
By Ellen B. Eisenberg 

As part of a whole-school improvement strategy, 
instructional coaching fosters collective prob-
lem solving and offers targeted professional 
development embedded in teachers’ daily  
  work. It is a structure designed to improve 

individual and collective performance as it validates prac-
tices, builds collaborative cultures, and improves student 
engagement and learning. 

In Pennsylvania, a partnership between the state depart-
ment of education and the Annenberg Foundation has 
developed and implemented a particularly effective model 
of instructional coaching throughout the state known as the 
Pennsylvania Institute for Instructional Coaching (PIIC). 
Designed to provide the uniform and consistent delivery of 
professional development around instructional coaching, 
the PIIC model is based on four core elements:
1. Coaches work one-on-one with teachers and school 

leaders;
2. Coaches collect and analyze data to assess student needs 

and measure student progress; 
3. Coaches advocate for evidence-based literacy instruc-

tional strategies; and 
4. Coaches support reflective and non-evaluative practices.

Before, during, and after 
In PIIC, coaches practice their craft through the four 

core elements described above using a defined process — 

the BDA (before, during, and after) cycle of consultation, 
collaboration, collective problem solving, and confiden-
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tiality, always providing feedback in non-evaluative ways. 
Coaches record and review their work documented on their 
reflection sheets (see the tool on p. 7), a process focusing 
on analyzing actions, identifying needs, and planning next 
steps necessary to achieve their goals. In brief, this is how it 
works. 

improvement plans and reflect on ways they can honor 
the teachers’ skill sets and work with them to improve 
student achievement. They co- create goals, determine 
strategies, and identify materials and resources to use. 

the co-constructed goals for a particular lesson; 2) assist 
teachers in facilitating a specific literacy-based instruc-
tional approach; and 3) ensure that teachers recognize 
that they, too, are learners. They work one-on-one with 
teachers to focus on student needs in real-time. 

teachers to discuss what goals were met and what 
worked well, focusing on their next steps to improve 
student performance. This is a non-evaluative process 
that encourages teachers to try innovative ways to in-
crease student engagement in a risk-free environment. 
Coaches also work with small teams and whole school 

faculties, providing ongoing professional development 
aligned with the school improvement plan and other district 
initiatives. They provide professional development for 
teachers and school leaders with immediate support as they 
build partnerships with colleagues and focus on changing 
practice, increasing student engagement, and improving 
student achievement. Coaches offer!professional learning 
opportunities addressing content and process, and they play 
a broader role:!nurturing a learning community in their 

schools to ensure that teaching improvements are shared, 
ongoing, and focused directly on identified needs in that 
school. Instructional coaches create a culture of change, 
collaboration, consultation, and constructive feedback based 
on inquiry, reflection, and collective problem solving. 

Mentors for coaches
The PIIC model of instructional coaching is imple-

mented through regional education agencies, the Pennsyl-
vania Intermediate Units (IUs). The IUs provide mentors 
for instructional coaches. The mentors are, in effect, the 
“coach’s coach.” Mentors model the coach-teacher interac-
tion. Mentors help coaches identify teachers’ strengths 
and collectively problem solve in non-evaluative ways, 
and prepare coaches with tools that build their repertoire 
of evidence-based literacy strategies and research-based 
instructional techniques. Mentors understand the connec-
tion between research and practice and support coaches 
in building partnerships with teachers and administrators. 
As they encourage coaches to think about their coaching 
practices, they collaborate with other mentors and reflect 
upon their own practices. They are resource providers and 
help coaches navigate both the state initiatives and school/
district initiatives. 

State partnership
The adoption of the PIIC instructional coaching model 

in the Pennsylvania Intermediate Units’ member districts 
establishes a common ground for school improvement. Best 
practices are shared between and among districts through 
one-on-one support, monthly meetings co-facilitated by 
mentors and coaches, and during four statewide profes-
sional learning conferences designed and co-facilitated 
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by the PIIC leadership team, the Penn Literacy Network 
(PLN), mentors, and coaches. Teachers, coaches, mentors, 
and other school leaders have an opportunity to learn and 
network with each other. They have learned that instruc-
tional coaching can be implemented in a variety of ways to 
enhance any school’s professional development efforts. 

The following school-based examples demonstrate how 
PIIC’s four core elements are implemented.

Element 1: 
Tara Young, an instructional coach from the Penn Delco 

School District (Aston, Pa.), begins one-on-one coaching 
as a “resource provider” offering materials and resources 
to teachers, helping them collaborate across and within 
content areas. Her return visits often included a quick 
question or two about the teachers’ needs and interests, and 
frequently led to a follow-up conversation. 

What helped Young develop the ongoing relationships 
with teachers was the support from her site administrator 
who provided time for her to work in the BDA model. She 
was able to utilize building substitutes to cover teachers’ 
classes during the before and after segments of the coaching 
process. In addition, a private “coaching corner” was avail-
able so that teachers could meet with her without distrac-
tions. They could discuss what worked well in classrooms 
without interruptions and had resources nearby from 
Young’s professional development lending library.

One-on-one coaching enables collaboration and change. 
For example, Young and a science teacher worked together 
co-planning, co-teaching, and co-reflecting regularly for 
several months last school year. They discussed various lit-
eracy strategies and designs for grouping students effectively. 
They followed the BDA process each time they met. This 
year, that initial one-on-one with that one teacher evolved 
into a broader implementation in the professional learning 
community involving several teachers who have modeled 
strategies for each other and are now using common assess-
ments and common literacy strategies.

Element 2: 
“Data takes the guesswork out of what needs to be 

improved,” said Michael Reed, former principal of Sci-
Tech High School in Harrisburg, and current principal 
of Williamsport High School in the Williamsport School 
District. Using the school’s performance data and supported 
by the coach, Reed and his staff focused on identifying 
subject matter where students were struggling. They used 
their data to determine areas of need, define each teacher’s 
performance goals, and plan ongoing professional develop-
ment that would expand each teacher’s skill set and enhance 
student achievement. Giving teachers tools to maximize 
student learning and reinforcing their instructional practices 

with an instructional coach created an environment condu-
cive to student and teacher success. 

Data analysis helped teachers clarify what worked well 
in classrooms. Using these data, the instructional coach dif-
ferentiated teacher support through individualized learning 
plans designed to address student needs. Teachers collabo-
rated daily to maintain their focus on improved student 
learning and together with the instructional coach, met 
with every student three times per year to review achieve-
ment data so that students could set their own academic 
goals. 

Within five years, SciTech’s standardized test reading 
scores moved from 49% to 78% proficiency and above, 
and math scores went from 31% to 80% proficiency and 
above. Writing scores grew from 50% to 100% proficiency. 
SciTech was the only high school in Pennsylvania to earn 
the Pennsylvania Department of Education’s Distinguished 
School Award and the National Superintendents Round-
table’s School of the Year Award.

Element 3: 
Implementing evidence-based literacy strategies across 

all content areas provides a consistency in language and 
practice in classrooms. Principal Patty Burlingame from 
Altoona Area High School brought the school together as a 
community targeting literacy as the guiding principle across 
all content areas. With the literacy goal in all classrooms, 
Burlingame saw students making connections across their 
classes, collaborating on their work, and fulfilling higher 
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expectations set by their teachers. 
Diane Hubona, instructional mentor supporting the 

Appalachia Intermediate Unit 8, and Mike Baker, instruc-
tional coach from Altoona Area High School, work together 
co-facilitating onsite professional development to ensure 
school wide implementation of evidence-based literacy strat-

egies. With the support of 
their administrators, coaches 
provide ongoing professional 
development to ensure 
consistency and integrity 
of implementation. With a 
focus on literacy across all 
content areas, both Pennsyl-
vania System of School As-
sessment reading and math, 
advanced and proficiency, 
scores have increased. Over 
a three-year period, the per-
centage of students reading 
at advanced and proficient 
levels grew from 73% to 
77%, and the percentage of 
students scoring at advanced 
and proficient levels in math 
increased from 59% to74%. 
The Individualized Educa-
tion Program subgroup 
moved from 28% to 39% 
proficient in reading and 
from 11% to 36% proficient 
in math. 

Element 4: 
Being a reflective prac-

titioner makes a difference 
in teaching and learning. 

Lynne Fedorcha, instructional mentor in the Carbon Lehigh 
Intermediate Unit 21, believes that if we want to change 
practice, we need to ask questions that get teachers think-
ing about why they do what they do, how they believe it 
impacts student learning, if there are students who still don’t 
“get it” and, if so, how can they ensure that all students 
can learn and succeed in classrooms. Before meeting with 
a coach, Fedorcha considers how the coach practices his or 
her craft and how to debrief effectively with the coach. She 
reviews her notes from previous meetings and looks for pat-
terns of practice. Meetings begin with “visible” reflections, 
external reflections that are shared. The nature of this initial 
reflection is to revisit past procedures, revise the thinking, 
reform practices, and plan important next steps. The coach 
and mentor reflect together, sharing concerns, successes, 
and improvement strategies.

Dennine Leschinsky, a 
middle school instructional 
coach from the East Penn 
School District, recently met 
with Fedorcha and discussed 
how she and the teachers 
could collaborate and engage 
in a meaningful planning ses-
sion that would scaffold learn-
ing and sustain improved in-
structional practices. Leschin-
sky wanted to be sure that 
as a coach, she was providing a balance between direction 
and teacher autonomy. Fedorcha was a silent partner and 
scripted what transpired between the coach and a teacher 
during the planning session. At the mentor/coach debrief-
ing, both agreed that the coach’s questioning techniques and 
her guidance to this seasoned teacher demonstrated the col-
laboration and collective problem solving that helped both 
teacher and coach gain insight about improving practices.

The purpose of reflecting and debriefing builds a 
teacher’s awareness of his or her effectiveness. (See reflection 
starters at left.) Teachers initiate classroom activities with 
the intent of optimizing student learning. Over the years, 
however, the reason for the activity often fades and the ac-
tivity itself becomes embedded in the curriculum. Fedorcha 
believes that every teacher’s decision must be made with 
an awareness about how it affects student engagement and 
achievement; this process is achieved through reflection.

The PIIC’s four core elements help coaches, mentors, 
teachers, and administrators focus on instructional practices 
that are critical for increasing student engagement, improv-
ing student achievement, and building teacher capacity. 
Importantly, the partnership with the Pennsylvania Depart-
ment of Education has elevated acceptance levels in districts 
and schools through the state. With instructional coaching, 
the culture of a school can change, one conversation at a 
time in ways that honor learning, innovation, and teacher 
professional development. 

Ellen Eisenberg (eeisenberg@pacoaching.org ) is 
executive director of the Pennsylvania Institute for 
Instructional Coaching. T3 3

REFLECTION STARTERS

I think ...

What’s hard about this is ...

I am unsure about ...

What’s interesting is ...

One area that I need further 
practice is ...

A strength for me is ...

learned that ...

It’s okay that ...

I am concerned that ...

This is di!erent because ...

I feel confident about ...

It made me think of ...

I figured out ...

I could visualize ...

Source: Kathy Schick, instructional coach, 
Lehigh Career and Technical Center
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