective way to support students in virtual learning
environments, but it requires careful planning and implementation. In order to ensure the success
of virtual co-teaching, school districts may need to implement policies that provide support and
resources for co-teachers. These policies include training programs, technology support,
collaboration, and professional development opportunities. Additionally, co-teachers may benefit
from specific practices that help them be effective in a virtual co-teaching setting, such as regular
communication and collaboration with their co-teacher and technology tools to enhance
instruction. School districts can make virtual co-teaching a practical and effective approach to
supporting student learning in virtual environments by focusing on these policies and practices.
Implications for Policy

School districts can implement specific policies and guidelines to enhance the

effectiveness of virtual co-teaching. For instance, school districts can provide professional
development opportunities for co-teachers to improve their technology skills and virtual co-
teaching strategies (Cho & Kim, 2021). Additionally, school districts can establish clear
expectations and guidelines for co-teachers, such as communication protocols, roles and

responsibilities, and virtual classroom management strategies. Furthermore, school districts can



109

provide co-teachers with access to technology tools and resources to support virtual instruction,
such as virtual whiteboards, breakout rooms, and screen sharing. By implementing these policies
and guidelines, school districts can better support co-teachers and improve students' quality of
virtual co-instruction (Stansberry & Flora, 2021).

Implications for Practice

The research results indicate that bonding helps middle school co-teachers establish
relationships with their partners and students. Other researchers have suggested being mindful of
the challenges of building relationships in a virtual environment before the start of the school
year (Cho & Kim, 2021). In this study, the co-teachers found it essential to use intentional
relationship-building strategies, such as scheduling regular check-ins with their partner or
utilizing ice-breaker activities during virtual class sessions. By being aware of these challenges
and proactively addressing them, co-teachers may improve the effectiveness of virtual co-
teaching.

The implications of this study also extend to middle school administrators who rely on
virtual co-teaching to deliver instruction. The results of this study imply that ongoing support
from school leaders could help minimize the feeling of being overwhelmed by co-teachers.
Researchers propose that the administrative team stay aware of the workload and stress
associated with virtual co-teaching and provide co-teachers with adequate support and resources
to prevent burnout (Cho & Kim, 2021). The results of this study suggest that middle school
stakeholders could provide support by prioritizing the amount of work assigned to co-teachers
and students. Additionally, principals can consider incorporating regular check-ins with virtual

co-teachers to ensure they feel supported and valued.
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While the findings of this study shed light on co-teachers' experiences during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the implications for practice may vary depending on the specific context
and circumstances of the school. Therefore, it is important to approach the implications with
caution and consider the unique needs and challenges of each school and its educators.
Additionally, virtual co-teaching may not be the best fit for all students or educators. As such,
educators and administrators should consider a range of instructional approaches and modalities
to ensure that all students receive high-quality instruction that meets their individual needs (Cho
& Kim, 2021). By adopting a flexible and adaptable approach, educators can serve their students
and support their personal and professional growth as teachers.

Theoretical and Empirical Implications

The researcher utilized two of Bandura's (1986) social cognitive theory components,
including triadic reciprocal determinism and self-efficacy, to describe the lived experiences of
co-teachers' whose teaching environment abruptly changed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The
empirical implications of this study add to the literature on hermeneutic phenomenological
research by interpreting the experiences of middle school co-teachers in east Georgia who taught
online during the 2020-2021 academic year. Due to the gap in the literature, it is essential to
acknowledge and research the experiences of co-teaching virtually during the Covid-19
pandemic for this specific population.

Theoretical Implications

This study reflects the importance of the reciprocal causation system in Bandura's (1986)
theory. This element of social cognitive theory posits that behavior, personal, and environmental
factors interact bidirectionally to influence individuals' experiences and behavior (Bandura,

1997). In virtual co-teaching, this theory suggests that co-teachers' self-efficacy beliefs shape
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their interactions with the virtual teaching environment and their ability to navigate and
effectively use available technology (Liu et al., 2021). Co-teachers' teaching practices, in turn,
are influenced by their self-efficacy beliefs. For example, suppose a co-teacher feels confident
using technology to engage students in virtual instruction. In that case, they may be more likely
to incorporate interactive features into their lessons, leading to more effective instruction. On the
other hand, if a co-teacher needs more confidence in their ability to use technology, they may be
less effective in a virtual setting. These findings have theoretical implications for understanding
the role of self-efficacy beliefs in virtual co-teaching and suggest that interventions aimed at
improving co-teachers' self-efficacy may lead to more effective virtual instruction.

The researcher in this study found that co-teachers initially experienced low self-efficacy
when engaging in virtual co-teaching during the 2020-2021 academic school year. However,
their self-efficacy increased as they adapted to the virtual environment and gained experience,
which is consistent with research on teacher self-efficacy in virtual environments (Liu et al.,
2021). This finding is consistent with Bandura's (1986) theory, which posits that individuals'
self-efficacy beliefs influence their experiences and strengthen successful performance. The
findings of this study suggest that as teachers work in the virtual learning environment and gain
familiarity with virtual learning and related technology, their self-efficacy rises as they gain
experience and confidence.

Additionally, the theoretical implications of this study suggest that virtual co-teaching
provides a unique opportunity for co-teachers to enhance their self-efficacy by developing their
virtual teaching skills (Bandura, 1997; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2018). Co-teachers use online tools
and platforms to deliver instruction, such as learning management systems, video conferencing

software, and other digital resources. Therefore, they must develop new skills and competencies
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related to technology and online teaching. As they gain experience and become more proficient
in using these tools, their self-efficacy in effectively delivering virtual instruction may also
increase. For example, they may become more confident in using different types of multimedia
to engage students, create interactive online activities, and facilitate online discussions.

As their self-efficacy beliefs increase, virtual educators may be more willing to try new
instructional approaches and take on new challenges in their virtual teaching practices.
Research by Kramarski and Michalsky (2010) has shown that self-efficacy beliefs are critical for
teacher learning and development and can enhance through targeted professional development
programs. In virtual co-teaching, providing opportunities for co-teachers to develop and refine
their virtual teaching skills may effectively enhance their self-efficacy beliefs and improve the
quality of virtual instruction for students. Additionally, research by Bandura (1997) suggested
that self-efficacy beliefs are influenced by personal factors such as past experiences and beliefs
about one's abilities and environmental factors such as social support and feedback from others.
Therefore, creating a supportive and collaborative virtual teaching environment may also be
necessary for enhancing co-teachers' self-efficacy beliefs in virtual co-teaching.

Empirical Implications

The empirical implications of this study bring attention to the critical importance of
building relationships, collaborating effectively, and adapting to change in the virtual co-
teaching context, aligning with existing literature. The virtual co-teachers in this study reported
that building a relationship in a virtual environment was vital to having a successful year.
However, they found it challenging because they needed dedicated collaboration time. Likewise,
the literature indicates that effective co-teaching relationships require sufficient coordination,

planning, and commitment to supporting student achievement (Heisler & Thousand, 2021; Pratt
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et al., 2017). Additionally, co-teachers in this study experienced feeling disconnected from their
virtual students. They reported that it hindered the natural building of relationships that typically
happens in a face-to-face environment. This finding is consistent with the research on virtual
versus face-to-face learning (Jensen et al., 2020; Luo et al., 2022).

This study found that participants experienced difficulties with needing more planning
time to effectively collaborate with one another, which is consistent with research findings
within the field (Alnasser, 2021; Casserly & Padden, 2018; Joyce et al., 2020). The current study
showed that the participants experienced time constraints with the virtual learning schedule,
which led to heavy use of non-evidence-based practices. For example, the participants explained
that due to improper co-planning time, they overused co-teaching models such as one-teach-one-
assist and one-teach-one observe, like other researchers' findings (Weiss et al., 2021; Wexler,
2021). The participants in this study expressed how they did not have adequate time to plan and
met during non-scheduled work hours to collaborate on lesson plans. This finding is consistent
with research in the field, which found that collaborating effectively includes co-planning, which
requires co-teachers to know the content, instructional strategies, and practical considerations to
design effective lesson plans (Chitiyo & Brinda, 2018; Pratt et al., 2017).

Current literature has shown that co-teaching can lead to implementing inclusive
instructional practices that benefit all students, particularly those with disabilities (Friend &
Cook, 2017; Pugach et al., 2019). This study's findings suggest that after the participants adapted
to the virtual environment, they realized virtual co-teaching could benefit students. This finding
is also congruent with studies completed by Mofield (2020) and Pratt et al. (2017), showing how
co-teaching benefits all students regardless of their circumstances or environment. However, this

study's findings also establish that the challenges sometimes overpowered the benefits of virtual
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co-teaching due to some of the same issues reported by other researchers, such as feeling
underprepared to adapt to the abrupt change making it challenging to implement co-teaching-
based practices (Brendle et al., 2017; Shin et al., 2016; Strogilos et al., 2020). Thus, the findings
of this study are consistent with the research in demonstrating that co-teaching is a collaborative
effort (Gbénakpon, 2018) that affects relationships (Pesonen et al., 2021), the ability to adapt to
change (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2017) and how effective co-teachers collaborate (Murawski &
Lochner, 2011).

Limitations and Delimitations

One limitation of this study is that the participants were drawn from a single public-
school county, which may limit the generalizability of the findings to other contexts. While the
study's focus on virtual co-teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic is relevant to a wide range
of educators, the specific challenges and experiences reported by these co-teachers may be
influenced by local factors such as district policies, technology infrastructure, or student
demographics. Future research could expand the scope of the study to include participants from
multiple districts, states, or regions to enhance the findings' external validity.

Another limitation of this study is the small sample size of 12 co-teachers. While efforts
were made to recruit participants from various grade levels and content areas, the experiences
and perspectives of these co-teachers may only represent part of the broader population of virtual
co-teachers. Future research could employ larger sample sizes or alternative sampling methods to
ensure a more diverse and comprehensive representation of virtual co-teaching experiences.
Despite these limitations, the study's focus on individual experiences and perspectives can
provide valuable insights into the lived realities of virtual co-teachers during a time of

unprecedented disruption and change in education.
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Finally, a delimitation of this study is the narrow research timeframe, which focuses
specifically on virtual co-teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic throughout the 2020-2021
academic year. While this decision was made to ensure the study's relevance and timeliness, it
also limits the generalizability of the findings to other periods of virtual co-teaching or in-person
co-teaching contexts. Additionally, while this study provides insight into the challenges and
opportunities of virtual co-teaching, the pandemic has impacted the education system, resulting
in widespread changes to teaching and learning practices and heightened stress and anxiety
among educators (Kidd & Murray, 2020). For instance, the pandemic may have created
additional stressors for co-teachers, such as uncertainty about their job security or the health risks
associated with working in person. Therefore, while this study provides valuable insights into the
experiences of virtual co-teaching, the findings may be specific to the pandemic context and not
generalizable to other contexts or time periods.

Recommendations for Future Research

Future researchers should seek to expand the scope and duration of the study to gain a
more comprehensive understanding of the challenges and opportunities of virtual co-teaching.
Specifically, future researchers could compare virtual and in-person co-teaching experiences to
identify similarities and differences in teaching practices, student outcomes, and teacher well -
being. Additionally, longitudinal studies could track the long-term impact of virtual co-teaching
on teacher self-efficacy, collaboration, and student achievement. The number of students
enrolled in online courses has continued to increase steadily over the past decade (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2020), highlighting the importance of continued research on

effective online teaching practices, including virtual co-teaching. By broadening the scope and
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duration of research on virtual co-teaching, educators and policymakers can better understand
how to support teachers and students in increasingly complex and diverse learning environments.
Conclusion

The researcher of this study used Bandura's (1986) social cognitive theory to explore the
challenges and opportunities of virtual co-teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic. The
researcher found that co-teachers faced difficulties building relationships with their co-teachers
and students in the virtual environment, and many felt overwhelmed and lacked confidence in
their abilities. However, co-teachers in this study adapted and built their self-efficacy with
increased collaboration, differentiated instruction, and professional development opportunities.
The implications for practice include the need for school districts to implement policies to ensure
the effectiveness of virtual co-teaching, such as providing ongoing professional development and
technical support. Additionally, co-teachers should focus on building relationships with their co-
teachers and students to improve the quality of virtual co-teaching. Although this study had
limitations, such as a small sample size and a focus on a specific time frame during the
pandemic, it provides valuable insights into the experiences of virtual co-teaching. Future
researchers should expand the study's scope and duration to gain a more comprehensive
understanding of the impact of virtual co-teaching on teacher self-efficacy, collaboration, and

student achievement.
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participants research is exempt from the policy set forth in 45 CFR 46:104(d):
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» Written authorization is required from the principal before conducting
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research project.
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Appendix C
Principal’s Permission Request

Dear Principal [Name],

I hope this email finds you well. My name is Carmean Matthews, and | am a doctoral student at
Liberty University. | am conducting a research study on the experiences of co-teachers who co-
taught in a virtual setting during the 2020-2021 academic year. The purpose of my research is to
describe and understand the experiences of co-teaching all-online through the perspectives of
general education and special education co-teachers at the middle school level during the
COVID-19 pandemic during the 2020-2021 academic year.

To gather data for this study, | am seeking the participation of general education and special
education teachers who co-taught during the academic year. Participants must be 18 years or
older, and willing to participate in individual interviews, focus groups, and written journal
prompts. Participation in the study is completely anonymous.

I am writing to request your assistance in identifying potential participants for this study. If you
are aware of any teachers who meet the requirements and might be interested in participating in
the study, please provide their email addresses so that | can contact them with more information
about the study.

Thank you in advance for your time and consideration. If you have any questions or concerns
about this study, please do not hesitate to contact me.

Sincerely,
Carmean Matthews
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Appendix D

Informed Consent

Consent

Title of the Project: The Lived Experiences of Co-Teachers Who Co-Taught Virtually During
COVID-19: A Qualitative Hermeneutic Phenomenological Study

Principal Investigator: Carmean Matthews, Doctoral Candidate, School of Philosophy, Liberty
University

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study

You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be an RCPS special
education or general education teacher who co-taught one or more 6th-8th grade courses
remotely during the academic school year of 2020-2021 at a Rockdale County middle school.
Taking part in this research project is voluntary.

Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in
this research.

What is the study about and why is it being done?

The purpose of the study is to describe and understand the experiences of co-teaching all-online
through the perspectives of general education and special education co-teachers at the middle
school level during the COVID-19 pandemic.

What will happen if you take part in this study?

If you agree to be in this study, | will ask you to do the following things:

1. Participate in an individual interview through Microsoft Teams lasting up to one hour.
This interview will be recorded and transcribed. You will receive a copy of the
transcription.

2. Participate in a focus group through Microsoft Teams lasting up to an hour. This focus
group will be recorded and transcribed. You will receive a copy of the transcription.

3. Participate in 3-4 written journal prompts using 200-400 words. These prompts should
take you no longer than 25 min.

How could you or others benefit from this study?

The direct benefits participants should expect to receive from taking part in this study are a better
understanding of different co-teaching methods for virtual learning.
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Benefits to society include a better understanding of co-teaching in virtual environments.

What risks might you experience from being in this study?

The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life.

How will personal information be protected?

The records of this study will be kept private. Published reports will not include any information
that will make it possible to identify a subject. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher will have access to the records. Data collected from you may be shared for use in
future research studies or with other researchers. If data collected from you is shared, any
information that could identify you, if applicable, will be removed before the data is shared.

» Participant responses will be kept confidential using pseudonyms. Interviews will be
conducted in a location where others will not easily overhear the conversation.

» Data will be stored on a password-locked computer and may be used in future
presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted.

* Interviews/focus groups will be recorded and transcribed. Recordings will be stored on a
password-locked computer for three years and then erased. Only the researcher will have
access to these recordings.

» Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in focus group settings. While discouraged, other
members of the focus group may share what was discussed with persons outside of the

group.

\ How will you be compensated for being part of the study? \
Participants will be compensated for participating in this study. Each participant will receive a
$10 electronic gift card at the end of the study which will come through their reported email
address. Compensation is only for participants who complete the interview, focus group, and
journal prompt.

\ Is study participation voluntary? \
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect
your current or future relations with Liberty University or Rockdale County Public Schools. If
you decide to participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time
without affecting those relationships.

\ What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study? \
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please contact the researcher at the email
address/phone number included in the next paragraph. Should you choose to withdraw, data
collected from you, apart from focus group data, will be destroyed immediately and will not be
included in this study. Focus group data will not be destroyed, but your contributions to the focus
group will not be included in the study if you choose to withdraw.
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\ Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study? \

The researcher conducting this study is Carmean Matthews. You may ask any guestions you
have now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at“and
email

ou may also contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Alisha
Castaneda, at

|Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? \

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board, 1971
University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515 or email at irb@liberty.edu.

Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects
research will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations.
The topics covered and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers
are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of
Liberty University.

| Your Consent |
By signing this document, you are agreeing to be in this study. Make sure you understand what
the study is about before you sign. You will be given a copy of this document for your records.
The researcher will keep a copy with the study records. If you have any questions about the
study after you sign this document, you can contact the study team using the information
provided above.

| have read and understood the above information. | have asked questions and have received
answers. | consent to participate in the study.

[ The researcher has my permission to audio-record and video-record me as part of my
participation in this study.

Printed Subject Name

Signature & Date
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Appendix E

Participant Recruitment Email

Dear Rockdale County, Public Schools Employee:

As a graduate student in the School of Philosophy at Liberty University, | am conducting
research as part of the requirements for a Doctoral degree. The purpose of my research is to
describe and understand the experiences of co-teaching all-online through the perspectives of
general education and special education co-teachers at the middle school level during the
COVID-19 pandemic of the 2020-2021 academic year, and | am writing to invite eligible
participants to join my study.

Participants must be an RCPS special education or general education teacher who co-taught one
or more 6th-8th grade courses remotely during the academic school year of 2020-2021at a
Rockdale County middle school. Participants, if willing, will be asked to participate in an
individual interview through Microsoft Teams lasting up to one hour. This interview will be
recorded and transcribed. You will receive a copy of the transcription. Participants will also be
asked to participate in a focus group through Microsoft Teams lasting up to an hour. This focus
group will be recorded and transcribed. You will receive a copy of the transcription. Last,
participate in 4-5 written journal prompts using 200-400 words. These prompts should take you
no longer than 25 min.

Names and other identifying information will be requested as part of this study, but the
information will remain confidential.

To participate, please respond back to this email with your name, position during the academic
year 2020-2021, the Rockdale County middle school you worked at, and personal email address.

A consent document is attached to this email. The consent document contains additional
information about my research. If you choose to participate, you will need to print and sign the
consent document and return it to me via email before the time of the interview.

Participants will receive a $10 gift card via email at the end of the study.

Sincerely,

Carmean Matthews
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Appendix F
Interview Questions

1. Describe your experiences co-teaching in a face-to-face classroom.

2. Describe the dynamics of your relationship with the other co-teacher.

3. Describe the dynamics of your relationship with the other co-teacher as you transitioned to
virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic.

4. How did you work with the other co-teacher to transition from face-to-face to virtual classes
during the 2020-2021 academic year?

5. What were the responsibilities you shouldered during the transition to online learning during
the pandemic?

6. What were the responsibilities you shared with the co-teacher?

7. How did you manage the stress associated with such an impactful change?

8. How did the interpersonal relationships between you and the co-teacher change?

9. How did the interpersonal relationships between you and the students change?

10. Describe the role of learning about recent technologies that you, perhaps, were not familiar
with and how that affected you.

11. What other factors impacted you as you worked to co-teach online during the COVID
pandemic?

12. What else about your experiences working with another co-teacher in an online environment

during the AY2021 would you like to share?
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Appendix G
Focus Group Questions

In 200-400 words, describe your role as the general or special education co-teacher.
How do you think virtual learning will shape middle school education in the future,
particularly for inclusive classrooms?

Describe a co-teaching model you believe works best when working with a
[general/special] educator.

How would you describe your communication with your virtual co-teaching partner?
Describe some positive experiences you had preparing to co-teach or co-teaching
virtually with another instructor.

Describe some of the more challenging experiences you had preparing to co-teach or co-
teaching virtually with another instructor.

Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in their capacity to perform a task or reach a
specific goal. Teacher self-efficacy is an individual’s judgment in their capabilities to
bring about desired outcomes of student engagement and learning, even when students
are difficult or unmotivated. As you think about your self-efficacy as an educator, what
impact did the virtual co-teaching experience have on your self-efficacy?

What other experiences working with another co-teacher in an online environment during

the AY2020 would you like to share?
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Appendix H
Journal Prompts

Journal Prompt Questions

1.

In 200-400 words, describe your reactions to co-teaching in online classes during the
2020-2021 academic year.

Self-efficacy is an individual’s belief in their capability to perform a task or accomplish a
goal. Teacher self-efficacy focuses on how a teacher judges their ability to achieve
student academic success amongst challenges such as a non-motivated student or
behaviorally disruptive student. The teacher’s beliefs can lead to gains in the classroom
or the opposite. With this explanation in mind, describe your self-efficacy as an educator
during the 2020-2021 AY in 200-400 words.

In 200-400 words, discuss the things that positively impacted your self-efficacy as you
co-taught online during the COVID pandemic.

In 200-400 words, share the things that may have negatively impacted your self-efficacy
during that time.

In 200-400 words, share any other experiences that shaped your perception of co-

teaching during a global pandemic.



