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Abstract

This article addresses what practices coaching experts and

school-based coaches observed and did not observe when

watching the practice of another coach. A coach is broadly

defined as a person who works collaboratively with a teacher

to improve that teacher’s practice and content knowledge,

with the ultimate goal of affecting student learning.

Definitions of coaching knowledge, coaching texts, and stan-

dards for mathematics specialists identify three primary

aspects of knowledge for coaching: developing teacher content

knowledge, promoting reflection by the teacher, and negotiat-

ing professional relationships. When we asked school-based

coaches and coaching experts to assess the practice of a novice

coach depicted in a video-recorded coaching session, surpris-

ingly few of the respondents commented explicitly on these

three areas of coaching practice. This indicates that profes-

sional development for mathematics coaches can focus specif-

ically on how these three big ideas for coaching are enacted

in practice. We offer recommendations for mathematics pro-

grams for focusing professional development with respect to

these three practices.  

Coaching has become an increasingly popular
mechanism used by school districts to improve
mathematics instruction and, ultimately, student
learning and achievement. Coaches are recog-

nized as a particular type of mathematics specialist
(National Mathematics Advisory Panel, 2008) whose work
is defined, in part, by what model the specialist uses (e.g.,
Cognitive Coaching, Content-Focused Coaching,
Instructional Coaching) and, in part, by how the specialist
works with teachers in schools (e.g., being assigned as a
full-time coach or a peer teacher who takes on some
coaching duties). At present, standards and definitions for
coaching knowledge and practice are just emerging, and
the primary sources of information have been coaching
books written by professional development providers that
advocate for one approach or another.

Recently, Sutton, Burroughs, and Yopp (2011) published
definitions for Mathematics Coaching Knowledge based
on a study conducted with coaching experts as “a starting
point for further analysis of mathematics coaching knowl-
edge” (p. 14). These definitions cover eight domains of
coaching knowledge: Assessment, Communication,
Leadership, Relationships, Student Learning, Teacher
Development, Teacher Learning, and Teacher Practice.
Another resource is Standards for Elementary Mathematics
Specialists: A Reference for Teacher Credentialing and 
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Degree Programs (AMTE, 2009), aimed at identifying the
“particular knowledge, skills, and dispositions needed by
elementary mathematics specialists (EMS)” (p. iii). The
authors of that document included mathematics coaches
as a type of EMS (although it is worth noting that because
the EMS Standards are intended more broadly, they do not
address coaches specifically within the context of specialist).
Both of these documents attend to the relationship
between coach knowledge and coach practice by writing
their definitions and descriptions in action form (e.g., “a
coach knows how to . . .” and “a coach uses . . .” ).

We asked school-based coaches and coaching experts to
assess the practice of a novice coach and write a brief sum-
mary of their opinions. It was our view that analyzing
these reflections would allow us to understand how to
focus the professional development in mathematics coach-
ing that we were to offer a group of school-based coaches.
When we analyzed these reflections, it was apparent that a
minority of the respondents commented on three aspects
of coaching practice consistently identified by leading
coaching texts, definitions, and standards: developing
teacher content knowledge, promoting teacher reflection,
and promoting professional relationships. This was sur-
prising because we believed that coaches would naturally
notice and comment on these big ideas in coaching.

In what follows, we describe our methodology for gathering
and analyzing these data, elaborate on our identification of
the three areas for coaching focus, and provide suggestions
for ways that supervisors and professional development
providers can address these aspects of mathematics coaching.

Methodology
Participants
Data were gathered from two groups of participants:
school-based, practicing coaches and coaching experts.
Each of these groups represented a sample of convenience
and will be described separately in the paragraphs that fol-
low. We chose to include school-based coaches in this
study because we anticipated that practicing coaches
might develop views on coaching unique from those
expressed in coaching texts.

School-based practicing coaches. The 21 school-based,
practicing elementary mathematics coaches in this study
were part of the Examining Mathematics Coaching (EMC)
project, a research project that examined how a coach’s

knowledge influences coached teachers’ knowledge and
practice. School-based coaches completed the coaching
assessment discussed in this article prior to participating
in the EMC coaching knowledge professional development
workshop. Approximately 16 months prior to taking this
assessment, all school-based coaches received a one-hour
orientation to the EMC project and to its coaching model.

Table 1 provides a description of the coaching backgrounds
reported by these participants. Their experiences ranged
from zero to 130 hours of training in coaching, involving
multiple models of coaching. All participants had at least
two years of coaching experience, except two, as noted,
who had no years of coaching experience in the project.

Coaching experts. Six coaching experts were purposefully
selected for participation in this study. These experts were
chosen to represent different coaching perspectives. Two of
the experts were authors of widely used coaching books.
Other experts included a mathematics specialist researcher
with numerous publications in the area; a mathematics
specialist policy maker and author of numerous articles; a
professional development researcher who had implement-
ed coaching in several projects; and a professional devel-
opment provider who had provided training to coaches
across the nation.

Assessment
In June 2011, we asked school-based, practicing coaches to
complete an online assessment featuring video of a novice
coach interacting with two teachers, who were co-planning
a lesson on stem-and-leaf plots that would be taught by
the teachers as a team. The video shows the novice coach
conducting a prelesson conference with the two middle
school mathematics teachers as well as the postlesson con-
ference that occurred after the lesson was taught. After
viewing the video, the school-based coaches responded to
the following prompt: “Please assess this coach’s practices
as depicted in the video and write a brief summary (under
200 words) of your opinion.” Following this activity we
asked the coaching experts to reflect on the same video.

Data Analysis
We analyzed the responses to the assessment prompt sepa-
rately for the school-based coaches and the coaching
experts. Using grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 2008),
we developed concepts within each data set. The emergent
themes from the two data sets were then compared and
integrated to form overarching themes. Differences and
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Table 1. Reported hours and types of coach training

Project Coach
Code 

Cognitive
Coaching (hours)

Instructional
Coaching (hours)

Content-Focused
Coaching (hours)

Other Coaching
Trainings (hours)

Total Training
(hours)

1 55 55

2 0

3* 0

4 24 24

5 40 90 130

6 18 18

7 24 24

8 3 3

9 0

10 0

11* 0

12 12 12

13 3 3

14 15 10 25

15 12 12

16 0

17 40 40

18 12 40 10 62

19 40 40

20 0

21 15 15

*Project coaches 3 and 11 had 0 years of coaching experience at the time of this study.



similarities in how the school-based coaches and the
coaching experts viewed the coaching practice of the novice
coach were then noted.

After the themes were identified in the data and the data
were sorted, we reflected on the themes that are expressed
in coaching texts, articles, and standards and compared the
way our participants discussed the themes to the way they
are discussed in coaching literature. We then reflected on
the frequency in which our participants mentioned the
themes. We report the culmination of whether or not a
participant mentioned a particular theme and how the
theme was discussed.

The following subsections of results follow a three-part
format for each of three themes. First, we establish that a
particular practice (theme) is expressed in coaching texts,
articles, and standards. Second, we present the results from
our participants under this theme. Third, we offer recom-
mendations for coaching programs that wish to address
this aspect of coaching practice.

Results
Developing Teacher Content Knowledge
The issue of developing teacher content knowledge is
addressed in several leading coaching texts (and the dis-
tinct coaching models they describe), although the texts
and models are not consistent in the way they suggest
addressing it. Cognitive Coaching (Costa & Garmston,
2002) relies heavily on reflective questions to encourage
teachers to refine knowledge bases. Instructional Coaching
(Knight, 2007) suggests structured co-planning intended
to help the teacher make connections among concepts.
Content-Focused Coaching (West & Staub, 2003) features
a coach who at times takes a more direct approach, actual-
ly pointing out important content to the teacher. A Guide
to Mathematics Coaching (Hull, Balka, & Harbin-Miles,
2009) discusses a scenario in which a teacher who had not
acquired an adequate background was coached on effec-
tive use of manipulatives with a focus that “not only
improved the teacher’s knowledge of instructional strate-
gies but also increased her content knowledge” (p. 34).

Some of the differences in how coaching texts recommend
addressing teachers’ understandings of content result from
assumptions about the knowledge base of the coach. The
distinct models of instructional coaching (Knight, 2007)
and cognitive coaching (Costa & Garmston, 2002) make

no assumptions that the coach is more knowledgeable about
the content than the teacher being coached. In contrast,
the content-focused coaching model (West & Staub, 2003)
and the mathematics coaching model (Hull et al., 2009)
assume that the coach has a high level of content knowledge
and is more experienced than the teacher being coached.

How a coach approaches teachers’ understandings of con-
tent is also influenced by the various models’ assumptions
about relationships. Instructional coaching (Knight, 2007)
emphasizes equality and reciprocity in learning among
coaches and teachers. Similarly, cognitive coaching (Costa
& Garmston, 2002) takes pains to caution against coach
actions that resemble evaluation, supervision, and mentor-
ing. The concern is that a coach who directly addresses
content misconceptions runs the risk of being perceived as
an authority in a hierarchy above the teacher. West and
Staub (2003) point out that the relationship between
coach and teacher is collegial, but the interaction “will not
be symmetrical” (p. 17). In a case study of West’s actual
experience coaching a new teacher, West shows a willing-
ness to give receptive teachers direct feedback and assis-
tance. West does note the tension between refining a
teacher’s content and not undermining the coach-teacher
relationship, and consequently West is careful to situate
the discussion in the development of the lesson or in stu-
dent learning to deflect some of the tension and avoid
direct criticism.

EMS Standards (AMTE, 2009) address teacher content
knowledge as the pedagogical knowledge needed for teach-
ing mathematics. The EMS professional must know how
and be able to:

• Utilize and build upon learners’ existing knowledge,
skills, understandings, conceptions, and misconcep-
tions to advance learning.

• Create social learning contexts that engage learners in
discussions and mathematical explorations among
peers to motivate and extend learning opportunities.

• Use questions to effectively probe mathematical
understanding and make productive use of responses.
(AMTE, 2009, p. 6)

In this knowledge area, “learner” is defined to be either
students or teachers (see footnote 2, AMTE, 2009, p. 3).
The standards also suggest that specialists “diagnose math-
ematical misconceptions and errors and design appropriate
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interventions and decide whether, how and how far, to
 utilize specific oral or written responses from learners”
(AMTE, 2009).

Established definitions of coaching knowledge (Sutton,
Burroughs, & Yopp, 2011) convey the importance of devel-
oping teacher content knowledge, as shown in the following
excerpts from six of the eight domains:

• Assessment: A coach knows how to assess teachers’
needs—personal, instructional, content, and manage-
ment—and how to assess and use teacher content
knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge to
inform and support teachers. (p. 16)

• Communication: A coach knows how to communi-
cate in problem-resolving conversations. (p. 16)

• Leadership: The coach uses this vision and knowledge
to inform her or his work with other school leaders,
to bridge the gap that may exist between teachers’
beliefs and their ability to implement instruction that
reflects those beliefs, to earn trust with teachers and
administrators, and to enhance teachers’ content
knowledge. (p. 16)

• Teacher Development: A coach knows how to ascer-
tain a teacher’s understanding of mathematics, teaching,
and learning and is able to differentiate experiences to
support an individual teacher’s learning. (p. 18)

• Teacher Learning: A coach knows the myriad ways
teachers know and understand mathematics content
and the teacher’s pedagogical and pedagogical content
needs, which may or may not be recognized by the
teacher. (p. 18)

• Teacher Practice: A coach knows how to discern
teacher beliefs about mathematics teaching practice
and holds a depth and breadth of knowledge of all
types of practice and instructional resources for effec-
tive management and mathematics learning. (p. 18)

Our review of these coaching materials suggests that devel-
oping teacher content knowledge is an important coaching
practice. The coaching models discussed here assert explic-
itly that a coach should take specific actions to uncover
teachers’ mathematics content knowledge and understand-
ings and take action to improve or refine that knowledge
and understanding. The variation in the models is largely
based in how a coach addresses content deficiencies

among teachers. The differing approaches are due, in large
part, to differences in how the coaching models describe
the coach-teacher relationship.

Participant responses in video assessment: Content
knowledge. Only three of the 21 school-based coaches and
three of the six coaching experts commented on the con-
tent knowledge of the teachers in the novice coaching
video. The following is representative:

(Coaching Expert A) It seems to me these teachers were
not particularly knowledgeable about the math they
teach, and the coach did not add much to their knowl-
edge base or even expose the fact that their knowledge
was not as robust as it may need to be.

Similar subthemes of uncovering teachers’ understandings
of content and advancing teachers’ understandings of con-
tent were found in several of the participants’ comments.
For instance, Coaching Expert B noted that the novice
coach “did not draw out or advance the mathematical or
pedagogical understandings of the teachers.”

In addition to noting the content issues, several partici-
pants revealed insights into what a coach would need to
know to assess teacher content understanding. For example,
the teachers coached in the video worked a stem-and-leaf
plot task prior to the coaching session and compared their
responses during the prelesson conference. Coaching
Expert C noted this moment and wrote, “I became aware
[that the teachers were not on the same page] when the
teachers realized they had very different stem-and-leaf
plots.” School-Based Coach Z also made note of this real-
ization, writing, “The commentary on decimals used in
stem-and-leaf plots raised my interest here, and I wondered
if more study was needed.” These statements illustrate that
teachers’ understandings (and misunderstandings) about
content can be exposed when the teachers discuss their solu-
tions to the lesson’s main task during prelesson conferences.

Some participants also suggested that the coach has a role
in advancing the teachers’ knowledge of the task’s mathe-
matical content. School-Based Coach Y noted, “The teachers
seemed to debate [about the task], but the coach didn’t
address their misconceptions.” In some instances, partici-
pants suggested what the novice coach might do in response
to the teachers’ understandings exposed by the discussion.
For example, after noting that the teachers produced
 different and possibly inaccurate responses to the task,



Coaching Expert C asserted, “I kind of wanted the coach to
be more transparent in any concerns.” Alternatively,
Coaching Expert A offered a less direct approach to dealing
with the teachers’ inconsistent solutions, stating, “I think
the lesson planning sessions need to be much richer and
probably include some kind of ‘rehearsal’ to make sure all
the players are clear about what the math concepts are.”

Eighteen of the 21 school-based coaches and three of the
six coaching experts did not mention the teachers’ lack of
content knowledge or the coach’s lack of attention to the
issue. While we cannot say that these respondents did not
notice the issue, we can say that they, for whatever reason,
did not include it in their assessment of the coach’s prac-
tice. We argue that because teacher mathematical content
knowledge is viewed as critical to effective mathematics
instruction and because developing teacher content
knowledge is central to several leading coaching models,
the topic is fundamental to coaching practice.

Suggestions for coaching programs that wish to focus on
developing teacher content knowledge. The results of our
analysis and review of coaching texts, definitions, and
standards offer specifics about what a coach might do to
perform tasks associated with diagnosing and improving
teacher content knowledge. Working the upcoming task
with teachers and discussing solutions could be a particu-
lar way to create social learning contexts conducive to
teacher content learning. Collaborating on a task and dis-
cussing solutions to the task offer neutral ground where
the coach and teacher can learn together as colleagues.

In assisting coaches to recognize this big idea in coaching
practice, professional development and support can be
focused on how a coach can diagnose and attend to teacher
content misconceptions or content deficiencies. Coaches
can also be encouraged to engage with teachers in solving
the problems that are central to the lesson and helping
teachers identify the key mathematical concepts and learning
objectives of the lesson. Teacher responses to coach questions
give insights into the depth of a teacher’s content knowl-
edge and are starting points for attending to teacher content
knowledge needs. Coaches can be encouraged to ask ques-
tions likely to reveal a teacher’s depth of content knowledge.

Promoting Teacher Reflection
Reflection is also recognized as a key component of the

coaching process through its inclusion in coaching texts,

definitions, and standards. The coach is responsible for

engaging the teacher in the process of reflection, although

the purpose of this reflection varies across the different

coaching models. For example, in cognitive coaching

(Costa & Garmston, 2002), a coach’s primary objective is

supporting teachers in gaining skills in self-directed learn-

ing. Instructional coaching (Knight, 2007) states a similar

objective with an emphasis on empowering the teacher to

make decisions regarding the appropriateness and/or

effectiveness of specific teacher actions. In contrast, the

goal of reflection in content-focused coaching (West &

Staub, 2003) is to “focus on what the teacher can do to

assist the students’ content-specific learning” (p. 17).

Mathematics coaching (Hull et al., 2009) has a related goal

of yielding appropriate interventions to support student

learning. Despite these differences in purpose, the various

models clearly communicate the importance of teacher

reflection in the coaching process.

Beyond the purpose of reflection, the authors describing
these models also give considerable attention to the coach’s
role in supporting this process. For example, Knight
(2007) states, “[Instructional coaches] don’t tell teachers
what they should believe; respecting their partners’ profes-
sionalism, they provide them with enough information to
make their own decisions” (Knight, 2007, p. 47). According
to Knight, “reflection is only possible when people have
the freedom to accept or reject what they are learning as
they see fit” (p. 47). Knight’s assertions mark clear distinc-
tions between a mentor, who might give specific feedback
or praise for actions deemed appropriate or effective by
the mentor, and an instructional coach, who facilitates
teacher reflection on whether or not the teacher deems the
actions appropriate or effective. Facilitating teacher reflec-
tion involves mediating the teacher’s thinking and beliefs
(Costa & Garmston, 2002), a process that can be enhanced
through the coach’s personal reflection prior to the post-
lesson conference (West & Staub, 2003) and through a
prepared list of reflective questions (Hull et al., 2009).

With regard to reflective questioning, not all coaching
authors express the same insights. West and Staub (2003)
assert that beginning the postlesson conference by asking
the teacher to reflect (using questions like “How do you
think it went?”) is “generally a good move” (p. 34) for
three reasons. First, this coaching move allows the teacher
to express feelings and raise concerns. Second, it allows the
coach to focus attention on areas of agreement that are
genuinely important to the teacher. Third, this move
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encourages the teacher to develop habits of self-monitoring
and self-reflection, a goal similar to that expressed by
Costa and Garmston (2002). Hull et al. (2009) provide a
word of caution, however, stating that such a move may be
problematic if the teacher has not gained skills of self-
awareness and the ability to be critical of one’s own practice.

Recognizing the importance of this reflective process, the
EMS Standards also address reflection, stating that EMS
professionals must be able to “support teachers in system-
atically reflecting and learning from practice” (AMTE,
2009, p. 7). From our analysis, the EMS professional in the
role of a coach must be prepared to move beyond judging
a lesson based on teacher actions or the behavior of the
students and move the teacher toward critical reflection
regarding lesson outcomes and student learning.

Established definitions of coaching knowledge (Sutton,
Burroughs, & Yopp, 2011) convey the importance of
 setting goals, collecting evidence, and using reflective
 questions to support teacher learning and self-reflection,
as shown in the following excerpts from four of the 
eight domains:

• Assessment: A coach knows how to use data and
assessment of student thinking to inform her or his
work with teachers. A coach knows how to help the
teacher learn how to set goals and assess lesson effec-
tiveness. . . . The coach knows how to help teachers
interpret and use assessment data to make informed
decisions about instruction and student learning. 
(p. 16)

• Communication: A coach knows how to mediate a
conversation, by pausing, paraphrasing, probing, and
inquiring. A coach knows how to ask reflective ques-
tions. (p. 16)

• Leadership: A coach knows how to strategically
 identify, define, and communicate specific goals and
objectives that relate to student success and teachers’
professional growth, and align with the institution’s
vision for mathematics. (p. 16)

• Teacher Learning: A coach knows how to support
teacher learning through reflective practice and self-
directed goal-setting. (p. 18)

The collective review of this coaching literature indicates
that engaging in reflective coaching conversations is a big

idea in coaching practice, and those conversations should
include individualized, shared goals with teachers. Such
conversations are likely to be best received and most
 effective if they are based on evidence of student learning
collected during the lesson, particularly student work.
Moreover, a coach should use reflective questions, includ-
ing sample questions, which the coach can carefully use to
navigate a reflective conversation. Because such conversa-
tions can be difficult to navigate, given their personal
nature, mathematics coaches need to be able to set aside
personal opinions and beliefs so as to entrench these con-
versations in lesson artifacts, such as student work.

Participant responses in video assessment: Promoting
teacher reflection. Only five of the 21 school-based
coaches and two of the six coaching experts noted reflec-
tion in their assessment of the novice coach’s practice.
Among those who noted reflection, their assessment of the
practice was mixed. Specifically, two of the school-based
coaches gave responses indicating that the novice coach
successfully engaged the teachers in reflection. Their state-
ments follow.

(School-Based Coach X) This coach was skillful in get-
ting these teachers to be reflective on their practice.

(School-Based Coach W) During the post-conference,
she . . . guided the teachers into evaluating their own
teaching. . . . She offered suggestions where necessary,
but like the teachers she was watching, she guided the
teachers to reflect.

Although both of these school-based coaches indicated
that reflection occurred within the debriefing session, nei-
ther critiqued the reflection. In contrast, the remaining
three school-based coaches, as well as the two coaching
experts, indicated that the novice coach failed to engage
the teachers in reflection. Two sample responses follow.

(Coaching Expert A) It was great that the coach took
notes, but the notes are not specific enough or at least
not shared in specific ways that lead to deep reflection
of practice. . . . I think the coach has lots of potential,
good instincts, but needs to get clear about her purpose,
the goals for these teachers, and learn to gather specific
evidence that will prompt deep reflection.

(School-Based Coach V) I didn’t see deep reflection on
the part of the teachers about the mathematics and
their students’ success or struggles. I thought the coach
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might ask the teachers what went well and have some
questions ready to reflect, but the conversation was
more about what the coach approved of in the lesson.

From these two responses, it would appear that the
respondents expected the novice coach to move the con-
versation beyond a personal perception of strengths of the
lesson toward areas for improvement. One should also
note the differences that appear between these two
responses in terms of the focus of reflection: teaching
practice and student learning. The need for depth and
focus within the reflection was clearly articulated by other
participants as well, who called for “a reflecting conversa-
tion that focused on student performance” (Coaching
Expert D) and a “reflective ‘what could you have improved’
conversation” (School-Based Coach U). Of the five state-
ments indicating a lack of reflection, three focused on
improving practice of the lesson and two focused on
 student performance. Improving teacher practice and
improving student performance are not necessarily on the
same level of influence; however, the ultimate goal of any
coaching session is improving student learning.

Sixteen of the 21 school-based coaches and four of the six
coaching experts did not comment on the coach’s efforts
to get the teachers to reflect on their practice. We are not
asserting that these respondents did not notice these
aspects of the novice coach’s practice, but, for whatever
reason, the majority of our participants did not mention
this aspect when asked to assess the novice coach’s practice
depicted in the video. Because reflection is central to all
the coaching literature reviewed, we include it as a big idea
in coaching practice that professional development for
coaching should address.

Suggestions for coaching programs that wish to focus on
teacher reflection. Coaching programs that focus on pro-
moting teacher reflection can include a discussion of ways
to support teachers in becoming self-critical. All of the
coaching models discussed in coaching texts promote the
use of questioning techniques as a means for moving teachers
toward deep reflection of lesson outcomes and student
learning. Coaches can be encouraged to use student work
and other lesson artifacts as a means for discussing the
impact of a lesson on student achievement and improving
teacher practice. Though coaches work within a local vision
for coaching, they can be reminded that it is appropriate to
focus attention on individualized teacher goals that may be
unique among other school- or district-based goals.

Promoting Coaching Relationships
Most coaching texts address the coach-teacher relation-
ship, and some coaching models feature coach-teacher
relationships as the cornerstone of effective coaching. West
and Staub (2003) identify “establishing trusting working
relationships among principal, coach, and teachers and
building organizational structures within schools so that
coaching can take place” (p. 3) as prerequisites to coaching
that can help teachers design and implement successful
lessons and reflect on issues that are relevant for student
learning. Similarly, Knight (2007) as well as Costa and
Garmston (2002) both identify the need for relationships
as a starting point in bringing about change. Knight
(2007) emphasizes that coaches begin the relationship by
listening to and respecting the teachers with whom they
are interacting. Furthermore, he states that coaches should
communicate that they are teachers who are willing to
help improve practice and support student learning. To
build relationships and get around teacher defensiveness,
instructional coaches “can share stories, laugh and
empathize, offer positive comments, discuss personal
issues, and listen with great care during interviews”
(Knight, 2007, p. 94). To this end, Costa and Garmston
(2002) lay out useful communication and relationship-
building tools that coaches can employ to help change
beliefs that lead to changes in behavior.

Recognizing the importance of relationship building,
Hansen (2009) suggests that “empathetic coaches with
effective communication skills create trusting and respectful
relationships with their peers” (p. 37). This relationship can
move from casual conversations and informal classroom
walkthroughs to more formal observations and interac-
tions over time. In establishing collaborative working rela-
tionships, it is important to establish clear norms for how
the coach and teacher can interact. Hansen (pp. 39–41)
identifies three types of relationships that can take place: a
resource relationship (in which the coach is a resource to
the teacher); a modeling relationship (in which the coach
models standards-based instruction); and a collaborative
relationship (in which the coach and teacher share the
same pedagogical beliefs about teaching and learning).

The Math Coach Field Guide (Felux & Snowdy, 2006) advo-
cates making good relationships with teachers a priority.
According to the authors, a coach can establish a good
relationship by helping teachers understand that the coach
values the work they are doing with students. At a time when
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many teachers will feel vulnerable to outsiders coming into
their classrooms, it is important to establish good rapport
early while gradually moving toward the collaborative
coach-teacher relationship.

Cultivating a Math Coaching Practice (Morse, 2009) focuses
on building collaborative relationships in support of
learning goals. The author indicates that coaches’ leader-
ship skills originate in the ability to align teacher skills and
coaching goals through relationships and collaboration
with others.

In A Guide to Mathematics Coaching (Hull et al., 2009), an
entire chapter emphasizes the importance of building rap-
port with teachers. As the authors state, “A collaborative
relationship enables a coach to help teachers develop deep
mathematical content knowledge and effective research-
based instructional strategies” (p. 24). The authors note
that rapport is a foundational aspect of goal attainment,
which is accomplished through trust developed through
“positive relationships” over time.

Each of these authors recognizes the role of relationships
in the coaching process, though there is some disagree-
ment worth noting. Knight (2007) poses the question,
“What good does it serve students if an [instructional
coach] and teacher work together in a healthy relationship
but their friendly conversation has no impact on the quali-
ty of the teacher’s teaching?” At the end of that passage,
however, Knight asserts, “If we are viewed in such a way
[considered as any other teacher], and teachers come to
see us as colleagues they can trust, there is a good chance
that together we can make a difference in the way teachers
teach and students learn in schools” (p. 52).

West and Staub (2003), on the other hand, do not view
content-focused coaches as “any other teacher,” but instead
assert that the relationship between coach and teacher,
while collegial, “will not be symmetrical” (p. 17). Killion
(2009) draws clear distinctions between coaches who
coach light and coaches who coach heavy. Killion (2009)
asserts that “coaching light results in coaches being accept-
ed, appreciated, and even liked by their peers” (p. 22), but
that such actions result in “coaches who are valued,
although may not be needed” (p. 22). In contrast, coaching
heavy occurs when coaches ask thought-provoking ques-
tions and have fierce and often difficult conversations.
“Coaching heavy causes [teachers] to feel on edge, ques-
tioning their actions and decisions” (p. 24).

The EMS Standards address relationships as well:

EMS professionals must be able to: Use leadership skills
to improve mathematics programs at the school and
district levels, e.g., develop appropriate classroom- or
school-level learning environments; build relationships
with teachers, administrators and the community;
develop evidence-based interventions for high- and
low-achieving students; collaborate to create a shared
vision and develop an action plan for school improve-
ment; partner with school-based professionals to
improve each student’s achievement; mentor new and
experienced teachers to better serve students. (AMTE,
2009, p. 8)

Established definitions of coaching knowledge (Sutton,
Burroughs, & Yopp, 2011) convey the importance of nego-
tiating professional relationships. They include related
domains of Communication and Leadership, but also
address the domain of Relationships directly:

Relationships: A coach knows that the coaching rela-
tionship is grounded in content and how to use the
relationship to support self-directedness in teachers. 
A coach knows how to communicate professionally
with a variety of audiences, and knows how to establish
and maintain rapport and credibility with teachers and
other stakeholders based on trust, empathy, mutual
understanding, and confidentiality. A coach knows
about environments where positive relationships take
place, including challenging and safe learning environ-
ments for teachers and students, collaborative working
environments, and environments where people share
common beliefs and goals with honest reflection. The
coach knows how to work within the specific culture of
the district and school. The coach knows how autono-
my, issues of authority, and socio-cultural aspects of
class, race, and gender for students and teachers influ-
ence relationships and influence perceptions and mod-
els of help and authority. (p. 17)

Participant responses in video assessment: Promoting
coaching relationships. After viewing the video of the
novice coach, only seven of the school-based coaches and
coaching experts commented on the characteristics of the
relationship between the novice coach and the teachers:
five of the 21 school-based coaches and two of the six
coaching experts. Four of the school-based coaches and
one of the coaching experts mentioned favorable aspects
of the relationship, as in these examples: “It was obvious to



me that there was a rapport and trust relationship between
the three women” (School-Based Coach T), and “The coach
was not intimidating; the teachers seemed comfortable with
her and conversed with her” (Coaching Expert B). One
school-based coach and one coaching expert mentioned
unfavorable aspects of the relationship, as in this response
from Coaching Expert E: “The planning process appeared
stilted and uncomfortable for the coach and teachers.”

One coaching expert made specific comments about the
purpose of the coaching relationship: “This level of coach-
ing may get ‘relationships’ developed . . . but it doesn’t dive
deep enough into content and doesn’t challenge practice”
(Coaching Expert A). Rather than focusing on the exis-
tence of a relationship between a coach and a teacher, this
coaching expert’s comment suggests that it is the focus of
the relationship that is important in coaching.

Sixteen of the 21 school-based coaches and four of the six
coaching experts did not comment on the coach-teacher
relationship. We are not asserting that these respondents
did not notice the coach-teacher relationship, only that the
majority of our participants did not comment on it.
Moreover, we noted that those who commented on the
coach-teacher relationship did not do so in a consistent
manner (e.g., some expressed a favorable view of the
coach-teacher relationship and some criticized the rela-
tionship). Given that the coaching texts, definitions, and
standards we reviewed make explicit reference to relation-
ships, we believe that this aspect is a big idea in coaching
practice. We believe that there is enough diversity in the
how coach-teacher relationships are described in the liter-
ature that professional development can address various
specific relationship characteristics.

Suggestions for coaching programs that wish to focus on
coach-teacher relationships. The coaching literature sup-
ports a variety of possible relationship structures and
addresses their consequences. This literature suggests sev-
eral ways to establish and maintain relationships, as well as
ways to move relationships beyond superficial discourse.
Because some schools adopt a volunteer coaching program
in which teachers have a choice as to whether or not to
invite the coach into their classrooms, failure to appropri-
ately address coaching relationship issues can result in
teachers’ closing their doors to coaches.

Local visions for mathematics coaching would benefit
from explicitly defining the coach-teacher relationship

prescribed by their coaching models. Given the consisten-
cy with which relationships are conveyed as a cornerstone
of successful coaching, and the variation in what consti-
tutes an “effective” relationship, it would be advantageous
for mathematics coaching programs to provide specific
guidance and direction regarding how to establish, build,
and nurture relationships in a variety of contexts with
teachers at different stages along the continuum of 
change. For example, some programs might focus on how
to ensure that the coach-teacher relationship is collegial.
Other programs might focus on how to ensure that the
relationship is grounded in professional discussions and
centered on content and curriculum or student learning.
Other programs might ask how to ensure that teachers
readily participate in pre-and postlesson discussions. All
programs will likely focus on establishing trust in the
coach-teacher relationship.

Discussion

We asked a sample of school-based coaches and coaching
experts to assess the practice of a novice coach featured in
a video-recorded coaching session. Our results indicated
little consistency across participants’ comments, especially
regarding three coaching aspects that are big ideas in
coaching practice: developing teacher content knowledge,
promoting reflection by the teacher, and negotiating pro-
fessional relationships. Our own efforts to focus a profes-
sional development course in mathematics coaching were
enhanced by our use of this video-observation assessment
as a precursor to the course.

Summary suggestions for local coaching programs.
There was little consistency in comments about the three
big ideas in coaching practice among both the practicing
coaches and the coaching experts, indicating that our find-
ings are not limited to the particular characteristics of the
coaches enrolled in our program. Instead, the lack of con-
sensus among coaching experts emphasizes to us that a
coaching professional development program or local
vision for coaching would do well to focus on these three
areas. Despite the widespread availability of texts that
address mathematics coaching, at present there is not a
shared understanding of what coaching practice that
focuses on these three areas looks like. With the available
material, however, local coaching programs can decide
how to focus a coaching program that addresses these
three areas by consulting these available resources.
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How we used the study results to shape our own work
with coaches.We acknowledge that our method has limi-
tations that may have influenced our data collection or
analysis. Using the open prompt “assess” allowed for our
participants to comment on what they found to be most
important, but may have limited their responses in a way
that more specific prompts about these three big ideas
would not have. Also, our prior work with teaching profes-
sionals has taught us how reluctant teachers and coaches
can be to critique another professional, so it is possible
that our participants noticed these aspects of coaching 

practice but chose not to comment on them. However,
having focused our professional development course on
these three aspects, we received comments from those who
attended that its focus provided them the structure they
needed to understand the aspects of developing teacher
knowledge, promoting reflection, and negotiating profes-
sional relationships in coaching practice. We conclude that
this assessment correctly allowed us to target our mathe-
matics coaching professional development, and we
encourage other coaching programs to focus, at least in
part, on these three aspects of coaching practice. ✪
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