An introduction to
instructional coaching
School resources

In recent years, instructional coaching has become an attractive alternative to more generic teacher
professional development. This research review provides an overview of what coaching is and how
it works, why coaching is effective, and some considerations for school leaders as they incorporate
coaching into their professional learning and development systems.

What is instructional coaching and how does it work?
Coaching is an alternative to traditional one-size-fits-all professional development. Instructional coaches
work one-to-one with teachers to provide timely, relevant feedback and suggestions for improvement
based on classroom observations. Coaching is differentiated to each teacher’s needs, focused on
improving discrete skills, context specific, time intensive, and sustained over the course of a term or
school year.
Coaching programmes can take different forms, but they tend to follow a cycle of learning, observation
and data collection, reflection, and goal-setting (see Figure 1). Coaches and teachers can begin working
together at any point of the cycle. Importantly, observation and feedback cycles led by coaches aim to
foster teachers’ continued growth, rather than to formally evaluate teachers.
FIGURE 1:

Instructional Coaching Cycles

Source: https://eleducation.org/resources/coaching-for-change-teacher-centered-coaching

The key features of instructional coaching described above (such as being context specific, time
intensive, sustained) stand in contrast to other forms of professional development and are thought to be
better aligned to adult learning processes. For example, in the United States, over 99% of public school
teachers report participating in some form of ongoing professional learning.1 However, programming
often takes the form of school-wide workshops, to which teachers do not respond favourably.2 As short-
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term, generalised training, these workshops rarely improve the classroom practices with which teachers
need support and which benefit students in turn.3
In New Zealand, leading experts and the Ministry of Education have also recognised a need to overhaul
teacher professional development. Instead of allowing teachers and schools to engage in activities that
are very broad in scope, development offerings are now guided by a model where engaged parties must
continually assess whether professional learning activities directly align with their individual needs and
those of their students.4 Rigorous, often experimental research shows that, not only is instructional
coaching more effective than alternative forms of professional development5, it is also one of the most
effective of all educational interventions. Only high-dosage tutoring for students achieves larger effects.6
Notably, the logic underlying tutoring and coaching is similar: provide targeted feedback to support
individuals’ needs.

Why is coaching effective?
Teaching is a complex craft, and teachers are simultaneously curriculum developers, content experts,
pedagogues, social workers, psychologists, mentors and motivators. Rarely is the same person equally
adept at each of these roles. Coaching is likely to be effective because it is purposefully differentiated.
Much like effective teaching to students, effective coaching purposefully targets each individual
teacher’s needs. Coaching is also flexible. As teachers identify new areas of concern, coaches can
provide feedback addressing those areas. Unlike traditional one-size-fits-all professional development,
coaching can specifically build individual teachers’ capacity for using discrete instructional practices
that teachers themselves, coaches, or school leaders have identified as priorities.
There may be other components or mechanisms driving the efficacy of coaching as a development tool
(such as intensity or dosage). However, theory and empirical evidence suggest that the differentiated
nature of instructional coaching is particularly important, and so also leads to several critical lessons and
considerations for school leaders.

Considerations for school leaders
While the evidence on the effectiveness of instructional coaching is convincing, effective adoption
and implementation of coaching cycles is not necessarily a linear path. This is particularly relevant as
coaching programmes are taken to scale across whole schools. As such, school leaders should consider
at least four key points:
• Consideration #1: Differentiation versus prescription. At its core, instructional coaching requires
one-on-one work between a coach and a teacher, aimed at improving the individual needs of that
teacher. However, coaching must also fit within broader instructional improvement efforts, which
often are driven by school leaders. How can coaching, on one hand, be fully embedded within that
top-down system and, on the other hand, maintain its differentiated focus? While school leaders
may want to partially structure priority areas, evidence suggests that overriding the individual needs
of teachers may lead to less effective programming.
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New Orleans — A cautionary tale
Created in 2003, the Recovery School District in Louisiana was tasked with turning around the
lowest performing schools in the state. In back-to-back school years (2011-12 and 2012-13),
District schools offered two cohorts of volunteer teachers instructional coaching. An experimental
evaluation found that the first cohort of teachers who received coaching were more effective than
teachers in the control group across a range of observable measures of teacher practice. Using the
same measures, the second cohort did not experience any change in effectiveness.7
What changed between cohort one and cohort two? First, the teacher-to-coach ratio was much
smaller for cohort 1 than for cohort 2. Second, cohort 1 teachers received more face time with their
coaches than did cohort 2 (four versus three weeks). Third, there was turnover of coaches across
cohorts. Fourth, for cohort 2, programme leaders placed a much greater emphasis on coaching
related to behavior management, in line with school and district priorities and beliefs about where
teachers should focus their attention. However, more time coaching for behaviour management
was associated with a decline in this area of practice. Comparatively, in cohort 1, coaches had more
freedom to focus on areas of practice (such as instructional content, student engagement) that
they saw as a particular need for that teacher.
How, then, can leaders strike that balance between differentiation and system-wide priorities? School
leaders may offer a menu of priority areas for coaches and teachers to work on. School leaders may
also require coaches to align their work with instructional domains found within the school system’s
observation instruments or the system’s curriculum. By doing this, leaders can still structure the
coaching without being too prescriptive.
Similarly, school leaders will need to consider where and when coaching is the appropriate tool for
improving a given area of practice. The research literature provides strong evidence that coaching
focused on early literacy and teacher-student relationships generates large improvements in teacher
practice and student outcomes. If these areas of practice are a priority area for a school or system, then
coaching likely will be a useful tool to achieve that goal. However, the evidence base is not as strong for
other instructional domains, including mathematics7, which may also be a priority area. One reason for
this may be that coaching is best set up to change teacher behaviours, whereas effective mathematics
teaching often relies on precise, error-free delivery of content. Building strong content knowledge may
be facilitated by curriculum-aligned coaching, but may also require other development efforts. Striking a
balance between differentiation and prescription, bottom-up versus top-down implementation will be a
challenge that school leaders will need to navigate individually.
• Consideration #2: Finding the right coach. To scale up coaching programmes, schools need to
consider how to find the right coach. There is some initial evidence that coaches themselves are a
critical resource, if not the primary resource driving coaching efficacy8, which makes sense given
the individualised nature of one-on-one coaching. In other words, coaches are the intervention. This
means that leaders will need to be very thoughtful about how they recruit, train, and retain coaches.
While the empirical evidence from the instructional coaching literature does not provide definitive
guidance around the key characteristics of effective coaches, theory and some descriptive evidence
suggest that effective coaches:
• Have strong pedagogical knowledge and skills
• Foster interpersonal relationships with teachers
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• Use specific tools/strategies with teachers, such as debriefing walk-throughs, providing
opportunities to practise specific teaching skills, lesson plan analysis, and so on9
The literature on corporate (rather than instructional) coaches, provides additional insight,10 pointing to
the benefit of coaches who:
• Focus on goal setting
• Ensure confidentiality and are honest
• Have prior experience with coaching
• Have the ‘right fit’ in terms of personality and values with the coachee
• Are empathetic to the coachee’s concerns
• Are organised and communicate clearly
• Are self-confident
Knowing which traits effective coaches should possess is one thing. Finding (or training) individuals
with these skills is another. Leaders will need to develop screening and hiring tools aligned to
these characteristics.
The need to build a large corps of skilled coaches also raises the question of where to recruit these
individuals, and whether recruiting coaches from current classroom positions may be beneficial or
detrimental. Effective coaches may or may not be the same individuals who are highly effective with
students. It is likely that there is overlap here. However, the needs of adult learners are different from
those of students11, and so the dispositions and teaching strategies that are most beneficial for coaches
to employ may or may not be the same as those that teachers employ with students.
If the overlap between effective teachers and effective coaching is large, then leaders will be faced with
another tradeoff: between the benefits that come from keeping a highly effective teacher in a classroom
versus using that teacher as a coach to diffuse their effectiveness across a number of classrooms.
Descriptive evidence suggests the benefits of the diffusion approach, though more direct evidence on
this topic is necessary. There may also be ways to ensure that coaches retain at least part of their oneon-one work with students. Video-based technology and remote coaching also could facilitate dual roles
as coach and teacher, with observation of classes during off-teaching times (more on this below).
• Consideration #3: Cost. A third consideration is that coaching is costly. Whereas traditional,
workshop-based professional development relies on economies of scale, one-on-one coaching
does not, but to water down the one-on-one component would be to lose the benefits of
coaching altogether.
The cost of professional development
In 2017, New Zealand spent around $NZ 74.6 million13 on largely ineffective professional
development for almost 51,000 full-time equivalent teachers, which works out to a little more than
$NZ 1,400 per teacher (source: Teacher Numbers).
While there isn’t reliable data on the cost of coaching, assuming a coach qualifies as a G4 (master’s
degree or equivalent), their annual salary in 2017 was approximately $NZ 53,2000. Assuming each
coach works with 10 teachers at a time, the cost per teacher is around $NZ 5,300. Annually, New
Zealand could provide high-quality coaching for almost a third (around 16,000) of its teachers.
Every three years, then, every teacher could participate in targeted, effective professional growth.
Source: 4.1 Salary Scales | Education in New Zealand
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The costs of coaching programmes are driven primarily by the salaries of coaches themselves. Thus,
schools that are looking to make coaching a scaled and sustainable endeavour need to consider other
ways to ensure that the high cost of coaching fits within budget constraints. There are at least three
possible avenues for doing so:
First, as school systems move toward a coaching model, they should develop criteria to identify which
teachers need coaching and which may not (or not as much). It is impractical and likely unnecessary for
all teachers to receive coaching. Identifying which teachers require coaching (and when) could be one
approach to lower costs. Two potential sources of data could help make these decisions. Leaders could
use diagnostic observations, which may provide the best look at who needs coaching and instructional
support. A benefit of diagnostic observations is that they can also provide information on specific areas
of practice where teachers need support, which could help pair teachers with a coach who excels in that
area. However, observations are timely and expensive. Alternatively, school leaders could use student
achievement data. These measures have been controversial in high-stakes settings,12 but their use is
potentially less controversial in a low-stakes setting and for resource allocation purposes.
A second way to reduce the overall costs of coaching may be to consider the frequency of coaching. How
often and for how long will the coach meet with their teachers? There is some evidence that quality is
more important than quantity.13 Relatedly, leaders could consider under what conditions to deviate from
the one-to-one model of coaching. In general, the coach-teacher relationship is one-to-one. However, in
some cases, if a group of teachers have identified the same growth area, the coach could perhaps meet
with them collectively, for at least part of the coaching cycle (see Figure 1). Coaches would still need to
observe individual teachers, but the debrief and reflection process could be in a group setting.
Drawing on video-based technology could be a third way to mitigate costs. Videotaping lessons to share
with coaches is now feasible through several types of recording devices, including iPads or other tablets,
Swivl devices, and phones. This approach cuts down on commuting time, allowing coaches to engage
with more teachers in a given day and outside of regularly scheduled classes. Current evidence suggests
that virtual coaching is as effective as in-person coaching.14
• Consideration #4: Buy-in. The key reason to scale up coaching models is the rigorous evidence
base, largely drawing from randomised control trials that show very large impacts on teacher
practice and student outcomes. However, randomised trials usually rely on volunteers, who
presumably already believe coaching will be helpful. There has been little research done on coaching
when it has been mandatory.
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Scaling up coaching through a state-wide mandate
‘Just Read, Florida!’ was a statewide initiative that began in 2001 aimed at getting all students to
read at or above grade level by 2012. One key component of this effort was the allocation of funds
to districts to hire literacy coaches. Researchers studied the efficacy of this programme over the
course of four school years, during which time more than 2,300 reading coaches worked with
teachers across the state.17 Because the programme was part of a statewide initiative, teachers
did not decide whether or not to take part; that largely was determined for them by district and
school leaders.
Compared to most other coaching programmes, the findings in Florida were quite modest. Effects
on reading achievement were statistically significant in only two out of the four years. Across
all years, average effect sizes were extremely small, between 0.01 and 0.03 standard deviation
(comparatively, average effects of teacher coaching are roughly 0.18 standard deviation). It is not
possible to determine whether these results are due to the mandatory nature of the programme,
the challenge of staffing such a large corps of coaches, or other factors. However, this study
points to the challenges of building effective coaching programmes at scale for all teachers,
including some who may not be interested in actively participating in coaching.
Thus, leaders should carefully consider whether or not to make coaching mandatory. Leaders may start
first by seeking to build a culture of continuous improvement, whereby teachers are open to identifying
their own strengths and weaknesses as teachers and want to engage in the hard work of improving
their practice. At a minimum, leaders need to make clear that evaluation and coaching serve different
purposes (and so, also require having different staff lead these efforts). School leaders also will need to
put in the hard work of gaining teacher buy-in and fostering a culture of continuous improvement.
Introducing a formal career ladder (from teacher to coach) may be one way to do so. That is, by
embedding coaching with school systems, not only do teachers have an opportunity to improve their
practice but also have an opportunity for increased job responsibilities (and possibly increased pay) if
they too become a coach to other teachers. There likely are other ways to build buy-in, which schools and
leaders should consider based on the culture of their own contexts.
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