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ABSTRACT 

 
 Many school districts rely on instructional coaches to improve teaching to increase 
student learning.  Using survey and interview data from Montana schools that received 
government funding, this mixed-methods analysis sought to find a link between providing 
resources and support to instructional coaches and increased school improvement.  The research 
was conducted at 58 schools within 21 school districts in Montana.  The majority of the schools 
were rural, and most were on or near Indian Reservations.  Coaches who were able to build 
relationships with their principal and teachers, provide and have impact on teacher pedagogy, 
along with having an understanding and being part of the data analysis process had a greater 
impact on their school showing a greater growth in school improvement through a Needs 
Assessment.  Schools can increase the effectiveness of a coaching program by understanding 
how coaching is a fundamental part of making instructional improvements within classrooms.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 Effective teaching that consists of research-based strategies can be the single major factor 

in predicting student achievement and success for a school district (Joyce & Showers, 2002; 

Killion 2012; Knight, 2019).  Teaching continues to become more complex as the years go by, 

and education finds itself constantly in the midst of school improvement.  Teachers are the ones 

that make a district run, and what teachers need is to have essential, ongoing professional 

development to be effective.  Instructional coaches provide that professional development and 

are what is crucial to safeguard the investment in student learning (Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; 

Kraft et al., 2016; 2018; Marzano & Simms, 2013).  School administrators and educators have 

seen the benefits of instructional coaching for decades, and researchers continue to make those 

benefits measurable through ongoing research (Kraft et al., 2018). 

 The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) significantly impacted teachers by 

holding them more accountable for their student achievement through annual standardized tests 

(Peterson & West, 2003).  Race to the Top (2009), a federal grant-based initiative, had similar 

criteria as NCLB.  Both of their goals were to increase student achievement by measuring 

student learning through data-driven measurements and increasing research-based teaching 

methods being implemented by teachers.  In 2015, NCLB was reauthorized and then it was 

replaced by Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).  This law may have made modifications, but it 

did not eliminate the standardized tests the students had to complete or the accountability that 

was put on teachers (Hasbrouck, 2019).  ESSA did leave more control to each state and to school 

district by allowing them to determine the standards their students would be held to by 



2 
 
submitting their goals, standards, and how they planned to achieve them to the U.S. Department 

of Education.  This ensured that states, school districts, and teachers were still being held 

accountable to the USDOE through student performance on annual standardized tests.  “The U.S. 

ranks 23rd in reading, 25th in science, and 40th in math.  Two out of three of our 4th graders cannot 

read at grade level” (U.S. Department of Education, 2018).  According to NAEP Report Card 

(2019), Montana’s Reading and Math scores showed a decrease in 2019 compared to 2017 when 

looking at 4th grade scores.   The accountability that is placed on schools and districts throughout 

the nation to continue to do better has caused them to look at how they are implementing 

professional development in order to have a more significant impact on teacher knowledge to 

improve student achievement (Commissioner’s Task Force on Quality Teaching and Learning, 

2005; Forum on Educational Accountability, 2010).  Montana reports its student performance 

data in the reporting tool Consolidated State Performance Report (CSPR) from the U.S. 

Department of Education.  The Office of Public Instruction (OPI) reported their 2018-2019 

findings showing that out of 98.31% of 4th graders participating in the Mathematics Assessment, 

only 45.43.% scored at or Above Proficient.  Reading/Language Arts Assessment showed similar 

results with 98.60% of participating 4th graders scoring 47.31% as or Above Proficient (OPI, 

20121).  

Professional development in the past consisted of being deep in academic information 

and skills training for teachers but lacked in providing accountability in follow-through and 

implementation by teachers.  “Across the U.S., school systems spend tens of billions of dollars 

annually on professional development (PD) to help teachers . . . with limited results to show for 

these investments” (Kraft et al., 2018).  Providing quality instruction is hard work, and teachers 
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need and deserve support to achieve this expectation.  “What a teacher knows and does are the 

strongest factors influencing student success” (Killion, 2012).  Instructional coaching is a form 

of professional development that has emerged as an improvement initiative to improve student 

achievement through supporting teachers and enhancing their pedagogy (Driscoll, 2008; 

Hasbrouck, 2019; Knight, 2007).   

Sports is usually the area where coaching is a common term.  However, in the education 

setting, coaching can inspire, support, and impact change.  In the business world, coaches have 

been employed for years to improve employee performance (Connellan, 2003).  School districts 

across the nation are implementing coaching as an effective approach in building systematic 

reform and capacity within their schools (Knight, 2011; Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018).  Having 

coaches in schools where that coach is in a non-classroom teaching position has been more 

recent.  According to the 2015-16 National Teacher and Principal Survey through the National 

Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 66% of schools had staff with coaching assignments.  

Instructional coaching is a form of professional development that blends teachers’ learning with 

classroom practices, provides feedback to teachers, and is on an ongoing basis (Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009; Knight, 2004, 2007, 2011, 2019). 

Instructional coaching that is ongoing and job-embedded in nature offers the potential to 

dramatically improve classroom instruction and student learning (Aguilar, 2013; Hasbrouk, 

2019; Knight, 2009).  Instructional coaches work in collaboration with colleagues on best-

practice instruction, data analysis, and student achievement.  Teaching is essential; professional 

development is vital because teaching matters.  To expand teachers’ knowledge and pedagogy, 

professional development is the key to sustaining change.  Instructional coaching is the answer to 
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going beyond the one-stop PD workshops from the past to providing sustainable professional 

development that is evidence-based practice (Knight, 2007; Kilion & Harrison, 2006). 

Research has confirmed that effective instructional coaching is associated with better 

outcomes for students and schools through providing professional development and enhancing 

teacher knowledge and skills (Aguilar, 2013).  Instructional coaches affect many teachers and 

even more students.    As stated in Garet et al. (2009), instructional coaching, as a professional 

development program, is more effective than traditional PD workshops since they can integrate 

themselves into a teacher’s day.  Additionally, coaches can advance district policy changes by 

engaging in bottom-up reform (Kersten & Pardo, 2007; Woulfin, 2015).   

In 2017, Montana was the recipient of a Striving Readers Comprehensive Literacy grant 

(SRCL) that allowed OPI to implement the Montana Comprehensive Literacy Project (MCLP) 

by assisting schools to build a comprehensive literacy program with the goal of advancing 

literacy skills of all students but placing a high focus on disadvantage students.  Within 21 school 

districts, 58 schools were awarded subgrants through OPI’s application and independent peer-

review process.  The schools that were included in the grant comprised of one-quarter preschool 

children, and one-half had students enrolled in grades K-6 and 7-12.  The demographics of 

students included in the grant were two-thirds being economically disadvantaged (62%), one-

quarter were American Indian (28%), and fewer were receiving special education services (12%) 

or learning English (7%).  OPI provided conferences on a broad array of implementation and 

planning topics, on-site support from instructional consultants along with OPI staff members, 

and helped with the use of the continuous improvement cycle to guide literacy plans and align 

services across the birth through grade 5 continuum (OPI 2019). 
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This study examined the strategic efforts on the part of the Montana Office of Public 

Instruction to improve instructional coaches’ practices within grant-funded school districts.  It 

explored whether systematic processes that included strategic training and provided support 

systems for instructional coaches can be implemented in a school district and what happens when 

they do.  The results of this study may provide insight into improving the implementation of an 

instructional coach within a school district as a way to provide needed professional development 

for teachers. 

Research Purpose and Questions 

Instructional coaching can look very different from school district to school district and 

even from school to school. Some of the grant-funded school districts in Montana had an 

instructional coach in each of their buildings while others only had one for an entire district; 

some districts had coaches who based their work on particular content areas like literacy, while 

others covered all content areas. From the grant’s beginning, the researcher learned that the role 

of a coach and the coaching activities differed along with their coaching skills and experience 

amongst the school districts. It was also apparent to the researcher and the OPI supporting staff 

that there was little to no communication statewide to determine which districts were utilizing 

instructional coaches and to what extent they were being utilized.  There was also little research 

published that was from the coaches’ perspectives on their role and impact on a school.  

The purpose of this study was to examine whether providing instructional coaches with 

comprehensive resources and professional development training along with provided support 

would make an impact on instructional coaches and their implementation of effective coaching 

practices in schools that qualified and were participating in the Montana Comprehensive Literacy 
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Project (MCLP) and how those effects varied by districts.  A mixed-methods study was designed 

to answer the following questions: 

1.  In what ways is instructional coaching implemented in Montana schools involved in 

the MCLP grant? 

2. What is the relationship between instructional coaching implementation and increased 

school improvements within MCLP school districts? 

3. What procedures and practices were the instructional coaches able to change when 

implementing the effective MCLP coaching strategies and resources? 

Figure 1. Conceptual Model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Problem: School districts are being held more accountable to improve student achievement.  

Instructional coaches emerged as a way to impact teachers, professional development, and 

student achievement.  Educators can make alterations in their teaching pedagogy and 

instructional delivery with support.  Existing research have shown benefits of the implementation 

of having Instructional coaches in school districts to make the needed impacts on instruction and 

student achievement.  However, little research has been conducted to understand the perspective 

of coaches being given support, training, and resources to assist in their practices. 

 
Purpose: This research was to examine whether providing instructional coaches with a 

comprehensive coaches’ handbook and professional development training along with provided 

support would make an impact on instructional coaches and their implementation of effective 

coaching practices in schools that qualified and were participating in the Montana 

Comprehensive Literacy Project (MCLP) and how those effects varied by districts. 
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1. The sample used was limited to Montana school districts that qualified for the MCLP 

grant. Part of the qualifications included schools with a high percentage of disadvantaged 

students.   

2. Study participants were limited to K-12 instructional coaches employed by MCLP funded 

schools in Montana. 

3. Resources, trainings, and support to instructional coaches were provided by OPI staff. 
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Limitations 

1. The Comprehensive Needs Assessment (CNA) survey, developed by OPI for all grant 

schools to administer to their staff, lacked information regarding exactly who should take 

the survey causing variations in quality and format. 

2. Culture and climate within each school were different and had an impact on the way 

participants may respond to surveys, along with how teachers interacted with an 

instructional coach, which can skew the results of a survey.  

3. Instructional coaches each possessed their own unique skills, each had their own different 

experiences prior to the grant, varied in years of experience, and the coaching differed 

from kindergarten to high school level, which presents a variation in student needs. 

Significance of the Study 

 Joyce and Showers (1982) began researching coaching in the early to mid-1980s while 

others (Aguilar, 2013; Campbell et al., 2016; Hargreaves & O’Connor, 2018; Killion, 2006; 

Knight, 2007; 2011, 2019; Kurz, A., Reddy, L.A., & Glover, 2017) continue to research today 

with results indicating success with the strategies coaches implement with teachers.  However, 

there is little information found in the research that comes from instructional coaches on their 

point of view of what they need to be effective (Carlisle & Berebitsky, 2011; Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009; Teemant, 2014).  In particular, there is a lack of research that specifically 

addresses the actual lived experiences of instructional coaches being provided resources and 

support on implementing coaching best practices in order to identify the critical components of 
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effective coaching (McDowall, 2012; Rodgers, 2014).  This study was conducted to address that 

gap found in the literature.    

 Information from this study can be used to determine if instructional coaching should be 

incorporated into a school’s instructional design to meet their goals as well as the best strategies 

to support instructional coaches.  In addition, this study will enhance and add to the literature 

from the perceptions of Montana instructional coaches regarding their impact on a school 

district, teachers, and students.  Although the research on instructional coaching is plentiful, 

studies relating to the employment of instructional coaches working with teachers while being 

provided support is lacking (Carlisle & Berebitsky, 2011; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Hashim, 

2020; McDowall, 2012; Rodgers, 2014; Teemant, 2014).   

This study is also important to the researcher because the researcher is an instructional 

coach who wants to be well informed on how to implement the most effective instructional 

coaching program in a school district.  While there are varied models of instructional coaching in 

place throughout Montana, there is little to no data on what has worked in those school districts 

and where improvements were needed to be the most effective in coaches supporting teachers to 

increase school improvement. 

Definitions 

Coaching – Coaching is the communications and interactions between teachers to improve their 

teaching practice (Harwell-Kee, 1999; Killion & Harrison, 2006; Knight, 2007), and can be 

viewed as job-embedded form of extended professional development (Teemant, 2014). 
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Instructional Coaching – An instructional coach is an on-site professional developer who teaches 

educators how to use proven, best-practices instructional methods.  Instructional coaches 

promote teacher growth through modeling, reflection, data analysis, and high-quality 

professional development (Knight, 2006), while focusing on improving classroom instruction 

(Teemant et al., 2014) that is necessary to facilitate change by incorporating research-based 

instructional practices into their teaching (Knight, 2009; Mangin & Dunsmore, 2014).   

 

Professional Development – Professional development is a comprehensive, sustained, and 

intensive approach to improving teachers’ effectiveness in raising student achievement (National 

Staff Development Council, 2001).  It can be described as developing an individual’s skills, 

expertise, and other characteristics of an effective teacher through activities along with 

coaching/mentoring, collaborative planning, and sharing of good practices (Learning Forward, 

2015). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Educational reformers are continually searching for ways to increase teachers’ 

instructional practices by increasing their knowledge of best practices in education (Mead, 2012; 

Reddy, Kettler & Kurz, 2015).  Coaching has become the avenue that many school districts are 

taking in response to state and federal efforts to achieve school accountability over the past few 

decades by enhancing teacher effectiveness along with supporting their professional growth 

(Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Knight, 2007; Marzano & Simms, 2013).  Coaching is a way to add 

to teacher knowledge through a professional development context.  The purpose of this chapter is 

to present a brief history of coaching, discuss the different types of coaching, provide the 

different definitions of coaching, offer the differences in coaching roles amongst schools and 

districts, specify the different responsibilities coaches take on, and give a summary of two grant 

programs that the state of Montana was a part of.  This information will help to provide a 

discussion of literature that is relevant to this study. 

 In order to identify research and literature that specifically related to the study topic of 

coaching, key words were identified.  The Montana State University’s library was utilized as the 

primary source to find journal articles, published research, and literature.  The use of 

computerized databases such as Google Scholar and ERIC were also used to acquire material 

that was relevant to the research topic.  The key words that were used are: various types of 

coaching (peer, cognitive, literacy, and instructional), school reform, professional development, 

educational change, instructional improvement, instructional leadership.  The literature review 

focused on publications within the last ten years to present current research and literature.  
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However, sources have been included that may have older publication dates in order to present 

historical and classical published works. 

History of Coaching 

 Across the nation, many schools have turned to coaching as a way to improve teaching 

and learning.  Coaches can give teachers quality professional development experiences by 

facilitating professional communities through mentoring, providing workshops, modeling, and 

encouraging professional growth (Knight, 2004, 2007, 2011; Killion et al., 2012, York-Barr & 

Duke, 2004).  Coaches serve as onsite professional developers by working collaboratively with 

teachers allowing them to feel empowered to incorporate research-based instructional methods 

into their classrooms (Knight, 2007).  There is a growing body of evidence that continues to 

support instructional coaching as an effective approach for implementing change in teacher 

practices in their classrooms (e.g., Briere et al., 2013; Dufrene et al., 2014)   This section will 

provide background information by discussing the history of coaching within an educational 

system as ways to improve instructional effectiveness. 

 Coaching is an additional approach being implemented into school districts to provide 

teachers with professional development trainings but other educational models are still evident.  

Glickman (1992), past director of the Program for School Improvement, wrote how between the 

years of 1940s and 1960s, schools utilized the industrial model as a way for administrative 

personnel to provide feedback to their teachers.  Teachers were taught how to teach in the same 

fashion as factory workers.  They were taught that they needed to guarantee quality control, be 

proficient with their time, and had to produce results.  Teachers received formal feedback that 

was linked to their evaluations.  This model proved to be ineffective because it was not centered 
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on how teachers were performing or on student achievement (Acheson & Gall, 1997).  A new 

model of providing trainings to teachers emerged in the 1960s, the clinical supervision model 

(Anderson, & Krajewski, 1980).  Anderson and Krajewski studied Robert Goldhammer’s ideas 

from 1966 on teacher trainings.  Goldhammer’s clinical supervisions in the 1950’s were based on 

the concept that was developed as a way for teachers and supervisors to work together in order to 

resolve classroom teaching issues (Tracy & MacNaughton, 1989). The clinical model was 

comprised of three main components: the preconference with the teacher to establish the goals of 

the lesson; a lesson observation by a trained observer; and the post conference to provide 

feedback to the teacher.  Goldhammer believed that schools needed a basic way to give the 

supervisor and the teacher a method of immediate instructional improvement.  However, many 

schools did not accept clinical supervision initially because it was difficult for teachers and 

principals to completely understand how to effectively implement it.  There was a lack of 

understanding the concept behind supervisors observing a teacher’s classroom and then having a 

conversation together to improve the what was happening in the classroom without having a 

method and plan in place to work from (Anderson & Krajewski, 1980).   

 In the early 1980s, educators recognized that many of those early efforts seldom led to 

the sustainable changes sought after.  Professional development for teachers was essentially 

provided as a one occasion training with little or no follow-up provided (Joyce & Showers, 

1982).  Joyce and Showers completed a two-year examination of evaluations on staff 

development that focused on curriculum and teaching strategies.  The study concluded that by 

providing a one-day of professional development, as few as only 10% of the teachers would 

actually utilize or implement the new learning to modify how their instruction is delivered.  This 
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form of professional development produced teachers who were typically disappointed and would 

rarely create positive results (Guskey, 2000).  This ineffective “drive-by” workshop model 

proved to be ineffective in improving instruction and student achievement (Stein, Smith, & 

Silver, 1999). 

 The early 1990s brought about research that explored coaching as meaningful 

professional learning.  Roelofs et al. (1991) studied twenty-eight teachers in mixed-age classes 

on the effectiveness of staff development using observational data and questionnaires.  Coaching 

was added as an additional part to the teacher trainings.  When coaching was given, the teachers 

felt that their needs were met, their direct instruction improved, and their students’ time-on-task 

rates increased.  The study was limited to a small sample size along with the fact that they were 

not able to control the level of coaching received, but it led to the need to learn more about 

coaching and the long-term effects.  Judith Little (1993) continued the idea of coaching with an 

essay for the University of California that focused on the training and coaching model.  She 

concluded that a more effective approach to professional development would include an 

approach that would engage the teachers’ concerns directly and make use of collaborative 

formats. 

Instructional coaching came into the educational world after years of implementation in 

the business world as a way to train new employees and to improve the business’ bottom line 

(Flaherty, 1999).  Instructional coaching began in the early 1980s as a strategy to improve the 

quality of implementation of new curriculum and instructional strategies (Joyce & Showers, 

1996).  Barnett (1995) structured a coaching strategy based on the emerging body of theoretical 

and empirical work on the value of utilizing instructional experts as coaches.  Reviews of 
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research illustrated that teachers who had a coaching relationship practiced new skills and 

strategies more frequently and applied them within their classrooms more than those without 

coaching experience (Harwell-Kee, 1999; Learning Forward, 2015). 

In 2001, President George W. Bush signed into law the No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB) in 2001.  NCLB stated education should be a national priority and caused the nation to 

focus on the way students were learning and the way teachers were teaching (Peterson & West, 

2003). The declared purpose of the NCLB reform effort was “to ensure that all children have a 

fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and reach, at a 

minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic achievement standards and state academic 

assessments” (U.S. Congress, 2001).  This caused an increase of efforts to meet the defined 

measures of student achievement.  School districts acknowledged that highly qualified teachers 

are important in order to promote higher student achievement.  However, because of the NCLB 

school accountability, there was more stress being added to teachers (Dee & Jacob, 2010).   

To meet the requirement of increased accountability, many schools have decided the 

judgment that there needs to be a focus put on ongoing educator learning and development as a 

current reform effort (Commissioner’s Task Force on Quality Teaching and Learning, 2005; 

Forum on Educational Accountability, 2010).  New Jersey (2005) was one of the first states to 

form a task force that recognized the promise of collaborative professional development that is 

engaging, relevant to the work teachers do, is specific to their practices, and could occur closer to 

their classroom within the school day.   

The Forum on Educational Accountability (2010) used a discourse approach to analyze 

accountability initiatives and were led to the same conclusion that professional development for 
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teachers would be more effective through coaching.  Elementary teachers who are novice in their 

content knowledge, classroom management, and pedagogy needs benefit from coaching.  Novice 

teachers can benefit from the experience of expert colleagues (Ballantyne & Hansford, 1995; 

Corley, 1998; Feiman-Nemser, 1996; Knight, 2011). 

Educational leaders are in the position to seek professional development strategies to 

impact students’ performance through teaching practice.  If stakeholders are seeking to improve 

the instructional practices of educators and eventually increase student achievement, educators 

need help in enhancing their techniques and skills (Black et al., 2003).  Coaching has shown to 

be the effective practice in potentially impacting teacher practices and eventually student 

achievement (Kilion & Harrison, 2006; Knight, 2007).  Today’s professional development is 

requiring a change from the traditional type that evolved from 1950’s where teachers’ learning 

was separate from the work they were doing every day, to moving towards teachers leading their 

own learning through an external learning opportunity and extending their learning through 

facilitation of a coach. 

The development of instructional coaching policies originated from school districts and 

educational reforms in order to provide support to literacy instruction.  Coaching policies began 

their popularity in the 1990’s following Joyce and Shower’s (1988) groundbreaking research 

showing that teachers were more likely to integrate newly-learned instructional strategies into 

their daily practice if they were provided coaching from their peers.  The use of coaching 

continued to increase following major federal literacy initiatives like the Reading Excellence Act 

in 1999 by providing schools with federal funding to support literacy coaching.  The Reading 

First initiative that coincided with NCLB in 2002 substantially increased the amount of literacy 
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coaching positions being formed in schools (Dole, 2004).  However, the implementation resulted 

in missed opportunities to improve instruction that enhanced student achievement along with 

school effectiveness because the process of coaching was poorly defined with loosely explained 

activities to support teachers across the nation (AIR, 2005).  Other high-profile, comprehensive 

school reforms efforts continued the expansion of coaches such as America’s Choice and 

Success For All where both featured coaches in their program design (Denton & Hasbrouck, 

2009).  In 2015, Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) continued the trend of schools 

implementing instructional coaches by outlining the importance of their role to maximize 

effective instruction (Glover & Reddy, 2017).   

Definitions and Theoretical Background of Coaching 

 The term “coaching” can mean many different things to different people; however, it is 

generally about providing a means by which key principles in education can be achieved while 

teacher learning can be improved and developed (Bean et al., 2010; Cornett & Knight, 2009; 

Killion et al., 2012; McKenna & Walpole, 2008; Neufeld, & Roper, 2003; Showers & Joyce, 

2002; Vanderburg & Stephens, 2010).  This position can be defined differently from school 

district to school district, and that can be the biggest challenge in researching the practice of 

coaching.  It is because of these multiple definitions and differences in the ways coaching is 

practiced that it is difficult to constructing systematic, extensive studies on instructional 

coaching. So, what is coaching?  In this section, some descriptions will be provided of coaches’ 

work and how that work contributes to instructional improvement. 

Neufeld and Roper (2003) discovered that a coaching model emerged from their research 

for the Annenburg Institute for School Reform.  This was a large-scale research based on 
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instructional improvement through its Task Force on the Future of Urban Districts.  The 

coaching model that they describe is for professional developers that are providing ongoing 

support for teachers to follow as a guideline.  They identify these professional developers as the 

coaches within their schools.  The coaching model is to be used when collaborating with teachers 

to give specific strategies for designing, understanding, and reflecting on the teacher’s instruction 

implementation.  The coaches provide teachers with knowledge building of key educational 

practices, assistance with instructional planning, and observation of the classroom teaching.   

This coaching model is informed and led by strategies best practiced for assessing student 

achievement.  Neufeld and Roper (2003) also discovered that are six characteristics common to 

coaching models: 

1. Establishing the role for of the coach as a peer not an administrator 

2. Building content and pedagogical knowledge for teachers 

3. Choosing research-based instructional strategies 

4. Making instructional plans for teachers to implement in the classroom 

5. Reflecting on instructional quality being given to students 

6. Assessing student learning through assessment data   

With coaching becoming an increasing popular approach for school districts looking to 

make improvements in instruction, Neufeld and Roper’s analysis provides them with the 

knowledge they can draw upon to develop a successful approach to coaching. 

The Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) at Northwest Regional Educational 

Laboratory (2007) conducted research on literacy coaches that were part of the Reading First 

initiative, a federal project whose goal was focused on K-3 students in schools that were low 
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performing to improve their reading outcomes.  Through their findings, they were able to define 

five categories of literacy coaches: Data-oriented coaches, Student-oriented coaches, Managerial 

coaches, and Teacher-oriented coaches - group vs. individual coaches.  These categories were 

defined based upon the amount of time the coach spent on particular coaching tasks. The 

following definitions of coaching were found from a study conducted in five western states’ 

schools that received Reading First grant funding.  This program will be described in further 

details later in this literature review. 

• Data-Oriented Coaches  

o Data-oriented coaches focus mainly on student assessment.  Collecting, 

organizing, and the use of student data define their job.  Data coaches get data to 

teachers to help assist their instructional decisions.   

• Student-Oriented Coaches 

o Student-oriented coaches work more directly with students compared to the time 

they spend with teachers.  They will directly assess students and then use the 

results to put together interventions that will be provided to the students define the 

majority of the coaches’ job.  Student-oriented coaches see where students are by 

doing the assessments themselves while tracking the student’s progress in order to 

provide them with the help they need.   

• Managerial-Oriented Coaches 

o Managerial-oriented coaches’ time is focused on managing systems that are put in 

place, facilitating meetings, and working on projects and paperwork.  Gathering 

and sharing articles, being up to date on the latest research, and following state or 
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curriculum findings is how the majority of their time is spent.  Managerial 

coaches work to develop teachers into being the most effective teachers they can 

be by being supportive and a resource to them.   

• Teacher-Oriented Coaches 

o Teacher-oriented coaches are split into two separate groups depending on the 

amount of time they work with either a group of teachers or individually with 

teachers.  Both groups direct their work towards working with teachers to help 

expand their knowledge of literacy development and their instructional delivery.  

Providing professional development, presenting and demonstrating how to 

implement core curriculum, observing instruction being delivered in classrooms 

and providing feedback, modeling best teaching practices, facilitating meetings, 

assisting teachers use student data, and being a resource for teachers on 

information and materials is their main focus.  Whether in a group setting or one-

on-one with a teacher, teacher-oriented coaches work on improving instruction 

and best teaching practices.   

 McKenna and Walpole (2008) define coaching as “a strategy for implementing a 

professional support system for teachers, a system that includes research or theory, 

demonstration, practice, and feedback.”  Within this definition, their research showed there are 

two types of coaches: Change Coaches and Content Coaches.  Change Coaches help 

administrators with reorganizing resources while helping to build leadership and understanding 

that is related to the building’s goals.  Content Coaches help teachers to learn new ideas, to 

implement these ideas during their instruction, and then they provide formative feedback to the 
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teacher.  Although Content Coaches do interact with administrators, they put their main focus on 

the teachers.  McKenna and Walpole (2008) drew on current research based on literacy coaching 

along with their own extensive experiences in K-8 classroom settings.  They believe that there is 

no “one-size-fits-all” approach to coaching, however, they strive to help schools to develop a 

coaching program that will best fit each school through their research and resources.  

Taylor (2008) recommended a philosophy of coaching that supported the view that each 

and every coaching activity should lead to the goal of developing instructional capacity.  Often 

when improving teacher capacity, an individualized approach is necessary to concentrate on a 

synthesis of educational learning.  Cornett and Knight (2009) also supported this philosophy.  

They believed that coaching, in order to be effective, has to have a clear focus based on adult 

learning to have systematic improvement.  Walker (2006) conducted a study on instructional 

coaching that resulted in also finding that effective coaching involved a thorough system level 

support that extended and enhanced instruction.  Although increasing teacher knowledge and 

system level support through coaching have shown to be essential, more complete data is still 

needed to effectively defend this theory. 

There are many schools that work hard to implement coaching as a way to provide 

students with high quality teaching.  By being able to identify and define the many different 

avenues of coaching, dedicated professionals will be able to more fully develop their own 

coaching programs.  In order to improve teachers’ learning and students’ learning, coaching can 

address the requirement of professional development that is connected to teachers implementing 

best teaching practices.  Depending upon how a school is progressing in the districts’ goals, 

coaches may modify or adjust how they may be allocating their time and defining their role as a 
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coach.  Continued research on coaching throughout different schools will help to contribute and 

better define what a coach is and does. 

Types of Coaching 

 Throughout the evolution of education, various methods of teacher training have emerged 

to provide professional development of teachers.  In the educational system, four types of 

coaching models are predominantly utilized in schools throughout the country, as described in 

Table 1.  This table labels the different types of coaching while providing a brief description and 

the benefits associated with that type.  The four main types of coaching found throughout the 

literature include peer coaching, cognitive coaching, literacy coaching, and instructional 

coaching (Cornett & Knight, 2009; Killion et al, 2012; Knight, 2011; National Academy of 

Education, 2008).  These models differ in practices, implementation, and methodology.  

However, they each build on the same similar foundation that is to guide classroom teachers 

towards better teaching practices.  Because there are different models of coaching being 

implemented in schools, it adds to the difficulty of identifying exactly how coaching has an 

effect on teacher practices and student learning. 

 

Table 1: Types of Coaching  
Type Explanation Benefits 

 
Peer Coaching 

Teachers learning from one 
another and thinking about 
the impact of their 
development on their 
student learning 

Collaboration and support 
from a peer to integrate new 
strategies into their 
classrooms more effectively 
for student success 

 
Cognitive Coaching 

A process where a coach 
facilitates questioning to 
allow teachers to explore 

Enhance reflection to 
become self-directed, 
establish collegial 
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their own thinking behind 
their practices 

conversations to improve 
student learning 

 
Literacy Coaching 

A reading specialist whose 
focus is on providing 
professional development to 
implement instructional 
programs and practices 

Improvements to literacy 
instruction that increases 
students’ reading abilities 

 
Instructional Coaching 

An educator whose main 
professional responsibility 
is to provide intensive, 
differentiated support to 
teachers in order to 
implement proven practices 
into the classrooms 

Focus on a broader range of 
instructional practices 
including classroom 
management, content 
enhancement, assessments 
to improve student 
achievement 

(Cornett & Knight, 2009; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Killion et al, 2012; Knight, 2011; Mead, 
2012; Reddy et al., 2015) 

Peer Coaching 

 Swafford (1998) defined peer coaching as the experience between two teachers that 

focuses on collaborating together in and out of the classroom on instruction, lesson planning, and 

resource development.  Documentation of peer coaching can be found beginning in the early 

1980s and is the oldest form of educational coaching to be actually put into practice in schools.  

Joyce and Showers (1982) state that peers can be other teachers, supervisors, curriculum expert, 

or someone who is thoroughly knows and understands the techniques.  They continue to explain 

how peer coaching involves assisting teachers to analyze how content is being taught and finding 

strategies to help implement new approaches to increase student achievement.  When well-

researched curriculum and teaching models from staff developments isn’t put into practice, it 

cannot influence student learning.  

Joyce and Showers (1996) continued their study on peer coaching fifteen years following 

the initial examination of staff developments.  They found consistent results that teachers’ 

implementation a new skill rose dramatically when small peer coaching groups of teachers 
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formed to share their learning process along with the development of the teachers’ collaboration 

skills.  Peer coaching showed to increase staff development and might directly affect student 

learning.  However, since it was teachers meeting with teachers the expert advice was missing.  

That notion led to how peer coaching evolved to where the coach takes on the role of content 

expert to support the teacher (Appleton, 2008; Dailey et al., 2013).  The coach is to provide the 

expert advice on content and also on pedagogical knowledge in addition to being available to 

model and facilitate classroom lessons.  By utilizing a coach, peer coaching is a viable embedded 

professional development option for school to implement. 

Cognitive Coaching 

 Cognitive coaching is an effective way to develop sound professional relationships that 

leads to empowering teachers to improve their practice (Cochran, 1995).  Initially developed to 

support teachers through a non-judgmental and confident relationship between the coach and 

teachers (Costa & Garmston, 1994, 2002, 2012), this style of coaching consists of an adviser 

who supports a teacher through their thinking to develop and grow (Costa & Garmston, 2002).  It 

is a partnership where the teacher becomes analytical of his or her own performance and is open 

to receiving help for a coach (Costa & Garmston, 1994).  Fitzgerald (1993) defines cognitive 

coaching as “an intellectual process engaged in by the supervisor to coach the teacher toward a 

more confident, self-regulatory action to increase teacher self-esteem, knowledge of available 

teaching strategies, and self-governance through their various investigations and examinations of 

studies, Costa and Garmston (2012) found eight results when Cognitive Coaching was used: 

1. Linked to increased student test scores 

2. Increased teachers’ efficacy 



25 
 

3. Impacted teachers’ thinking, making them more reflective and to think in more 

complex ways 

4. Satisfied teachers when choosing teaching as a profession 

5. Improved professional school culture 

6. Increased collaboration between teachers 

7. Assisted teachers professionally 

8. Benefited teachers personally 

Cognitive coaching is coaches supporting teachers to become more resourceful, informed, and 

skillful professionals by not working to change a behavior but having change be the result of the 

cognitive process. 

Literacy Coaching 

 The International Literacy Association (ILA) defines literacy coaching as having a 

reading specialist that concentrates the professional development for teachers to be supportive in 

order to implement instructional programs and reading best practices (2004).  They are there to 

provide vital leadership, not just towards teachers but also for a school or school district’s entire 

literacy program (Dole, 2003).  Dole described how reading specialists from twelve Title I 

schools in Utah roles within the schools changed.  Dole informally observed the reading 

specialists over a seven-year period on how they went from primarily working with students to 

coaching teachers through demonstrations and modeling lessons.  Vanderburg and Stephens 

(2010) analyzed data from interviews of thirty-five teachers and identified three coaching roles 

that teachers found helpful: encourager, facilitator and demonstrator.  Toll (2007), a literacy 
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coach and a coach-trainer, described the three main functions she has found of literacy coaches: 

intervening, leading, and partnering. 

With the challenge of leaving no child behind, schools need to make certain that all 

elementary teachers are well qualified, highly effective reading teachers that are able to develop 

effective literacy instruction, especially students that are struggling and need to gain stronger 

comprehension skills and a larger vocabulary (National Reading Panel, 2000).  In order to 

increase the success of every student reader, every teacher must be a highly effective reading 

teacher.  Literacy coaches are seen as being able to provide ongoing, job-embedded training 

along with support to teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2000).  The IRA (2004) found that there are 

three competencies of being an effective literacy coach:  

1. Being current and up to date on reading research, knowledge of state reading 

standards, and reading assessments 

2. Possessing an understanding of best practices in reading instruction 

3. Maintaining the ability to work collaboratively with teachers to share new 

information and strategies together   

Literacy coaching is coaches working to gradually and consistently improve the reading 

instruction skills of teachers, and that, in turn, can benefit student achievement.   

Instructional Coaching 

 An instructional coach is an onsite professional developer that is responsible for 

providing evidence-based practices into classrooms by working with teachers with the goal of 

improving student achievement and building teacher capacity in schools (Knight, 2004, 2007, 

2011).  Their job is to help educators to become better teachers.  Knight (2007) says this type of 
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instructional coaching model is led by seven practices: (1) one-on-one conversations with each 

teacher prior to the experience (2) collaborative planning on how to implement a new teaching 

practice (3) modeling of the lesson while the teacher observes (4) post conference to discuss 

what the teacher observed the coach doing during the model lesson (5) coach observes the 

teacher using the new teaching practice (6) discussion of the data gathered during both 

observations (7) providing continued support. 

Instructional coaches facilitate and guide professional learning on how to use proven 

teaching methods through a combination of meetings with an individual or group, observing 

classrooms, and providing professional development while collaboratively working with 

administrators and teachers to improve curriculum, instruction, and assessment (Denton & 

Hasbrouck, 2009).  Building a trust-based relationship between the coach and the teachers is a 

critical element needed to a successful instructional coach (Knight).  Knight found that teachers 

were more willing to fully participate in staff training programs and more likely to translate new 

concepts into the classroom.  The coach must be able to build a relationship with a teacher that is 

collegial and non-evaluative where the coach listens intently and talks little (Buly et al., 2006).  

In a study focusing on the effectiveness of an instructional coach, Knight (2007) found a 70 

percent increase in teachers implementing practices demonstrated during coach modeling.  Kee, 

et. al, (2010) aspire to provide a guide for school leaders in the use of an instructional coach.  

They conclude that instructional coaching produces successful and positive outcomes through 

focused planning, reflection, communication, and intentional self-assessment.  

The basic goal of an instructional coach is to improve teacher efficacy to improve student 

achievement.  This is done through supporting the teacher in increasing their use of proven best 
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practices to successfully teach all students.  The following qualities and attributes are drawn 

from Killion et al’s book (2012): 

• Believes that all teachers are capable to learn and grow. 

• Has passion for ongoing development. 

• Commitment to continuous improvement. 

• Skilled in instructional planning and practices. 

• Reflective in his or her own practice. 

• Understands and applies knowledge about adult development. 

• Able to communicate effectively 

• Have good interpersonal relationships. 

• Fosters trust and can work effectively with teachers and principals. 

• Stays up to date and current of best practices in professional learning. 

• Uses data to make decisions. (p. 28) 

The process of being a teacher is a complicated journey that should not be done on your 

own.  Professional development can be viewed as a change or a challenge for teachers.  Today’s 

educational systems must assess its current methods of professional development so that they are 

given the attention they need to be powerful tools towards increasing teacher skills and student 

achievement.  Implementing a coach within a school can be a powerful step towards improving 

these.   
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District and Principal Roles in Coaching Programs 

 The ultimate goal of coaching is to give teachers ongoing, job-embedded professional 

development to improve their pedagogy and increase student learning.  Unfortunately, the 

potential for a successful coaching program within a school district is usually not in the coaches’ 

control but will also depend on school administrators and district personnel.  The knowledge and 

skill of an individual coach is not the only key to successful coaching, but there can be a number 

of district and school level issues that can add to or hinder the coach’s efforts (Devine et al., 

2013; Hanover Research, 2015; Ippolito, 2010; Kee et al., 2010; Knight, 2011) This section 

explores the different roles that the school and district have on coaching programs.  

 School leaders begin the process by selecting an appropriate coaching program that will 

meet the needs of their school and by demonstrating support for the success of coaching 

initiatives and implementation.  This decision to develop a coaching program frequently begins 

at the curriculum office within a school district (Knight, 2011).  In an article by Steiner and 

Kowal (2007) for The Center for Comprehensive School Reform and Improvement where they 

drew from the emerging research, school leaders need to play an active role to design coaching 

programs that will have the most impact in improving classroom instruction.  With schools and 

districts investing so much funding and effort into professional development for teachers through 

coaching, school leaders should have that active role in the selection process of highly qualified 

coaches and in developing a coaching strategy.  For example, Florida conducted a large-scale 

study of Reading coaches in 113 middle schools throughout eight large school districts using 

quantitative and qualitative methods, where the majority of cases revealed that administrators at 

the school and district level gave their coaches high rating on many of the quality indicators on 
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the survey indicating perceived effectiveness in the hiring of coaches and the coaching program 

(Marsh, 2012).  Coaches viewed that when there was district-level support, the program was 

more successful compared to having none or limited support, which in turn hindered their work. 

 According to Jim Knight (2011), “there needs to be theoretical consistency between that 

of the coach and the district in having the same beliefs about how to work with adults.”  This is 

one reason why it is important to involve school leaders in how the coaching program is 

designed and the implementation process within a school.  Although coaching is a localized form 

of professional development within a school, its success is dependent upon the district (Neufeld 

& Roper, 2003).  Neufeld and Roper, who prepared a paper for the Aspen Institute’s Program on 

Education in a Changing Society based on a qualitative study of in-depth interviews over a six-

year period, describe an approach and the challenges of implementing coaching programs.  They 

point out that in order to have effective coaching the district has to define the coach’s role, shape 

the focus of the coach’s work around the district’s instructional goals, and link the coach’s work 

to the overall school’s reform strategy.  Their research makes very clear that the more apparent 

and concise a district is on the reform they intend, the better it will be for the coaches to make an 

impact. 

 One important component that has an effect on coaching practices is the principal 

leadership.  Research presented with a practitioner focus suggests that increased effectiveness of 

a coaching program can be directly tied to a principal that is actively supportive of the building’s 

coach (Bean et al., 2010; Mangin, 2008, 2009; Mangin & Dunsmore, 2015; Matsumura, 2010). 

Teachers are more likely to assume a more active, engaged role with coaches when their 

principal endorsed the coach’s knowledge and experience (Bean, 2010).  Matsumura (2010) was 
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able to study 96 fourth and fifth grade teachers in medium-sized urban Southwest school districts 

that serve low-income and low-achieving students.  After one year, Matsumura’s research 

indicated principal leadership was shown to be the major key factor in coaching program 

success.  When principals were supporting the implementation of the literacy coaching program, 

teacher’s participation in coaching activities was greater and the teachers perceived the activities 

useful compared to schools that didn’t have principal support. Conversely, an established 

negative relationship between a principal and a coaching program fosters teachers’ resistance to 

engage in coaching activities. 

  The key purpose of the principal is to correlate the implementation of a coaching 

program to the building’s vision and goals (Steiner & Kowal, 2007).  The principal must be 

dedicated to their efforts in supporting teachers and coaches while forming a positive building 

culture that has high expectations.  Mangin and Dunsmore (2015), who used qualitative data 

from four coaches that were in one school district, found that the literacy coaches treated their 

building principals as an essential, key element in the implementing process of the coaching 

program.  The principals served as the main component in facilitating positive, systemic change 

within their school district to build teacher capacity.   

 Research indicates that principals do consider coaches and coaching programs beneficial 

to schools, teachers, and students.  Feldman and Tung’s research (2002) examined what the 

perceptions of teachers and administrators were on the coaching practices in five schools.  Their 

research established that principals believed that coaches served a beneficial role in their schools 

to promote change.  The principals viewed coaches as being similar to conductors or directors.  It 

was with the help and work from coaches that the principals were able to implement the changes 
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they felt were needed in their schools.  Marsh et al.’s (2012) research on middle-school reading 

coaches in the state of Florida concluded that coaches had a positive effect on principals’ goals 

of improving instructional practices to improve student learning.  Even though the Florida 

principals rated their coaches as being highly qualified, there were concerns revealed about 

recruiting, retaining, and supporting them. Described by Steiner and Kowal (2007) principals are 

the main element in setting the tone for coaching to be effective but collaboratively work with 

the coach in order to have an impact on student achievement. 

 The principal’s role should complement the coach’s role, whereas the principal’s 

responsibility is to provide the needed direct support to the coach and to facilitate the system-

wide change.  This means that the principal is the evaluative role, which is in contrast the coach 

who is in a facilitator role (Ippolito, 2010).  Ippolito’s qualitative study was based in an urban, 

midsized school district in the East Coast.  The study identified that coaches were to be 

“responsive”, facilitating change and principals were to be “directive”, facilitating system-wide 

change.  This type of non-evaluative coaching promotes the working relationship with the 

principal but also provides a distinction between the two for the teachers (Knight, 2011). 

 Districts across the country have recognized the need of helping teachers strengthen their 

skills and instructional practices, and ultimately, student learning.  To accomplish this, districts 

have adopted coaching as a way of professional development for whole-school improvement.  

However, coaching does not occur completely on its own and has to be part of a district’s reform 

strategy.  Districts and principals play an important role in coaches being successful.  It is the 

district that needs to determine the coach’s role, focus the coach’s work to fit into the district’s 

goals, and support the relationship between that work and the school’s reform strategy.  This can 
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only be achieved with positive support from principals and them having a productive, working 

relationship between themselves and their coach.  Each stakeholder, as described in Table 2, all 

have an important role to play within the educational system.  When coaches are provided with 

guidance, leadership, and support from the top; systematic change of teaching practices through 

coaching programs can be assured to happen. 

Table 2. The Roles and Responsibilities of Stakeholders 
District Principal Coach Teacher 

• Decision Maker 
• Funding 

Allocator 
• Collaborator 

• Communicator  
• Facilitator 
• Instructional 

Leader 
• Learner 
• Evaluator  

• School Leader 
• Learner 
• Instructional 

Supporter 
• Facilitator of 

Curriculum and 
Content  

• Data Coach 
• Catalyst for 

Change 
• Deliverer of 

Professional 
Learning  

• Resource to 
teachers 

• Instructor 
• Learner 
• Learning Partner 
• Assessor of 

Student 
Knowledge 

(Cornett & Knight, 2009; Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Killion et al, 2012; Knight, 2011; Mead, 
2012; Reddy et al., 2015) 

Coaching Roles, Responsibilities, Skills and Knowledge 

 Although much of the coach’s potential success is influenced by the principal’s support 

and district’s actions, it is the coach who plays the significant role in bringing about change.  

While the principal’s role is to make sure the academic needs of the students are met through the 

development of the teachers’ instructional capacity, the role of the coach is to provide support of 

the principal’s work by aligning staff development with the building’s goals and to help 
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guarantee effective instruction is in every classroom (Cornett & Knight, 2009; Knight, 2011; 

McKenna & Walpole, 2008; Neufeld, & Roper, 2003; Showers & Joyce, 2002).  Coaching, just 

like teaching, is not a routine activity but varies from day to day.  Because coaching activities 

can differ, the purpose must be focused on instructional goals and planned, but allowing the 

coach to be responsive to the needs of each individual teacher.  As shown in Table 3, an excerpt 

from the book Coaching Matters (Killion et al., 2012), coaches take on different roles that can 

dictate their responsibilities and are aligned to specific purposes that collectively support school 

reform. 

Table 3: Coaching Roles 
Role Purpose Example 

Resource 
Provider 

To expand teachers’ use of a variety of 
resources to improve instruction 

Gathers information and/or 
resources (articles, 
materials, etc.) for teachers 

 
Data Coach 

To ensure that student achievement data 
is used to drive decisions at the 
classroom and school level 

Works with individuals or 
groups to facilitate 
conversations around data-
driven instructional 
decisions 

Curriculum 
Specialist 

To ensure implementation of the adopted 
curriculum 

Helps teachers unpack 
required curriculum 

Instructional 
Specialist 

To align instruction with curriculum to 
meet the needs of all students 

Coaches teachers on 
methodologies and best 
practices that can be used to 
deliver content 

Mentor To increase the novice teacher’s 
instructional skills and to support school 
wide induction activities 

Works with novice teachers 
and at the induction level 

Classroom 
Supporter 

To Increase the quality and effectiveness 
of classroom instruction 

Visits teacher’s classroom 
to model, co-teach, or 
observe; conducts pre-and 
post-visits conferences with 
teacher to facilitate 
reflection 

Learning 
Facilitator 

To design, collaborate, job-embedded, 
standards-based professional learning 

Assists with coordinating 
and planning effective 
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school-level professional 
development 

 
School 
Leader 

To work collaboratively (with formal 
and informal leaders) to plan, implement 
and assess school change initiatives to 
ensure alignment with and focus on 
intended results, and to monitor transfer 
or practice from professional 
development into action 

Participates as a learning 
walk team member to 
monitor transfer of 
knowledge into practice 

Change  
Catalyst 

To create disequilibrium with the current 
state as an impetus to explore 
alternatives to current practice 

Challenges current practices 
and supports teachers as 
they make changes 

Learner To constantly seek to become better at 
what he/she does 

Continually updates own 
professional repertoire 

(Killion, 2012) 

 

 

 The instructional practices of teachers are more likely to be changed by the teacher when 

coaches are able to observe in the classrooms and work directly with the teacher (Knight, 2011).  

Mangin’s (2015) study provided important answers on how the framing of coaching as a 

facilitator can play a critical role to cause change.  Coaches being able to influence teachers’ 

practices through aligning their focus to that of the district’s goals and having daily engages with 

teachers, bring about change.  The findings indicate that teachers must be provided with learning 

opportunities that include a clear theory of change facilitated by the coach and demonstrated to 

the teacher so that they could make individual change.  The primary responsibility of coaches is 

to improve classroom instruction along with increasing student achievement (Hanover Research, 

2015).  Coaching has shown to play a critical role to cause change by improving teacher’s 

knowledge in effective and efficient ways (Knight, 2011; Mangin, 2009). 

 In order for coaches to fulfill their roles and responsibilities, they need to possess 

knowledge, talents, and skills be able to encourage change within schools and with individual 
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teachers.  Vanderburg and Stephens (2010) observed that coaches need to have a skill set of 

being a good facilitator, effectively engage people, and to be able to help teachers engage in self-

reflection.  Jim Knight (2009, 2011, 2019) continued this by identifying key factors in coaching 

which include: 

• Know how to coach and understand the coaching cycle; 

• Understand the teaching practices they want to share with teachers; 

• Understand how to work with adults; 

• Know how to gather data and monitor progress towards learning goals; 

• Possess good communication skills; and 

• Possess leadership skills. 

L’Allier, et al.  suggested in a 2010 essay on principles of effective literacy coaching that 

when adult learners are assisted in implementing change, they should be involved in the planning 

process of their instruction and they need to understand that what they learn has relevance to 

their classroom.  Relationships between the coach and the teachers must be effectively built and 

maintained by the coach in order to accomplish this.  The Annenberg Institute for School Reform 

at Brown University recommended that coaches manage a professional learning environment 

that supported adult learning.  Coaches must have the following necessary competencies to 

accomplish this by: 

• Focusing on data and evidence to inform learning 

• Encouraging adult learning in a way that replicates classroom practice 

• Constructing and applying knowledge and skills of participating teacher in the 

classroom setting 

• Developing school and teacher learning strategies focusing on content and 

leadership 

• Making connections and ensuring alignment with larger systems 
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• Continuously measuring, reflecting upon, and adjusting professional learning 

opportunities 

Besides knowing how to work with teachers as adult learners, coaches need to have 

knowledge of content, pedagogy, and curriculum.  There is no substitute for knowledge.  

Effective coaches have to have a greater level of expertise and understanding of what students 

need to know than the teachers they will be coaching (Mangin, 2009).  Content expertise is what 

Steiner and Kowal (2007) say is essential for a coach to be effective.  There is a demand on 

coaches to have in-depth understanding of content and a familiarity with curriculum in order to 

work with teachers on improving classroom strategies.  When teachers believe and feel that the 

coach possesses the knowledge and expertise to assist and support them, the coach has the 

potential to have a greater impact on the teacher’s instructional practices (Marsh et al., 2012).  

Berg and Mensah (2014) studied pre-kindergarten through eighth grade teachers and their 

coaches in an urban district in the Northeast.  They found that teachers need to have access to 

and support from a coach that is knowledgeable in content areas and possesses a deep 

pedagogical understanding, in order to potentially impact the teacher’s abilities and practices in 

their classroom. 

The role of a coach is to support instructional improvements in a number of ways and 

activities.  When coaching is used as a professional development tool, it can address 

improvements throughout the whole school using the method of one teacher at a time or a group 

of teachers to directly improve instruction.  Over time, coaches will adjust what they do within 

their schools depending upon the district’s priorities.  They may modify how they allocate their 

time or how they focus their planning and strategies with teachers, but coaches will continue to 
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center their priorities on bringing about positive change within a school to better serve teacher 

and student learning. 

Review of Reading First Initiative and Striving Reader’s Project 

 When it comes to school reform, there seems to always be the “next big thing”.  A pursuit 

of a better school, more effective teaching, and higher student achievement – these topics can 

produce an urge to do something.  In the last fourteen years, there have been two federal grants 

that have provided unprecedented amounts of funding to states and school districts to achieve 

these types of educational reform: Reading First and Striving Readers.  This section will explain 

these two grant programs.  Montana was privileged to receive both of these grants, and the 

following information and summary of them was retrieved from documents and research from 

the Montana Office of Public Instruction. 

Reading First was a federal initiative, authorized by Title I under No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB) of 2001, which targeted kindergarten through the third-grade students over a six-

year process.  It was often characterized as the methods by which school districts would be able 

to achieve the goals of NCLB (National Academy of Education, 2008).  This education reform 

bill expected schools to depict success with student achievement.  The act was based on 

President Bush’s four education reform principles.  They were for schools to (1) have a stronger 

accountability for student results, (2) have increased flexibility that included local control, (3) 

include expanded educational options for parents to choose from, and (4) emphasize on teaching 

methods that were proven to be effective (NRTAC, 2010).   

Reading First was formed to encourage teachers to practice and implement scientifically 

based research reading instruction within their classrooms.  The over-arching goal was to ensure 
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that by the end of their third-grade year, students would be performing at grade level.  Founded 

on scientifically based reading research, Reading First identified that Phonemic Awareness, 

Phonics, Fluency, Vocabulary, and Comprehension are five fundamental components of reading 

instruction (Nelsestuen et al, 2009).    

 In order to achieve and support the goal of Reading First, the initiative funded states in 

order to provide comprehensive programs that would improve reading instruction.  Funds were 

distributed to selected districts and schools depending upon their eligible based on poverty level 

and history of low reading performance of their students (U.S. Department of Education, 2003).  

States that were interested in applying for Reading First funds had to submit a detailed proposal 

on how they intended to implement the funding.  The funds that were awarded to the states that 

were successful in receiving Reading First were to be dispersed to districts and schools to meet 

students’ instructional needs.  Each state then determined their own criteria for these schools and 

districts.  However, states were instructed that districts with high rates of poverty and reading 

failure were to have higher priority (NRTAC, 2010).  Most states’ plans included the following 

school expectations: 

• The selection and implementation of a core-reading program and a reading intervention 

program were to be chosen from an approved research-based list that was selected based 

on a rigorous evaluation process. 

• All K-3 staff members would attend research-based professional development that was to 

be offered as a summer institute. 

• A full-time reading coach would be hired in order to provide mentoring, coaching, 

training, and demonstration of lessons to teachers. 
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• Schools would create a Reading Leadership Team to provide guidance of the design and 

implementation of the grant. 

• The reading coaches, district-level coordinators, and principals were to attend a regular 

state-provided professional development opportunity. 

• Schools would use approved assessments that were valid and reliable, analyze the results, 

and would use the results to make reading improvement decisions. 

• Students that were identified to be in need of intensive reading interventions and 

provisions would receive targeted interventions in a small group setting. 

• Would agree to have visits from an independent evaluator and a state and federal Reading 

First administrator at their school, and then use their feedback.    

Seventeen states received Reading First funding: Alabama, Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, 

California, Illinois, Indiana, Maine, Massachusetts, Montana, New Jersey, North Dakota, Ohio, 

Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Washington, Wyoming.  In December of 2003, federal grant 

money was dispersed among eleven Montana Schools to help public schools with their reading 

programs (Farrell, 2003).  There were 41 applications submitted to the Montana Office of Public 

Instruction.  A panel of nationally recognized reading specialists was assembled to read and 

recommend proposals for the Reading First funding.  The eleven school districts that were 

successful in receiving the grant were Billings, Centerville, Charlo, Dixon, East Helena, Great 

Falls, Hays-Lodgepole, Helena, Libby, Ronan, and Hardin.  The Reading First money could be 

used to purchase reading materials and assessments along with funding professional 

development.  Reading First schools were required to hire a reading coach who would work with 
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teachers, have grade-level meetings where teachers would collaborate, and make instructional 

decisions based on data from regular student assessments (Nelsestuen et al, 2009). 

At the conclusion of Reading First, the Regional Educational Laboratory at Education 

Northwest (REL) conducted research and prepared reports for the Institute of Education Sciences 

(IES) from participating schools (Nelsestuen et al, 2009).  The study compared new and 

experienced teachers’ experiences and perceptions in four key areas of school reform.  They 

gathered data from 235 Reading First Schools that were in six western states.  There were four 

key research questions that drove the study and one pertained directly to coaching: How did new 

teachers’ experiences with their reading coach different from those of their more experienced 

peers?   

Reading First referred to coaches as reading coaches, who were school staff personnel 

that were responsible to provide ongoing professional development to teachers by modeling, 

observing, and providing feedback to teachers.  REL’s (2009) study found three differences in 

the new teachers’ experiences with their reading coach.  The first difference was that the new 

teachers reported receiving more feedback from the coach compared to that of the experienced 

teachers.  The response difference was significant (t[5260] = 2.53, p<0.05).  Second, the coaches 

who were interviewed reported that the new teachers needed more assistance with their 

classroom management, their use of the core program, and required the modeling of teaching 

practices.  The third difference was that there was a higher percentage of interviewed new 

teachers who believed that the coaching assistance they received had changed their instruction.  

Even with these differences, they reported that they found no differences, based on the survey 

data, between the new and experienced teachers’ overall perception on the effectiveness of the 
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support they received from their reading coach (t[178] = 1.12, p>0.05).  This study did have 

limitations because it was a descriptive study that was based on a semi-structured interview 

protocol and there are limitations in collecting survey and interview data.  This study was unable 

to determine if there was a relationship between the level of teacher experience and the the level 

of student learning, as well as a correlation between the level of teacher experience and whether 

the teacher remained in the school or the profession. 

The National Reading Technical Assistance Center (NRTAC), RMC Research 

Corporation (2010) conducted a series of studies based on the topics that related to the 

implementation of the Reading First after the conclusion of the initiative.  One of the studies was 

on the effectiveness of K-3 literacy coaches.  NRTAC found that some states used the term 

reading coach, while others used the term literacy coach.  Because of this, they used the terms 

interchangeably throughout their report.  Through the funding of Reading First, literacy-coaching 

positions were in ninety-nine percent of all participating schools.  They defined literacy coaches 

as “being highly knowledgeable and specially trained in adult learning as well as reading”. 

The purpose of the NRTAC (2010) study was to update the findings on the role of the 

literacy coach and add to the current research.  The study wanted to focus on the numerous 

characteristics of coaching.  This included: coaches’ qualifications, their roles, and how they 

allocated time to coaching tasks.  It used a multiple-methods approach including a synthesis of 

existing research and program evaluation findings; a review of relevant documents on the 

coach’s role, responsibilities, and tasks; and interviews with Reading First coaches.  The study 

was able to conclude from an examination of external evaluation reports that a coach is to be 

considered an expert and research-rich provider that is respected by teachers and school 
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administrators as they assist in the developing and refining in the delivery of reading instruction.  

They were also able to gain insights into the coaches’ qualifications, their roles within their 

schools, the challenges they faced, and the perceived effectiveness of the coach.  All their 

findings supported the belief that coaching is important and has a positive, significant 

relationship on the teachers who are coached.  This initial research also indicates a correlation 

between coached teachers and student achievement gains through providing high-quality 

instruction.  The researchers did suggest that there is a need for additional studies to further 

validate and prove the relationship between coaching teachers and student achievements in 

reading.  The researcher also suggested that a better understanding of the essential program 

elements that produces a highly effective literacy coach needs to be further investigated. 

The U.S. Department of Education (2003) reported that there were structures in place to 

support reading however; there was still room for improvement in assessment systems and 

communication structures.  There was also an area of concern where additional data is needed in 

why there was a decline in the percentage of second-grade students assessment data.  There was 

also a decline in certain subgroups, mostly Native American students and also students who were 

eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, and they were less likely to reach benchmark. 

 In December 2010, Montana and five other states were awarded a total of more than $180 

million in grants through the Striving Readers Comprehensive Literacy Program (MSRP) from 

over thirty-five states that had applied for the funding (Juneau, 2014).  The other states that 

received the Striving Readers funding were Georgia, Louisiana, Nevada, Pennsylvania, and 

Texas.  The goal of the grant was to help states build a comprehensive approach to improving 

literacy outcomes for all children, birth through the twelve grades.  This was the first type of 
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grant to ever be awarded by the U.S. Department of Education (2011) to support literacy that 

encompassed such a broad age range.  The grants were to advance literacy instruction and skills 

through professional development, screening and assessing students; provide targeted 

interventions for students that are below grade level; and other research-based techniques to 

improve classroom instruction and practice. 

 At the start of 2012-2013 school year, the Montana Office of Public Instruction began 

their work using the MSRP funding in forty-three schools across the state.  The key goals at the 

state and school level were to  

• To increase student achievement in reading for all students; including students in lower-

performing subgroups 

• To decrease the percentage of students that drop out of high school while at the same 

time, increasing the students that are graduating 

The focus of the grant for Montana was on seven areas: Leadership Development, Community 

and Family Involvement, Standards, and System-wide Commitment.  OPI provided professional 

development to school leadership teams in these seven areas throughout each school year of the 

grant.  The MSRP grant was implemented over a four-year period.   

 Through the ongoing, student-focused, high quality professional development received, 

most of the MSRP assessments showed student gains.  The first few years showed elementary 

school students proved to make the most consistent gains, while the middle and high school 

students may have made gains but they were not consistent.  Pre-kindergarten results also 

showed varied, inconsistent results.  However, at the conclusion of the grant, higher gains and 

more consistency was shown across all grades (Roccograndi, 2013).  One of the requirements of 
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the MSRP grant that was part of the professional development was that participating schools 

were to have instructional coaches in their schools.  MSRP defined their coaches as instructional 

coaches because even though the focus of the grant was reading, the professional development 

included best practices that should be incorporated in all content areas.  Therefore, the coaches 

were responsible for more than just reading instruction.  Since the Striving Readers grant was 

completed just recently, studies and research of the implications of this grant are still in their 

beginning forms.  As of the present, no studies have been published from the Striving Readers 

grant that include research of the coaching aspect of the project. 

 School reform is linked to improved public schools and instruction that affects student 

achievement.  The important element in reform lies in the increase of the competence and the 

skills of individual teachers.  Through the Reading First initiative and the Striving Readers 

project, Montana has shown its dedication to working towards increasing student achievement.  

The coach’s role in this process is complex and varied, but has proven that it does affect the 

ability of teachers to improve their instruction. 

Chapter Summary 

 In conclusion, literature suggests that coaching is gaining greater importance within 

school districts as a way to help increase teacher knowledge, pedagogy, and student 

achievement.  Coaching is becoming a common method to assist teachers with job-embedded 

professional development.  School reform initiatives use coaching as a way for teachers to 

receive modeling and demonstration of best practices along with support and collaboration.  

Research findings suggest how coaching has played an important part on improving teachers’ 

abilities in their classroom when it is implemented within a school.  Moreover, research on 
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coaching is beginning to show that there are skills and practices that can contribute to the 

effectiveness of coaching.   However, there was little research regarding the background, 

continued training, and the measurement efforts of coaching skills of the coach.  Principals are 

the ones who hire a coach and teachers are the ones receiving the coaching, so the quality of 

coaching needs to be examined more.  Therefore, the perception of coaching from principals, 

coaches, and teachers should be analyzed to determine if coaches are being provided the needed 

training and time in order to offer ongoing professional develop that teachers are in need of to 

enhance their practices. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this chapter is to provide the reader a detailed description of the research 

methodology.  This methods chapter is divided into the following sections: research questions, 

research design, participants and study settings, data sources and data collection procedures, and 

data analysis.  This study focused on the schools that were being funded by the MCLP and it 

includes 58 schools within 21 school districts. 

Research Questions 

 Teacher professional development has been a part of the educational system for decades 

and it is common for school districts to spend a lot of money providing PD to their teachers 

(Teeman et al., 2011).  However, it has been shown that there is a need to change from the one-

time workshops being delivered to staff in order to see improved teacher effectiveness (Shulman, 

1986; Carlisle & Berebitsky, 2011; Knight, 2009).  Instructional coaching has been widely 

recognized as an effective professional development approach for influences teacher pedagogy 

and student outcomes (Teemant et al., 2014). 

Even though ESSA (2015) outlined the importance of instructional coaches to maximize 

effective instruction, coaching resources to assess and develop coaching skills are hard to obtain 

along with there is a lack of research-based coaching models available for school districts to 

implement an effective instructional coach program (e.g., Denton & Hasbrouck, 2009; Glover & 

Reddy, 2017).  The following are the research questions that guided this study to help identify 

critical components of what instructional coaches could identify as successful coaching: 
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1. In what ways is instructional coaching implemented in Montana schools involved in the 

MCLP grant? 

2. What is the relationship between instructional coaching implementation and increased 

school improvements, as demonstrated in the CNA, within MCLP school districts? 

3. What procedures and practices were the instructional coaches able to change when 

implementing the effective MCLP coaching strategies and resources?  

Research Design 

 The research design for this study followed a mixed-methods design as defined by 

Creswell et al. (2003): 

The collection or analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data in a single study in 

which the data are collected concurrently or sequentially, are given a priority, and involve 

the integration of the data at one or more stages in the process of research (Creswell et 

al., 2003, p. 224). 

 In order to examine and gain a complete picture of the complex issue of instructional 

coaching and the implementation of a support system, a mixed-methods design was employed by 

the researcher by conducting a secondary data analysis of the MCLP’s external evaluator, 

Education Northwest, evaluation report.  The use of quantitative data allowed the researcher to 

evaluate the extent of school-wide effects of instructional coaching and if a relationship existed 

between coaching and provided supports.  The qualitative data allowed the researcher to discover 

vital information that was pertinent to the understanding of shared experiences from the 

participants involved in the research study.  By going beyond the survey questions that 
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demonstrated the implementation of instructional coaching programs, the researcher was able to 

explain characteristics, practices, and growth demonstrated by the coaches. 

 This mixed-methods study addressed questions one and two through the quantitative data 

derived through survey results.  There were two surveys involved in the data collection process.  

The first survey was a Comprehensive Needs Assessment survey (CNA) (Appendix A) that 

district staff would take twice a year.  The second survey, Coaching Survey 2.0, was given to all 

the instructional coaches that were involved in the MCLP grant (Appendix B). The results from 

the two surveys were analyzed to determine if there is a correlation between what is and is not 

being done within a school district/building and the implementation of a coaching program.  

After evaluating the results of the quantitative portion, the researcher then utilized qualitative 

explanatory design to highlight and dig deeper into the coaching program of the school districts 

that showed the most growth in their CNA survey with correlation to the Instructional Coach 

survey.  The qualitative data implemented by the researcher included interviewing (Appendix C) 

coaches and analyzing the webinars the coaches attended looking for trends amongst the coaches 

to answer question three.  This portion of the study occurred after the data was analyzed from 

question one and two to reveal the school districts or buildings within a school district with 

significant increases in their CNA survey. 

 Morse (1991) proposed that when a sequential triangulation design within a research 

study is used where the quantitative data precedes qualitative data, the researcher is able to focus 

on the collection of quantitative data first and most importantly with qualitative data to help 

further explain and support the quantitative findings.  After analyzing the quantitative portion of 

the study, the researcher utilized qualitative explanatory design to explore further into coaching 
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practices used in within the schools with the most growth in school improvements.  The 

qualitative portion of the study included a small number of participants because, as Maxwell 

(2005) stated, “Qualitative researchers typically study a relatively small number of individuals or 

situations, and preserve the individuality of each of these in their analyses” (p.22). 

Participants and Study Settings 

 The selected population for this research study included instructional coaches from 

school districts located in Montana that were involved in the MCLP grant.   These grants were 

funded through the federal Striving Readers Comprehensive Literacy Program.  The purpose of 

the grant was to advance reading, writing, and digital literacy skills in students, with an emphasis 

on disadvantaged children, and to assist the Montana Office of Public Instruction in meeting 

many of the federal mandates within their ESSA state plan (OPI, 2018).  The following table 

shows the districts involved in the MCLP grant along with the grade levels of the schools that 

participated in the study. 

Table 4: MCLP Grant School Districts and Schools 
School 
District 

Preschool Elementary Middle School High School 

Anaconda  Lincoln 
Elementary 

Fred Moodry 
Intermediate 

Anaconda Jr Sr 
High School 

Boulder  Boulder 
Elementary 

 Jefferson High 
School 

Browning  • KW Bergan 
• Vina Chattin 
• Browning 

Elementary 
• Napi 

Browning 
Middle School 

Browning High 
School 

Charlo Dixon Preschool Charlo Elementary Charlo 7-8 Charlo High 
School 

Clinton  Clinton K-8 Clinton K-8  
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East 
Helena 

 • Eastgate 
• Prickly Pear 
• Radley 

East Valley 
Middle School 

 

Fromberg  Fromberg K-6 Fromberg 7-8 Fromberg High 
School 

Frontier  Frontier School Frontier 7-8  
Great 
Falls 

GFPS Preschool • Longfellow 
• Whittier 

East Middle 
School 

Great Falls 
High School 

Hardin  Kindergarten 
Readiness Center 

• Hardin Primary 
• Hardin 

Intermediate 
• Crow Agency 

Elementary 

Hardin Middle 
School 

Hardin High 
School 

Helena  • Bryrant 
• Central 

Helena Middle 
School 

Helena High 
School 

Libby Libby Preschool Libby Elementary Libby Middle 
School 

Libby High 
School 

Lincoln Lincoln 
Preschool 

Lincoln 
Elementary K-6 

Lincoln Middle 
School 7-8 

Lincoln High 
School 

Livingston Washington 
Early Learning 
PreK-K 

• Winans 
Primary 

• Eastside 
Intermediate 

Sleeping Gian 
Middle School 

Park County 
High School 

Lockwood  • Lockwood 
Primary 

• Lockwood 
Intermediate 

Lockwood 
Middle School 

 

Potomac  Potomac School 
K-6 

Potomac 7-8  

Roberts  Roberts School K-
6 

Roberts 7-8 Roberts High 
School 

Rocky Boy  Rocky Boy 
Elementary 

Rocky Boy 
Middle School 

Rocky Boy 
High School 

St. Regis St. Regis School 
PreK-6 

St. Regis School 
PreK-6 

St. Regis 
Middle School 
7-8 

St. Regis High 
School 

Sun River  Fort Shaw 
Elementary 

 Simms High 
School 

Troy Troy Preschool W.F. Morrison 
Elementary 

Troy Junior 
High 

Troy High 
School 
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 Sampling strategies varied for the different phases of the research study.  The population 

for the entire study included all the 58 schools in Montana that were awarded the grant.  They 

were all public schools varying from Preschool to High School level.  There were 38 

instructional coaches from those school districts participating in the MCLP grant with the 

expectations that they would take part in all trainings, conferences, and surveys. 

Quantitative Phase 

 For research questions one and two, the sampling came from all 58 schools in the 21 

School Districts in Montana.  Because the CNA was a requirement for the grant, all schools 

replied to the online survey that was emailed to staff by their building principal.  To stay in 

compliance with the grant requirements, all the instructional coaches also completed the 

Instructional Coach Google doc survey, Coaching Survey 2.0, that was emailed to them by an 

OPI staff member. 

Qualitative Phase 

 Once results were attained from the external data company, Education Northwest, the 

researcher was able to conduct a secondary data analysis to compare the composite scores and 

purposefully sampled the schools that demonstrated the greatest gains from Year 2 to Year 3 

evaluation report of their CNA (Appendix D) along with showing an increase in student 

performance.  The researcher then interviewed the instructional coaches from these ten schools 

whose summary data demonstrated to be Greater than “All Subgrantees”, according to the data 

from Educational Northwest. The interview sessions were conducted either over the phone or 

through a zoom session.  
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All instructional coaches were invited and expected to actively participate in the five 

scheduled webinars.  Attendance may have varied but all coaches had access to the recording of 

the webinars.  If a coach was unable to attain the live webinar, they were still expected to watch 

the recording and complete any tasks that were given to all the coaches by the OPI staff member 

leading the webinar and add their responses to the slide show provided for each participant in a 

Google doc.  The researcher was able to gain insights into the coaching being completed by each 

coach and find trends within the data. 

Data Sources and Collection Procedures 

 Data sources for this research study included two surveys, recordings of webinars along 

with the corresponding Google docs, and in-depth interviews.  The following includes each data 

source described in more details along with how the data was collected. 

 Once districts were awarded the MCLP grant, they (superintendents, principals, 

instructional coaches, and all instructional staff) accepted all the requirements involved with the 

grant once they received the funding for their school.  This included, but was not limited to; 

taking part in surveys, responding to questionnaires, attending trainings, being observed by OPI 

consultants along with consultants from external companies.  All staff members signed staff 

assurances and the external evaluator, Education Northwest, followed procedures for protection 

of human subjects, MSU accepted the researcher’s exempt from the requirement of Institutional 

Review Board request. 
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Surveys 

 The Comprehensive Needs Assessment (CNA) survey was created and completed after 

the State Education Agency’s (SEA) used and implemented the Montana Literacy Plan (MLP) 

for five years along with Local Education Agencies (Appendix A).  The CNA was developed to 

give school districts a tool to evaluate where their strengths and weaknesses existed for school 

improvements in teaching and learning.  During this five-year process, the CNA went through 

several reviewers to find the areas of strengths and where improvement was needed in this 

assessment tool.  The CNA included main components that are essential for school improvement.  

They include: 

• Program and /or Content Standards and Curriculum 

• Assessment and Data – Driven Decision-Making to Inform Instruction 

• Amount and Quality of Instruction 

• Instruction and Supports for At-Risk Students 

• Motivation in Teaching and Learning 

• Evidence-Based Intervention and Practice 

• Academic Leadership to Improve Instruction and Outcomes 

• Community and Family Engagement to Support Comprehensive Instruction 

At the beginning of the school year and towards the end of the school year, OPI sent out the 

link for the survey to every school principal involved in the MCLP grant through Key Survey.  

Then, the school principals emailed it on to their staff to complete.  Upon completion, results 

were sent out to each building principal.  From there, their Building Leadership team and staff 

would align any weaknesses found with their building action plan for school improvement and 
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continue to strengthen the components that scored high.  The data collected through the CNA 

was evaluated by Education Northwest.  The researcher of this study contacted Education 

Northwest to have access and review all of the data collected from the CNA in order to 

segregated the data by each school district. 

 Survey results were confidential but not anonymous.  This was to help ensure staff would 

feel open and honest in their answering of the questions but also provided the researcher the 

ability to match survey data with school districts along with matching responses in the CNA 

from principals, classroom teachers, and instructional coaches.  The schools that marked high 

growth from the Year 1 to Year 2 were selected for the qualitative phase of this research to 

interview the instructional coaches of those schools. 

OPI staff created the Coaching Survey 2.0 (Appendix B) in order to gain an insight into the 

prior experience and background of each coach.  It was also given to all consultants and 

additional administrative personal involved in the coaching support; however, the researcher 

only accessed the information from the instructional coaches from the schools involved in the 

MCLP grant.  The survey was made within Google Forms and participants received an email 

from OPI to complete it. 

The survey was designed to gain a total count of site coaches, administration/leadership 

personal, and state team members there were.  OPI also wanted to segregate responses given by 

individuals on if they were involved in another grant they provided support to, or if they were 

receiving OPI support from Title 1 School Support funding.  The researcher was able to 

determine the degree of experience each coach by how many years they have been coaching 
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through the survey along with additional trainings each coach had received beyond OPI’s 

supports, trainings, and conferences. 

This survey was also confidential but not anonymous. This was to help ensure the 

instructional coaches would feel comfortable being open and honest in their answering of the 

questions but also provided the researcher the ability to match the survey data of the instructional 

coach to their school.  This matched data provided alignment to the CNA from schools that 

demonstrated high growth. 

Interviews 

 The researcher, in conjunction with OPI consultants employed for the MCLP grant 

implementation, developed the in-depth interview questions (Appendix C).  The interviews were 

intended to “develop a detailed understanding that might provide useful information and that 

might help people learn about the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2005).  The explanatory design of the 

qualitative phase in the research study allowed the researcher to investigate the nature and 

characteristics of coaching and coaching programs that went beyond the initial surveys. 

The interview questions were designed to be open-ended questions that served as a semi-

structured guide for exploring different coaching programs from the viewpoint of an instructional 

coach. Researchers are able to engage with participants by asking questions in a neutral manner, 

listening attentively to the participant’s responses, and asking follow up questions based on their 

responses to interview questions (Hess-Biber & Leavy, 2010).  This researcher wanted to explore 

explanations on how school districts developed and implemented their coaching program and 

then dig deeper into how the support provided through the MCLP grant assisted in the personal 

development of the coach.   
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 Interview protocols that were followed in the gathering of the qualitative data was based 

on findings within the literature review on instructional coaching and then linked to the 

researcher’s conceptual framework.  The researcher worked closely with OPI consultants in 

forming the interview protocol and then piloted it with three coaches that were not selected for 

this portion of the study.  There were no revisions made to the interview questionnaire as a result 

to the piloting. 

The coaches that took part in the interview, the qualitative portion of this research study, 

were chosen from the schools that demonstrated marked high growth and a high increase in 

student assessment results in the CNA survey.  They were first contacted by email to set up a 

convenient time to conduct the interview.  The interviews were conducted either by phone or via 

Zoom Meeting, which was the preferred method by the researcher because it provided visual 

communication between the researcher and coaches along with the capability to record the 

interview to later be transcribed. 

Webinars 

 Coaching webinars took place monthly through Go To Meeting.  The OPI grant 

consultants facilitated each webinar.   All instructional coaches in the MCLP grant were required 

to attend the monthly webinars.  Coaches were sent email reminders prior to the scheduled 

webinars to assist in helping the coaches plan their instructional day around them.  The coaches 

were also emailed participant packets of handouts, questions to answer before the webinar, 

articles to read, or materials the facilitator believed would help the coaches to fully participate in 

and to get the most out of the webinars.  Webinars were recorded and shared with all the coaches 

to review and utilize for future reference.  Coaches who were unable to attend the live webinars, 
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were required to view the recording along with complete any tasks given.  Like interviews, the 

webinar recordings provided the researcher an opportunity to extract a vivid picture of the 

participants’ perspective on their position as a coach and gained an insight into the coaching 

phenomena that are not directly observable: opinions, values, experience, and interests. 

Data Analysis 

 The data for the three research questions involved in this study were analyzed 

collectively.  The data were first addressed separately for each research question and then the 

results from each phase informed the following phases.  All data sources were examined together 

to explain how and to what extent instructional coaches involved in the MCLP grant were being 

utilized within schools demonstrating high growth in school improvement as evidenced by 

increased growth in survey data. 

Quantitative Data Phase 

 The researcher conducted a secondary data analysis from the Year 3 Evaluation Report 

conducted by Education Northwest from the CNA survey.  Descriptive statistics were reported 

for each of the survey questions based on responses regarding components essential for school 

improvement along with the survey questions regarding instructional coaches.  Quantitative data 

answered research question one by looking across at all school districts involved in the MCLP 

grant.   

Qualitative Data Phase  

Interview data along with the recordings of the webinars were examined in order to 

further expand on the quantitative findings from question one in order to answer questions two 
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and three.  Data analysis in a qualitative research study can be viewed as a “process of 

categorization, description, and synthesis” (Wiersma, 2000).  Utilizing the constant comparison 

data analysis completed the qualitative data analysis for this research study. 

The researcher transcribed each of the interviews within a 24-hour timeframe.  The data 

was then organized in a Microsoft Word document.  In order to ensure accuracy, the researcher 

gave the transcribed data to the participants to review.  Once multiple readings took place by the 

researcher in order have a complete understanding of the information, recurring categories, 

patterns, and trends emerged and were coded and categorized in relation to research question two 

and three. 

The researcher viewed the webinar recordings multiple times transcribing the comments 

and interactions from the instructional coaches who were chosen to go through the interview 

protocol.  Just like with the interviews, recurring categories, patterns, and trends emerged and 

were coded and categorized.  The qualitative data gained from the webinars was able to assist 

and develop upon the data from the interviews to answer question two and three. 

The researcher wanted to follow a grounded theory method of qualitative analysis and 

began to use a process of open coding (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  This process helped the 

researcher to not have preconceived theories that might determine the outcome of the research 

because of being employed as an instructional coach within one of the grant funded schools.  

Each piece of qualitative data was turned into small, discrete components of data and was labeled 

and coded.  Then, connections and relationships were found between codes and they were 

grouped into categories.  The researcher reached data saturation after multiple rounds of coding.  

These findings are reported in Chapter 4.  In Chapter 5, the researcher describes the assertions 
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that were derived from the findings.  These assertions are the central categories that connects all 

the codes from the analysis and they capture the essence of the research. 

Chapter Summary 

 The purpose of this research study was to investigate instructional coaching practices in 

Montana schools that qualified and participated in the MCLP grant and how those practices 

increased school improvement.  The research design for this study was a mixed-method design 

based on secondary data analysis.  The 21 School Districts, 70 schools, participated in the initial 

CNA survey, which led to the selection of instructional coaches to be interviewed from the 

schools that demonstrated the highest gain in school improvement.  The data were analyzed 

through descriptive statistics along with constant comparison data analysis.  Results from this 

research study will contribute to the knowledge in the professional educational field as it relates 

to the improvement of instructional coach programs and components that are essential for school 

improvement. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to investigate what the impact of providing comprehensive 

resources, professional development trainings, and provided support would have on instructional 

coaches and their practices.  This study also sought to establish a relationship between highly 

effective schools involved in the Montana Comprehensive Literacy Project (MCLP) grant and 

instructional coaching practices.  This chapter presents collected survey data regarding MCLP 

school improvements along with survey data from instructional coaches, observational data from 

coaches participating in webinars, and data collected from interviews with coaches from school 

districts that demonstrated high implementation improvements. 

This chapter presents data as responses to the three research questions that guided this 

study to help identify critical components of what instructional coaches could identify as 

successful coaching: 

1. In what ways is instructional coaching implemented in Montana schools involved in 

the MCLP grant? 

2. What is the relationship between instructional coaching implementation and increased 

school improvements within MCLP school districts? 

3. What procedures and practices were the instructional coaches able to change when 

implementing the effective MCLP coaching strategies and resources? 

The perceptions of what makes successful coaching are presented by themes found from 

the surveys, webinars, and interviews for each question and finally overall results.  The emergent 
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themes for each research question are presented and supporting quotes are used to provide rich 

descriptions and in-depth evidence to assist and support the credibility of this study. 

Table 5: Alignment of Research Questions to Data Collection Tool 
Research 
Question 

Comprehensive 
Needs Survey 

Coaching 
Survey 

Monthly 
Webinars 

Coaches 
Interviews 

1 X X X X 
2 X X X X 
3  X X X 

 

Ways Instructional Coaching is Implemented 

Research question one addresses how instructional coaching was being implemented in 

Montana schools that were involved in the MCLP grant.  The results were gathered from the 

qualitative data of the CNA and coaching surveys, which allied with the themes uncovered from 

webinar recordings and interviews that were conducted with the ten instructional coaches.  Four 

themes emerged from the data collected and are provided in Table 6. 

Table 6: Implementation of Instructional Coaches; Frequency of Identified Themes 
Themes CNA 

Frequency 
Survey 

Frequency 
Webinars 
Frequency 

Interviews 
Frequency 

Leadership 20% 25% 23% 32% 

Data Analyst 21% 22% 23% 33% 

Classroom Supporter 19% 22% 23% 36% 

Professional Development Trainer 18% 22% 24% 36% 

 

Instructional coaches were perceived as being in a leadership role, analyzing data, 

supporting instruction in the classrooms, and understanding the curriculum by providing 

professional development trainings.  These four themes have been organized in order from the 
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most frequently to least occurring theme along with the percentage that the theme was found in 

each of the methods of discovery. 

 The researcher of this study drew upon Education Northwest’s compiling and summaries 

of the data they collected for OPI.  Education Northwest was the external evaluator of the MCLP 

grant.  These summaries were a synthesis of all data, which included data from OPI staff 

interviews and CNA survey data.  This secondary source provided the researcher an opportunity 

to triangulate the developing findings.  The CNA mean results are provided in Table 7.  The 

scales that were assessed are the blue rows and some, but not all, scales had subscales which are 

presented as the white rows in Table 7.  The needs assessment used a scale of 1 to 4 where 1 was 

Not Being Implemented and 4 was Sustained Practice.  Table 7 provides an analysis of the CNA 

assessment results that was administered across the 21 school districts. OPI had undergone a 

multitude of changes under the new Superintendent of Public Instruction leadership and there 

was a high rate of staff turnover at the agency during the time this research was being conducted.  

This caused obtaining data to be problematic for the researcher and the researcher was limited to 

only what was provided from Education Northwest. 

Table 7: Summary of Comprehensive Needs Assessment (CNA) Data 
Scales and Subscales Year 2 Year 3 Change 

Comprehensive Needs Assessment Overall 3.1 3.3 +0.2 

School Quality 3.2 3.3 +0.1 

Climate 3.2 3.3 +0.1 

Communication 3.2 3.3 +0.1 

Program and/or Content Standards and Curriculum 3.2 3.3 +0.1 



64 
 
Program and/or Content Standards and Curriculum 3.2 4.0 +0.8 

Evidence-Based Strategies, Practices, and Interventions 3.2 3.3 +0.1 

Assessment Data-driven Decision Making to Inform Instruction 3.1 3.3 +0.2 

Amount and Quality of Instruction 3.2 3.3 +0.1 

Amount of Instruction 3.2 3.3 +0.1 

Quality of Instruction 3.1 3.3 +0.2 

Quality of Materials 3.1 3.3 +0.2 

Instruction and Supports for At-risk Students 3.0 3.2 +0.2 

Motivation in Teaching and Learning 3.2 3.3 +0.1 

Academic/Program Leadership to Improve Instruction 3.2 3.3 +0.1 

Professional Development to Improve Instruction and Outcomes 3.1 3.3 +0.2 

Improve and Increase Teachers’ Understanding & Knowledge 3.1 3.4 +0.3 

Job-Embedded & Classroom Focused Professional Development 3.1 3.3 +0.2 

Data-Driven Decision-Making 3.1 3.3 +0.2 

Roccograndi, 2020 

 As shown in Table 7, programs made implementation improvements, on average, across 

all scales and subscales.  The overall score increased from 3.1 to 3.3.  The highest area of 

improvement was program and/or content standards and curriculum (average of 4.0) under 

program and/or content standards and curriculum.  The largest gains were in the subscale of 

program and/or content standards and curriculum (+0.8) and the subscale of improve and 

increase teachers’ understanding and knowledge (+0.3). 
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Leadership 

 Instructional coaches worked collaboratively with their principals and took on leadership 

roles within their school buildings.  Respondents reported these leadership roles included being 

on building and district leadership teams, conducting classroom walkthroughs, taking charge of 

building initiatives, serving as a line of communication, and remaining focused on school goals.   

  OPI viewed leadership teams as being a main component for the grant to be a success 

and made it a requirement of schools to establish a leadership team. The CNA survey included 

instructional coaches as part of the Academic Leadership and District Leadership Teams.  

“School leadership team members supported and engaged in collaboration, facilitated 

communication, observed implementation, and helped establish systems to support data-based 

decision-making” (Roccograndi, 2020; p 33).    The CNA evaluated the implementation of these 

leadership teams.  According to the survey respondents, all the schools did form leadership teams 

and the members reported meeting monthly (47%), biweekly (27%), or weekly (25%).  This 

showed an increase from the previous year in that the teams were moving more towards meeting 

every two weeks compared to meeting monthly. 

 District Leadership Teams (DLT) were required of school districts where one school fed 

into another (eg: preschool and an elementary school, an elementary school and a middle school, 

or a middle school and a high school) in order to help support alignment of grant activities across 

the schools and the district.  Most district leadership team member survey respondents indicated 

that their teams met monthly (56%) or more frequently (33%).  District leadership team members 

reported in the survey responses that they engaged in various activities (Table 8).  The top 

activities that DLT took part in were analyzing and using school and district data and planning 

professional development. 
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Table 8: Frequency with Which District Leadership Team Member Spring Survey Respondents 
Reported Engaging in Activities (sorted most to least frequently used activities) 
District Leadership Team Activities Year Never/Rarely Sometimes Regularly/Always 
Analyze and use school-level data 2 4% 12% 84% 
 3 4% 20% 76% 
Engage in continuous improvement 
cycle 

2 4% 29% 67% 

 3 4% 29% 67% 
Analyze and use district-level data 2 8% 22% 70% 
 3 6% 28% 65% 
Align professional development to 
identified needs 

2 16% 33% 51% 

 3 10% 28% 62% 
Address at-risk student groups 2 14% 33% 53% 
 3 10% 30% 59% 
Analyze and use MLP 
comprehensive needs assessment 
data 

2 14% 39% 47% 

 3 9% 32% 59% 
Align interventions 2 16% 41% 43% 
 3 15% 30% 54% 
Align Pre-K-12 instructional 
framework 

2 14% 35% 51% 

 3 18% 34% 48% 
Align Pre-K-12 assessment systems 2 12% 37% 51% 
 3 14% 38% 47% 
Address academic leadership 
development 

2 14% 37% 49% 

 3 17% 36% 47% 
Address district policy procedures 
related to literacy 

2 18% 41% 41% 

 3 21% 36% 44% 
Align curriculum 2 18% 36% 46% 
 3 18% 39% 43% 
Analyze and use state-level data 2 18% 51% 31% 
 3 18% 38% 43% 
Align standards (horizontally and 
vertically) 

2 14% 44% 42% 

 3 24% 33% 42% 
Align academic RTI/MTSS system 2 24% 32% 44% 
 3 25% 35% 40% 
Address parent/family engagement 2 29% 37% 33% 
 3 13% 48% 39% 
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Align behavioral RTI/MTSS systems 2 32% 36% 32% 
 3 33% 29% 37% 
Address transitions 2 28% 41% 31% 
 3 16% 49% 35% 
Address trauma-informed practices 2 35% 35% 29% 
 3 18% 47% 35% 
Align Pre-K-12 school discipline 
approaches 

2 39% 29% 31% 

 3 29% 35% 35% 
Align Pre-K-12 SEL frameworks 2 36% 32% 32% 
 3 31% 38% 31% 
Address community engagement 2 35% 33% 31% 
 3 16% 53% 30% 
Address business community 
engagement 

2 51% 31% 18% 

 3 44% 34% 22% 
Address hiring/staffing issues 2 34% 42% 24% 
 3 42% 38% 20% 

Note: Rows may not sum to 100% due to rounding. Roccograndi, 2020 

All ten of the coaches interviewed described how they were part of building and/or 

district leadership teams.  They felt that part of what their job was to assist and serve on 

leadership teams to remain focused on school goals.  The coaches also reported on multi-facets 

of leadership other than being part of the leadership teams.  They perceived themselves as being 

a valued and respected leader in their buildings along with the belief that their staff felt the same.   

“A lot of times district-wide training was not clearly explained and teachers felt 
like it was just more busy work.  I would see the teachers’ frustration and quickly 
jump in to address the concerns.” (coach interview) 

“Part of my job is to make sure my vision is aligned with the principal so that we 
have super clear outcome expectations that the teachers can do.” (coaching 
webinar) 

The OPI included walkthroughs are part of leadership responsibilities to be conducted 

and data collected for the grant.  Principals and instructional coaches were to complete these 

walkthroughs. School leadership team members reported in the CNA that they were conducting 



68 
 
weekly walkthroughs more frequently (75%, +15% from previous year) compared to conducting 

them at least monthly (12%, -19% points from the previous year).  These walkthroughs were 

reportingly taking place regularly (36%, +1% point from previous year) or always (38%, -9% 

points from previous year).  During one of the coaching webinars, a coach shared out a positive 

for the past month was that she completed her walkthroughs, “I got all my walkthroughs done 

and by doing that it helped me plan for future professional develop along with knowing that there 

were some teachers I needed to follow-up with on how they were implementing exit tickets in 

their classroom.” 

Data Analyst 

 As a data analyst, instructional coaches had the goal to help impact instruction through an 

understanding of assessment data.  The survey responses indicated that the leadership teams were 

most frequently analyzing school and district data (Table 8).  As part of the grant, instructional 

coaches were to develop an understanding of the different types of data and the impact of each 

assessment, use data to inform and monitor progress, identify and support at-risk students, to use 

and understand Smarter Balanced Interim assessments, and identify evidence-based practices and 

resources. 

The CNA open-ended survey comments confirmed these findings.  It was indicated that 

district leadership team members were working on collecting, analyzing, and using data to 

engage in the continuous improvement cycle, find “holes in the program”, support English 

learner students, determine professional development needs, and monitor student learning.  It 

was also indicated that data collection and use were most sustainable activities in which the 

school leadership engaged in (Roccograndi, 2020). 
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 Instructional coaches reported that they were collecting and analyzing data from multiple 

assessments themselves along with helping and supporting teachers to understand their 

classroom data.  This collaboration provided staff members to have more ownership of their data 

and more efficacy in their data use to identify where students’ strengths and needs were. 

“I meet with each teacher to compare each month’s data for growth or decline.  We 
make plans together for next steps in coaching to help the teacher help their 
students.” (webinar) 

“I not only analyze student assessment data but I also work with my principal to 
analyze teacher data.  This teacher data helps me with my coaching cycles and helps 
him with professional growth plans for teachers based on their strengths and 
weaknesses along with their student performance.” (coach interview) 

As a data analyst, the instructional coaches reported how they were able to analyze 

teacher and student data to ensure that the classroom instruction is guided by student needs from 

the assessment data.  They feel they are instrumental in utilizing data to inform, guide, and drive 

academic instruction.  This provided a foundation for continuous school improvement and made 

staff aware of and themselves able to examine data to make improvements. 

Classroom Supporter 

 Utilizing the data from Education Northwest from the CNA, overall, school and district 

leadership teams supported activities that guided them to improve literacy instruction.  They 

established and facilitated two-way communication to engage collaboration in order to produce 

improvement.  Most school leadership teams had procedures and processes in place to make sure 

that there was transparence and allowed for communication and collaboration to take.  Through 

the grant, instructional coaches were to identify and support their school’s vision and goal 

through a shared responsibility and collaboration.  This collaboration was also referred to as 

relationship building among the staff surveyed.  Having collaboration, communication, and 
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meetings were viewed as being sustainable activities in which the school leadership team were 

engaged in implementing (Roccograndi, 2020). 

 Observing was defined in a coaching webinar as being the process of studying classroom 

activities to determine effective instructional strategies and student awareness.  Collaboration 

was when there was a partnership to build a relationship where improvements can take place.  

During this discussion, coaches revealed that they were mentoring teachers by listening, 

modeling, and providing feedback to accomplish supporting teachers and their classroom 

instruction. 

“I was a high school teacher so I have had to adjust my communication style to be 
more responsive to the elementary teachers in order to be able to earn their trust to 
collaborate with them by listening and connecting individually.” (coach interview) 

“Teachers openly ask me for help and I feel that they view me more as someone 
who is there to help and assist them in implementing best-practices into their 
classroom as opposed to them thinking that they will get in trouble if they show 
they need help.” (coach interview) 

“When I conduct classroom observations, it is not to evaluate teachers but to 
observe general trends in instruction and to identify if our school goal is being met.  
I then am able to offer help and encouragement to support them or praise and 
adoration.” (coach interview) 

 There was a consensus that the coaches felt confident that the classroom support that they 

provided to teachers increased teacher confidence.  Observations revealed that the coaches saw 

evidence of teachers becoming more aware of their own teaching abilities following the provided 

support.  Teachers expressed excitement to coaches for the coaching programs and expressed 

high interest in receiving future coaching support. 
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Professional Development Trainer 

 Developing school/district professional development plans, a goal set for the grant, were 

tied to the individual needs of each school.  Survey results revealed that almost all school staff 

members reported that their school has a professional development plan (93%, -1% point from 

previous year) and agreed that they are receiving ongoing professional development (91%, -1% 

point from previous year).  Almost of all the staff members supported the concept that the 

content of their professional development was tie to their local literacy plan (95%, -3% points 

from previous year).  From the written survey comments in the CNA, district leadership team 

members commonly reported that their professional development content varied based on data 

and their individual building action plans (Roccograndi, 2020). 

 It was reported in the surveys, webinars, and interviews that it was the instructional coach 

who was mainly designing, facilitating, and monitoring the job-embedded professional 

developments that were taking place in the school. They were assisting teachers with trainings 

that identified effective instructional learning and best practices that would promote and 

encourage student learning. 

“I always got the impression that teachers view me as the instructional expert 
because I am the one who puts on the majority of our trainings or follow-ups from 
our OPI trainings, when I actually feel like I am learning right with them.  Because 
I feel this way, I make sure that I am fully informed and prepared prior to every 
professional development training.” (coach interview) 

“In order to provide meaningful pd, I have needed to learn how to identify the shifts 
in teaching that would make the most difference in each classroom and then teach 
the teachers these without seeming condescending and a know-it-all.” (coach 
interview) 

“When I began as an instructional coach, at the beginning of this grant, I felt like 
what made me a good teacher didn’t necessarily make me a strong coach.  But I did 
find that planning professional development was energizing to me knowing I was 
helping teachers teach students.” (coach interview) 
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 Instructional coaches’ accounts of being a professional development trainer was to 

coordinate and facilitate learning experiences for staff along with designing the professional 

development opportunities in order to develop higher-level student learning and personal growth 

for the teachers.  It was reported that they felt they were able to conduct these professional 

development trainings because they attended best practices trainings provided by OPI and then 

were able to redeliver the sessions back to the teachers, ensuring all staff had the same 

knowledge base.  As the professional development trainer, instructional coaches demonstrated 

that they were supporting teachers develop an understanding of how to offer high quality 

teaching and learning and to help increase teacher capacity.  

What is the Relationship Between Instructional Coaching and Increased School Improvements  

Research question two addresses the correlation of instructional coaching programs being 

implemented in Montana schools that were involved in the MCLP grant in schools that 

demonstrated increased school improvements, according to the CNA.  The qualitative data of the 

CNA was utilized to determine which schools showed the highest rates of improvements and the 

coded responses and the emergent themes from the qualitative webinar recordings, coaching 

survey, and interviews are presented and supporting quotes are used to provide rich description 

and in-depth information that increases the credibility of this study.  Four themes emerged from 

the data collected and are provided in Table 9. The four themes have been organized in order 

from the most frequently to least occurring theme along with how many times the theme was 

found in each of the methods of discovery. 
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Figure 1: Map of Schools that Demonstrated Increased School Improvement 

 

 

Table 9: Instructional Coaches at High Improvement Schools; Frequency of Identified Themes 
Themes Survey 

Frequency 
Webinars 
Frequency 

Interviews 
Frequency 

Positive Relationship Between the Coach and the 
Principal 

20% 33% 47% 

Positive Relationship Between the Coach and 
Teachers 

19% 33% 48% 

Clear Expectations of Coaching Responsibilities 
with Structure and Organization 

18% 31% 51% 

Being Part of Data Collection and Analyzing 
Process 

16% 31% 52% 

 

Of the 58 schools across 21 school districts that were awarded the MCLP grant, ten 

schools’ CNA results had a mean score that was above all the subgrantees (Appendix D).  These 

schools, that demonstrated increased school improvement, were selected as the schools that the 

researcher conducted the coaching interviews.  The interviews gained the instructional coaches’ 

perceptions and insight of their roles and responsibilities.  The results indicated that by a coach 

having a positive partnership with the building principal, clear expectations of coaching 

responsibilities that have an organized structure, building positive relationships with their 
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teachers, and being part of the data collection and analysis process a coach can have an influence 

on improving the success of a school.  Success of a school is being defined as an increase in 

staffs’ belief the school district is providing for the needs of the students, employees, 

stakeholders, and community.  

Positive Principal Partnerships 

 Instructional coaches perceived themselves as being a valued and respected part of the 

administration team.  Being able to work closely with the building principal helped to provide 

support and professional development to their teachers. 

“My principal made me part of the administrative team and I feel that was a very 
important part to why I had success as a coach and our school was able to make 
gains in the CNA.  It gave me some authority to say that I was part of the admin 
team but at the same time the teachers knew I was always looking out for them.” 
(coach interview) 

“I feel my principal and I have kinda a team approach.  We both go into classrooms, 
we see what’s going, we talk to each other, and we work with the teachers and the 
students.  Our students and our staff have seen so much growth and I believe it 
comes down to this partnership.”  (coach interview) 

“Stepping into this position wasn’t easy at first but it was my principal that helped 
make it a success.  Week after week I kept going – going into classrooms, talking 
with teachers, looking at student data, but I didn’t know if anything was getting 
better.  It was the meetings with my principal that kept me consistently going.  Us 
working together made things get better.” (coach interview) 

 Instructional coaches also felt like this partnership served as a line of communication 

between the principal and the teachers.  It helped to provide proactive support within the 

buildings by creating a link, or a liaison, with teachers to have lines of communication opened 

and staff feeling their voices were being heard. 

“I could see when teachers were getting frustrated or teachers would just come 
straight to me to vent how they were feeling so I would go directly to my principal 
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to explain how the staff was feeling and we could work on some solutions to help.” 
(webinar) 

“A few of my teachers told me how they felt like I was the bridge between them 
and the principal and that made me really appreciate the relationship I have with 
our principal that I can take things from the teacher straight to him and we can have 
productive talks about what’s really going on in the building.”  (coach interview) 

“Many times, teachers openly ask me for help or support oppose to going to the 
principal because they feel like they might get in trouble if they ask.  They know, 
and I know, that I have a good working relationship with my principal so I can ask 
things or bring things up freely that might not be perceived as well coming from a 
teacher.  This positive relationship we have benefits so many.”  (coach interview)  

 While there was consistency from the coaches that they do not conduct observations of 

teachers for the purpose of evaluating them, they do use the data they collect from these 

observations to have conversations with their principals.  It is these conversations that provided 

the coaches a way to build best practices among their teachers. 

“My principal and I both do walk throughs but with different tools.  His is more 
evaluative and mine focuses more on highlighting positive behaviors.  Even though 
we have different tools, we are both seeing what is happening throughout the 
building in order to have conversations with each other about best practices in 
instruction.” (coach interview) 

“My teachers feel comfortable with me doing walkthroughs because they know I 
am only there to help.  But what helps me to help our building is when my principal 
and I get together to talk about our walkthroughs and compare notes in order to help 
our teachers with new initiatives that were being implemented.” (coach interview) 

Positive Relationships with Teachers 

 In addition to having a positive relationship built with their principal, the instructional 

coaches noted that they had to establish trusting, positive relationships with teachers to foster 

professional growth and development to achieve school success.  Findings showed that 

instructional coaches build this relationship through listening, being a mentor, and providing 
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feedback.  By having this positive relationship, coaches were able to increase the instructional 

skills of teachers and support effective implementation of building initiatives. 

“I have a plethora of suggestions and recommendations that I can give to teachers 
to improve their instructional delivery, but if I don’t have a relationship built with 
that teacher, my input goes nowhere and nothing will change.”  (coach interview) 

“A teacher’s experience with a coach should be one that inspires them to see things 
differently and that can only be accomplished when there is already a positive 
relationship built with that teacher.  Nothing enjoyable or actions that will produce 
change comes from negativity or bad attitudes.”  (coach interview) 

“Instructional coaches don’t just observe a classroom and tell the teacher what they 
did right or wrong.  Instead, they create an atmosphere that is going to empower 
the teacher to control their own learning with the coach helping and facilitating that 
process.  And that learning condition can only be there if there is a positive 
relationship already built.”  (coach interview) 

 Having teacher buy-in and acceptance of the instructional coach demonstrated to be a 

critical component needed for the coaches to feel that they were successful.  How the coach 

interpretated the teachers’ perceptions of them, in regard to their effectiveness, was critical to 

their relationship building. 

“When I was able to listen and be nonjudgmental with my teachers, I could tell our 
relationship was growing in a positive direction and in turn the teacher would listen 
more closely to what I would say.”  (webinar) 

“When a teacher is showing that they are willing to explore new concepts and are 
willing to learn from you, we both learn and grow together.”  (coach interview) 

“Teachers really seemed to like that I would come back to check in on them to see 
if they were utilizing what they learned and that seemed to impact the instruction.  
Real learning only happens when we can apply new knowledge or skills to our own 
personal experiences.  Once teachers realized I was there to help them I could see 
real learning happening.”  (coach interview) 
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Clear Expectations of Coaching Program 

 Instructional coaches reported finding clarity when they knew what was expected of 

them.  They felt like they could accomplish their job when they knew exactly what the 

administration thought their role as an instructional coach was supposed to be.  Having structure 

and organization in an instructional program showed to be a benefit for school improvement. 

“I believe that when coaches and principals define expected outcomes of the work 
we [instructional coaches] do, the greater our focus can be.” (webinar) 

“If we take what we know about looking at data, we can use data-driven decision 
making to ensure a successful coaching program by having accountability and 
tailored support in the coaching process when the coach knows what’s expected of 
them.” (coach interview) 

“We have to be really intentional about what’s happening in our buildings and how 
our coaching is impacting that.  When coaching expectations are put into place, the 
intention is there and I can successfully coach my teachers.”  (coach interview) 

 Besides coaches knowing what is expected of them, it was indicated that teachers need to 

know and be able to identify what effective coaching should include.  Implementing structure 

and having organization within coaching expectations, helped to clarify coaching roles to staff to 

help better understand the process. 

“To achieve our full potential as coaches, [coaching] programs must be designed to 
maximize the time we spend working with teachers to improve instruction and that 
can only happen when clear expectations are spelled out not to just to coaches by 
admin but to the teachers too.  They have to know what we are here to do.”  (coach 
interview) 

“Agreeing on coaching expectations upfront can build trust.  When there is an 
agreement and commitment to what a coach is to do between admin, coach, and 
teacher, it just sets the stage for building that understanding that leads to trust that 
leads to school success.”  (coach interview) 

“I’m a goal-orientated person and I quickly learned that to be an effective 
instructional coach there has to be goal-directed actions taking place.  Goals give 
direction to coaching and when the goals and actions of the coach matter to teachers 
those goals can propel the whole coaching process with staff.”  (coach interview) 
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Data Collecting and Analyzing 

 Instructional coaches were data driven and trained their teachers to be data informed.  The 

coaches collected student data from multiple sources, analyzed the data, and then used that data 

to help ensure that all students were progressing in their learning.  Teacher data was also being 

collected by the coaches to determine if effective teaching practices were being implemented.  

Being a major part of the process of data collecting and analyzing, allowed the coaches to help 

increase school success by being aware of student and teacher performance in order to increase 

growth. 

“Having a deep understanding of data and being part of the data process with my 
teachers gave me a foundation to work from to show continuous school 
improvements.  Being data driven and data informed made the entire staff aware of 
and able to examine student data in order to make improvements in each individual 
skill building needs.”  (coach interview) 

“As an instructional coach, I trained teachers on how to analyze their student data 
so that they were able to identify areas of weakness and strengths.  We then 
collaborated to create a PDSA [plan, do, study, analyze] that would impact the 
student learning and in turn impacted instruction.”  (webinar) 

“The biggest impact on our school success was providing teachers with the skills 
to be able analyze data and knowing how to disaggregate student data individually 
in order to target the specific needs of that students and then they were able to plan 
accordingly.”  (coach interview) 

 The instructional coaches also reported that they didn’t just serve as a data analyst but 

also as an instructor to teachers on how to analyze data.  By serving as a data coach, they were 

able to monitor the progress of the school but by serving as a data instructor, they were able to 

create teachers who are capable of organizing and analyzing their own classroom data.  This led 

to facilitating data conversations amongst staff and supporting teachers in using their data to 

improve instruction. 
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“I met with a high school teacher about using their MAP growth data.  I was able 
to teach how using that data can be for setting student goals.  We worked together 
as a team to create goal sheets for students and the teacher was so excited about 
using it.  I came back and the students were showing growth and it happened just 
because I knew how to analyze data, was able to teach the teacher how to analyze 
data to use to increase student performance.”  (coach interview) 

“When educators don’t have a clear picture and understanding of student data, they 
risk spending a lot of time on strategies that don’t address the real needs of their 
students.  This is where I came in and I help them to understand their classroom 
data in order to be more effective in what they do in their classroom.”  (coach 
interview) 

“I was able to teach my teachers on how to read their own istation data.  This data 
was our monthly progress monitoring data and so it was so important that they all 
knew how to understand it.  I was able to show them the different reports the 
program produces and what the difference between the reports were.  This helped 
the teachers get a clearer picture of where their students were.”  (coach interview) 

Procedures and Practices That Changed 

Research question three addresses the link between instructional coaching programs 

being implemented in Montana schools that were involved in the MCLP grant and the changes 

that occurred within their schools as a result of the support and resources provided by grant.  The 

coded responses and the emergent themes from the qualitative webinar recordings, coaching 

survey, and interviews are presented and supporting quotes are used to provide rich description 

and in-depth information that increases the credibility of this study.  Three themes emerged from 

the data collected and are provided in Table 10. The three themes have been organized in order 

from the most frequently to least occurring theme along with how many times the theme was 

found in each of the methods of discovery. 

Table 10: Changed Procedures and Practices; Frequency of Identified Themes 
Themes Survey 

Frequency 
Webinars 
Frequency 

Interviews 
Frequency 

Teachers Adopting and Developing New 
Teaching Practices 

25% 32% 44% 
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Positive Climate and Relationships Increased 
With the Productivity of Coaching 

23% 33% 44% 

Understanding and Implementation of the Data 
Collection and Analyzing Process 

23% 34% 43% 

 

 The instructional coaches’ results suggested that by building an effective coaching 

program through support and resources from OPI, they were able to notice and identify changes 

within their schools.  They were able to distinguish these changes mostly through their 

walkthroughs along with attending leadership and building meetings.  These changes were 

associated with the grant because the instructional coaches recognized and could name the 

changes from what they were able to implement from the support and resources within their 

staff. 

Teachers Adopting and Developing New Teaching Practices 

 The main objective of the MCLP grant was to build comprehensive programs to advance 

the literacy skills of all students within each school district that was awarded the funding.  These 

programs included best teaching practices in order to increase student learning.  The coaches 

described how they observed their teachers implementing the practices into their own 

classrooms.  They described the changes that occurred as the teachers were developing the 

strategies that were taught to them. 

“Walking into a classroom and hearing a student say “I love word walks” after 
providing training on doing Word Walks instead of Picture Walks and putting 
together an implementation plan [from a Helena training].  That left me with 
goosebumps and a lump in my throat knowing I had that impact in that classroom 
because of this grant.”  (webinar) 

“A teacher new to the district has taken immediate action and implemented the 
instructional strategies and foundational reading routines presented during our 
Friday team meeting.  She is reaping the rewards as her students are on their way 
to reading fluency.”  (webinar) 
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“Part of our goal was tweaking and fine-tuning our instructional routines and we 
were working specifically on blending routines.  During my walkthroughs I was 
able to see the teachers implementing them and so many teachers came to tell me 
how the kids are really understanding now.”  (coach interview) 

“We had had building leadership meetings before the grant but with the grant we 
were more focused.  We creating an action plan and then monitored, reflected, 
reviewed, and revised it depending on the input from our staff.  We were 
establishing goals that we could measure progress.  More productive decisions were 
being made and they were always getting communicated out to all staff.”  (coaching 
interview) 

 Instructional coaches believed that their teachers appreciated having conversations about 

their instruction and the new strategies being taught to them when they could receive 

constructive feedback without fear of it being an evaluation.  Following professional 

development trainings presented by the coaches, a common practice amongst the schools, was 

that teachers had time and opportunity to ask questions about the new strategies and to practice 

implementing them before being observed.  This practice of time was believed by the coaches to 

being a big part in how they were able to get implementation of the new skills by their teachers 

and was why they were able to see changes occur. 

“Coaching is like walking a tight-rope between providing support and having 
conversations to ensure teachers are truly learning the new strategies and truly 
implementing them.  All teachers have their own knowledge of effective practice 
and then they are being told sorry you have to change to this now.  I found that 
giving them time to try, share their thoughts with other teachers, and to ask 
questions before the principal or myself did a walkthrough really empowered them 
to carry out their own plans in the classroom which led to great implementation and 
change of practice which led to student growth.”  (coach interview) 

“Sometimes the quality of feedback was more important than quantity.  After a 
training, I would feel myself thinking I need to get in the classrooms right away 
and see how the teachers were doing but I soon found out that didn’t help them to 
start changing their practice.  What did start to help getting teachers to change their 
practice and to start implementing what I just trained them on, was time.  I gave 
them time to practice on their own, come ask me questions, try again – this proved 
to actually make an impact on the positive change in the teachers’ practice that took 
place.”  (coach interview) 
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Positive Climate and Relationships 

 Instructional coaching was reported as being more than just classroom experience and 

instructional expertise, but as being dependent upon positive relationships.  Through the 

guidance of the grant, the coaches were able to invest in the building of relationship in order to 

have that critical foundation for change. 

“Through the grant process and the making of time to have meetings, we were given 
time to debrief and reflect upon the guidance and support that I was giving my 
teachers.  This built a positive relationship amongst all of us to be able to be 
constructive on what we all were doing.”  (coach interview) 

“I found that collaboration was necessary in order to see our students progress and 
move forward.  The trainings I received as an instructional coach from OPI allowed 
me to foster that spirit of collaboration in my school producing a positive 
atmosphere to build.”  (coach interview) 

“The essential outcome from coaching is that teachers come up with their own 
solutions.  I was able to learn how to facilitate questioning and give nondirective 
suggestions to my teachers because of what I received from the grant.  Without this 
new skill I wouldn’t of been able to build positive relationships with my teachers 
that led to student growth.”  (coach interview) 

 Relationships were also built amongst the coaches who were involved in the grant.  These 

positive relationships showed to build coaches’ confidence that they then were able to take with 

them and apply to their own practices. 

“Instructional coaches were given protocols to guide our coaching cycles with staff 
and this support is what helped me to create collaboration that was nonthreatening 
and encouraged teamwork in my building.  I wouldn’t of been able to do that 
without the help and support from the other coaches in the grant.”  (coach interview) 

“Having the opportunity to meet in Helena and on the webinars helped me to create 
partnerships with other coaches.  We could have conversations supporting each 
other in what we were doing and we all listened and respected each other.  This 
gave me courage to go back to my school to do the same.”  (coach interview) 

“Before the grant, I would always find myself solving my teachers’ problems for 
them.  But after the trainings and then being able to meet with the other coaches, 
they all made me realize that if I solve their problems the teacher is less empowered 
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to address their issues and change won’t happen.  Having the backing of the other 
coaches, I knew I could change what I was doing in order to change what was 
happening in my building.”  (coach interview) 

 Part of building positive relationships within their schools came from the trainings that 

informed the coaches on the most current best practices and the research behind those practices.  

This provided the coaches with expertise and fostered their own confidence in order to facilitate 

change with their staff because it built the teachers’ trust in them. 

“Being able to provide the rationale on the why and the how of the professional 
development I was giving my teachers, built up my reputation with my staff.  This 
helped to build my relationships with them in a positive direction.”  (coach webinar) 

“My teachers knew I was going to Helena for trainings and was attending coaching 
meetings.  So, when I provided PD to them on new strategies, they knew I had 
already received training prior to teaching them.  The trainings and support gave 
me confidence in what I trained my teachers on but it also gave me teachers 
confidence in me.”  (coach interview) 

“I found myself having to change eight years of habits and coaching practices 
because I realized through our trainings, meetings, and coaching conversations all 
those coaches were right.  Time has changed and I had to change too.  Thanks to 
the relationships I built through this grant I am a better instructional coach and I am 
able to give my teachers and students what they need.”  (coach interview) 

Data Collections and Analysis 

 Data collection and analysis was present in the schools prior to the grant in one form or 

another.  However, the coaches explained that a change was seen during the time of the grant.  A 

bigger preference was placed on the importance of the data process which led to teachers 

learning and being involved in the process more.  The instructional coaches used their training in 

data collection and analysis to provide professional development to the teachers that produced 

change. 

“I worked with the teachers providing full communication of what I was doing with 
student data and then I was sharing why it was important and how that knowledge 
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could help them with their students.  This sharing of ideas, observations, thoughts, 
and expectations among the teachers, administration, and myself got everyone on 
the same page focusing on student achievement.  The teachers are now able to take 
complete control over their own classroom data with a deeper understanding.”  
(coach interview) 

“My teachers are flourishing now with an understanding of their student data.  It 
took time but it has been an amazing change in our building.  One of my teachers 
told me that she appreciated that although I might have had the expertise on 
working with data, I didn’t act like an expert but instead I was a partner.  Without 
the help and trainings from the grant, I wouldn’t of been able to make such an 
impact on how data was seen and being used throughout our school.  My teachers 
are now the data experts.”  (coach interview) 

“The teaching and collaboration that has happened with my teachers to develop 
their data knowledge has greatly changed and the teachers know where their 
students are academically at all times.”  (webinar) 

 Besides seeing changes in the teachers, the coaches reported how their practices changed 

because of the impact of the grant.  They were providing more trainings on data (what it is, the 

assessments being used to gain student data, how to read the data, how to dig deeper into the 

data, how to use that data to affect student growth) and they also were implementing the ideas 

from OPI themselves.  The instructional coaches presented school-wide data differently along 

with how classroom data was being shared out. 

“I created a data board that is present at all our data meetings.  This has helped 
teachers to look at the data and helped them to use their data to guide instruction.”  
(webinar) 

“Because of all the data trainings, how I run our monthly, grade-level data meetings 
has changed.  Each teacher now presents their own classroom data and discusses 
what is being done with each group of students to help increase student 
performance.  The teachers then use time to collaborate with each other to give 
ideas on how to reach students they may be struggling with.  It’s not just me getting 
in front of the group talking about the data I’m displaying, it’s them [teachers] now 
that are able to talk about it themselves.”  (coach interview) 

“I would say our grade-level teams are now more of collaborative teams that meet 
monthly just to analyze data, review student work, and they work together to create 
lesson plans.  This is a huge, positive change that has had really impacted our 



85 
 

teachers and changed their perspectives on data to really having an impact on their 
students’ achievement.”  (coach interview) 

Summary of Findings 

 Significant findings were found in regards to instructional coaches that were employed in 

Montana school districts that received funding from the MCLP grant.  Question one, involving 

the ways in which instructional coaching was being implemented in the schools, explained the 

variety of roles the coaches took on throughout the districts.  Results from this question indicated 

that the instructional coaches were perceived as being in leadership position, involved with data, 

supported the classrooms, and was a professional development trainer.  All the MCLP schools 

employed instructional coaches throughout the time of the grant and while they were in different 

geographic regions throughout Montana, the data showed that the coaches were showing 

similarities in the roles they were performing in.   

 While all schools receiving funding from the MCLP showed some growth in school 

success, ten schools demonstrated growth throughout the CNA questions establishing a greater 

proportion of growth overall.  The coaches from these schools participated in interviews to add 

significant data to answer question two, finding alignment between coaching implementation and 

increased school success.  Relationships surfaced as the top two believed reasons for why their 

schools were able to demonstrate success from the grant funding with principal relationships 

coming ahead of having positive relationships with teachers.  In addition, the coaches revealed 

that when they were given clear expectations of what their coaching responsibilities included 

along with having some outlined structure and organization to the coaching program, they were 

able to do their jobs more effectively in order to increase school success.  Being part of the data 

collection and process of analyzing the data led the coaches to having more of an impact on their 
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school because they were able to stay informed on the progress of their teachers and students’ 

performances. 

 Research question three findings indicated the instructional coaches were able to make 

significant changes in teacher practices and school procedures from their trainings they received 

during MCLP.  The most significant change was in teachers implementing the new strategies 

being taught to them.  The teachers showed that they were adopting best teaching practices and 

developing those strategies effectively in their instruction.  Relationships and positive school 

climate also emerged in question three.  The instructional coaches reported how the atmosphere 

of their schools were able to show a positive change from the grant implementation.  It was also 

noted consistently from the coaches that data collection and analysis also showed positive 

change throughout their schools.  The prevailing changes occurred in teacher understanding and 

use of student data along with the coaches observing changing in their own practice with data 

sharing.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS 

 This chapter offers a summary, discussions, and recommendations.  It includes a 

summary of the research that sought to discover a connection between highly effective schools 

and instructional coaches involved in a grant program that provided instructional coaches with 

support and training, discussion about the key points that were revealed from the research, and 

recommendations for future research on instructional coaching programs. 

Summary 

 Research question one addressed the multiple ways in which instructional coaches were 

being implemented within the Montana schools that received the MCLP funding.  The results 

indicated that the instructional coaches provided their schools with leadership roles and 

responsibilities, were involved with student and staff data, supported the practices in the 

classrooms, and were the providers of professional development. 

 Research question two focused on discovering the relationship between how the 

instructional coaches were being utilized within the schools that demonstrated an increase in 

their school improvements to be a successful school.  The results revealed that the instructional 

coaches showed to have positive relationships with their principal that proved to be a working 

partnership, along with positive relationships with their teachers that showed to be part of a 

collaboration team, benefited from knowing exactly what was expected from them as a coach 

along with having some structure and organization to their coaching practices, and being a 
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crucial component to the data collection and analysis process in order to gain a complete 

understanding of their students and staff. 

 Research question three sought to find out what procedures and practices the instructional 

coaches were able to change as a result of the training and support they received from the MCLP 

grant.  The results uncovered that the coaches were able to change and had an impact of the 

strategies and practices being used the teachers, they were able to see changes in the 

relationships among the staff and a positive climate building within their schools, and they were 

able to observe changes in the teacher involvement in data process and in their own connection 

to the process of data collection and analysis. 

Discussion 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the perception of the instructional coaches that 

were in the schools that received the MCLP resources, support, and training and how that had an 

impact on their practices, their schools, and their teachers’ practices.  This section of the chapter 

concentrates on the three overarching assertions that developed from the study.  The assertions 

are: 1) Relationships; 2) Teacher Pedagogy; 3) Data (shown in Table 11).  Table 11 shows how 

the assertions emerged from the three different questions and the frequency that occurred in the 

collected data associated with each theme. The assertions were ranked from the most common to 

the least common across the three research questions.  The findings from the research were 

presented in the previous chapter to provide the individual characterizations of the data from 

each research question in order for this chapter to discuss the assertions found from the entirety 

of the data. 
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Table 11: Themes From Instructional Coaching That Formed Assertions  
                                                           Assertion 1: 

Relationships 
Assertion 2: 

Teacher 
Pedagogy 

Assertion 3: 
Data 

Question 1: In what ways is instructional coaching implemented in Montana schools 
involved in the MCLP grant? 

Theme 1: Leadership 110   

Theme 2: Data Analyst   99 

Theme 3: Classroom Supporter  90  

Theme 4: Professional 
Development Trainer 

 83  

Question 2: What is the relationship between instructional coaching implementation and 
increased school improvements, as demonstrated in the CNA, within MCLP school 

districts? 

Theme 1: Positive Relationship 
Between the Coach and the 
Principal 

90   

Theme 2: Positive Relationship 
Between the Coach and Teachers 

84   

Theme 3: Being Part of Data 
Collection and Analyzing Process 

  61 

Question 3: What procedures and practices were the instructional coaches able to change 
when implementing the effective MCLP coaching strategies and resources? 

Theme 1: Teachers Adopting and 
Developing New Teaching 
Practices 

 109  

Theme 2: Positive Climate and 
Relationships Increased with the 
Productivity of Coaching 

97   

Theme 3: Understanding and 
Implementation of the Data 
Collection and Analyzing Process 

  77 

TOTAL  
of Data Points Per Assertion 

381 282 237 
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Relationships 

 Principals are often the main component to supporting instructional coaches within a 

school.  The principal and the coach should be coordinating their work together in order to 

support instructional improvements (Gibbons et al., 2019).  This study supports this theory, and 

the coaches who reported having principals who valued the influence of a coach had greater 

success with their coaching practices.  They felt like the support from OPI helped to build this 

understanding and relationship.  It was suggested that OPI’s involvement trained the principals in 

how to best utilize their instructional coach to improve teacher instruction and student growth.  

The coaches from the ten schools that showed a high increase in school achievement all 

responded having consistent conversations with their building principal and how the 

conversations were focused on activities with the most potential to grow best practices with their 

teachers. 

 Relationship building with teachers is perhaps another important part to ensure a positive 

impact of coaching on teaching (Gessnitzer & Kauffeld, 2015; Knight, 2019; Kraft et al., 2018) 

and that was indicated throughout this study.  When positive relationships are built and in place 

within a coaching program, teachers are prepared and ready to be open to new strategies, to be 

observed by their coach, and to receive feedback on their teaching.  Teachers who have 

established that positive coaching alliance tend to show greater growth in their instruction than 

teachers who have negative relationships with their coach (Wehby et al., 2012).  Building this 

positive relationship with teachers involves coaching strategies and knowing how to build those 

relationships.  The instructional coaches in this study all expressed how they were able to receive 

this type of training and support during the time of the MCLP grant. 
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 Developing a coaching network also proved to be a vital relationship that contributed to 

the instructional coaches being able to make positive changes within their schools.  This finding 

did not correlate directly to the research questions; however, it did prove to show high 

frequencies in the findings.  The webinars, meeting together at the conferences, and being 

provided the contact information of the coaches involved in the grant developed a relationship 

amongst those coaches.  It gave them an expansive coaching circle that provided emotional 

support to share their personal coaching stories of the positives and the struggles that were taking 

place in their schools.  This coaching network also alleviated the pressure to always know the 

answers to situations by giving the coaches peers to reach out to asking for resources, materials, 

and even the encouragement as thought-partners to help resolve what they were dealing with. 

Teacher Pedagogy  

 The results identified that professional development given by the instructional coaches 

greatly benefited the teachers and was seen in the changes of the teachers’ pedagogy.  The 

teachers were implementing the new skills being taught by the coaches.  It was shown that the 

training and support provided by the coaches assisted the teachers in attaining the new concepts 

and the utilizing of the new strategies that OPI, principals, and coaches felt would increase 

teacher and student learning.  Instructional coaches that develop efficient professional 

development techniques will enhance teacher commitment to research-based practices (Killion, 

2012; Knight, 2019).  The findings in this study supported that idea and the coaches felt that they 

were able to move and increase their teachers’ skills in obtaining a higher level of best-teaching 

practices implementation. 
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 The instructional coaches were able to assist their teacher with being intentional with the 

different parts of teaching practices, which led to having a positive effect on the teaching 

pedagogy of their staff.  In order to show progress or make change in pedagogical expertise, a 

commitment to not only acquiring knowledge has to happen, but one must also intentionally 

practice to make improvements (Colvin, 2019; Ericsson, 2016).  The instructional coaches were 

able to provide their teachers a context in which they could isolate and develop the best-practices 

being taught to them in order to implement them in their classroom. 

Data 

 The results indicated that a dominant approach in which the instructional coaches had a 

positive impact on their schools and their teachers was through the analysis of data to identify 

strengths and weaknesses.  A main focus amongst all the coaches was them having an 

understanding of student data along with helping their teachers understand how the data analysis 

findings have a relationship to instruction.  This data understanding of the teachers being able to 

read and interpret their data led to the teachers modifying their instructional strategies to improve 

student learning.  The coaches assisted and supported their teachers with the gathering, 

analyzing, and interpreting student data on an individual basis, as grade-levels, and building-

wide to determine areas of needed improvement. 

 Instructional coaches must be data analyzers in order to ensure that the instruction being 

provided by teachers is guided by student needs and assessments (Killion & Harrison, 2010).  

The instructional coaches all specified ways in which they disseminated or displayed the student 

data that was collected.  Some coaches set up and maintained data rooms or data walls displaying 

building-wide data while others had data notebooks or folders.  These all assisted both the 
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coaches and the teachers with instructional delivery and assessing student progress.  The rooms 

and folders were being utilized to help create lessons, adjust lessons, and to implement the best-

practice strategies being taught to meet the needs of the students.   

 Data collection went beyond just student data, the instructional coaches also gathered and 

analyzed data of their teachers through observing and conducting walk-throughs to evaluate the 

instructional practices being implemented in the classrooms.  The coaches were able to observe 

their teachers and then provide specific feedback with recommendations for instructional 

improvements.  This data provided the coaches with a way to evaluate the acquisition of 

knowledge by the teachers from their trainings and how the changes in teacher practice were 

affecting student learning. 

 One finding that did not fall into the three assertions was coaches’ accountability.  

Having clear expectations of what their coaching responsibilities were and having structure and 

organization to the coaching program also showed high frequencies in the schools with high 

success.  It was indicated that when coaches are held accountable to what was expected of them, 

they were able to spend more time working with teachers to support and improve their 

instruction rather than coaching activities that had less potential on improving teacher practice 

and student learning.  District leaders, principals and coaches need to discuss how their coaching 

expectations of working directly with teachers on duties related to instructional improvements 

can be accomplished through structuring their time with teachers, in classrooms. 

Based on these discussions, it might be tempting to conclude that the execution of this 

grant was flawless and there were only positive results reported from all the instructional 

coaches.  However, the purpose of this research was to uncover if by providing resources and 
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support to instructional coaches there would be increased school effectiveness; because of this, 

the researcher focused and reported on what was working for the coaches, the teachers, and the 

schools.  During the coaching webinars, coaches did demonstrate commonalities in their 

frustrations towards teachers not willing to work with them along with having to deal with 

student behavioral issues and teachers who they had to focus their efforts on classroom 

management before they could assist with teacher instruction. 

This research was conducted within 58 schools, 21 school districts, in Montana and the 

majority of the schools were rural while most were on or near Indian Reservations.  This may 

seem to limit the application of the research results; however, the findings can be applied to any 

school district that has an instructional coach wanting to improve or continue the position.  The 

researcher moved beyond examining just what the coaches did and closely examined the 

coaches’ lived experiences and the intricacies of their role in their school’s performance to find 

what could be replicated in other schools.  The support and resources provided by the grant 

proved to be the stepping stone to uncovering what schools can do to improve instructional 

coaching to show an increase in teacher and student performance.  

Recommendations 

 Many districts have chosen to invest in instructional coach positions and while there is a 

multitude of research studies that point to strong evidence on how coaching can increase the 

quality of instruction and improve student achievement, adding the position alone is not enough.  

More research needs to be conducted on how to support and develop instructional coaches so 

that teachers and students can truly thrive from a coaching position.  Thinking about this type of 

framework, there are two recommendations for future research: research on schools that show 
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little to no school improvements and to continue the research into what types of support and 

resources are needed by instructional coaches in order to support teacher instruction. 

Future research might want to study schools with instructional coaches where little to no 

school improvement is found.  These results could be correlated with what has proven to work.  

This would be beneficial at a district level in order to build a strong coaching program between 

superintendents, principals, coaches, and teachers.  A lot is gained by looking at the strengths of 

a program but even more could be discovered by weaknesses and figuring out how to remedy 

them. 

Instructional coaches perform multiple duties within their schools and those duties can 

vary from school to school.  If coaches have the most impact on student improvement through 

supporting teachers in improving their instruction, continued research on how coaches spend 

their time would be beneficial.  More studies should be done to examine the impact on school 

improvement with coaches who consistently work and engage teachers in coaching activities that 

show a higher potential of supporting teachers compared to spending their time on activities that 

have less potential for student and teacher growth.  This type of research would add to how to set 

up expectations of a coach to have an effective coaching program. 

Funding for school districts goes through cycles, coaching positions maybe in abundance 

now because school districts have the available funding to implement that position.  But what 

happens when funding decreases and cuts have to be made?  Instructional coaches and district 

leaders who rely on their coaches will need to be able to persuasively argue the positive impact 

coaching has on schools, teachers, and students.  Further research that illuminates how coaching 
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is a fundamental part of making instructional improvements can then have the potential to 

influence student performance. 
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Coaching Survey 2. D  

Responses 

 

Coaching Survey 2.0 

Please respond to the following questions to register with the Montana Coaching Network 

 

Name 

Short answer text 
 

School/District -k 

Shon answer text 
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Email 

Short answer te.<t 
Mailing Address 

Short ansl.ver text 
 

Position 

Site Coach 

Administration/Leadership 

State Team Member 

OPI Grant 

 MCLP 

MPDG 

Title 1 School Support 

Years coaching or supporting a coach 

Short answer text 
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Coaching Experience 

Please list any coaching models you have experience with; Jim Knight, Coach's Handbook etc. 

Short answer text 
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MCLP Instructional Coach Interview Questions 

Looking back at the five years of the implementation of the MCLP grant; 

1. What changes in teachers have you observed as a result of you implementing the support 

and resources provided to you by OPI? 

2. What changes in your school have you observed as a result of you implementing the 

support and resources provided to you by OPI? 

3. What factors do you believe contributed to successful coaching? 

4. What factors do you believe were barriers to successful coaching? 

5. What changes to the coaching program do you believe should be made in order to make 

the process of instructional coaching more effective? 
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