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AMEr.rA ̂ lryo ToryYA, participate in instructional coaching,
a professional development approach. Using reflective
practice strategies-including posing open-ended ques-
tions to teachers and videotaping classes-coaches
help teachers analyze their teaching and its impact on
children. Coaches meet weekly with teachers to help
them apply what they learn from professional develop-
ment experiences such as courses, workshop series, or
study groups to their work with children. As engaged and
engaging facilitators of teachers' Iearning, not all-knowing
experts or casual classroom helpers, coaches cultivate
in teachers the habit of continually assessing what they
can do to support children's learning. Coaches also help
teachers plan curriculum and build their capacity to use
child and classroom data.

While instructional coaching can have many challeng-
ing moments-any important exploration of uncharted
territory does-it also has soaring highs as teachers
gain new insights and see children benefit from their new
teaching strategies.
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I n$tructional Coachins
Hel pi  ng Preschool Teachers

Fleach Their  Ful l  Potent ia l

Th<z uignettes in this article are drawrr
frorn Early Reading First (ERF) projects
in two Massachusefts communities from
200V to 2011. Ttie quotations are excerpts
from extensiue iinteruiews with teachers
and coaches frorn the two programs th(rt
participated in the ERF projects: Community
Tearnworh, in Lctwell, and the Worceshzr
Child Deuelopment Program.

Each week, Amelia, a teacher of 3- ancl
4-year-olds, merBts with her coach Tonya to
discuss the lanlguage and literacy learning
of the children in her classroom. At finst,
Amelia wasn't lhrilled to have a coach. A
stranger was going to observe and judge
her? No thank$. In their first meeting,
Amelia cringed when Tonya said she'd
like to videotape Amelia's work with the
children. Who wants to watch themselves
making mistakes?

But working with Tonya has been great.
Most of the tirne, Amelia forgets the cam-
era is there. Tonya listens carefully to
Arnelia and asiks questions that help her
think in new urays about her teaching.
Amelia enjoysi the opportunity to think
deeply about her teaching and discuss
the children's learning with Tonya.

With Tonya'rs support, Amelia now
plans activities with specific learninl;
goals in mind rather than just around a
theme like Anirmals. When Amelia and
Tonya review the videos of Amelia trying
out activities with the children and shrare
their observations, Amelia discovers new
strategies to support children's learning.
Best of all, she is starting to see children's
language and literacy skills improve.
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The instructional coaching process

In the instructional c,oaching process, teachers like Anrelia
move through a three-phase process with a coach's sup-
port. In Phase 1, the Pre-Observation Planning Conference,
the teacher sets goals lor children's learning and plans
an activity to meet thol;e goals. In lPhase 2, Observation
and Analysis, the coach videotaper; the teacher carrying;
out the activity. The teacher and c,tach then separately
watch the video to asst:ss what chiildren have learned from
the activity and to home in on the teacher's strategies inl
carrying out the learning goals. In lPhase 3, the Reflectivr:
Conference, the coach and the tear:her watch and discur;s
the video, and the coach asks the teacher questions to sup-
port reflection on his or her instnu,:tional
practices. The teacher works with the
coach to set new goals, identify an activ-
ity and strategies to me:et these go,als, and
plan the focus of the ne:xt observalion.

The videotaping that happens in Phase
2 is a very powerful palt of the process.
In the words of lead coach Sherri Penney,
"lf you ask the teacher'lo rememberr what
she did, or if the coach relies solellr on
written observations, nlany imporlant
interactions can be losl. The video pro-
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coaching model described in this article through the
llxcellence in Teaching courses and projects funded by
Lhe U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education
Ilciences, Office of Head Start, and numerous state educa-
tion agencies @ickinson & Brady 2005). This model sup_
ports preschool teachers in applying new knowledge and
evidence-based practices in their work with children and
helps them cultivate the habit of using sellreflection as a
tool to assess and refine their teaching. The model features
key elements of effective professional development (NAEYC
1.993; Bransford, Brown, & Cocking 1999; Garet et al. 2001;
tr{awley & Valli 2001; Snow-Renner & Lauer 2005).

Coaching has qualities lacking in other forms of profes-
siional development that are essential for teacher learning:

it is practice-based, ongoing, individu-
alized, reflective, and intensive, and it
actively supports the translation of
research into practice (Garet et al. 2001;
Annenberg Institute for School Reform
2004; Bean & Morewood 2007; Darling-
Hammond & Richardson 2009; Knight
2009). It leads to measurable changes in
teachers' practice and improvements in
children's learning.

The video provides
the whole picture:
what the teacher
did anrd hovu the
childrren responded.

vides the whole picture: what the teacher did and how the
chi ldren responded."

We (author.s Skiffington and Washburn) are members
of the team at Education Developmrent Center (EDC), in
Newton, Massachusettsi, that developed and refined the

While we have used instructional
coaching to foster teachers' use of

research-based strategies to support children's early lit-
eracy and science learning, the model has the potential to
promote pre-K through grade l2 teachers'application of
a:ny new knowledge. Indeed, our colleagues at EDC have
successfully used similar instructional coaching models
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focused on improving nrathematicsi and science teachingJ
and learning in higher grades (Morse 2009; Zubrowski,
Troen, & Pasquale 2007). This article provides a glimpse of
the instructional coach:ing process and the teacher-coacn
relationship, and it shares effective strategies to supporl
and sustain instructional coachinq.

lnstructional coaching in action

Carlos joined Amelia'li class a month ago. He is very
quiet, and Amelia is not sure why. ls Carlos shy? ls he
quiet because he is struggling to learn English? Does
he lack skills in his first language'? Amelia has learned
some strategies to support dual language learners in thB
course she is participating in, but which ones should
she use? What does Oarlos needlr

Amelia wants Tonya to observe and videotape her trying
out a new, more intentional approach to book reading. She
also wants to share her questions aLbout Carlos.

Pre-Observation Planning Gonference

The teacher chooses a focus for the obseroation, sets
goals for childrenb learning disicrzsses the rationale
for choosing the goalls, and. talks about the teaching
strategt he or she u;ill use,

In a three-credit college course that includes six sessions
spanning a five-month period, AmelLia and her colleagues
are learning evidence-based practi<:es to promote chil-
dren's early literacy ancl to support dual language learners.
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Between sessions, they complete course
assignments that require them to use the
new practices they are learning with the
children in their class, with support from
their coaches. In the last session of the
course, Amelia learned some new book-
reading strategies that she must now try
out in her class.

To prepare for the Pre-Observation
Planning Conference, Tonya had reviewed
her notes from prior conferences with
Amelia and Amelia's lesson plans. In the
conference, Amelia shares with Tonya the
book she has chosen for story time, Henry
Cole's "/acft3 Garden. She points out the
vocabulary words in the book that are
related to the class's current unit about
plants. Then she explains the new practice
she will be using and a goal for the chil-
dren's learning: instead of having children
sit quietly and listen as she reads the book
aloud, she wants to encourage them to
actively participate. She plans to ask open-
ended questions (What vegetables would

you plant? What do you need to make plants grow?). She
hLas just learned about the benefits of this strategy, and
she's eager to see how the children respond.

During the conference, Tonya lets Amelia take the lead
in choosing a focus and goals and expresses enthusiasm
about Amelia's plans. Amelia tells Tonya, "l'm really worried
about Carlos." She shares her observations and questions
about Carlos and says, "l'm just not sure how to help him."

"Those are important questions," Tonya replies. She sug-
gests, "As I videotape, I'll capture the whole class, but I'll
make sure to focus in on Carlos. Would that be helpful?"

"Yes!" Amelia says, "lt's really hard to pay attention to
just one child during story time, and I want to see how he
r,esponds to the story."

Finally, they agree on a day and time for the observation.

Observatlon and Analysis

As the teacher canies out the actiuitlt, the coach
obseraes and tsideotapes him or hen The oideo serues
as an objectitse record of uhat happened. Afteru;ard.,
the coach and teacher watch the rsideo separately and
urite doun thefu obseraations before the reflectioe
conference,

Soon after the observation, Tonya watches the video
and takes notes on what Amelia did and what the children
did and said. (These notes are factual only-not ,,what the
teacher did right or wrong"). Tonya comes up with ques-
tions to help Amelia reflect on the activity, such as, What
did the children do and say during the activity that tells
you that you did or did not meet your goals? What might
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you do i f  . . .  ?Whatdid younot icewhenyou. . .?What,  i f  Amel iabursts in totheroom. "Heunderstands!  Car los
anything, would you dc, difi.t.n,1t next time? Tonya swilftly understands!" she exclaims, "Did you see what I saw?"
passes the video on to Amelia, because she knows Amelia Tonya replies, "Tell me what you saw!"
is very busy and wants to make su.re

she has plenty of time lo prepare.

When A.melia gets thrr video,

she watches it, analyzes childrerr's

responses, and assesses whether she

met the activity goals. lt helps that her

supervisor and prograrn director sup-
port her participation in instructional
coaching; they expect her to take time
each week for her work: with TonyiL.
Once, Amelia did not have time to

watch the video before the reflecti'ire

conference. She had to reflect on the

spot, which was really rlifficult.

Her supervisrcr and
program dire'ctor
support her trlar-
ticipati,on in iinstruc-
tional Goaching; they
expect her tor take
time eatch week for
her work with Tonya.

They sit down and Amelia tells Tonya
that she feels like she met one specific
goal: using open-ended questions did
encourage the children to actively
participate, and she also learned
something important about Carlos. As
they watch the video, Amelia points

to children listening with interest and
talks about their thoughtful answers
to her questions. She shows Tonya
several children who recognized words
in the book from their study of plants,
and a few who came up with their own
questions. When Carlos comes on the
screen, Amelia hits the pause button.
"Right there!" she says.

Reflective Conference

The coach and teachrer aieus the aid"eo togethen The
teacher reflects on tlie extent to rohich he or she met
the gools of the actitity. Using o,pen-end.ed. questions,
the coach encourages the teach,er to talk about uthat
usorhed and uhat dirln't and. to identify strategies to
mahe the actioitlt more effectioe for child.ren.

In the video, as Amelia asks a question about the story,
Carlos clearly mouths an answer ("Seed"). Amelia starts the
video again and hits the pause button when Carlos mouths
aLnother answer ("Water").

She says, "l had no idea Carlos was saying anything dur-
ing story time. The other children are louder and blurt out
their answers. This shows that Carlos not only understands
cluestions-he can answer them."
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"That's a great catch," Tonya replies. "Now that you can
see that Carlos understands, what can you try next to help
him build his oral language skills and not be overshadowe:d?"

Amelia nods. "l want to do sorne one-on-one reading with
Carlos and some small lJroup readiregs of the book. Some of
the children will always be louder than others, but I want
them all to participate! Let's make a small group book reild-
ing our next observation. I'm going to include in the small
groups the children whrl are typically quiet to see if the
smaller setting will increase their participation."

"Sounds good," Tonyil says, "Sonretime soon, we need to
analyze the data from the recent formal language assess-
ments. Will you have tirne for that next week?"

"Sure!" Amelia resporLds, "lt will help to see what the data
tell us about how Carlo:; and eve.rybody else are doing.
When can we get togettrer next?"

This process would be more difficult if Amelia did not
trust Tonya, if she realllr wanted Tonya to just tell her wtrat
to do, or if Amelia refused to try new teaching strategies
Instead, Amelia and Torrya's strong relationship, Tonya's
coaching skills and respectful treatment of Amelia, and
Amelia's appreciation for Tonya's; experience and the effr:c-
tiveness of the coaching model mal<e it easier for them to
work productively togel[her. As shown in the lessons tha1"
follow, we have learned that these lactors, as well as many
others, play pivotal role:s in teache::s' and coaches' ability
to navigate the instructional coaching process.

Lessons learned

The following eight points can help professional develop-
ment specialists strengl.hen their coaching initiatives. Each
includes insights from c:oaches and teachers who took pilrt
in EDC's Early Reading lrirst project.s.

21. Teachers can take steps to make sute they get the
most out of instructional coaching and the reflective
conferencing ptocess. These steps include teachers
approaching the coaching experience with an open
mind; bringing a sense of curiosity about how children
learn and a motivation to try new things to improve their
learning; and preparing for and actively participating
in the process. As teacher Christina Silveira Gonzalez
notes, "Some teachers resist coaching. They feel Iike
they've learned everything they could possibly learn and
are doing everything they can do for children. Instead, I
suggest that they approach coaching wanting to become
a better teacher and wanting children to get the most
from their classroom. If they do that, they will benefit
tremendously from coaching."

3i. Coaches can help teachers ovelcome "videotaping
anxiety." Like Amelia, many teachers dread having
their coach videotape them. Teacher Christina Silveira
Gonzalez recalls, "At first, it's hard to see yourself on
video. When you sit down to watch a video for the first
time, you're worried about everything you'll see that
you're doing wrong . . . you even notice your hair is a
mess. Coaches help you realize that watching yourself
helps you become a better teacher."

Coach Cindy Hoisington agrees that "most teachers
are uncomfortable. One teacher refused to be video-
taped because she hated to have her picture taken.
There was no convincing her; but one thing worked:
focusing the camera on the children. You can hear the
teacher, but leave her out of the picture at first, if she's
uncomfortable. Build up gradually-increase your focus
on the teacher over time."

Coaches can also try these methods:

r Videotape and analyze the classroom
environment as the starting point in the
coaching relationship

o Offer to be videotaped while model-
ing an activity

. Give the camera to the teacher to use

r Shoot lots of footage to help teachers
get used to the camera

4. Coaches suppott teachers in chang-
ing their practice by helping them
learn how to make meaning of data.
An important part of instructional

1. Teachers have dif fering abi l i l t i€,s to
reflect on their practice. Reflective
practice is new for many teachers. The
coach often meets a,wall of sil,ence
when a teacher feels overwhelmed by
the reflective coaching process ;rnd

doesn't  know how to respond. Coaches
must be ready to tail,cr their stra'tegies
to meet teachers wht:re they are.

Patience is essenti,al. It is also impor-
tant to be respectful, to use humor, to
be positive, and, if nr:cessary, to gradu-

I suggest that they
approach coaching
wanting to become
a betterr teacrher and
wanting children to
get th$ most from
their cllassroom.

ally move from "Why don't you try . . . " to "What do coaching is using data to guide teachers. Coaches can
you think you should do?" To help one teacher who was use data from standardized instruments and observa-
struggling with reflective confert:nces, coach Lori Col<:tti tional data from videos to demonstrate how children are
suggested that the teacher "wat<:h the video and respond growing and the kinds of support they need. Useful tools
in writing to some guiding quest:ions. As her coach, I d.id include instruments that examine classroom environ-
that too. We wrote atrout it first, and then we shared our ments, look at teacher-child and child-child interactions.
reflections. That worked better for this teacher." and assess children's vocabulary and prereading skills.
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Coach Sherri Penney
notes, "Looking at
data helps teachers
see the big picture
of children's learn-
ing in comparison
to children outside
their classrooms ancl
nationwide. Some are
surprised when they
see how children
in their classrooms
compare to the
norm. They may find
that the most verbal
child is just average
or below average
when it comes to
vocabulary. This is
a learning curve for
many teachers. They
become interested in
what the data show
and are eager to look
for new ways to boost children's, learning."

5. Successful coaches possess GrDIG Gohpetencles.
Effective instructional coaches t)ossess several impor-
tant qualities. They have a deep understanding of child
development and the content area in which they sup-
port teachers. They use adult-learning best practices
to connect with teachers and art: good listeners and
skilled reflective practitioners. They focus on teachers'
strengths yet can address challenges. And, as coach
Sherri Penney says, "they have ar passion for excellent
teaching and a respect for teachers!"

Teacher Christina Silveira Gon.zalez says, "My coach
puts me at ease and makes me ft:el proud about what
I'm doing*that I'm nraking a diflerence. She listens an.d
she's caring. She doesn't just give me things; she teaches
me how to find resources."

Coach Lori Coletti believes co,aches should*model re-
flection, be persistent, and work alongside and sometimes
behind the teacher-let the teacher lead the work and
reflect on the experience @id it vvork? Why or why not'?)."

6. Coaches need ontolng tralning, support, and supervi-
slon, EDC researcher Julie Hirsc.hler observes, "Excellent
coaches aren't born that way; their skills need to be
nurtured. My advice is to build training and supervision
for coaches into all coaching prc,grams." Coaching pro-
grams work best when a supervisor is assigned to sup-
port each coach and time is scht:duled for them to meet
regularly-at least once a week.'The supervisor serve:j
as a sounding board, observes the coach in action with

PREPARING AND SUPPORTING TEACI{ERS

the teacher, offers resources as needed, and helps the
coach stay on track to meet the goals. Typically, coaches
receive more intense support and supervision at the
beginning of their work with teachers and when chal-
lenges arise. All coaches benefit from being observed,
receiving feedback from supervisors and coaching peers,
and reflecting on and analyzing their work with teachers.

As with teachers, videotaping plays a key role in facili-
tating coaches' self-reflection and analysis ol their strate-
gies to support teachers' professional growth. Coaches
videotape their reflective conferences with teachers
and analyze the videos with supervisors and/or fellow
coaches. They also take part in training sessions and
study groups on instructional coaching techniques; com-
plete coursework to keep current with research; and par-
ticipate in professional development alongside teachers.
After viewing a video of a reflective conference, coach
Sherri Penney shared, "l found that I did not wait long
enough after asking the teacher a question. Sometimes I
went right into offering suggestions when they were not
asked for. Reflecting is key in teaching cnd in coaching."

7. Professional development experiences provide a
helpful framework for Instructional coaching. Coach
Cindy Hoisington notes, "lf you don't have a framework
for coaching, it's easy to get off track. When coaching
focuses on key principles from professional development
experiences and ateacher says, 'l can't get children to
listen to the story,' you can say, 'l hear you, but let's
look back at the book-reading tips from the workshop.
How did you apply them when you read the book?"'

Reprinted irom Young Children,lllay 2011 1 7



Instructional coaching creates classroom laboratories by
helping teachers reflect on their practice in relation to
new knowledge. Tear:hers exper:iment with and master
new techniques and ideas with their coaches' suppor.l.
This extends the effects of professional development
by promoting reflection Qtuight 2009; Neufeld & Roper
2003) and supporting teachers as decision makers anrl
problem solvers (Manzo 2005; Neufeld & Roper 2003).

8, Successful, sustainable coaching depends on pro-
gtam leadels'supprort. Coaching is more likely to be
successful when program directors and administrators
send the message th,at they are .|.00 percent behind
coaching and that
coaches are a vital
resource for staff.
Coaches, supervi-
sors, and program
leaders must share
a vision and goals
for instructional
coaching and
develop clear pro-
tocols for commu-
nication. Coaches
must invest time in
building relation-
ships with leaders.
Coach Lori Coletti says, "We mel: with administrators
quarterly to update them on progress and prepare the:m
for changes. So, if teachers were going to rearrange
writing areas, we would give adnrinistrators a heads-up.
The administrators also attended trainings to help thr:m
understand the how'.s and why's of the coaching."

Final reflections from teachrers
and coaches

Instructional coaching is an innovative approach to
professional developme:nt that, wh:ile challenging, has
significant benefits for teachers anrl children. Teachers who
participated in instruct;ional coaching weigh in:

"Coaches make sure lrou're teachLing to the best of your
ability and make sure you're always thinking, 'Are the
children learning whe,t they ne,ed to learn?"'

- Chris tina S i lu e ira Gonz al,z z

"My coach helps me r;tay focusecl on what I'm trying to
do. A lot of times I have in my head what I want to do.
I might not lose focus but try to just get the job done,
and my coach brings it back to '!Vhy do you want to dr>
this, what's your inte:rtion for thr:se children, what is
the basic premise you want them to go away with?"'

-Joan Marlin

"My fellow teachers and I are looking a little bit deeper
into a topic of study, and I think what I'm seeing a lot
more now is writing. The children's writing has really
taken off. We've put up charts and graphs, and the
activities are really promoting language and literacy.
We're digging deeper . . . "

-Shelese Johnson

Coaches share the following advice for those who seek to
prrovide instructional coaching:

"Be prepared. If you haven't 'done your homework'-if
you haven't watched the videos, if you miss what the
teacher wanted to look for, if you let the batteries in
your camera run out, if you're late-it sets up a bad
dynamic. When you're prepared and you are doing what
you told the teacher you were going to do, it means
you're valuing the teacher and modeling how you want
her to behave with children."

"Ter the teachers what coaching is and -r;::'r:l"tt
Many don't know! Some teachers think the coach is
going to make stuff for their classroom. Or they may try
to use a coaching session as a time to complain or vent.
The tone is important, and you need to set the right
tone from the get-go."

-Sherri Penney

"Keep in mind how busy a preschool teacher's life is.
You can't expect to be welcomed with open arms if
you have the attitude that you're there to 'fix' teach-
ers. Know that you're coming to support teachers in
being their very best; recognize that all teachers bring
a lot of skills that you'll help build on; and always
exude that attitude."

-Cindy Hoisington
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