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)

Business, government, and education leaders believe that technology is a powerful learning tool, and that technology literacy is one key skill students must have for success in college and their careers. They also agree that educators play a critical role in helping students to use technology in learning and to develop technology literacy. While these may be commonly held expectations, there is a distressing gap between these assumptions and what happens in classrooms. In the United States all educators have some access to computers and the Internet, yet only about half feel adequately prepared to integrate technology into instruction. Only a third of US educators ask students to use technology in problem solving and research even a few times a week (NEA, 2008. p. 17-18). Overall, most US educators neither use technology in ways that enrich and enhance instruction, nor do they help students develop technology literacy.  Why?

Teachers cite time pressure, insufficient technology access, inadequate technical support, and the lack of meaningful professional development as common barriers that keep them from integrating technology into student learning. Former Governor Hunt’s insistent demand that educators adopt a new model of professional learning suggests the importance of focusing on the one issue in this list that can drive innovation: professional development. His scorching observations on the current professional development system should be reason enough for us to change. “Teachers lack time and opportunities to view each other’s classrooms, learn from mentors, and work collaboratively,” Hunt notes. “The support and training they receive is episodic, myopic, and often meaningless” (Darling-Hammond, 2009, p. 2).

The current professional development model may be broken, but research and experience is giving us clearer picture of what makes professional learning effective. Peer coaching is clearly at the center of that picture. 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, emphasis added). 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, emphasis added).  Michael Fullan’s work on educational change makes it crystal clear that we need to “connect peers with purpose,” if we want to see systemic improvement in student learning (Fullan, 2008, emphasis added). Linda Darling-Hammond, the lead author of a powerful study on the state of professional learning, agrees with this conclusion. “Collaborative approaches to professional learning can promote school change that extends beyond individual classrooms,” she notes. “When all teachers in a school learn together, all students in the school benefit” (Darling-Hammond et al, 2009, p. 5). Governor Hunt’s summary of this research and points the way towards improved professional development, and thus teaching:  professional learning is most effective when educators routinely collaborate with trusted colleagues to solve problems they face in their classrooms.
Why Peer Coaching?

The world’s top-performing school systems already understand that context and collaboration are critical keys to effective professional learning, and they are putting these ideas into practice. A study of these highly effective schools found that they all 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 top school systems… recognize that if you want good teachers, you need to have good teacher to train them. 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 development 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, most teachers work in isolation and do not have meaningful experiences with collaboration. Putting these principles of professional development intro practice in this environment means educators need: 

· A catalyst to encourage collaboration to improve student learning 

· Structures--scaffolding--that make collaboration effective, and; 

· A successful experience collaborating with a colleague that encourages continued collaboration. 

 As the study of the world’s best schools 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 provide the structure for successful collaboration. 

Overview of Peer Coaching

Peer Coaching, sponsored by Microsoft, assists teacher leaders to develop the coaching skills essential to help their colleagues learn the necessary technology skills and instructional strategies needed to integrate technology into active, engaging learning activities.   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.  Coaches encourage ongoing educator collaboration focused on improving student learning and help schools to develop the capacity to meet their professional learning needs.
Peer-Ed team members created Peer Coaching in 2001 using a US Department of Education Technology Innovation Challenge Grant.  Microsoft adopted the program as part of its worldwide Partners in Learning program in 2004, and has provided critical assistance in implementing Peer Coaching since that date.

Peer-Ed has trained approximately 1,000 facilitators in more than forty countries and 250 facilitators in ten US states. Peer Coaching is a train the trainer model and after localizing content, each of these facilitators assists Peer Coaches to develop the skills they need to collaborate with colleagues in their schools.   Peer Coaching training focuses on three pillars: 

· Utilizing the communication and collaboration skills needed to build trust and effective collaboration. Peer Coaching activities that develop communication and collaboration skills draw on the work of other successful programs like Cognitive Coaching, Atlas Communities, and the National School Reform Faculty. 

· Strengthening coaches’ lesson design skills to help colleagues to improve learning activities so they reflect 21st Century learning.  For many teachers around the world, successful integration of technology means learning to use active, engaging instructional strategies. Peer Coaching’s focus on lesson design relies on the work of Bransford, et al, How People Learn, and the instructional strategies used in constructivism or Project-Based Learning.  

· And understanding best practices in technology integration so coaches can assist teachers use technology to enrich and enhance student learning.  The partnership with Microsoft brings participants in Peer Coaching a variety of incredible examples of technology integration from the thousands of participants in Microsoft’s Innovative Educator Forums which are held annually in more than 70 countries around the world.  

Peer Coaching Facilitators have help shape classroom activities for hundreds of thousands of coaches and teachers.

Coaches Roles and Relationships

Well prepared coaches undergo significant, ongoing professional learning to develop range of coaching skills essential for successful coaching, and they continue to collaborate with other coaches to reflect on their coaching practice and further develop their skills as peer coaches. As a result of this training and experience, coaches have a different knowledge base than many teachers, and their knowledge helps them facilitate and structure collaboration aimed at improving student learning. Coaches learn and use communications skills that play a critical role in building trust and promoting collaboration. They can teach their colleagues how to use these skills when collaborating with other educators. Coaches might also encourage educators to teach these skills to their students so they can use these same communications skills in discussing learning in the classroom. Coaches learn to create and utilize group norms and can assist other educators to adopt norms which improve collaboration among teachers. And coaches learn how to use protocols that provide a safe, structured environment for discussing classroom learning activities. 

In schools, collaboration may seem like a vague, almost foreign concept to many teachers. Yet a peer coach serves as a concrete, focused catalyst who structures collaboration in ways that meet the specific classroom needs of individual teachers. One of the first stages in coaching is a discussion between coaches and their colleagues to understand their needs and the focus of 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 in their schools by providing timely training or resources, co-planning learning activities, modeling effective teaching, or observing colleagues and reflecting on what they have observed. 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. 

The roles Peer Coaches play matter. But coaches’ success stems directly from how they play these roles. 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. Coaches may be experts at times, but they are also collaborators and facilitators. They are often co-learners, learning as much from their colleagues as they teach them. Coaches don’t need to have “the answer” to be effective. To be successful, coaches cannot be perceived by colleagues as judgmental, “know it all” experts.  Rather, 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 build this sense of support is their reliance on questions rather than answers. Australian Peer coaches insist that “powerful 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.
Linda King, a peer coach from Yakima, Washington gives us insight into the critical importance of the perceived 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. 

Technology’s Role
Technology is a key tool that coaches use to develop collaborative skills.  Peer Coaches use the Partners in Learning Network Web site to learn how to become effective coaches, and to collaborate and share their successes and challenges with other coaches. Recently, for example, three teams of coaches from Milwaukee chronicled what they had learned in their first year as coaches on the Partners in Learning Network.  Because they used this network, they were sharing their ideas with coaches around the world, and 1.5 million educators in 59 countries.  Using the Partners in Learning Network also gives coaches access to a wider variety of resources, and a global community of educators, both of which are greater than our coaching community alone could provide. Facilitators and coaches also use a variety of other technology like wikis and blogs, SMS and Live Messenger to develop coaching skills, foster collaboration, and to build and sustain coaching communities.  

Peer Coaching Program impact
Peer Coaching is designed to assist partners to develop the capacity to implement Peer Coaching.  In effect, the Peer-Ed team transfers ownership for coaching to the schools and school districts that implement coaching.  Most of these partners have chosen to use evaluation tools that emphasize qualitative assessment and we have a wealth of anecdotal evidence about the success of the program.  Washington State does use a combination of quantitative and qualitative tools in its evaluation of Peer Coaching, and its program evaluation provides quantitative evidence that teachers who collaborate with coaches are much more likely to routinely integrate technology into standards based learning activities than colleagues who do not collaborate with coaches. http://www.k12.wa.us/EdTech/Grants/Competitive/PeerCoaching/
ResearchEvaluationPub.aspx.  

Our partners’ ownership of Peer Coaching, and their willingness to build the capacity necessary to implement coaching, is one of the clearest indications of the impact of Peer Coaching.  Partners in Arizona, Broward Country Florida, Wisconsin, and more distant partners like those in Argentina, Sweden and Vietnam have taken ownership of coaching, aligned it with local goals, and have expanded and sustained the program over the last several years.  The commitment of these partners, and many others, to continue to provide training and resources for coaches and to expand the program to meet local needs, is solid evidence that they feel Peer Coaching is meeting the needs of their students and teachers. 

Coaching has meet local needs because it rests on three core ideas that all emphasize the importance of collaboration among educators in the environment where teachers work, their classrooms:
1. We are all learners and we will be for life.

2. All educators are likely to need support if we want to help every child succeed.

3. Educators all have different skill sets that complement those of other teachers, and together these complementary sets of skills will help all educators succeed. 

In providing support for colleagues and bringing new skills to their schools, Peer Coaches can play a critical role facilitating collaboration aimed at improving student learning.  

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. “Finding time for sustained professional development is always a challenge. The job-embedded nature of Peer Coaching helps. Also, we align Peer Coaching with other instructional goals so coaches and collaborating teachers don’t see Peer Coaching as a separate goal. Finally, we believe Peer Coaching is the best way to move towards 21st Century Skills development, particularly because of the Peer Coaching focus on lesson improvement.” Knight’s beliefs about the impact of coaching are supported by a recent assessment of the impact of coaching on student’s literacy skills.

Research on coaching is beginning to demonstrate that coaching can play a key role in increasing student achievement.  In a study of seventeen elementary schools in the Northeast, South and Midwest that used literacy coaches, researchers found students’ reading skills went beyond predicted levels of performance by up to 32% in three years (Viadero, 2010; Literacy Collaborative, 2009). Two conclusions of this study demonstrate the value of coaching. While the gains varied from school to school and teacher to teacher, one factor was consistent. “The strongest factor that predicted growth in teacher expertise was the amount of coaching a teacher received” (Literacy Collaborative, 2009, p. 2). The second measure of the impact of coaching is in student performance. The study found that increases in student achievement were greatest in classrooms where teachers received the most coaching (Viadero, 2010). Coaching changed teacher expertise and student achievement. 

Coaching and Systemic Improvement

Coaches who encourage ongoing collaboration focused on improving student learning can have a broader systemic impact. They can play a key role in helping schools to develop the capacity to meet their professional learning needs. Schools that have embraced coaching have seen peer coaches have an impact 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...” 

The study on the impact of literacy coaches also emphasizes the systemic value of coaching. In the early stages of the coaching program the pattern of collaboration largely was between coaches and the teachers they worked with. But over time the schools in the study began to see the development of a network of collaborative relationships. The diagram of these collaborative relationships changed over time.  Initially the diagram was a series of unconnected lines that reflected the one-to-one relationship the coach had with individual teachers.  As coaching relationships grew and matured, the image that portrayed these relationships began to look like an intricate spider web of collaborative relationships among teachers throughout the school. This complex diagram reflected the growth of what the researchers called a professional communications network in the school (Literacy Collaborative, 2009).

Peer coaches can be a powerful methodology 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. 

For more information: pcinfo@peer-ed.com and http://us.partnersinlearningnetwork.com. 
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