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As evidenced by strong postpandemic learning recovery, Tennessee’s current approach to instruction is 
benefitting many students, leading to continued statewide proficiency gains in English language arts (ELA) 
and math. The state has aligned around the use of high-quality instructional materials (HQIM), provided 
related training and support to teachers, and focused on instructional coherence to ensure measurable 
gains for all students. Tennessee has invested in science of reading training and passed legislation leading 
to the adoption and purchase of HQIM for literacy and an approved list of HQIM for math. But the reality 
is that despite strong improvement statewide, achievement gaps between students with disabilities and 
their nondisabled peers remain. 

These achievement gaps are not restricted to a certain type of school or geographic area of the state 
— they exist across school types and across grade bands. This begs the question: To what extent are 
students with disabilities and special educators across the state getting the same level of support and 
training with adopted, HQIM materials and grade-level instruction?

The 2026 Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP), the state’s annual standards-based 
assessment measuring student proficiency, revealed substantial achievement gaps between students with 
disabilities and their peers. For grades 3-8, there was about a 30 percentage-point proficiency gap in both 
ELA and math between all students and students with disabilities. 

Introduction

2026 TCAP Proficiency, Grades 3-8
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https://tnscore.org/perspectives-and-press/perspectives/what-matters-tennessees-student-growth-signals-a-broader-education-transformation
https://tnscore.org/resources/instructional-coherence-for-literacy-knox-county-study?query=instructional+coherence&sort=relevance&date_from_month=&date_from_year=&date_to_month=&date_to_year=
https://www.tn.gov/education/educators/licensing/educator-licensure/tlsa.html
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These results reveal a critical opportunity to strengthen support for all Tennessee students. The state has 
made significant investments in HQIM and grade-level instruction that can benefit students with disabilities 
as fully as their nondisabled peers. By prioritizing focus on how these materials and instruction are 
implemented, schools across Tennessee can improve access to rigorous grade-level content for all students.

Research shows that 85-90% of students with disabilities can achieve at grade level when they receive high-
quality instruction and appropriate accommodations.¹ Additionally, federal law ensures that each student’s 
educational placement is determined individually — through their Individualized Education Program (IEP) 
— to reflect the least restrictive environment (LRE) most appropriate for that child. LRE is not a one-size-
fits-all designation: for many students, their LRE includes the general education classroom with targeted 
supports and accommodations; for others, the most appropriate environment may include a combination of 
settings tailored to their individual needs.

For students with disabilities whose LRE 
includes time in the general education 
classroom, teachers should provide 
accommodations to core instructional 
materials that adjust how students are 
taught, without reducing grade-level 
expectations. When general education and 
special education teachers collaboratively 
plan to ensure students with disabilities in 
the general education setting receive the 
appropriate accommodations — a practice 
known as co-planning — HQIM and grade-
level instruction can be powerful levers for 
all students. 

Beginning in the 2024-25 school year, 
SCORE convened IGNITE Nashville, a 
network of 10 public charter middle and 
high schools focused on implementing 
co-planning for core instruction 
between general educators and special 
educators. This report provides an 
overview of IGNITE Nashville, highlights 
key takeaways to drive effective co-
planning implementation, and presents 
recommendations for schools seeking to 
institute or strengthen co-planning. The 
report also includes resources from the 
network that schools can immediately 
adapt and implement.

IGNITE Nashville

The IGNITE Network, a national coalition of 35 
schools across five states led by Marshall CoLab, 
equips educators and leaders with the resources and 
support they need to improve outcomes for students 
with disabilities, and strengthen instruction for all 
students through the Research to Impact Practices. 
Across participating states, Marshall CoLab equips 
local organizations to lead this effort by providing 
resources, coaching, and support to implement 
one or more of three evidence-based, practitioner-
refined practices spanning literacy, data-driven 
instruction, and collaborative teaching and teaming 
structures (co-planning).

In Nashville, SCORE served as the local lead 
for IGNITE Nashville and partnered with the 
Diverse Learners Cooperative (DLC), a Nashville-
based nonprofit dedicated to providing schools 
and teachers with high-quality resources and 
collaborative learning experiences that increase 
best practices for diverse learners. Nashville school 
leaders identified effective co-planning as the 
most urgent and impactful school-based practice 
for improving proficiency rates for students with 
disabilities. Through IGNITE Nashville, SCORE 
and the DLC provided participating schools with 
coaching and support to implement co-planning and 
convened schools across the network to share and 
scale learnings.

1.	 Quenemoen, Rachel F., and Martha L. Thurlow. Students with Disabilities in Educational Policy, Practice, and Professional Judgment: What Should We 
Expect? (NCEO Report 413). Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota, National Center on Educational Outcomes, 2019. 

https://www.marshall.org/initiative/marshall-colab/
https://www.marshall.org/initiative/marshall-colab/research-to-impact/
https://diverselearnerscoop.com/)
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When a general educator and a special educator teach a course together, they are co-teachers and 
equally responsible for student learning. In many schools, co-teaching is a common practice; however, 
it may not always be coupled with intentional co-planning structures and procedures. Co-planning is a 
practice in which general and special education teachers meet regularly to align on content, reflect 
on student needs, plan to remove barriers, and select instructional approaches to deliver lessons that 
meet the needs of all students, particularly those with disabilities.

A key finding from IGNITE Nashville is 
that effective co-planning begins with 
school leadership prioritizing time for co-
planning meetings when they create the 
staff’s master schedule. Schools should 
protect, at minimum, 45-minute biweekly 
planning times for teaching pairs, although 
weekly meetings are best practice. Clear 
expectations should be established for 
the roles of each teacher in a co-planning 
session, including prework for which each 
teacher will be responsible. Additionally, 
school leaders should provide standardized 
agendas and data collection templates for 
teachers to use during co-planning meetings. 
Co-planning teachers can, and should, have 
informal check-ins throughout the week to 
collaborate and respond to student data, 
but that collaboration should be in addition 
to protected co-planning time built into the 
schedule.

Effective co-planning can benefit both students and teachers while providing rigorous lessons that 
remain accessible to all students. Co-planning also drives alignment and instructional coherence 
throughout a school, as it creates a structure for teachers to collaborate and build their own knowledge 
and capacity. Co-planning can be especially valuable for teachers newer to the profession, giving them 
the opportunity to learn from and alongside more experienced colleagues.

Co-planning allows teachers to reflect on student needs through data analysis, select instructional 
approaches that meet those needs, and design lessons that are both rigorous and accessible for all 
students in the classroom. By establishing co-planning structures and systems schoolwide, schools 
encourage cross-functional collaboration between leadership, teachers, and operations staff and create 
a foundation that makes strong instruction for all students possible.

What is Co-Planning?

https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-for-Differentiated-Instruction.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Team-Systems-for-Collaboration-Toolkit.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Team-Systems-for-Collaboration-Toolkit.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-Agenda-Templates.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-Agenda-Templates.pdf
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IGNITE Nashville launched with eight secondary schools participating in the network. During the first year, 
schools implemented structured co-planning with one to three teaching pairs per school, encompassing 
17 co-planning pairs across participating schools. Teaching pairs included a general educator and a special 
educator who co-planned for a general education classroom that also served students with disabilities. 
Schools also identified a site team lead, a school leader who was responsible for overseeing the 
implementation of co-planning and providing support to the co-planning pairs. Site team leads received 
training and coaching as part of the IGNITE Nashville network and attended quarterly network-wide 
convenings dedicated to data analysis and collaborative problem solving.

The decision to start with only one to three teaching pairs was intentional, as schools ensured the systems 
and procedures they set in place for co-planning were effective before scaling the practice more broadly. 
In year two, the network expanded to 10 schools and 44 co-planning pairs with at least four pairs per 
school.

Commitment and buy-in from both school 
leadership and staff were critical to the early 
success of IGNITE Nashville. For effective co-
planning to take place, school leadership needs to 
clearly communicate the belief that all educators 
in the building are responsible for all students. 
IGNITE Nashville afforded schools the opportunity 
to make that belief actionable by structuring 
teacher schedules around nonnegotiable co-
planning blocks and giving teachers the time, 
tools, and support to accommodate high-quality 
instructional materials based on student needs.

Protecting that time required active, ongoing commitment from school leadership. Special educators 
routinely navigate competing demands such as IEP meetings, student support needs, and coverage 
responsibilities that can disrupt planning time. IGNITE Nashville helped schools treat co-planning as a 
sacred commitment for teaching teams, with leadership taking responsibility for shielding that time from 
last-minute disruptions.

As part of the network, participating schools received biweekly coaching from the Diverse Learners 
Cooperative. Coaching included data analysis to monitor progress of students with disabilities within 
co-taught classrooms, planning for upcoming units and lessons, and specific training of the instructional 
leader at the school tasked with oversight and support of each school’s IGNITE teachers.

IGNITE Nashville:
Co-Planning in Practice
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The impact of co-planning was also demonstrated in student outcomes 
data. One IGNITE school saw the implementation of co-planning lead 
to students with disabilities outgrowing their nondisabled peers in 
reading over the course of a school year. On the universal screener used 
by the school, 41% of all students scored above the 55th percentile 
in reading growth while 61% of students with IEPs scored above the 
55th percentile. Seeing students with disabilities grow at faster rates 
than their nondisabled peers, closing existing achievement gaps, is a 
testament to the power of co-planning.

Through co-planning, another school engaged in assessment-aligned data analysis to identify students 
with disabilities on the cusp of mastery. In sixth-grade ELA — the course selected to implement co-
planning — there were zero course failures by students. The school credited the IGNITE network for 
helping to protect co-planning time and drive meaningful data collection.

Is Co-Planning Valuable?
Educator Agreement on Whom Co-Planning Serves
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The IGNITE Nashville network demonstrated that co-planning could benefit all students and lead to 
improved outcomes for students with disabilities. Additionally, throughout the network, both general and 
special educators reported satisfaction with the practice. Schools consistently reported that co-planning 
strengthened teacher collaboration, improved instructional alignment, and positively impacted student 
outcomes, especially for students with disabilities.

The positive impact of co-planning was also demonstrated through teacher survey results, which 
indicated widespread support for co-planning. At the conclusion of the IGNITE network, 98% of educators 
agreed that co-planning is valuable for students with disabilities and useful for all students, and 95% of 
participating teachers stated they would recommend co-planning to other educators. Additionally, 88% 
of participating teachers said co-planning increased their ability to plan high-quality lessons, and 86% 
planned to continue the practice the following school year.

Success Stories

- IGNITE Teacher

“ On average, 
students with 
IEPs outperformed 
the students 
without IEPs in 
the classroom.” 
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As with any new initiative, common challenges arose during the implementation of co-planning. However, 
the collaborative nature of the network and cadence of network-wide convenings allowed schools to share 
and replicate solutions to mitigate those challenges. 
 
 

CHALLENGE #1: TIME

Time-related barriers accounted for over three-quarters of the challenges identified by implementing 
schools — including insufficient time for prep and data collection, difficulty protecting co-planning 
sessions from competing demands, and challenges aligning schedules between teaching pairs. These 
barriers were systemic rather than individual, pointing to the critical role school leadership plays in 
structuring the conditions necessary for co-planning to succeed.

Therefore, scheduling and then protecting structured co-planning time are the highest-leverage actions 
school leaders can take to support successful implementation. These challenges point to why evaluating 
enabling conditions and building teacher schedules around co-planning blocks are such essential early 
steps — and why schools that prioritized them saw the greatest results. Schools that observed the largest 
proficiency gains for students with disabilities consistently identified leadership buy-in and protected co-
planning time as fundamental to their success. 

Addressing Common Challenges

Challenges to Co-Planning Reported by Teachers
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CHALLENGE #2: TEACHER CONTENT KNOWLEDGE

Many special educators in the network carried caseloads spanning multiple subjects, which presented 
challenges with content mastery. Several IGNITE schools saw this challenge compounded for first-year 
teachers, who were simultaneously learning the art of teaching and building knowledge across new 
content areas.

In response, many schools engaged the content coach for a subject area and gave co-planning teams 
strategic prework for co-planning meetings to address content gaps. Additionally, in co-planning 
meetings, instructional coaches modeled lesson internalization and planned for student misconceptions 
with co-planning teams. One IGNITE Nashville school named that this lesson internalization process 
helped teachers strengthen their own content mastery. The school found that by identifying and 
responding to adult content gaps, they could better plan for and mitigate student content gaps. 

CHALLENGE #3: SITE TEAM LEAD CONTENT KNOWLEDGE

Site team leads oversaw co-planning teams across 
multiple grade levels and content areas in each of 
their schools. Given the IGNITE Nashville network 
was made up entirely of middle and high schools, 
the challenge of mastering all content areas could 
be even more pronounced.

Effective site team leads fostered a culture of 
collaboration with other content leads. Just as 
co-planning required collaboration and shared 
responsibilities, coaching co-planning teams was 
stronger when it came from across school leadership. Schools also utilized onboarding systems, such as 
curriculum training for new teachers, to support site team leads in content knowledge.   
 
 

CHALLENGE #4: CO-PLANNING PAIR INDEPENDENCE

Across the network, site team leads observed significant variation in the levels of independence of co-
planning pairs. When pairs relied too heavily on the site team lead for direction, it strained the site lead’s 
capacity and limited teachers’ ownership over the practice.

Site team leads emphasized that a strong relationship between teachers in a co-planning pair is crucial 
for long-term independence. Summer professional development (PD) was a key opportunity to build those 
relationships before the school year began. Practices such as having co-planning pairs sit together during 
training sessions, building in dedicated collaboration time, and watching exemplary co-planning videos 
together were among the strategies that translated into stronger, more autonomous pairs during the 
school year.
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Co-planning is a process that requires continuous improvement. Schools should not expect to immediately 
begin co-planning across all teachers in the building. Instead, school leaders should focus first on 
building the foundation of effective co-planning with a small group of teaching pairs and then replicate 
and scale the practice over time. Schools that want to implement or strengthen co-planning practices 
should consider the following steps. 

STEP #1: SELF-EVALUATE 
CONDITIONS FOR CO-PLANNING

Enabling conditions describe the minimum 
conditions needed for successful 
implementation of a practice, including 
resources, mindsets, staffing, and 
recommended time allocation. The IGNITE 
Network learned that enabling conditions were 
often overlooked by schools and, when not 
proactively set in place, were the number one 
barrier to implementation. If a school does not 
already have adequate enabling conditions, 
it is crucial to create those conditions before 
implementing co-planning structures.

It is important to note that collaboration 
between general and special educators can 
begin immediately, even as a formal process is 
being developed. 

STEP #2: START SMALL

Identify one to three teaching pairs to begin co-planning structures and routines at the school. Schools 
can strategically choose teaching pairs based on the needs of their student population and school, as well 
as the individual expertise and experience levels of teachers.   

Steps to Begin Co-Planning

When overreliance did emerge, effective site team leads responded by scaffolding their support 
intentionally and fading it over time. For example, many site leads explicitly modeled key aspects of co-
planning meetings, such as student data analysis, before gradually releasing those responsibilities to the 
co-planning pair. Consistent analysis of student data in every co-planning meeting also drove an increase 
in ownership, as when pairs saw the real-time impact of their planning work on student outcomes, their 
investment in the practice deepened and their reliance on the site team lead naturally decreased.

 
 
 
 

 
 

Co-Planning Enabling Conditions 
 

Enabling conditions describe the minimum conditions needed for successful implementation of a practice, 
including resources, mindsets, staffing, and recommended time allocation.  

 

Scan the conditions below to determine the degree to which you have the following structures and 
protections in place at your school.  
As you read, consider the following: Is the condition in place fully, partially, or not yet in place?  

● Fully (3): the condition is in place, strong, and has been communicated to relevant team members.  
● Partially (2): the condition is not yet consistently implemented for all co-planning teams.     
● Not yet in place (1): the condition is not in place right now for co-planning teams.  

Site Enabling Conditions 

 The school leader has defined priorities and measurable goals for co-planning at the school. 

 The school schedule has protected common planning time for all co-planning teams at least biweekly.  

 Co-planning teams have access to high-quality instructional materials / curriculum for planning. 

 Co-planning teams have access to shared student achievement data (e.g., grades, benchmarks). 

Co-Planning Logistics 

 The protected common planning time occurs during the school day for at least 45 minutes on at least a bi-weekly 
cadence. Please note that while not required, weekly cadences are ideal for achieving the greatest impact.  

 Co-planning teams have access to an outcomes-aligned agenda to help facilitate co-planning meetings, with a 
protocol for student work and/or data analysis included.  

Team Formation 

 The co-planning team has a launch meeting protocol and scheduled time at the beginning of the year to build 
team norms, create a culture of collaboration, and align on the routines of co-planning.  

 The school leader has defined explicit co-planning roles and responsibilities for each teacher (special education 
and general education teacher).  

 Optional, but encouraged: There is coaching in place that offers collective, structured support to build skill and 
capacity for collaboration between co-planning teachers. Coaching may be provided by a general education 
instructional coach, a diverse learners coach, and/or a co-planning site team leader.  

Prerequisite Training 

 Team members have been trained on effective co-planning. 

 Team members have knowledge/training in analyzing student data for instructional planning. 
 

 

https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Improving-Co-Planning-Enabling-Conditions.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Evaluating-Co-Planning-Enabling-Conditions.pdf
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STEP #3: BUILD TEACHER 
TEAMS’ SCHEDULES AROUND 
CO-PLANNING BLOCKS

Schools need to identify, at minimum, 45 minutes 
biweekly in which teaching pairs meet and 
collaboratively co-plan. These meetings need to 
be sacred; they cannot be subject to movement 
or cancellation based on teacher coverage, 
alternative schedules, etc. Across the IGNITE 
Nashville network, consistent, structured co-
planning time was named as a prerequisite for 
effective co-teaching, and, in turn, improved 
student outcomes for students with disabilities.

Instructional leadership should also attend these 
co-planning meetings. While it is not necessary to 
attend weekly, instructional leaders should attend 
co-planning meetings on a regular basis in order to ensure accountability and provide effective support. 
Certain IGNITE Nashville schools addressed this scheduling challenge by recording co-planning meetings 
and allowing instructional leaders to provide feedback and support asynchronously. 
 

STEP #4: INSTITUTE CO-PLANNING 
MEETING AGENDAS

Establishing consistent use and fidelity to a co-
planning meeting agenda is paramount to success. 
IGNITE Nashville schools used a co-planning 
agenda template from Marshall CoLab. Each 
member of the teaching pair should complete 
prework before co-planning meetings; role-specific 
tasks are included on the template.

Several IGNITE schools reported that prior to 
convening the network, co-planning was expected 
of teachers; however, school leadership had 
provided no clear structure or guidelines. The 
agenda template provided a systematic, replicable 
approach for schools to implement co-planning 
with greater fidelity.

“ Based on survey data, 
co-planning teachers 
in the IGNITE Nashville 
network reported 
an average of two 
hours per week of 
collaboration with their 
co-teacher. This included 
structured co-planning 
time, as well as informal 
check-ins throughout 
the week.”

 

Co-Planning Agenda Template 

STEP NOTES 

Prework (30-60 min) 
● Complete role-specific prework 

 
 

1. Connect & Set (5 min) 
● Review norms 
● Reconnect on progress from the 

last meeting 
● Set focus for today 

 

2. Align (10 min) 
● Discuss objectives 
● Align on assessment(s) 
● Review/create criteria for success 
● Anticipate the most challenging 

portions of lesson 

 

3. Reflect (10 min) 
● Review updated student data to 

spot trends & needs 
● Set goals for student outcomes 

 

4. Remove (10 min) 
● Preserve rigor while ensuring 

accessibility 
● Embed accommodations 
● Adapt instruction 

 

5. Select (7 min) 
● Decide who does what with whom  

6. Commit (3 min) 
● Log next steps  

 
 

 

https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-Observation-Checklist.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-Agenda-Template-single.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-Agenda-Template-single.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-Agenda-Template-single.pdf
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Learnings from the IGNITE Nashville network resulted in 
several key takeaways and recommendations for schools 
interested in implementing co-planning.

ESTABLISH LEADERSHIP BUY-IN. 

Schools that saw the greatest impact from co-planning 
stated that successful co-planning systems and structures 
in a school require the explicit commitment of school 
leadership. Leaders need to continuously communicate 
beliefs and expectations that all educators are responsible for all students. School leaders must also share 
a clear expectation for co-planning and explicitly define roles and responsibilities.

Just as importantly, co-planning cannot be siloed to only special education leadership and/or special 
education teachers. Prioritization, buy-in, and commitment to the practice must come from the top, 
inclusive of the school’s principal and instructional leadership teams.

 
PROTECT CO-PLANNING TIME. 

High-quality co-planning is only possible when school leaders intentionally carve out time and protect 
bandwidth. Schedules must be built around teaching pairs and allow for, at minimum, 45-minute biweekly 
protected planning times for teaching pairs, although weekly meetings are best practice. For effective 
co-teaching to take place, co-planning time needs to be “sacred” and a foundational piece in teacher 
schedules.

Additionally, teachers reported greater success when instructional coaches were able to join co-planning 
and offer support. Filming co-planning meetings was also seen as a promising practice, allowing for 
asynchronous coaching feedback and teacher accountability.

 

START SMALL, SCALE UP. 

Schools saw the most sustained success by starting with one to three co-planning pairs in year one 
before scaling to the full school by year two. It may be tempting for a school to embrace co-planning 
and immediately institute the practice schoolwide; however, IGNITE Nashville schools that strategically 
identified one to three co-planning pairs, implemented co-planning structures and procedures with fidelity, 
and then scaled the practice to more teachers experienced the greatest success.

Key Takeaways & 
Recommendations
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RESOURCES

•	 Marshall CoLab’s Research-to-Impact Practices

•	 Co-Planning for Differentiated Instruction

•	 Evaluating Co-Planning Enabling Conditions

•	 Improving Co-Planning Enabling Conditions

•	 Team Systems for Collaboration Toolkit

•	 Co-Planning Agenda Templates

•	 Co-Planning Observation Checklist

There is an urgent need to improve outcomes for students with disabilities in Tennessee. Achievement gaps 
between students with disabilities and their nondisabled peers are wide across school types, grade levels, 
and content areas. 

IGNITE Nashville demonstrates that improving outcomes for students with disabilities begins with 
strong core instruction and HQIM. To maximize Tennessee’s significant investments in evidence-based 
instructional practices, all educators must have equal access to the training and tools that make effective 
instruction possible and ensure that every student can access rigorous content.

When collaboration between general and special educators improves, so do learning outcomes. The 
experience of IGNITE Nashville shows that co-planning is a powerful tool that drives improvement in 
schools and is replicable, scalable, and effective across school types. More importantly, it demonstrates 
that meaningful progress for students with disabilities does not require a separate instructional system. 
Instead, it requires creating the conditions for educators to work together in service of high-quality 
instruction for every student. 

For more information and support with co-planning, explore these resources from the 
IGNITE Nashville Leadership team, which includes Marshall CoLab, SCORE, and the Diverse 
Learners Cooperative.

Conclusion

https://www.marshall.org/initiative/marshall-colab/research-to-impact/
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-for-Differentiated-Instruction.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Evaluating-Co-Planning-Enabling-Conditions.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Improving-Co-Planning-Enabling-Conditions.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Team-Systems-for-Collaboration-Toolkit.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-Agenda-Templates.pdf
https://tnscore.org/assets/documents/Co-Planning-Observation-Checklist.pdf

