Instructional Coaching in K–12 —
A Literature Review and Discussion Questions
Introduction
Following an established REL West research protocol, the REL West team conducted a search for
research reports and research-based resources on instructional coaching in K–12 educational settings.
The literature review is organized in three parts:
•
•
•

A summary of information from the research literature organized around four themes: goals of
coaching; defining a coaching cycle; effective coaching practices; and structural supports for
implementation of effective coaching.
A list of questions for the Steering Committee members to discuss internally, and with
REL West, during the process of developing the Coaching Protocol.
The reference list, with annotations, for further information.

Although the summary addresses instructional coaching across all subjects, particular attention is placed
on research on literacy coaching in high school settings given that the ERWC is a mainstream college
preparatory English course. For details of literature search procedures and inclusion criteria, please see
the methods section at the end of this literature review.
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Part I: A Thematic Summary
Theme 1: Goals of coaching
Despite the diversity that exists within coaching in educational settings, the primary goal of coaching
remains focused on improving the learners’ academic and behavioral outcomes through improved
teaching practices (National Center for Systemic Improvement, 2016).
In their 2018 report of a meta-analysis on the effect of teacher coaching on instruction and
achievement, Kraft and his colleagues characterized coaching as an observation and feedback cycle in
which coaches model research-based practices and work with teachers to incorporate these practices
into their classrooms. In contrast to traditional professional development, coaching is intended to be
individualized, time-intensive, sustained over the course of a semester or year, context-specific, and
focused on discrete skills (Kraft, Blazar, & Hogan, 2018).
Also in 2018, the New Teacher Center (NTC) suggested that the goals of instructional coaching are “to
accelerate teacher effectiveness, improve teacher retention, build teacher leadership, increase student
learning, and support equitable outcomes for every learner” (New Teacher Center, 2018, p. 1).
With regard to literacy coaching in secondary schools, the International Reading Association (IRA)
suggested that the primary goal of the Literacy Coach is to “assist content teachers in addressing the
reading comprehension, writing, and communication skills that are particular to their disciplines”
through job-embedded professional development (International Reading Association, 2006, p. 7).

Theme 2: Defining a coaching cycle
Coaching done well can dramatically improve human performance, while coaching done poorly can be
ineffective, wasteful, and sometimes even destructive (Knight, Elford, Hock, Dunekack, Bradley, Deshler,
& Knight, 2015). What, then, is coaching done well? Below are brief descriptions of two instructional
coaching cycles that have been found to be effective:

Coaching cycle 1
In early January 2019, NTC provided a webinar on designing effective instructional coaching for
teachers, based on lessons learned from Supporting Effective Educator Development (SEED) grantees.
One of the major themes of the webinar was to present a continuous coaching cycle that includes three
high-leverage activities, namely:
1) Lesson planning. Coaches support teachers to plan instruction aligned to curriculum, rigorous
standards, and effective research-based teaching practices.
2) Observing instruction. Coaches continuously observe for and provide feedback to teachers on
their instructional practices with the focus of ensuring equitable outcomes for every student.
3) Analyzing learning. Coaches support teachers to analyze and interpret evidence of student
learning and strategically plan, adjust instruction that is aligned to standards, and plan
scaffolded instruction to meet the needs of every student.
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The coaching cycle is also illustrated in the following figure (figure 1). NTC emphasized that coaches
need to pay attention to all three pieces and connect them tightly to shift teacher practice. Additionally,
for each activity, coaches need to go deep with the teachers on the content of the course. For instance,
when planning lessons together with teachers, instead of staying on the surface of classroom time
management, coaches should discuss with the teachers in details about the content teachers plan to
deliver in class and questions they plan to ask students (New Teacher Center, 2019).
Figure 1. Coaching cycle is key to shifting teacher practice

(Source: New Teacher Center, 2019)

Coaching cycle 2
The Kansas Coaching Project and Instructional Coaching Group researchers studied instructional
coaching for a decade, examining the moves coaches make to help teachers set and achieve goals
(Knight et al., 2015). Kansas Coaching Project researchers worked with coaches from three areas in the
state of Washington, while Instructional Coaching Group researchers conducted more than 50
interviews with coaches around the country. Together, through these studies and interviews, the
researchers concluded that a three-step instructional coaching cycle—Identify, Learn, and Improve—can
help coaches become more effective in supporting teachers. The three-step instructional coaching cycle
consists of:
1) Identify. The coach and teacher collaborate to set a goal, which can be a change the teacher
would like to see in student behavior, achievement, or attitude. They then select a teaching
strategy to try to meet that goal;
2) Learn. Once the teacher and coach set a goal and choose a teaching strategy, the teacher must
learn how to implement the strategy. For the coach, this means explaining and modeling
teaching strategies. Coaches need to be precise when they explain teaching practices. They
might, for example, clearly explain the items on an instructional checklist while also asking
teachers how they might want to modify the checklist to best meet students’ needs or take
advantage of their own strengths as teachers; and
REL West working document for the ERWC Steering Committee

3

3) Improve. Instructional coaches monitor how teachers implement the chosen teaching strategy
and whether the goal previously set has been met; that is, whether the change the teacher
would like to see in student behavior, achievement, or attitude has occurred. Teachers and
coaches keep moving forward by modifying the way they use the identified teaching strategies,
trying another strategy, or sticking with an identified teaching strategy until they reach the goal.

Similarities and differences
Both coaching cycles have three components, taking place in a linear order with a continuous timeline.
They both start with some kind of preparation/goal setting where the teacher decides what to
implement; for the second step, both cycles include coaches’ monitoring, although the emphasis on
observation is different; for the last step, both cycles involve reflection and adjustment.
Coaches take on different roles in the two coaching cycles. In the coaching cycle proposed by NTC
(2019), besides co-planning and observing, the coach serves as a data analyst by supporting the teacher
to analyze and interpret evidence of student learning. In this framework, coaches provide clear, deep
(instead of just the surface of the classroom management issues), and descriptive (with non-judgmental)
feedback, so that the teachers can see their own practices more clearly and reflect on solutions and
improvements accordingly. On the other hand, in the coaching cycle proposed by Knight et al. (2015),
besides being involved in planning and goal-setting, the coach is expected to collaborate with the
teacher, explain and model instructional strategies. With this framework, the coaching is viewed as a
form of collaboration, with the coach being a co-planner and instructional supporter to the teacher.

Theme 3: Effective coaching practices
As a coaching cycle is implemented, it is important to ensure that effective coaching practices are in
place. Below are brief descriptions of some specific coaching practices that have been found to be
effective:

Applying adult learning theory to coaching
It is important for coaches to have the knowledge of adult learning theory, given that working with
teachers is very different from working with children (Cox, 2015; Elish-Piper, L’Allier, & Zwart, 2008).
Having a solid understanding of adult learning theory is a powerful tool that literacy coaches can use to
provide the types of coaching and professional development that will be relevant and useful for
teachers. Four key principles of adult learning theory are:
1) Adults want to know why they should learn something. Adults need to relate the content of
their learning to real-world problems before undertaking to learn. They need to recognize the
need for the learning.
2) Adults learn best through first-hand experience. Therefore, coaching should be presented as the
process that integrates first-hand experience with abstract reflection and conceptualization to
facilitate understanding, provide direction, and support action.
3) Adults approach learning as problem solving. For coaches, this suggests that teachers will want
to work on immediate problems rather than explore seemingly unrelated issues, so that the new
learning can be applied to solving some task or problem.
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4) Adults learn best when information has immediate value. For coaches, the emphasis could be on
promoting the sense of connection between teachers’ values and the outcomes of the coaching.

Using Concerns-Based Adoption Model to identify where teachers are in the process
Another promising coaching practice suggested by Elish-Piper et al. (2008) is to use the Concerns-Based
Adoption Model (C-BAM) to identify where teachers are in the process of change, which can help
coaches determine the types of support and information they may need. The C-BAM (outlined in
table 1) is a useful tool for literacy coaches because it identifies typical steps that teachers go through as
they face changes in their schools and classrooms. By considering each teacher’s stage of concern,
literacy coaches can address the questions and issues that are most relevant for a teacher at that stage
of the change process.
Table 1. The Concerns-Based Adoption Model (C-BAM)
Stage of
concern
1. Awareness
2. Information
3. Personal

Description
The teacher knows nothing about the change
to be implemented.
The teacher gathers information about the
change.
The teacher wonders how the change will
affect his or her teaching and personal and
professional situation.

Teacher question that coaching
can address
“What is it?”
“How does it work?”
“How will this affect me?”
“Will I be able to do this?”

4. Management

The teacher is concerned about practical
aspects of implementing the change.

“How will I fit it into my teaching or
classroom?”
“How will I manage the materials and
classroom to implement the change?”

5. Consequence

The teacher considers the effect of the
change on students.

“Is it worth it?”
“Is it working for my students?”

6. Collaboration

The teacher makes modifications to the
change and shares ideas with others.

“It’s working, but how are others
implementing the change?”

7. Refocusing

The teacher is satisfied with the change and
begins to consider other problems and issues.

“Is there something else that is
better?”

Using differentiated coaching to support teachers’ learning
Elish-Piper et al. (2008) also suggested that literacy coaches should consider using differentiated
coaching (such as a consulting stance, a collaborating stance, or a coaching stance) when working with
teachers, depending on the situation. By listening carefully to what teachers say and the questions they
ask, the literacy coach can determine the best stance to take to support the teacher, changing direction
as needed.
•
•

In the consulting stance, the literacy coach supplies information, suggests solutions, and guides
the teacher through new instructional approaches and materials.
In the collaborating stance, the teacher and literacy coach work together to develop ideas and
analyze data and situations.
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•

In the coaching stance, the teacher gleans information by analyzing his or her own practices,
and the literacy coach asks questions and paraphrases the teacher’s ideas to build awareness,
broaden perspectives, and clarify issues.

Elish-Piper et al. (2008) provided some scenarios to further illustrate what situations each stance is best
suited to. For instance: 1) A kindergarten teacher said to the coach, “I have not done phonemic
awareness activities before. Can you help me work on that?” In this case, the coach could take the
collaborating stance and ask questions, discuss ideas, and develop a plan with the teacher about doing
phonemic awareness activities with students; and 2) A fifth-grade teacher told the coach, “I’ve been
teaching inferencing to my students, and they still need lots of support to make good inferences. Here
are some examples of their work. What do you think?” In this case, the coach could cue into the
teacher’s comments and take a coaching stance where she poses questions and paraphrases what the
teacher says to help her find her own next steps.

Building a positive coach-teacher relationship
More recently, in a research synthesis on effective coaching developed by the National Center for
Systemic Improvement, it is suggested that a positive teacher-coach relationship correlates with
improved teacher practice (National Center for Systemic Improvement, 2016). The synthesis further
suggested that, in order to build a positive relationship with teachers, coaches should consider using the
following strategies: Conveying coaching is non-evaluative; Empathetic listening; Restating and
summarizing information conveyed by the teacher; Conveying expertise in teaching and deep contentarea knowledge; and Identifying and working toward teachers’ goals and needs (National Center for
Systemic Improvement, 2016).

Theme 4: Structural support for the implementation of effective coaching
Having identified effective coaching practices does not necessarily guarantee the coaching will be wellimplemented. Research suggests that how a program or innovation is put into place affects the degree
to which the program/innovation achieves its intended goals (Cantrell & Hughes, 2008; Fixsen, Naoom,
Blase, Friedman, & Wallace, 2005; Greenhalgh, Robert, Macfarlane, Bate, & Kyriakidou, 2004). The
following literature discusses how to provide structural support to ensure the coaching is wellimplemented and effective in improving teaching practice and student learning.
A recent synthesis of research on high-quality instructional coaching (Desimone & Pak, 2017) suggested
that for coaching to be effective in improving teaching practice and student learning, at least five
features need to be in place:
1) Content focus: activities are focused on subject matter content and how students learn that
content;
2) Active learning: opportunities exist for teachers to observe, receive feedback, analyze student
work, or make presentations, as opposed to passively listening to lectures;
3) Coherence: content, goals, and activities are consistent with the school curriculum and goals,
teacher knowledge, teacher beliefs, needs of students, and school, district, and state reforms
and policies;
4) Sustained duration: professional development activities are ongoing throughout the school year
and include 20 hours or more of contact time; and
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5) Collective participation: groups of teachers from the same grade, subject, or school participate
in professional development activities together to build an interactive learning community.
Most recently, NTC (2019) suggested that three important factors are needed to ensure the
effectiveness of an instructional coaching program: 1) Coaches need professional trainings and to have
their own community of practice; 2) Coaches need to have a reasonable work load so that they can
spend significant time with each individual teacher side-by-side; and 3) Coaches need to stay focused on
instructional support when observing and giving feedback to teachers (New Teacher Center, 2019). NTC
also provided the following figure (figure 2) to illustrate these three factors.
Figure 2. New Teacher Center’s instructional coaching theory of action

(Source: New Teacher Center, 2019)

Two features about the structural support appeared in both Desimone and Pak (2017) and NTC (2019).
First, they both emphasized the importance of providing teachers time and opportunities to work with
the coach. While Desimone and Pak (2017) suggested that teachers should be given professional
development activities with sustained duration, NTC (2019) suggested that the ratio between coach and
teacher should be small, so that each individual teacher may receive adequate support from his/her
coach. Second, with different focuses, both articles advocated for the professional learning communities
(PLCs). While Desimone and Pak (2017) proposed the idea of collective participation for the teachers,
NTC (2019) suggested that it is important for the coaches to have their own PLCs.
In terms of mode of delivery, Kraft and his colleagues suggested that web-based virtual coaching might
help address the need for high-quality coaches amid resource constraints. Leveraging video-based
technology can increase the number of teachers with whom an individual coach can work and provide
access to high-quality coaches for schools or districts without local expertise. This approach may also
help reduce teachers’ concerns about having their coach also be their evaluator, as virtual coaches are
both physically separate from and unaffiliated with teachers’ schools. Furthermore, virtual coaching
could lower coaching costs by eliminating commute time (Kraft, Blazar, & Hogan, 2018).
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Part II: Connecting to the development of the Coaching Protocol
To connect the findings from the review to the development of the Coaching Protocol, REL West
developed a list of questions (see below) for the Steering Committee members to discuss internally and
with REL West, in the process of developing the Coaching Protocol.

Theme 1: Goals of coaching
What are the goals of the coaching for ERWC teachers? What are the outcome measures of interest for
ERWC teachers and for students?

Theme 2: Coaching cycles
Are either of the coaching cycle models described in the literature review relevant to the ERWC
coaching? What adjustments would need to be made if they were incorporated into the Coaching
Protocol?
What roles will ERWC coaches play? For instance, will the coach be classroom supporter (e.g.,
collaborating, co-teaching, co-planning, modeling, etc.), instructional supporter, curriculum or content
facilitator, or data coach?

Theme 3: Effective coaching practices
What effective coaching practices listed in the literature review may be applicable to the ERWC
coaching? If coaches were to focus on one or two practices, what would they be, and why?
In what ways could adult learning theory be helpful for the ERWC coaches in supporting the teachers?
What additional information in the form of handouts/materials on this theme for the coaches might be
helpful to share along with the Coaching Protocol?

Theme 4: Structural supports for the implementation of effective coaching
In the context of ERWC coaching, what structural support could be provided so the coaches can better
support the ERWC teachers? Does the ERWC Steering Committee have capacity (skills and time) to
provide these supports? And how should this support be incorporated into the Coaching Protocol?
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deviations higher on an index of effective teaching practices comprised of observation scores,
principal evaluations, and student surveys. We discuss implementation challenges and make
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well in environments (e.g., homes, schools, childcare centers) with learners of all ages. This brief is
intended to be used in conjunction with the tool entitled Implementation Guide for Coaching.
Research from Implementation Science suggests that how a program, practice, or innovation is
put into place impacts the degree to which we can expect that innovation to achieve its intended
goals. Similarly, it is important to attend to how the innovation is implemented. Drawing upon
principles of Implementation Science, the guide outlines key areas that should be considered and
action steps that should be taken when using coaching as a pathway toward improving teacher
practice and learner outcomes.
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Districts can then use the Instructional Coaching Practice Standards as a framework to implement
these components in a strategic, quality practice. Together, these standards are carefully framed
to support maximum impact on teaching and learning, regardless of context.
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Methods
Keywords and Search Strings
First, we searched databases using the primary search strings as follows:
(“Coach*” OR “professional development”) AND (“program” OR “model” OR “practices”) AND
(“effect*” OR “impact” OR “promising” OR “evaluation”)
Second, we reviewed references that were cited in the resources identified through the above search
process.

Databases and Resources
We searched ERIC for relevant resources. ERIC is a free online library of over 1.6 million citations of
education research sponsored by the Institute of Education Sciences. Additionally, we searched Google
Scholar and PsychInfo. The list of references is not comprehensive and other relevant references and
resources may exist.

Reference Search and Selection Criteria
When searching and selecting resources to include, we consider the criteria listed below.
Date of the Publication: References and resources published within the last 15 years, from 2003
to present, were included in the search and review.
Search Priorities of Reference Sources: Search priority is given to study reports, briefs, and
other documents that are published and/or reviewed by IES and other federal or federally
funded organizations and academic databases. Priority is also given to sources that provide free
access to the full article.
Methodology: Priority is given to the most rigorous study designs, such as randomized
controlled trials and quasi-experimental designs, and we may also include descriptive data
analyses, survey results, mixed-methods studies, literature reviews, or meta-analyses. Other
considerations include the target population and sample, including their relevance to the
question, generalizability, and general quality. Priority is given to publications that are peerreviewed journal articles or reports reviewed by IES and other federal or federally funded
organizations. If there are many research reports available, we select those with the strongest
methodology, or the most recent of similar reports. When there are fewer resources available,
we may include a broader range of information.
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