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All the adults who matter

Making the most of
instructional coaches

Although coaching shows promise for professional
development, some instructional coaches are
spread too thin to focus on instruction.

By Britnie Delinger Kane and Brooks Rosenquist

Instructional coaching is among the fastest-growing forms of support for teachers’ pro-
fessional learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009), and for good reason. When compared
to other common forms of teacher professional development, such as one-day workshops,
coaching is an exciting possibility because it embodies two essential aspects of effective profes-
sional development: It is ongoing and located in the context of teachers’ daily work (Hawley
& Valli, 1999). Thus, teachers can try out and adjust new instructional approaches in their
own classrooms, with their own students, and with the support of someone more knowledge-
able than themselves (Cobb et al., 2018; Kane, 2016). This ongoing, site-specific support is
a near-holy grail for teachers’ professional learning.
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To achieve their potential,
coaching initiatives must
be designed to maximize
the time coaches spend
working with teachers to
improve Instruction.

Butdespite coaching’s promise, the evidence about
its overall effectiveness is inconsistent. Although
many studies report that coaching initiatives sup-
port students’ academic improvement or teachers’
development of new instructional practices (Sail-
ors & Shanklin, 2010), others report mixed results
(e.g., Bean et al., 2010). Why is this? One reason
may be that coaches’ job descriptions often include
a wide variety of disparate duties, which erodes the
time coaches have to work directly with teachers on
instruction. Studies show that coaches may spend
only about one-quarter to one-third of their time
working with teachers to improve instruction (Bean
et al., 2010). They spend the rest of their time on
a multitude of other duties, such as locating curric-
ula, tutoring students, substitute teaching, collating
test data, or organizing students’ log-in information
for various software programs (e.g., Kane, Cobb, &
Gibbons, 2018; Kane & Rosenquist, 2018).
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Coaches’ lack of time working with teachers to
improve instruction is unfortunate, since coaches
can be an important source of content-specific in-
structional expertise in schools. Plus, coaches’ time is
expensive: By one estimate, coaching costs 12 times
more than traditional, workshop-style professional
development (Knight, 2012). The cost is worth it
if coaching can help teachers learn, use, and sus-
tain new instructional practices in ways that tradi-
tional “one shot” workshops cannot (Hawley & Vallj,
1999). But to achieve their potential, coaching initia-
tives must be designed to maximize the time coaches
spend working with teachers to improve instruction.
In this time of strapped budgets, careful planning
and thoughtful policies around coaching initiatives
are particularly important since ineffective coaching
initiatives may be short-lived.

Investigating coaching initiatives

This analysis on which this article is based was
undertaken as part of a larger project called Math-
ematics and the Institutional Settings of Teaching
(MIST) that investigated how district-level systems
support teachers’ professional learning. Over eight
years, we collected hundreds of hours of interviews
with district leaders, school leaders, instructional
coaches, and mathematics teachers, as well as survey
data, videotapes of teachers’ classroom teaching, and
assessments of teachers and coaches’ understanding
of mathematics and mathematics pedagogy.

One area of interest was how district- and school-
level policies and expectations were related to the
time instructional coaches spent working directly
with teachers on issues of instruction (Kane et al.,
2018; Kane & Rosenquist, 2018). We used quantita-
tive survey data to ask 23 middle school mathemat-
ics coaches across our original four partner districts
to report the percentage of time they spent partic-
ipating in a variety of duties commonly assigned to
coaches (e.g., co-teaching, analyzing data, making
copies). Our goal was to understand the amount
of time each coach spent in activities that research
suggests are potentially useful for instructional im-
provement, such as modeling or analyzing classroom
video, versus the amount of time they spentin duties
unlikely to supportinstructional improvement, such
as making copies or substitute teaching (Gibbons &
Cobb, 2017).

Our next step was to conduct a close qualitative
analysis of 72 interviews conducted over two years
with district leaders, school leaders, and mathemat-
ics coaches in one of the partner districts. (Unfor-
tunately, data from teachers were not available.)
This district’s policies around coaching changed
substantially during those years, as did coaches’



reports of their time use, which gave us more in-
formation to work with.

The coaches in the study were either hired by a
district mathematics specialist or by an individual
school’s principal. District-hired coaches were typi-
cally expected to spend four days a week at three to
five schools. They spent Fridays at the district office,
receiving professional development or doing other
district work. This meant that district-hired coaches
were in any given school building once a week, at
most. By contrast, school-hired coaches worked at
only one school, five days a week. As seen in other re-
search on coaching, coaches in our study faced broad
expectations for their work, and some, butnotall, ex-
pressed frustration about the lack of time they had to
work with teachers on issues of instruction. Coaches’
use of time was most closely related to whether they
were hired by the district or the school.

District-hired or school-hired

Before beginning this analysis, we assumed that
school-hired coaches would be better able to work
with teachers in a consistent, ongoing way, because
they would be in the building every day. We also
assumed that the quality of their work with teachers
would be better because school-hired coaches would
be more familiar with school personnel, students,
and a school’s overall culture and context, which
would help them build relationships with teachers
and to understand the instructional strengths and
needs of particular schools.

However, this is not what the data told us. Instead,
the district-hired coaches reported spending substan-
tially more time doing instructional work with teach-
ers than did school-hired coaches. District-hired
coaches spent an average of 92% of their time, av-
eraged over two years, working with teachers in
what researchers have called “potentially productive
coaching activities,” such as co-teaching, modeling,
observing, giving feedback, or preparing for collab-
orative work with teachers (Gibbons & Cobb, 2017).
By contrast, school-hired coaches reported spending
40% of their time in these activities. One reason
that district-hired coaches spent more time working
directly with teachers on issues of instruction was
that district leaders emphasized these activities as
defining features of their work.

Yet, district-hired coaches’ work was not without
its drawbacks: District-hired coaches tended to visit
individual schools just once per week. They reported
struggling to build relationships with both teach-
ers and principals, which meant that they were dis-
connected from the larger instructional goals of the
school and did not have equal access to all teachers.
Although the situation improved if district-hired

coaches worked in a particular building for more
than one year, they often described difficulties earn-
ing teachers’ trust, particularly from veteran teach-
ers, whose doors were described as “open, but just
a crack.” Thus, district-hired coaches worked most
often with new or struggling teachers, but principals
worried that even this work was too inconsistent to
support teachers in a long-term or substantial way.
School-hired coaches had a different set of ob-
stacles. Teachers and principals generally reported
having greater trust in them, noting that they spent
every day in their school and, in most cases, had
worked there as a teacher prior to becoming a coach.
However, their time to work directly with teach-
ers on issues of instruction was more limited than
district-hired coaches’ time because they had too
many disparate jobs. School-hired coaches typically
held at least one job title in addition to mathemat-
ics coach, including teacher of record, department
head, substitute teacher, tutor, Title I coordinator,
or building assessment coordinator. This meant that
school-hired coaches spent substantial time working
directly with students — tutoring, substitute teach-

Coaches must be
allowed to work In
0NgoINg ways In a
single school, so that

they might develop
substantive, ongoing
relationships not only
with teachers but also
with principals.
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Coaches’ use of time
was most closely related
to whether they were
hired by the district or
the school.

ing, or teaching courses thatwere created in response
tolow testscores. Theyalso described spending large
proportions of their time assigning and maintain-
ing students’ log-in information for various software
programs, proctoring interim assessments, collat-
ing test data, identifying students for interventions
(based on their test scores), and finding curriculum
for and teaching new intervention courses. Unfor-
tunately, none of these activities helps teachers im-
prove their instructional practice, which means that
school-hired coaches did not necessarily get to make
the best use of the strong relationships they built
with teachers.

The role of relationships

We initially assumed that coaches who had a pos-
itive relationship with their principals would spend
the most time working directly with teachers on is-
sues of instruction and that they would report being
able to work with teachers in the most in-depth and

April 2018

ongoing ways. Indeed, studies suggest that coaches
tend to have greater access to teachers when prin-
cipals publicly support or participate in their work
(i.e., Gibbons, Wilhelm, & Cobb, 2017; Matsumura,
Garnier, & Resnick, 2010).

However, the experience of school-hired coaches
in our study complicates the picture. All of these
coaches were hired by principals, and their princi-
pals reported great trust in them, describing them
as knowledgeable and capable professionals who
deeply understood their content. Yet, those prin-
cipals assigned them many non-coaching duties,
which meant that they spent less time than their
district-hired peers working with teachers.

On the other hand, principals in this district were
under great pressure to improve test scores, and if
they did not succeed, they risked being censured in
the newspaper orlosing their jobs altogether. Against
this backdrop, principals understandably devoted
substantial resources, including the time of their in-
structional coaches, to collating student test data,
designing intervention systems for low-performing
students, and asking those whose contentknowledge
they trusted most (school-hired coaches) to teach or
tutor students. Importantly, all 14 of the principalsin
our study took these steps even though they told us
that their coaches’ mostimportantjob was to support
teachers to improve instruction. In short, the princi-
pals were forced to make hard choices: Should they
allocate coaches’ time toward activities designed to
meet highly consequential, short-term goals related
to students’ test scores, or toward longer-term (and
more amorphous) goals related to teachers’ instruc-
tional improvement? Given this choice, most princi-
pals devoted school-hired coaches’ time toward the
pressing, short-term goal.

The best of both worlds

In the second year of our qualitative analysis, the
district hired coaches and assigned them to work
in only one school each, effectively capitalizing on
the best of both the district-hired and school-hired
coaching models. Because the coaches were now ac-
countable to district leaders — who were shielded
to some extent from the accountability pressures
that principals faced, giving them more freedom
to invest in long-term instructional improvement
— district-hired coaches were less likely to be as-
signed to non-coaching duties meant to help boost
test scores. And because they now spent their time in
a single building, they were able to develop stronger
relationships with teachers and staff.

Further, in this redesigned model, principals were
required to apply to the district to be assigned a
coach. Specifically, they had to demonstrate their



need for assistance, request a coach by name, and —
most important — agree to set aside specific times
for the coach to work with teachers on their instruc-
tion (which meant also that they had to reserve time
for teachers to work with their coach). In short, the
coaches were given a guarantee that they would be
able to devote the bulk of their time to the work
they were trained to do. (That year, in fact, these
coaches spent 66% of their time working closely with
teachers and principals, compared to 40% for their
school-hired peers.)

Accountability matters

The most important implications of these findings
relate to who should hire coaches and how many
schools coaches should serve. While the value of
teacher leadership for teachers’ professionalization
and retention should not be discounted (York-Barr
& Duke, 2004), our findings suggest thatinstructional
coaches who are accountable to principals may too of-
tenbeasked toattend to duties unrelated tosupporting
teachers’ instructional improvement, even when prin-
cipals themselves highly value this goal. One reason is
that principals must contend with other, competing
goals, such as improving students’ test scores. When
coaches are hired by the district, however, they may
have greater opportunity to spend time with teach-
ers on long-term instructional improvement goals
because district leaders may be better able to shield
them from extensive administrative work.

Yet district leaders must also ensure that district-
hired coaches are not spread too thin across too
many schools: Coaches must be allowed to work
in ongoing ways in a single school, so that they
might develop substantive, ongoing relationships
not only with teachers but also with principals. If
coaches are not in the building on a consistent ba-
sis, then principals may consider them to be mar-
ginal to the school’s improvement goals, relegating
them to work with only the new or “struggling”
teachers. Such teachers may very well need sup-
port, but research suggests that in those schools
where teachers’ instruction improves, teachers of
varying expertise work collaboratively toward a set
of common goals (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001).
Besides, coaches’ expertise is too valuable — and
too expensive — to be left at the margins of the
important work of learning to teach for increased
equity and intellectual rigor. K
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