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ABSTRACT 

Both instructional coaching and job-embedded 

professional development have tremendous potential to 

positively impact teacher practice and student learning. As 

an Elementary Math Specialist in the Kent School District, I 

wondered how we could capitalize on both of these assets, 

in order to maximize the benefits of both. I examined the 

impact of supporting instructional coaches through the 

creation of a collaborative community structure, similar to 

a professional learning community.  All coaches receiving 

this support were involved in leading math lab work at 

their own buildings, so we used that shared context as an 

opportunity to support coaches in developing their own 

coaching practice. What I found were several components 

that seemed to positively impact coaches’ growth. These 

fell under four major themes: relationships, beliefs and 

identity, craft (practice and skills), and support structures. 

From these findings, I want to seek ways to integrate 

these components into future support structures we 

provide for coaches, as well as advocate for the future 

implications of this type of professional development. 

WHY COACHING? 

One of the most important factors affecting 

student learning and achievement is directly connected to 

the skills and decisions made by the teachers in their 

classrooms. If we believe that effective teaching is a 

collection of skills that can be cultivated and learned, 

what does that learning process look like? How do teachers 

grow in their teaching practice, and ultimately become 

more effective in supporting student learning? There is an 

increasing belief among school leadership that 

instructional coaching can be a powerfully effective 

means of growing teacher practice, and ultimately 

improving student learning.  

“Coaching is a critical component in supporting the 

implementation of effective teaching practices. Providing, 

supporting, and involving mathematics coaches or 

specialists are not luxuries if the goal of the school or 
district is to ensure mathematical success for all students.” 

(NCTM, 2014). 

With this belief in mind – that instructional coaches can 

play a critical role in developing and supporting teachers 
practice – we must ask how coaches develop their own 

skills, and seek ways to support that growth.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

How do coaches grow in their practice? 

How does the professional development cycle of Math Labs 

also support instructional coaches’ learning and 

development? 

METHODS 

We developed a structure for coaches to enhance 

their practice by creating a collective focus on coaches as 

learners. We have referred to this as a “Coaches’ 

Collaborative”. Within the Coaches Collaborative, we 

focused on four key areas: math content understanding, 

beliefs about teaching and learning, instructional practice, 

and coaching skills. 

FINDINGS 

Four major themes emerged from our work with 

coaches this year, in regards to what is necessary to 

support coaches’ growth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Relationships Matter 

The constant in all meaningful 

learning and growth. Trust and 

communication at the base of 

these relationships. 

Teacher and Coach 

Administrator and Coach 

Specialists and Coach 

 

Supported by: 

 -structures of side by side learning 

-shared vision casting 

1. -making practice public 

Beliefs Matter 

The identity of a coach, or what it 

means to be a math coach. 

The agency of a coach, or the 

belief that what they do can 

impact teacher learning and 

ultimately improve student 

learning. 

The opportunity for reflection on 

one’s practice is critical to the 

development and refinement of 

these beliefs. 

 

Craft Matters 

 

The opportunity to learn about and 

practice aspects of: 

Effective coaching skills 

Effective teaching skills 

*This was especially true because 8 

of our 9 coaches were new in their 

role. 

Supported by:  

Shared learning of SMPs and MTPs 

Focus on facilitating group learning 

Video Club structure 

Instructional Routines use 

Support Matters 

 

Side-by-side learning is 

empowering and feels safe.  

All participants in labs are co-

learners, including principals and 

district specialists. 

Continued and on-going work 

outside of labs builds coherence 

and sustainability to the work. 

 

Supported by: 

Follow up days in between lab 

cycles 

Structure of labs   

Growth Mindset course 



LIMITATIONS 

• Since most of our coaches were new to the idea of Math Labs, as well as new to the role of coach, 

there was a long period of time at the beginning of the year where coaches were just trying to figure 

out the process of Math Labs for themselves. 

• A major hindrance to our work was the lack of resources and research of supporting the development 

of coaches. Since we did not have access to powerful and effective tools to support coaches’ learning, 

we were developing resources as we went along.  

• Only having five sessions with the video club limited their effectiveness. We spent the first club 

explaining what we would be doing, and then actually examined video and gave feedback at the 

following four sessions. While coaches became more comfortable with leading parts of the Math Lab, 

and became more comfortable with each other, they did not necessarily become more comfortable 

video recording themselves or giving feedback to each other.  

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 

There is certainly a need for more research around developing coaches’ skills and practice. While there 

is plenty of research behind the potential benefits of instructional coaching. It would be beneficial for 

more research behind what makes coaching effective and how to help coaches develop those skills.  

As we look toward next year, and the work of Math Labs in our district, I want to think more about our 

work with principals. We need to continue to co-develop our vision of professional development, 

coaching, and high quality math instruction.  Essentially, we need to continue to think about how all 

three of these should intersect. If principals see themselves as essential to this process, and see 

themselves as learners alongside their teachers, how would that change conversations and interactions 

with these 

teachers? What if principals shift their thinking 

about coaching, away from a role of “fixer of 

broken teachers”? What if coaches are framed 

in the light of creating of opportunities for all 

teachers to benefit from supportive thinking 

partners and learn from each other? 

For me personally, I want to continue to 

develop my learner stance. I want to lean into 

curiosity about teaching and learning, asking 

genuine questions and learning from others. 

Before developing more supports for coaches, 

I need to ask what supports people need and 

gauge whether existing supports are effective 

or make sense, moving forward.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 Math Lab Cycles 

Each one focused on: 

A Standard of Mathematical Practice (SMP) 

An effective Math Teaching Practice (MTP) 

An Instructional Routine 

A facilitation aspect for coaches to try out 

A follow up day where specialists are at the 

school site, with the coach, doing side-by-side 

coaching 

A meeting with all principals and coaches, to 

continue to align vision of high quality math 


