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Session Minutes Session Date

Bridge to Practice Module Projects for Coaches

A Bridge to Practice project after each module will provide evidence that coaches are able to apply the knowledge and 
skills they developed in this course in their schools. Coaches will:

● Module 1: develop a principal-coach partnership agreement;
● Module 2: develop a needs assessment for professional development on evidence-based instructional practices and  
    complete an ADDIE model for planning this professional development;
● Module 3: develop and describe planned implementation of a professional learning action plan;
● Module 4: create a video that reflects coaching to help teachers plan, implement, and analyze standards-based  
    literacy instruction;
● Module 5: complete a reflection on the course, including plans for continued professional growth;
● Module 6: choose one teacher with whom you have seen significant growth as a result of coaching support and 
complete a reflection on what worked, why it worked, and which areas of growth were most evident.

A rubric is provided at the end of each module for the corresponding Bridge to Practice project.
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Handout 1: Literacy Coach Program Domains 
and Standards
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Handout 2 on next page



10    Session 15

Scenario #1 
A kindergarten teacher has asked you to explain the difference between phonemic awareness and phonological 
awareness. Draft a response to help her understand the differences.

Scenario #2 
A first-grade teacher has asked you to help her select appropriate phonemic awareness lessons for a group of 
struggling readers. Develop a set of guidelines you can share to help her plan appropriate phonemic awareness 
instruction.

Scenario #3 
Your principal has asked you to write a brief for the monthly staff newsletter to clarify systematic and explicit 
phonics instruction. List the key points you plan to include in the brief.

Scenario #4 
Several first-, second-, and third-grade teachers have asked you to demonstrate fluency-building lessons. Which 
practice would you demonstrate? Describe your rationale for selecting this fluency-building practice.

Scenario #5 
Across grade levels, teachers are determining vocabulary words they should teach directly from their reading 
programs and content area texts. Develop a set of guidelines to help teachers select appropriate words to teach 
directly to their students.

Handout 2: Scenarios to Practice Coaching
Demonstrating Understanding of Current Trends in 
Evidence-Based Practice

End of Handout 2
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Handout 3 on next page
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Handout 3: Professional Organizations – Notes

End of Handout 3
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Handout 4 on next page
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Handout 4: Improving Teaching Practice with 
Instructional Coaching
Laura Neergaard Booker & Jennifer Lin Russell
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THE EVIDENCE BASE: THE CASE FOR INSTRUCTIONAL COACHING

Evidence strongly suggests that a well-designed instructional coaching program improves 
teacher practice and student outcomes.

● Instructional coaches provide individualized, intensive, sustained, context-specific, and focused one-on-one or 
small-group support to teachers to improve their teaching.

● A 2018 meta-analysis of 60 causal studies found that the difference in effectiveness between teachers with 
instructional coaches and those without was equivalent to the difference between novice teachers and teachers 
with five to 10 years of experience.

● A randomized controlled trial showed that a two-year coaching program focused on building relationships between 
teachers and students and engaging students in learning eliminated differences in student discipline referrals by race.

Instructional coaching programs that incorporate the essential features of high-quality 
professional development are more likely to improve teacher practice.

● The core activities of instructional coaching are well aligned to the research  evidence on the key features of 
effective professional development for improving teacher practice: content focus, active learning, coherence, 
sustained duration, and collective participation.

Novice teachers who receive instructional coaching are more likely to improve student 
outcomes and stay in the teaching profession.

● Alternative certification programs that train new teachers, like Teach For America and TNTP Teaching Fellows, 
generally include coaching as part of their training model. The students of teachers prepared through these programs 
show greater achievement gains than students of teachers prepared in other ways.

●	 Nationally representative survey data found that the presence of a content- focused coach was associated with 
reduced turnover of novice teachers.

●	 Randomized controlled trials and studies using observations, coaching logs, and interviews show that the New 
Teacher Center induction model, which includes coaching, has helped teachers improve their practice.

https://www.educationnext.org/taking-teacher-coaching-to-scale-can-personalized-training-become-standard-practice/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5302858/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00405841.2016.1241947
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/6
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/1092
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Intervention/804
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED519790.pdf
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WHO ARE THE BEST CANDIDATES TO COACH AND TO BE COACHED?

COACHES

Coaches who are skilled in teaching and can build trusting relationships with the teachers 
they coach generate stronger improvements in teaching and learning.

● Effective coaches are strong at teaching practices and building relationships.

●	 A review of coaching literature followed by focus groups with teachers and coaches reveals that coach credibility 
as instructional specialists is essential. Coaches build credibility through content and classroom experience, 
proficiency with technology, and strong interpersonal and communication skills.

●	 In a study of the implementation of a classroom management strategy with accompanying coaching, teachers 
who had positive relationships with their coaches implemented the intervention with higher fidelity.

●	 School leader interviews suggest that having the same person as both coach and evaluator can hinder trusting 
relationships and result in superficial and infrequent feedback.

TEACHERS

Teachers who are less experienced and teachers who are more open to being coached 
benefit most from coaching.

● Survey data from an evaluation of coaching in a mid-sized California district found that novice teachers reported 
the highest impact of instructional coaching on their efficacy. Teachers with 15 years of experience or more reported 
the lowest impact.

●	 A review of coaching literature followed by focus groups with teachers and coaches found that teachers benefit 
most from coaching when they are willing to engage in the process and are genuinely interested in improving student 
learning.

●	 Whole group professional development or peer evaluation, rather than one-on- one coaching, may be helpful for 
teachers who are resistant to coaching.

●	 An analysis of six years of data from a teacher training organization (TNTP) found that matching a Black teacher 
to a Black coach is associated with more instructional improvement than matching a Black teacher to a non- Black 
coach. The authors found no impacts of race matching for White coaches working with White teachers.
Teacher Center induction model, which includes coaching, has helped teachers improve their practice.

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED571818.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/233777305_The_Impact_of_Working_Alliance_Social_Validity_and_Teacher_Burnout_on_Implementation_Fidelity_of_the_Good_Behavior_Game
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/mkraft/files/kraft_gilmour_2016_can_principals_promote_teacher_development_as_evaluators_eaq.pdf
https://www.iier.org.au/iier30/walsh.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED571818.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Alison-Boardman/publication/320506842_Understanding_teacher_resistance_to_instructional_coaching/links/59ef2d40458515ec0c7b4fbc/Understanding-teacher-resistance-to-instructional-coaching.pdf
https://www.edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/ai21-499.pdf
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WHAT DO EFFECTIVE COACHES DO?

ACTIVITIES

Planning discussions, observation, and feedback are essential coaching activities.

● In a 2016 survey of instructional coaches, coaches reported that co-planning and observing teachers and providing 
feedback were the most effective uses of their time.

●	 A math coaching initiative that emphasized a routine of goal and task selection, pre-observation planning, 
observation, and post-observation feedback found improvements to both coaching and teaching.

●	 A review of empirical studies of teacher video coaching, where teachers discuss videos of their own practice with 
a coach, found that this type of coaching often resulted in improvements to teacher and student outcomes.

●	 A four-year-long case study of coaching in a large school district highlighted five coach planning activities for 
improving teacher practice: identify long-term goals for teachers’ development, assess teachers’ current practices, 
situate current practices on teacher development trajectories, identify next steps for instructional improvement, and 
design activities to support teacher learning.

FOCUS

Content-specific coaching in reading and math shows greater effects on teaching and 
learning than coaching focused on general teaching practices.

● The coaching meta-analysis found smaller average effects from general coaching than content-focused programs, 
though the difference is not significant because of the small number of studies of general programs.

●	 In a randomized controlled trial of a three-year teacher coaching program, teachers who received literacy-
focused coaching saw improved classroom text discussions and student reading achievement.

FREQUENCY & DURATION

Most studies of coaching include at least several coaching interactions during a school year, 
though coaching quality likely matters more than quantity.

● The coaching meta-analysis finds no evidence that more total hours of coaching were associated with stronger 
instruction or achievement outcomes. The authors interpret this to mean that when comparing across coaching 
models, quality of coaching sessions matters more than quantity. However, the authors speculate that for a program 
at a given level of quality, it is likely better to have more coaching sessions, not fewer.

●	 A study of a math coaching model found increases in teacher effectiveness based on a minimum of three cycles 
of planning, observation, and feedback over the school year.

https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/data/data_survey_report_2016.pdf
https://nasbe.nyc3.digitaloceanspaces.com/2019/10/TN-Math-Coaching-Pages-23-27_NASBE-Standard-May17_Final.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.3102/00346543211046984
https://www.educationnext.org/taking-teacher-coaching-to-scale-can-personalized-training-become-standard-practice/
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/read/49652250/literacy-coaching-to-improve-student-reading-achievement
https://www.educationnext.org/taking-teacher-coaching-to-scale-can-personalized-training-become-standard-practice/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1262527.pdf
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DELIVERY MODE 

Multiple studies have found no difference in impact between coaching delivered in-person 
or virtually.

● An RCT of online science coaching along with summer professional development showed significant gains in 
teacher knowledge, efficacy and teaching practices.

WHAT SUPPORTS DO COACHES NEED TO BE SUCCESSFUL?

TIME

Coaches often spend less time coaching than intended. Positioning them as district-level 
rather than school-level support can help reduce this problem.

● In 2018, instructional coaches in Tennessee named insufficient time to work with teachers as the top barrier to 
coaching (66% of coaches).

●	 In a 2007 study of Reading First, a large-scale literacy coaching initiative, coaches were expected to spend 60% to 
80% of their time working directly with teachers on issues of instruction. However, on average, instructional coaches 
spent only 28% of their time on these tasks because of administrative and logistical work such as attending meetings, 
administering assessments, or substitute teaching.

●	 Surveys and interviews from district and school leaders and coaches in a large urban district revealed that 
coaches accountable to district leaders spent more time working with teachers on instruction than school-based 
coaches, who devoted more time to administrative and teaching duties.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

Coaches benefit from opportunities to connect with and learn from their peers and other 
forms of professional development.

● A three-year randomized controlled trial found that coaches positively influenced elementary student mathematics 
achievement, particularly after coaches had gained experience and skill through extensive professional development.

●	 A four-year study of a literacy coaching program that selected coaches from a pool of current classroom teachers 
and provided graduate-level training on reading pedagogy and adult learning found improvements in student 
learning.

●	 A cross-case analysis found that when district coaches worked together, they were able to align district policies 
and structures with coaching goals.

●	 A mixed-methods investigation of how a group of coaches implemented a mathematics coaching model across 
multiple districts found that opportunities to collaborate and access coaching expertise led to deeper and more 
specific conversations between coaches and teachers about instruction.

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/northwest/pdf/REL_2007005_sum.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.3102/0002831219826580
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262765395_The_Impact_of_Elementary_Mathematics_Coaches_on_Student_Achievement
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/653468?casa_token=rnf0EFk3BggAAAAA%3A-Z8qYy41pLLJgDwtBLqfReGzGuq5T2SmV3t2bC98W1xkpEOwedXgtqrSLbXNKsmSzQr1BOl8FKY
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1275724
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/016146812012201002


21    Session 15

ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT 

Coaches perform best with strong support from their school and district leadership.

● Survey data indicate that principal support for coaching positively predicted teachers’ greater participation in 
coaching activities.

WHAT ARE KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR DESIGNING AN EVIDENCE-BASED 
COACHING PROGRAM?

SCALE

Smaller coaching programs typically have stronger implementation and larger impacts than 
larger coaching programs. Scaling up coaching programs may introduce more variation and 
reduce adherence to program design.

● The 2018 coaching meta-analysis found greater impacts from studies that included fewer than 100 teachers 
compared to studies of larger programs.

COHERENCE

Coaching initiatives are more effective when they are intentionally integrated into 
teachers’ instructional contexts; for example, aligned with curricula and student learning 
expectations.

● The 2018 coaching meta-analysis found that pairing individual coaching with group training and curricular and 
instructional resources was associated with larger effects on instruction and achievement than coaching alone. The 
authors say this suggests that teachers may benefit from building baseline skills before or while engaging with a 
coach.

●	 A longitudinal case study of an urban elementary school found that coaches support instructional reform by 
helping teachers connect new initiatives with their day-to-day teaching strategies.

COST

Instructional coaching generates substantial improvements in student achievement at a 
lower cost per student than student-level interventions such as high-dosage tutoring or 
summer learning programs.

● The impact of teacher coaching on student achievement is roughly half a year to a year of learning. Compared to 
student-level academic interventions, coaching has about half the impact of high-dosage tutoring but double the 
impact of summer learning programs.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0162373710363743?casa_token=SO7AC8wewlQAAAAA%3APOKW0hz9oQB9bcYeoQYT6Sfii_zT0Q4y5HeWav7VZlXJeXHX9ROrtZDAe_t-tCX95ZN6wwBlO3El
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/mkraft/files/kraft_blazar_hogan_2018_teacher_coaching.pdf
https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/mkraft/files/kraft_blazar_hogan_2018_teacher_coaching.pdf
https://ila.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/pdf/10.1002/RRQ.008
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●	 Coaching can achieve those gains at a lower cost. A 2010 study found that the average cost of coaching per 
teacher ranged from $3,200 to $5,200 in the 2009- 10 school year. Roughly speaking, if coaching costs $5,000 per 
teacher and if each coached teacher has 20 students, coaching would cost $250 per student. By comparison, the 
National Summer Learning Project’s five-week summer learning program with classes of 15 or fewer students costs 
about $1,400 per student. Per-student costs for high-dosage tutoring range from $650 to $1,500 per student, 
depending on tutor type.

●	 Coaching programs become more cost-effective over time as start-up costs of hiring and training coaches are 
averaged over multiple years.

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

Improvement cycles help ensure that coaches are employing high-leverage practices and 
can reduce implementation roadblocks.

● A time allocation study found great variability in how coaches spend their time, even within the same coaching 
program. Continuous data collection and study can confirm whether coaches are engaging in the most effective 
coaching practices.

●	 A continuous improvement study engaged coaches in cycles that enabled them to test and study changes to 
their coaching practice, which helped them overcome challenges such as time allocation and teacher resistance.

●	 Evaluation and progress-monitoring work can take advantage of existing surveys, logs, and observation tools, 
including ones from programs in New York City, California, and Tennessee.

https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RR366-1.html
https://edworkingpapers.com/sites/default/files/ai20-335.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1052684620972048
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdf/10.1086/653471?casa_token=nu2Ow1j_losAAAAA%3AWnpcas5SkeRuFcJPX2eESF10M0qpmljYZ_X6mY3pd9QmVTMylUZ1V4keZCIixUIiG_mCcHe2u4c
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0002831219854050
https://infohub.nyced.org/docs/default-source/default-document-library/ulit_y2evalsummaryreport_sy2017-18_final.pdf
https://www.iier.org.au/iier30/walsh.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/data/2017-survey/data_survey_2017_core_instructional_coaches.pdf
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FOR MORE INFORMATION

This brief is one in a series aimed at providing K-12 education decision-makers and
advocates with an evidence base to ground discussions about how to best serve
students during and following the novel coronavirus pandemic. 

End of Handout 4
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Handout 5 on next page
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Handout 5: Instructional Coaching
Jim Knight

Eight factors for realizing better classroom teaching through support, feedback and
intensive, individualized professional learning by Jim Knight

The number of school districts using instructional coaches is growing at a staggering rate. Coaching is becoming popular, 
in part, because many educational leaders recognize the old form of professional development, built around traditional 
in-service sessions for teachers, simply doesn’t affect student achievement. By offering support, feedback, and intensive, 
individualized professional learning, coaching promises to be a better way to improve instruction in schools. Indeed, 
preliminary research suggests that effective coaching programs make a difference. For the past decade, researchers at 
the Kansas University Center for Research on Learning have been implementing, refining and evaluating instructional 
coaching programs. In the past year alone, our staff has provided professional development and consultation to programs 
in 14 states across the country. We’ve learned a few lessons while developing, studying and observing effective coaching 
programs. We believe superintendents and other educational leaders who consider these success factors will be better 
able to use valuable resources to realize the promise of instructional coaching.

No Quick Fix

Facing intense pressure to improve student achievement, it is tempting to try anything
that promises a quick solution. However, the trouble with quick fixes is they often make things worse in the long run.

One common fix is what we refer to as the “attempt, attack, abandon cycle.” During this vicious pattern, a new practice or 
program is introduced into a school and teachers make a half-hearted attempt to implement it. Then, before it has been 
implemented effectively and for a sufficient length of time, various individuals in the school or district begin to attack the 
practice or program and, not surprisingly, many of the teachers implementing it begin to lose their will to stick with the 
program. Eventually, even though it never had a chance to be implemented properly, leaders in the district reject the 
program as unsuccessful and abandon it, only to propose another approach that is soon pulled into the same vicious cycle. 
In this manner, schools stay on an unmerry-go-round of attempt, attack, abandon, without ever seeing any meaningful, 
sustained change in instruction taking place.

Instructional coaching represents one way to end this vicious cycle by providing sufficient support for real change to occur. 
Coaching is a non-evaluative, learning relationship between a professional developer and a teacher, both of whom share 
the expressed goal of learning together, thereby improving instruction and student achievement.

Coaching requires a trusting relationship and sufficient time to provide the individualized professional learning that is most 
relevant to a teacher’s needs. Coaches often employ collaborative conversations (sometimes referred to as conferences), 
model lessons, observations, and mutual problem solving to assist teachers in implementing and mastering new teaching 
practices.
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Coaching can take many forms. We have found eight factors that can increase the likelihood that coaching will be a real 
fix for a school:

1. Sufficient time to work with teachers. To move a school forward, coaches must spend the bulk of their time 
working with teachers on instruction. This seems obvious, but the most frequent concern raised by the more than 
300 instructional coaches we worked with in 2005 was that they are asked to complete so many noninstructional 
tasks they had little time left to work with teachers. Because coaches’ job descriptions are often vague or nonexistent 
and because their schedules are more flexible than the schedules of others, they often are asked to do many clerical 
or non-instructional tasks. Paying coaches to copy and bind standards documents or shop for math lab furniture or 
serve as a substitute teacher is a poor way to spend money and perhaps an even poorer way to improve teaching 
practices in schools.

Some instructional coaches and principals in the 16,500-student Cecil County, Md., Public Schools have found a way 
to ensure their instructional coaches use their time productively. In Cecil County, where there is an instructional 
coach in each of the 17 elementary schools, the coaches and administrators draw up a pie chart that depicts exactly 
how much time they agree the coaches should spend on various tasks. Then, each week the coaches report to their 
principals how the time was spent. If necessary, this allows the coach and principal to adjust the time allocations so 
they can focus their efforts on improving instruction.

2. Proven research-based interventions. If instructional coaches are going to make a difference in the way teachers 
teach, they need to have scientifically proven practices to share. Hiring coaches but not ensuring they have proven 
practices is a bit like trying to paint a beautiful painting without any art supplies. Instructional coaches need to have 
a repertoire of tools to help them assist teachers in addressing their most pressing concerns.

Instructional coaches working with the Center for Research on Learning use interventions that address what we 
refer to as the “Big Four” areas of behavior, content knowledge, instruction and formative assessment. The coaches 
develop a deep understanding of scientifically proven practices they can share with teachers to help them improve 
in any or all of the four areas.

If an instructional coach and teacher agree to address content knowledge, the coach collaborates with teachers to 
develop critical questions, course and unit content maps and concept diagrams using scientifically proven “content 
enhancement routines” developed by Keith Lenz, Jan Bulgren and other researchers at the Kansas University Center 
for Research on Learning.

Similarly, if an instructional coach and teacher need to work on classroom management tactics, the coach can use 
the classroom expectations planning sheets from Randy Sprick’s “CHAMPs: A proactive and positive approach to 
Classroom Management” as a tool for collaboratively developing a classroom management plan with the teacher. 

Among the tools in CHAMPs is a framework coaches can use to identify and explain what they expect from students in 
five important areas of behavior, encapsulated in the CHAMPs acronym. The areas of behavior are: (a) Conversation 
— What kind of conversation is acceptable? (b) Help —How should students ask for help? (c) Activity — What should 
the student be doing? (d) Movement — What kind of movement, if any, is permitted? and (e) Participation — What 
does appropriate participation look like?
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3.	Professional development for instructional coaches. Coaches need to understand the interventions they are 
sharing, and they need to understand how to productively employ the coaching process. Without their own 
professional development, instructional coaches run the risk of being ineffective, wasting time and money or even 
misinforming teachers. Therefore, coaches need to participate in their own professional development to ensure they 
know how to coach and what to share when they coach classroom teachers.

Professional development for coaches should address at least two subjects.

First, coaches should engage in various professional learning activities designed to improve their coaching practices. 
Specifically, instructional coaches affiliated with our center learn how to employ powerful, proven practices to (a) 
enroll teachers in coaching; (b) identify appropriate interventions for teachers to learn; (c) model and gather data in 
the classroom; and (d) engage in dialogue about classroom and other data. Additionally, the center’s instructional 
coaches improve their professional skills in areas such as communication, relationship building, change management 
and leadership.

Second, professional development for coaches should deepen their knowledge about the teaching practices they 
are sharing with teachers. Obviously, if coaches have a superficial knowledge of the information they share with 
teachers, they will not know what to emphasize when they discuss, model or observe during professional learning 
with teachers. Indeed, coaches who do not deeply understand what they are sharing with teachers could misinform 
teachers and actually make things worse, not better, for students.

The Passport to Success statewide coaching program sponsored by the Maryland State Department of Education 
Division of Special Education emphasizes professional learning for coaches. Prior to starting their new role, the 
coaches receive two weeks of intensive professional development focusing on the theory, practice, teaching 
strategies and routines they will share with the teachers. Then, the Passport coaches participate in a week-long 
summer institute where they deepen their knowledge of the teaching practices they will share with teachers.

During the school year, the instructional coaches meet monthly with other coaches in a coaching professional 
learning community, and they also participate in formal professional learning sessions twice a semester. Additionally, 
Passport coaches read research articles and complete many learning tasks that enable them ultimately to become 
certified professional developers for the content enhancement routines and learning strategies they share with 
teachers.

4.	Protecting the coaching relationship. Many, perhaps most, teachers see their profession as an integral part of their 
self-identity. Consequently, if coaches and others are careless with their comments or suggestions about teachers’ 
practices in the classroom, they run the risk of offending teachers, damaging relationships, or at the very least not 
being heard. Because teaching is such a personal activity, coaches need to win teachers’ trust. Trust is an essential 
component of an open coaching relationship.

Coaches who learn our center’s approach to instructional coaching define their relationship with teachers as a 
partnership. This partnership approach is based on the assumptions that (a) coaches and teachers are equal partners, 
(b) teachers should have a choice about what and how they learn, (c) teachers should reflect and apply learning to 
their real-life practice as they are learning, (d) professional development should enable authentic dialogue and (e) 
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coaches should respect and enable the voices of teachers.

Sue Woodruff, a leader of professional developers from Grand Rapids, Mich., considers the partnership principles to 
be a central part of her professional practice. “The principles really help me think through what should happen when 
I work with teachers,” she says. “On those occasions when I don’t feel I’ve been successful, I go back to the principles 
and I usually discover that I failed because I violated one of the principles.”

To make it easier for coaches to work as partners with teachers, educational leaders must protect the coaching 
relationship. If leaders ask coaches to hold the dual role of administrator and coach, they put their coaches in a 
difficult situation. Administrators, by definition, are not peers. Usually people are more guarded when they talk 
with their bosses than when they talk with their peers. Coaches will find it easier to have open conversations about 
teaching practices if their collaborating teachers do not view them as bosses and, therefore, do not have to worry 
about how their comments might affect the way they will be evaluated.

5.	Ensuring principals and coaches work together. The instructional coach can be and should be the right-hand 
person of the principal when it comes to instructional leadership in schools, but the principal must remain the 
instructional leader. No matter how much a coach knows, and no matter how effective a coach is, the principal’s 
voice is ultimately the one most important to teachers. For that reason, coaches must understand fully what their 
principals’ vision is for school improvement, and principals need to understand fully the interventions that their 
coaches have to offer teachers.

One way to ensure principals get the most out of their instructional coaches is to provide them with sufficient 
training. Principals who do not understand the importance of protecting the coaching relationship may act in ways 
that make it difficult for a coach to be successful. Also, a principal who is unaware of the tools that an instructional 
coach can offer will be unable to suggest them to teachers who might benefit from learning them.

District administrators in Pflugerville, Texas, a district with three high schools, four middle and 15 elementary schools, 
address this issue by providing coaching professional development for administrators. In Pflugerville, middle and 
elementary principals, along with the directors of special education, language arts, mathematics and technology, 
attended sessions with their lead teachers and coaches to ensure that both administrators and coaches developed 
a shared understanding of each coach’s goals, responsibilities and methods.

Another way to ensure principals are on the same page as their coaches has been adopted by principals working with 
instructional coaches from the center’s Pathways to Success GEARUP project in Topeka, Kan. In Topeka, coaches and 
principals from six middle schools and three high schools meet one-on-one each week for approximately 45 minutes.

The meetings usually follow the same format. First, the coach asks the principal to discuss her or his most pressing 
concerns; the issues discussed are usually a blend of long- and short-term issues that most interest the principal. 
Second, the coach and principal solve problems together. Third, the coach reports on what she or he has done since 
the previous week’s meeting. Fourth, the coach and principal discuss teaching practices they would like to share with 
each other. In this way, the coach and principal fully understand all the tools they have at their command to help 
students.
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6.	Hiring the right instructional coaches. All the factors described here will not yield success if the wrong people are 
hired as coaches. Indeed, the most critical factor related to the success or failure of a coaching program may be the 
skills and attributes of the instructional coach.

First, instructional coaches must be excellent teachers, particularly because they will likely provide model lessons in 
other teachers’ classrooms. They also need to be flexible since their job requires them to change their plans almost 
daily to meet the changing needs of teachers.

In addition, coaches should be highly skilled at building relationships. In our experience, whether a teacher adopts 
a new teaching practice has as much to do with the instructional coach’s communication skills as with whatever 
intervention the coach has to share. Simply put, if teachers like a coach, they usually will try out what the coach 
suggests. If they don’t like the coach, they’ll even resist helpful teaching practices.

Jim Collins’ study of great organizations in Good to Great offers additional insight into the desirable attributes of 
an effective coach. Great leaders, Collins writes, “are ambitious first and foremost for the cause, the movement, 
the mission, the work — not themselves — and they have the will to do whatever it takes to … make good on that 
ambition.”

The attributes Collins identifies in great leaders are also found in the best instructional coaches. They need to be 
ambitious for change in their schools and willing to do, as Collins emphasizes, “whatever it takes” to improve teaching 
practices. If a coach is too passive about change, chances are that little will happen in the school. At the same time, 
if a coach is too self-centered or aggressive, there is a good chance the coach will push teachers away.

Effective coaches embody what Collins describes as a “compelling combination of personal humility and professional 
will.” They are affirmative, humble and deeply respectful of classroom teachers, but they are unwilling to rest unless 
they achieve significant improvements in teaching and learning in their schools.

7.	Evaluating Coaches. Evaluation is a major mechanism for continuous improvement of any coaching program. 
Evaluating instructional coaches can offer unique challenges because no one in a district, including the principal, may 
ever have been a coach before and there may be no guidelines for evaluating coaches.

One way to address this challenge is to involve coaches in the process of creating guidelines, standards and tools 
to be used for their evaluation. Instructional coaches and the leaders of the Pathways to Success project in Topeka, 
Kan., have done just this. Specifically, project leaders and coaches have collaborated to spell out in detail the 
knowledge coaches need to have about the various scientifically proven teaching practices they are sharing with 
teachers. Additionally, project leaders and instructional coaches together have described the skills necessary to build 
relationships and effectively execute the components of the coaching process. 

Involving coaches in the process of writing their evaluation guidelines accomplishes at least three goals. First, it 
enables school districts to develop a rubric for evaluating coaches that is especially designed for coaches. Second, 
it increases coaches’ buy-in to the guidelines and process of being evaluated since they created them. Third, the 
dialogue coaches have while creating the guidelines is an excellent form of professional development.
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8.	Coaching Fixes. School district leaders can increase the likelihood that their instructional coaching program will 
succeed if they ensure their coaches have sufficient time to work on instruction with teachers and their coaches 
know how to coach and what to share with teachers. Additionally, leaders can make it easier for coaches to succeed 
by protecting the coaching relationship and by preparing coaches and principals to work together effectively. 
Finally, the effectiveness and continual improvement of any coaching program hinges on hiring the right people and 
evaluating them professionally.

Instructional coaching holds much potential for improving the way teachers teach and the way students learn, but 
that potential will only be realized if leaders plan their coaching program with care. Coaching is not a quick fix, but 
it can be a real fix — a powerful way to help teachers and students be more successful. When planned carefully and 
when the success factors are addressed, instructional coaching can begin to deliver on the promise of making a real 
difference in schools.

Jim Knight is a research associate and the director of Instructional Coaching Institutes at the Kansas University Center 
for Research on Learning, 1122 West Campus Road, Suite 508, Lawrence, KS 66045. E-mail: jknight@ku.edu

End of Handout 5
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Self-Study 1: Reflecting on the Instructional Coaching Article by Jim Knight

1. Write a short summary of this article.

2. Which of the eight factors that Knight describes as increasing the likelihood that coaching can be a “real fix” 
for a school do you think needs to be more fully addressed in your coaching context? How can you more fully 
address it?

End of Self-Study 1
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Self-Study 2: Reflection on Video

What was the title of the video you watched?

What is the link to the video?

Summarize the content of the video.

How will the video you viewed help you in your role as a coach?

End of Self-Study 2
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Handout 6: Reflection PD Plan Rubric

End of Handout 6




