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Four Key Coaching Strategies

There are four overarching strategies that effective coaches integrate into their ongoing work: (1) supporting reflective practice, (2) giving effective feedback, (3) using a gradual release approach, and (4) using student work to inform practice. It can be helpful for coaches and teachers to review these strategies and discuss how they can be tailored to the work the coach and teacher will be doing together.
1. Supporting Reflective Practice

Reflective practice is the ability to incorporate reflection into one’s daily life. It is an important practice because it allows the individual to look back and consider what was just experienced and how it has impacted their thinking. Reflection is one of the primary means through which educators can articulate the changes in understanding that have resulted from professional learning experiences.

Reflection
· Helps individuals make personal connections to their experiences

· Builds understanding of what happened and why 

· Deepens and extends the learning that took place

· Provides a tool to self-assess change and growth

Coaches support teachers in thinking about teaching decisions by explicitly modeling their own reflections. By thinking aloud as they plan their own lessons, work through a challenging task, or interpret information they have collected about their students’ performance, coaches demonstrate the complex thinking that teaching requires and the kinds of reflective questions that experienced educators ask themselves.

Coaches also support reflective practice by asking teachers to look at information—to collect, examine, and interpret data about student learning and classroom participation—to ground their reflection in evidence. Analyzing data from classroom observations allows teachers to notice new aspects of their instructional practice and develop new understanding of what is or is not working in their classes.

2. Giving Effective Feedback

Just as students need feedback to understand how to improve their learning, teachers need feedback to help them see their practice from a new angle or consider information they may have overlooked. However, feedback can backfire if it is not offered in a spirit of inquiry. Effective feedback can (a) be heard by the receiver; (b) keep the relationship intact, open, and healthy; and (c) help the receiver improve.

Effective feedback has the following characteristics:
· It is evidence-based, specific, concrete, and descriptive (“You called on Will three times,” rather than “You tend to call on men a lot.” Or “Several students were looking at their phones throughout the class,” rather than “Many students were bored.”).

· It is focused on behavior rather than the person.

· It takes into account the needs of the receiver of the feedback. It involves the amount of information the receiver can use rather than the amount the observer would like to give. It is differentiated to meet individual teachers’ needs.

· It is solicited rather than imposed. Feedback is most useful when the receiver has formulated a question to which the observer can respond. It is selective. It focuses on areas the teacher has prioritized and is paced appropriately.

· It involves sharing information rather than giving (unsolicited) advice. Teachers improve most when their learning is self-directed and is based on information about the results of their own instructional efforts.

· It is based on data that are shared in a way that builds trust and encourages reflection and new questions.

· It is timely and well timed. In general, immediate feedback is most useful (depending on the receiver’s readiness to hear it and the support available from others).

· It concerns what is said or done, or how it is said or done, not why. Addressing “why” moves the discussion from the observable to the inferred and involves assumptions regarding motive or intent.

· It includes high-level questions.

· It is clear communication. One way of assessing this is to have the receiver rephrase the feedback received to see whether it corresponds to what the sender has in mind. It also involves active listening by the coach. This signals to the teacher that they are being heard and understood.

· It involves balanced communication (50/50) between the coach and teacher. One way to encourage balanced communication is for the coach to ask reflective and follow-up questions.

· It is actionable; it can be used. (“Good job!” or “That’s not quite it,” are not effective feedback comments in isolation because it is unclear what is satisfactory or unsatisfactory about the practice.)

· It is linked to planning for professional growth and ends with action strategies and opportunities for practice.

Talking with teachers explicitly about how they like to receive feedback has the complementary effect of prompting them to think about the way to offer feedback to their students.

3. Using a Gradual Release Approach

A promising approach that has migrated from K–12 classrooms to adult classrooms is the gradual release model, also known as “scaffolded instruction.” Gradual release comprises three clearly laid out steps, during which the coach gradually reduces the extent of guidance and support until the teacher is able to perform well on his or her own. A popular short hand for this approach is “I do, WE do, YOU do.”

In this approach, the first step is for the coach to model a teaching strategy, explaining why the strategy is effective and how to implement it. It is important that the coach not move forward until the teacher understands the rationale for using the particular strategy. One risk of rushing this step is that the teacher might mimic a teaching technique without fully understanding its purpose or when to use it.

Next, the coach provides opportunities for guided practice, during which the teacher can try out the new strategy along with the coach, ask questions, and build comfort. Activities during the “we do” stage are planned and implemented together. The teacher is encouraged to take an increasing amount of responsibility, accessing coach support to think through possibilities, problem solve, rehearse, or co-teach a lesson. At this stage, the coach needs to communicate clear feedback and a sense of confidence that can build the teacher’s self-efficacy and motivation to try new practices.

Finally, the coach provides opportunities for application, with monitoring but little direct support. If there are teachers who are working together, they may practice this application together first, but ultimately they should aim to perform independently.

4. Using Student Work to Inform Practice 

“Nothing more accurately confirms what happens in the classroom than instructor assignments and the student work produced in response. Together they verify what students are being taught and what they have learned, remembered, and incorporated into their knowledge and skills”.
 One goal of professional learning is to “foster reflective practitioners who understand how to assess the needs of their students, tailor instruction based on those needs, and use data from the classroom to regularly, and rigorously, inform their own instructional practice.”

Student learning can be assessed both formally and informally, and both types of assessment are essential to understanding areas of strength and need for individual learners and for groups of learners. The process of collecting, analyzing, and reviewing student work and assessment results is ongoing. It begins when students enter the program and continues throughout their participation. As students stop out and then reenter the program, the ongoing collection and review of their work and assessment results resumes.

Reviewing student work—essay drafts, math homework assignments, notations in graphic organizers, and quizzes—is not only useful for determining whether a teacher’s students are learning but also for highlighting what learning that teacher might need to pursue. The primary measure of teacher effectiveness, and changes in teacher effectiveness over time, is student learning.

As stated in The Framework for Teaching Evaluation Instrument, “Learning outcomes may be of a number of different types: factual and procedural knowledge; conceptual understanding, thinking, and reasoning skills; and collaborative and communication strategies. In addition, some learning outcomes refer to dispositions: it’s important not only that students learn to read but also, educators hope, that they will like to read”.
 Teachers need to collect evidence of this full range of learning, not just evidence of factual and procedural knowledge.
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