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Abstract  
Globalization has penetrated Higher Education leading to cross-cultural and international cooperation 
both among professors and between student groups. Furthermore, the emerging social recognition of 
an actual need for interdisciplinary / transdisciplinary problem solving has led to increasing 
collaboration across disciplines in Higher Education. Collaborative teaching of two or more instructors 
with different disciplinary backgrounds enhances the possibility of interdisciplinary thinking and 
research. There is an increasing literature on learning collaboratively, focusing on teaching methods 
that enhance collaboration among students. However, collaborative teaching in Higher Education 
needs to be further explored.  

Collaborative teaching is a new challenge in Higher Education, which is characterized by distinct 
disciplines and individual researchers and instructors. Co-teaching teaches by example the way to 
work together for the same goal and towards collaborative societies in an increasingly individualistic 
world and academia. In this paper, we reflect on some of our experiences in collaborative teaching at 
the Higher Education level in Greece, and especially in Environmental Studies courses. We will use 
personal reflections of the instructors – on the basis of a qualitative questionnaire, as well as students’ 
evaluations as sources of information, with the aim to explore challenges and benefits of co-teaching 
efforts on the one hand in the design, instruction and assessment and on the other, at the 
administrative level. We will also discuss a strategic framework for the promotion of effective 
collaborative teaching.   
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Collaborative teaching is a new challenge in Higher Education, although it was introduced in lower 
levels of education after the 1970s in order to instruct an increasingly diverse student population [1]. 
Higher Education has been organized around very clear disciplinary boundaries and specialist niches; 
disciplinary knowledge and expertise characterize Higher Education. With the continuous and 
significant progress in sciences and academic discourse, specialization has increased and previously 
existing disciplines have been further divided into new more specialized ones. The “Renaissance 
Man”, with a breadth of knowledge, does not easily find a place in contemporary Higher Education of 
high specialization and highly fragmented knowledge. Nevertheless, globalization has penetrated 
Higher Education leading to cross-cultural and international cooperation both among professors and 
between student groups.  

Furthermore, contemporary problems, which exist in an intensely globalized world and a highly 
interconnected society and environment, are intricate and reveal the great complexity and 
interdependence that need to be addressed. Environmental problems and our vision for sustainable 
societies are great examples of the required transdisciplinary approaches. The emerging social 
recognition of a real need for interdisciplinary / transdisciplinary problem solving has led to increasing 
collaboration across disciplines in Higher Education, as well as to collaboration with industry and local 
communities. Such collaboration in research is now commonplace. However, collaborative teaching 
with two or more instructors is still an infrequent practice in Higher Education institutions. There is an 
increasing literature on collaborative learning, focusing on teaching methods that enhance 
collaboration among students. On the other hand, collaborative teaching (or co-teaching or team 
teaching) has also been explored, although not to the same extent as collaborative learning.  

This paper aims to explore collaborative teaching, the theory behind it as well as its challenges and 
benefits for students and instructors in Higher Education. Different terms have been used for this 
instructional arrangement – collaborative teaching, team teaching or co-teaching; we adopt the term 
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collaborative teaching as it highlights the important goal of this approach – collaboration, rather than 
placing emphasis on the means – the team work. Our discussion will focus on two selected case 
studies in Environmental Studies (an interdisciplinary program), and will draw insights from personal 
experiences, the findings of a questionnaire addressed to instructors, and the results of student 
evaluations. The main questions addressed in this work include:  

− What is collaborative teaching? What are its characteristics and its types?  
− What are the benefits of collaborative teaching for students and instructors? 
− What are the challenges collaborating instructors face?  
− What are some guidelines for instructors that consider collaborative teaching?  

We will conclude with a strategic model for collaborative teaching. 

2 A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Before a discussion of our own research, a brief theoretical framework is useful in order to set the 
ground for the discussion of our results. 

In literature, different authors have talked about collaborative teaching in various ways [1], [2], [3], [4]. 
Firstly, different terms have been used for collaborative teaching; the main ones include collaborative 
teaching, co-teaching or team teaching. We will use collaborative teaching or co-teaching 
interchangeably. Secondly, different definitions have been proposed for collaborative teaching. In any 
case, collaborative teaching involves two or more instructors sharing the delivery of instruction to a 
group of students in a learning space. For some, the diversity of students is highlighted. Others 
emphasize that collaborative teaching aims to deliver something that cannot be effectively done by a 
single instructor [1]. Finally, co-teaching includes a variety of collaborative practices: some share 
instruction, others alternate teaching; some share planning, others have a coordinating instructor 
doing the planning and another participating in the delivery of the content; different cases reflect a 
different distribution of instructors’ responsibilities, in all the different stages of instruction: planning, 
instruction, assessment. The main collaborative teaching models include: the one teach - one observe 
model; parallel teaching (splitting class in half – same content); station teaching (dividing both class 
and content, and repeat with a second group); alternate teaching (one teaches some topics, other one 
teachers other topics); team teaching (sharing).  

Teaching aims to facilitate learning and the two are complementary. Learning is the development of 
cognitive abilities. As Vygotsky [5] has shown, it is cognitive development – i.e. change - that occurs 
via interaction of humans with the social context and objects or cultural tools (like learning activities, 
learning theories, IT tools, etc.) [6]. This view reveals the significance of the learning context and of 
the instructors’ activities in it. Thus, the instructional model is a source of learning itself. Collaborative 
teaching then teaches not only one (or more) specific body of knowledge, but also models 
collaboration for students.  

Furthermore, a collaborative teaching approach reveals possible contradictions and conflicts in 
perceptions or approaches.  “Activity theory posits that it is the contradictions between experiences 
and each other that evoke change” [1] and therefore, learning. As collaborative teaching shares 
different experiences, bodies of knowledge and approaches, it highlights possible differences and 
contradictions in bodies of expert knowledge. Thus, it stimulates students to discover the dialectical 
nature of knowledge development and creates a more conducive setting for the co-creation of 
knowledge and an active learning process [1].  

Collaborative teaching (and learning) is a process with human subjects, cultural objects, outcomes, 
tools, community, rules and division of labor. Given the procedural nature of learning, the selection of 
the cultural objects and tools to be used, as well as the activities, goals and desired outcomes are 
significant and need to be carefully selected.  

3 METHODOLOGY 
This paper is based on a case study analysis of two selected Environmental Studies (science) courses 
- Integrated Methods and Greening the Campus - co-taught in spring 2017, but also several times in 
previous semesters. Both courses aim to enhance active and engaged learning [7] [8]. The number of 
instructors differed in the different versions of the courses; in the first case, it was 3-5, and in the other, 
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2-5. We used a grounded theory approach, collecting rich data from the course implementation itself, 
self-reflective essays, as well as questionnaires that were addressed to instructors and students 
asking them to assess the collaborative teaching experience they had. In these tools, we sought to 
investigate the meaning and models of co-teaching, its benefits and challenges, as well as strategies 
that are significant for the success of such a course.  

 
Figure 1. Case study analysis – Methodology. 

4 RESULTS & DISCUSSION 

4.1 Description of the case studies 
A main reason for which the Integrated Methods course was designed as a co-taught course was its 
interdisciplinary nature. Multiple approaches to co-teaching were adopted: alternative teaching (i.e. 
each professor taught some topics related to her/his expertise, alternating presence and responsibility 
of the class), team teaching during field and lab work, and in a few occasions, one instructor taught 
and another one observed. All instructors together planned the course and its activities collaboratively 
and they agreed on a schedule, as well as on the assessment method. In this course, although 
students performed fieldwork all together and subsequent lab analysis collaboratively, their formal 
assessments (lab reports, project and final exam) were individual.  

The Greening the Campus course was designed as an example of Education for Sustainability [9], 
which is normally a multidisciplinary exercise aiming at  integration of knowledge. The style of co-
teaching has changed over time; in the first deliveries of the course, team teaching was adopted, but 
in more recent versions, alternative teaching was preferred primarily due to the instructors’ demanding 
schedules. In approximately 1/3 of the class meetings, team teaching was done, as the instructors 
believed that this would help address students’ needs and the development of their group projects 
better. Instructors planned the course collaboratively and designed the assessment methods of the 
course. Students were responsible for a group project, a creative project that they could choose to do 
collaboratively or individually, and individual answers to selected theoretical questions and self-
reflective essays. The group project, which was based on their fieldwork, was a main assessment of 
the course.  
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4.2 The experience: Instructors’ viewpoints 
All instructors were generally satisfied with the co-teaching experience. One of the two experiences 
was all positive, while the other was positive with some caveats. One instructor indicated: “Co-
teaching is a satisfying experience for both the instructors and the students. This became obvious 
from unofficial student feedback which despite some problems that had to be resolved during the run 
of the course was positive.” When instructors were asked if they would co-teach again, 3 responded 
yes - one of them with great joy - and 2 “it depends”. The instructors that were cautious were 
concerned about the “good match” between the instructors and highlighted the need for a clear 
agreement on the roles and task distribution of all instructors.  

The benefits of co-teaching in comparison to solo teaching that instructors highlighted included: good 
coverage of a variety of topics through instructors with appropriate expertise, opportunity to 
incorporate a variety of interesting elements, a potentially more stimulating class experience for 
students given the different instructional styles, exchange of knowledge among instructors and an 
opportunity to get better acquainted with another body of knowledge. Another instructor indicated that 
co-teaching “is fun for instructors, if it works” too. Such an enjoyable experience more easily brings out 
the enthusiasm and passion of the instructors for their field of expertise, something that can stimulate 
students’ interest and engagement too.  

But a co-teaching experience, enjoyable as it may be, it is also challenging. Instructors identified two 
types of challenges: institutional and related to course implementation. The institutional challenges are 
related with two issues. Firstly, there was a need to prove the significance and purpose of co-teaching 
(“As instructors, we had to prove the need for co-teaching in a multidisciplinary course, [a course] 
which clearly benefits from different views/expertise/experiences”) and secondly, remuneration does 
not reflect the actual time needed for a co-taught course. A co-taught course is more time-demanding 
than a usual solo course. An instructor stated that the negative – questioning stance of the 
administration regarding the value of co-teaching “created negative feelings which impacted the co-
teachers’ experience.” Another set of challenges relate with the coordination of the course, which if 
loose, can negatively impact students’ learning. In addition, ineffective coordination can lead to 
instructors having differing perceptions of the purposes of teaching and of their responsibilities in the 
course.  

When asked about the strategies that are most important in the success of collaborative teaching (to 
be rated at a scale of 1 (highest importance) to 5 (lowest importance)), instructors rated most highly: 
the need to establish a good rapport and relation among the instructors, the formulation of a 
commonly agreed action plan for teaching / managing the class at the beginning of the process, and 
flexibility and respect between instructors.  

Table 1.  Strategies of highest importance for collaborative success. 

Strategy Responses:  

Establishing rapport 4 respondents – highest importance (rating: 1) 

Flexibility and respect between 
instructors/colleagues 

2 respondents: highest importance (rating: 1);  
2 respondents – 2nd high importance (rating: 2) 

Formulating an action plan for teaching/ 
managing the class 

2 respondents: highest importance (rating: 1);  
2 respondents – 3rd high importance (rating: 3) 

Discussing and agreeing teaching goals for 
students 

1 respondent – 2nd lowest importance (rating: 4) 

Regularly meeting during the semester and 
deciding on issues that arise collaboratively 

One person – 2nd high importance (rating: 2);  
Another one – lowest importance (rating: 5) 

Identifying teaching styles All – least important (rating: 5) 

Other (please explain)– association / integration One person – highest importance (rating: 1) 
NOTE: Two respondents marked (1) for most of the strategies indicating that all those were important, and (2) when they 
thought it was less significant.  
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Regular meetings – formal or informal – during the course were considered very important in order to 
address issues as they arise and build a good rapport and trust between the instructors. Identifying 
differences in teaching style was not considered so significant. An instructor stated: “The key to 
successful co-teaching is good collaboration between instructors, mutual respect, clear roles from the 
beginning, and understanding of the expertise and topic of each other.”  

4.3 The experience: Students’ viewpoints 
Students’ feedback was also generally positive. For the Integrated Methods course, 7 out of 9 
respondents indicated that co-teaching contributed to their learning very positively or positively.  

Table 2.  Factors influencing students’ learning. 

Question 1 – very 
positively 

2 - 
positively 

3 - 
indifferent 

4 - 
negatively 

Several professors / several disciplines and diverse 
bodies of knowledge 

4 5   

Different instructional styles 3 3 3  

Different perspectives 5 2 1  

Varied activities conducted by different professors 5 4   

Increased availability of instructors 6 1 2  

Lower student/faculty ratio 5 1 2  

Coordination among professors and the different 
activities 

4 3 1 1 

Overall, co-teaching contributed to my learning …..  4 3 2  

They rated as “very positive” or “positive” influence on their learning the exposure to several 
professors and diverse bodies of knowledge and to different perspectives, the varied activities, the 
increased availability of instructors, and the lower student/faculty ratio. They seemed to be not so 
much concerned about the different instructional styles of the professors. The only aspect that 
received a negative response (out of 9) was the coordination among professors and the different 
activities.  

Students felt that they benefited from this co-taught course. They appreciated the multidisciplinary 
knowledge and materials and the different activities; this was the most frequently stated benefit. Other 
benefits included “more communication and team work” and “many different examples and teaching 
styles, as well as passion for the subjects displayed by each professor.” 

They also considered the co-taught course challenging in terms of the amount of diverse knowledge 
and activities it included. This caused students to consider the time management of the different 
activities as a main challenge. Another challenge for students was the different instructors’ “styles” of 
using Blackboard and presenting materials on it.  

When students were asked if there should be more co-taught courses, 7 out of 9 agreed or agreed 
strongly while only one disagreed. This respondent indicated that s/he appreciated the diversity of 
professors, perspectives and activities and s/he noted that interdisciplinary courses such as this one 
benefit from a co-teaching approach. The main challenge s/he identified was the difference in the use 
of Blackboard; thus, the clarity of tools was significant for him/her.  

In the “Greening the Campus” course, which also included group work, students appreciated the 
opportunity to have access to the expertise of different professors and the support they received from 
them – especially during their group projects and fieldwork – during the semester.  
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4.4 Comparing the instructors’ and students’ responses  
Instructors’ and students’ comments seem to reinforce each other. Both instructors and students 
generally would consider positively a co-teaching experience in the future, even if with caveats. 
Students state that the co-teaching experience contributed positively to their learning. Both appreciate 
that collaboratively taught courses better support interdisciplinary learning. Students are happy to 
learn from the different theoretical approaches of different instructors and consider this a very positive 
contribution to their learning. Co-teaching also promotes the professional development of instructors, 
as they learn through exchange of knowledge in the context of the co-teaching experience. Such a 
collaborative teaching setting may also reveal the passion and enthusiasm instructors may have for 
their fields, and students appreciate this feeling.  

A well-thought out action plan, with clear activities and learning goals, right from the beginning 
appears to be fundamental for the success of a collaborative teaching activity. What however appears 
to be of primary significance for the success of a co-taught course is good rapport, communication, 
responsibility and respect among the instructors, as well as flexibility in order for the instructors to be 
able to adjust to the dynamic process of collaboration both between teachers and among teachers and 
students. These characteristics, or lack of them, influence the coordination of the course. When 
coordination is loose and ineffective and/or roles are not clear and respected by all instructors, then 
students may get uneasy and dissatisfied with the learning environment. Instructors may also develop 
negative feelings, which then affect their decision to consider or not a future co-teaching experience.  

Institutional constraints, which relate to the additional time that a co-taught course requires in all its 
phases - planning, implementation and assessment, as well as the fact that this is not reflected in the 
instructors’ remuneration, were indicated as challenges co-teachers have to face. Furthermore, a 
discord between institutional culture – which at times expresses doubt and disbelief about the value of 
and need for co-taught courses – and the real social need for interdisciplinary work and skills is also a 
challenge for co-teaching. Institutional adjustments are needed to support co-teaching efforts in Higher 
Education.  

Finally, the available technological tools (e.g. web-based technologies) facilitate exchanges between 
instructors and students. However, their use by the instructors that collaborate in a course is a 
challenge; if they are used in an inconsistent manner, they may cause confusion and stress to 
students.  

5 CONCLUSION: THE WAY FORWARD – A STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK 
In the contemporary societies, where intricate and urgent problems require interdisciplinary 
approaches, Higher Education needs to adjust and promote collaborative skills and ability to do 
interdisciplinary (even transdisciplinary) work. Collaborative teaching is a good way for teaching 
interdisciplinary work and skills. It bears benefits for both instructors and students in terms of 
knowledge diversity and cognitive development, collaborative skills, and even more enjoyable and 
more stimulating class experiences. It also holds promise for the transition to a more collaborative and 
caring society. However, although collaborative teaching is not unheard of in Higher Education, it is far 
from being embraced by it. The institutional culture and organization of Higher Education does not 
facilitate such instructional strategies as they require an increased time commitment and potential 
revision of remuneration approaches. Furthermore, interpersonal skills, coordination, good planning 
and effective communication of activities and goals may prove to be challenging.  

Collaborative teaching is unquestionably valuable for students, instructors and society, but as it 
continues to be a marginalized new approach in Higher Education, some guidelines are useful. Based 
on our analysis and available literature, we propose an initial strategy, which we are still developing 
with our ongoing research. Our proposed strategic framework is based on Vygotsky’s [5] 
understanding of learning (and teaching) as a dialectic interaction of humans with a social context, 
mediated by tools and cultural goods. 
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Table 3.  A strategic framework for collaborative teaching. 

Phases Interaction  Tools – cultural goods Social – institutional context 

Preparation Collaborative planning – also 
for team building and sense of 
ownership 
Support from experienced co-
teacher 

Action plan 
Roles 
Activities 
IT platforms / tools to be 
used 
Assessment strategy 

Adjusted time allocation for a co-
taught course and appropriate 
compensation 
Institutional opportunities (e.g. 
faculty spaces) for collegial ties 
Interdisciplinary work supported  
Training for use of IT tools for 
collaborative teaching and 
learning 

Instruction Regular meetings / 
discussions 
Collaborative management of 
issues that arise 
Flexibility 
Responsibility  

Revised action plan if 
needed  
Use of IT tools and 
feedback 

IT technical support as needed 
Appropriate classroom settings 
(more flexible) 

Closing  Self reflection of instructors 
and students – individual and 
collective 
Assessment  

Class assessments 
Qualitative 
questionnaires for 
evaluation of course 

Recognition for good collaborative 
teaching practices 
Opportunities for show-casing 
good collaborative teaching 
practices 

Further research on challenges of co-teaching and effective strategies is needed. Research insights 
from different cultural backgrounds would also enrich our understanding.  
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