
Peer Coaching Overview
 “It is time for our education workforce to engage in learning the way other professionals do—continually, collaboratively, and on the job—to address common problems and crucial challenges where they work.” Former North Carolina Governor James Hunt (Darling-Hammond, 2009, p. 2)

The demand for teachers to adopt innovative practices has never been greater.  Business, political, and educational leaders want teachers to adopt pedagogies, and integrate technology, in ways that will help students meet academic standards and develop 21st century skills.  Demands for accountability, in the form of standardized tests which are used to measure schools and perhaps teachers, have made the pressure for improvement more intense.  

Unfortunately, teachers have been given very little support to adopt these new practices.  Stephen Fink -the Executive Director of University of Washington’s Center for Educational Leadership- insists that American educational and political leaders act as if we can help the vast majority of teachers to get better “… with a limited amount of training.  Nothing could be further from the truth” (Shaw. 2011).  The problem here isn’t simply quantity it’s also rooted in the quality of training.  After reviewing the state of professional development in American schools, Governor Hunt’s scorching conclusion is that, “Teachers lack time and opportunities to view each other’s classrooms, learn from mentors, and work collaboratively…The support and training they receive is episodic, myopic, and often meaningless” (Darling-Hammond, 2009, p. 2).  Other research supports this conclusion.
Developing 21st Century Skills Requires 21st Century Professional Learning 
Over the last twenty five years Bruce Showers and Beverly Joyce have assessed the impact of training on teachers’ classroom practice. They reported that most professional development focused on learning theory and how to put theory into practice. Teachers use this kind of learning in their classroom practice no more than 15% of the time (Joyce & Showers, 1994; Showers, Murphy & Joyce, 1996; Showers & Joyce, 2002). 

	Type of Training
	Classroom Application

	Theory +
	5-10%

	Practice +
	10-15%

	Coaching, Study Teams, 
Peer Visits
	80-90%


The professional development available to many teachers may be inadequate, but research and experience is giving us clearer picture of what makes professional learning effective. A recent study of professional learning argues that effective professional learning is intensive, ongoing, focused on the classroom and occurs during the teachers’ workday (Darling-Hammond, 2009). Other research tells us that context is critical. Learning in context means learning in the classrooms where teachers practice their craft and focusing on classroom activities that will help these educators meet their students’ needs (Elmore, 2004).  

The table below offers a quick snap shot of what research tells us about effective professional learning and how Peer Coaching aligns with that research. 

	Research
· Job embedded

· Intensive, Ongoing

· Connected to practice

· Builds strong working relationships among teachers

· Connected to other school initiatives


	Peer Coaching

· Job embedded

· Intensive, Ongoing

· Based on classroom needs

· Highly collaborative

· Aligned with school educational goals



	Fullan, M. (2001, 2008); Darling-Hammond, L. Wei, R. Andree, A. Richardson, N. Orphanos (2009); Barber, M. & Mourshed, M. (2007); Elmore, R. (2004).


Governor Hunt’s summary of this research points the way towards improved professional learning, and thus teaching:  professional learning is most effective when educators routinely collaborate with trusted colleagues to solve problems they face in their classrooms. Showers and Joyce’s research supports this form of professional learning.  By adding reflection and ongoing collaboration to theory and practice, teachers adopt new practices nearly 90% of the time.  You may find this video provides additional information on the research about effective professional learning.
Why Peer Coaching?

We have already seen that coaching aligns well with what research tells us about highly effective professional learning, but what do coaches do? Peer Coaches assist their colleagues to develop the skills and instructional strategies needed to offer students learning activities that will prepare them for college and career. Coaches help teachers adopt innovative practices; they are a catalyst for change. 
The world’s top-performing school systems already understand the power of coaching. A study of these highly effective schools found that they all created that conditions that enabled teachers to learn from one another by providing time and support for educators to co-plan learning activities, observe each other teach, and reflect on what they saw. They also recognized that effective collaboration requires a catalyst. All the top school systems, “… recognize that if you want good teachers, you need to have good teachers train them, and this requires focused one-on-one coaching in the classroom” (Barber & Mourshed, 2007, p. 28). 

What is required to put these principles of effective professional learning into practice? Collaborating with a peer to focus on classroom needs sounds like a pretty daunting task to educators who are not part of a school culture that emphasizes collaboration. It is even more foreign to educators who have no real experience collaborating on issues that are at the heart of improving teaching and learning. In America, and many other countries around the world, too many teachers work in isolation and do not have meaningful experiences with collaboration. Putting these principles of professional learning intro practice in this environment means educators need a successful experience collaborating with a colleague that encourages continued collaboration aimed at improving teaching and learning. 

 As the study of the world’s best school systems notes, Peer Coaches can play a critical role in meeting these needs.  They play the role of catalyst and they have the skills to facilitate successful collaboration. 

Coaches Roles and Relationships

Peer Coaches help colleagues in their schools by: 

· Providing timely training or resources;

· Co-planning learning activities:

· Modeling effective teaching:

· Observing colleagues and reflecting on what they observed.

· Playing no role in teacher evaluation. 

By playing these roles, coaches encourage ongoing educator collaboration focused on improving student learning and help schools to develop the capacity to meet their professional learning needs.

Well prepared coaches undergo significant, ongoing professional learning to develop the range of coaching skills essential for successful coaching, and they continue to collaborate with other coaches to reflect on their coaching practice to further develop their skills as peer coaches. As a result of this training and experience, coaches develop a knowledge base that helps them facilitate collaboration aimed at improving student learning. Effective coaches strive to ensure the assistance they provide is: 

· Personalized

· Manageable

· Friendly

· Supportive

Collaboration may seem like a vague, almost foreign concept to many teachers. Yet a peer coach can be a catalyst who structures effective collaboration. One of the first stages in coaching is a discussion between coaches and their colleagues to understand their needs and the focus of their collaboration. These needs may center on content, instructional strategies, assessment, or how to enhance learning by integrating technology into active, engaging learning activities. Once they understand these needs, coaches help colleagues by providing the support their peers need. In other words, effective coaching is highly personalized.  In each and every case it is the teacher’s needs that drive and shape the collaboration between teacher and coach. The coach’s response to those felt needs is what makes coaching so precise, valuable, and likely to lead to improved teaching and learning (Foltos, 2013). 

Effective coaches also are good at gauging their learning partner’s capacity for innovation.  They know their peers need to see change as manageable. Whether the innovation is the integration of technology, or the adoption of new pedagogy, the learning partner needs to believe that with support he or she is capable of successfully adopting the innovation.  Pushing too hard may lead the collaborating teacher to shut down the coaching relationship and revert to the current practices. Coaches may need to encourage small steps, because successful small steps lead to more steps toward innovation (Foltos, 2013).

The roles Peer Coaches play matter. But coaches’ success stems even more directly from how they play these roles. Linda King, a peer coach from Yakima, Washington gives us insight into the critical importance of the relationship between a coach and a peer in determining the impact of coaching. With the trust of their peers, she concluded, “Successful coaches encourage teachers to share what they do know--and to share what they do not know.”   Having a coach-a trusted, skilled colleague who is down the hall when needed-provides teachers with the kind of safety net that encourages them to take risks to improve learning. How does a coach build such a trusting relationship?

Before they begin to learn about coaching, many Peer Coaches assume that they need to be the “expert” - the person who has the answer colleagues need. Experienced coaches have found that few teachers want someone coming into their classroom to tell them what to do and how to do it.  Coaches don’t need to have “the answer” to be effective. Successful coaches are personally and professionally friendly.  They are often co-learners, learning as much from their colleagues as they teach them. 

Teachers have to see the coach as someone who is there to support them and help them improve in ways the teachers are ready to accept. One key strategy coaches use to be supportive is to rely on inquiry. Instead of providing answers effective coaches are skilled at asking questions that encourage more thinking. As one coach noted, “I think I could have answered all the questions my peers have raised, but I don’t.  Instead I rely on questions to get them to think more deeply about their issue.  When they come up with an answer it’s their answer” (Foltos, 2013). Australian Peer Coaches insist that powerful probing questions encourage teachers to think more deeply about the issues they face in practicing their craft, and this reflective strategy is the key to improving learning activities and student learning. Inquiry helps educators develop the capacity to improve teaching and learning.
Coaching and Systemic Improvement

In the early stages of any school’s coaching program coaches typically work with one or two teachers while they are learning the craft of coaching.  With time, experience, and support from their school’s leadership Peer Coaches can play a broader role facilitating collaboration aimed at improving student learning in classrooms across the school. 
Schools that have embraced coaching have seen peer coaches produce a ripple effect throughout their schools. “In my first year of coaching,” says Maureen McCauley, a coach in Flagstaff, Arizona, “I was meeting formally with one second-grade teacher, who was sharing our conversations and ideas with another, nearby second-grade teacher... In my second year of coaching, I continued to work with the original two collaborating teachers and added grade-level teams that I helped coach. Both of the original collaborating teachers have gone on to become Peer Coaches...”   This story from Flagstaff is far from an isolated example.   More than 80% of the principals in Washington State schools involved in coaching reported that coaching increased collaboration school-wide.  As on principal observed, “This was a model for other grade level teams on the benefits of collaboration and peer coaching” (Liston, et al., 2008, p. 51).

Coaches and principals in many innovative schools have realized the power of coaching and aligned the coaches’ work with efforts to build their school’s collective capacity to improve. Coaches in Apache Junction, Arizona, worked with teachers in their schools to create a concrete norm that describes 21st century teaching and learning.  Coaches and their learning partners use their norm when they co-plan learning activities or reflect after observations.  There are other rewards from creating and using a clearly defined goals for teaching and learning.  Defining this norm creates a common language that fuels collaboration.  
Coaches at many schools have helped peers in professional learning teams to develop and use a variety of communication and collaboration skills, such as paraphrasing, probing questions, or the use of protocols to structure safe discussions focused on student learning. Developing these skills fosters more effective collaboration in the learning team and helps develop a school’s collective capacity to improve teaching and learning.  One example points to the impact a coach can have with a teacher team.

Tina Jada, in Apache Junction, is head of math department and a Peer Coach.  She has used her coaching skills to remake the department into a PLC.  Jada realized her team “…all worked really hard, but weren’t always working toward the same goal.  To get all of their arrows pointing in the same direction,” her PLC meets weekly to look at student data, and discuss strategies to assure they reach every student. She uses active listening and paraphrasing to ensure they know everyone’s voice is heard and has encouraged her peers to do the same. She works to build relationships by celebrating when things go well, and models risk talking by sharing when things she tried didn’t succeed. In the beginning “…teachers thought working in a team meant more time and effort; just one more thing to add to their plate.  Now,” Jada insists, “they understand the value of collaboration; better ideas, better products, and less work in the long run.”  Another indicator of success Jada notes, is her peers “…willingness to ask for help when things aren’t going right” (Foltos, 2015).  

Peer Coaching Program Impact
The precisely focused collaboration Peer Coaches offer produces results. As Tran Duc Thinh, a high school teacher in Ho Chi Minh City, who collaborated with a coach, observed, “Using the Peer Coaching model my colleagues were ready to take me step by step through a project and answer all my questions. Gradually, I became able to organize… a project so that every student is involved in learning and sees how to explore that knowledge by themselves.”

Mary Knight, Flagstaff’s Director of Technology, agrees with Thinh that coaching works because it focuses on the needs of teachers. Knight insists Coaches are successful because they align their work with other instructional goals so coaches and collaborating teachers don’t see Peer Coaching as a separate goal. Finally, she believes Peer Coaching is the “…best way to move towards 21st Century Skills development, particularly because coaches focus on lesson improvement” (Huston & King-George, 2010).  Evaluations of state-wide coaching programs reveal other benefits to investing in Peer Coaching.

Washington State uses a combination of quantitative and qualitative tools in its evaluation of Peer Coaching, and its program evaluation provides quantitative evidence that teachers who collaborated with coaches reported that they were more willing to take risks and try out innovative approaches to learning because they had a trusted peer who was just down the hall when needed. Teachers who collaborated with coaching reported they were beginning to change the way they taught and students learned.  As one teacher noted, “The students’ learning has been affected positively with the work I have done with my peer coach… instruction has become more student-centered and less teacher-centered” (Liston, & Ragan, 2009, p.81).  The principal of a school using coaches noted the same sort of transformation when he insisted, “I truly believe that student achievement increases through this program [Peer Coaching] …especially in the area of critical thinking and problem solving” (Liston & Ragan, 2009, p. 85).

Program evaluators in Wisconsin saw some of the same positive results from Peer Coaching.  Seventy one percent of participants in Wisconsin’s coaching program felt coaching made a significant impact on their ability to use technology to promote critical thinking and problem solving, engage students in learning, and improve academic curricula (Ley, 2011).  The evidence that coaching was improving learning went far beyond feelings.   Program staff gathered samples of classroom learning activities from teachers who worked with coaches before they had any significant experience collaborating with their coach. More than 70% of the learning activities collected scored at a “low level” when examined for cognitive challenge, inquiry, collaboration and the level of technology use.   After one year working with a coach evaluators found that nearly 60% of these educators’ learning activities were “High Quality” (Ley, 2011).

Peer coaches can be a powerful catalyst for professional learning. Coaching can be a cost effective form of professional development. But to be successful coaches need two things. Coaches need careful preparation and ongoing professional learning opportunities. They also need support and resources from their school and school district. 
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