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Coaching is increasingly used for the
professional development (PD) of educators
because it has been shown to be an effective
means of turning ‘knowing to doing’ in the
classroom and improving learner outcomes.
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INTRODUCTION

C

oaching is increasingly used for the professional development (PD) of educators because
it has been shown to be an effective means of turning ‘knowing to doing’ in the classroom

and improving learner outcomes (Kraft and Blazar 2018; Connor 2017; Piper et al. 2018; Cilliers
et al. 2018; Kotze et al. 2019). By contrast, traditional professional development of educators
through workshops or lectures by experts, lasting from anywhere between half-a-day and a
week, is less effective in changing instructional practices and improving learner achievement
(Darling-Hammond et al. 2017; Kotze et al. 2019).
Coaching is a more recent development in South African education as compared to the rest
of the world, where it has a long history in developed countries, particularly in the United
States of America (US). In the past 10 years, however, South African education departments,
government, donors and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) have included coaching as
a key component in several important education interventions. The most notable of these
are two government-led, large-scale interventions that include coaching as a key component
within a structured pedagogic programme (SPP):

•

The Gauteng Primary Language and Mathematics Strategy (GPLMS)

•

The first and second Early Grade Reading Strategy (EGRS I and II)

A small pilot project

•

The Reading Catch-Up Programme (RCUP)

These programmes have all been independently evaluated and have produced valuable
findings for future coaching interventions.
The importance of coaching teachers also informed the ZenLit pilot project of the Zenex
Foundation which was initiated to improve learners’ reading performance in selected primary
schools in three provinces. This, too, has been independently evaluated.
As yet, there is no meta-analysis of the key research findings across the evaluated coaching
programmes in South Africa. However, the extensive research on coaching in the US, and
to a lesser extent in developing countries, could nonetheless provide important insights and
lessons for South Africa.
To this end the Zenex Foundation has produced this Literature Review of Coaching in Education,
drawing on international literature and the evaluations of the South African coaching
programmes mentioned above, as well as an early evaluation (Harvey 1999) of the coaching
intervention of the Primary Science Programme (PSP).
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This review seeks to provide a comprehensive background on practices and approaches to
coaching based on research findings from developed and developing countries as well as from
South Africa, as a way to inform the policy, practice, funding and research of future coaching
interventions in South Africa.
The vast majority of coaching research is found in the US. There is very little published research
in developing countries, as Piper et al. (2018) have confirmed. Nonetheless, this literature review
provides an overview of the findings of available coaching research in developing countries and
South Africa, as well the findings of significant studies in developed countries. The most recent
and comprehensive papers on coaching, and particularly meta-analyses, have been used while
ensuring that different approaches and perspectives are represented.

The review is divided into the following sections:
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•

Definitions of Coaching in Education

•

Theories and Models of Coaching

•

Research Findings on Coaching Interventions in Education

•

Main Findings of the Literature Review

•

Lessons for the Future

•

Concluding Comments
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t the outset, it is necessary to lay a foundation of definitions to facilitate a clear understanding
of what coaching in education comprises. However, pinning down a definition of coaching is

not easy. As Kraft and Blazar (2018) have pointed out, there is no common understanding of
coaching, even though there is general agreement that coaching is a critical component of any
skills development initiative in education. This presents a challenge for researchers:

Most teacher-coaching programmes share several key features, but no one set of features
defines all coaching models. In our review of the literature, we encountered multiple,
sometimes conflicting, definitions of teacher coaching. Some envision coaching as a form
of implementation support to ensure that new teaching practices or teaching materials—
often introduced in an initial group training session—are executed with fidelity. Others see
coaching as a tool that enables teachers to learn and apply new pedagogical practices to
support student learning. The role of the coach may be performed by a range of personnel,
including administrators, master teachers, curriculum designers, external experts, and
other classroom teachers. (Kraft and Blazar 2018: …Teacher development gets personal)
To complicate matters further, coaching and mentoring are often used interchangeably but are
not the same. An online article by Management Mentors (n.d. The differences between coaching
and mentoring) points to some key differentiators as reflected in Table 1 below:

Table 1: Differences between coaching and mentoring

Coaching

Mentoring

Orientation

Coaching is task-orientated, where the
focus is on concrete issues (for example,
how to speak more articulately) and
requires a content expert/coach who is
capable of teaching the coachee how to
develop these skills.

Mentoring is relationship-orientated and seeks
to provide a safe environment where the
mentee shares whatever issues affect her or his
professional or personal success.

Duration

Short-term, for a set duration, but it can
last as long as needed.

Long-term can last as long as a lifetime.

Purpose

Performance-driven with the purpose
being to improve the coachee’s
performance in the job, by enhancing
current skills or acquiring new ones.

Mentoring is development-driven with its purpose
being to develop the individual person, not only
for the current job but the future.

Source: Management Mentors (n.d.)
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A 2008 article, “Mentoring and coaching”, by the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants
(CIMA 2008: 3) adds some useful points. The article notes that mentoring does not have to be a
formal process. It describes the mentor:

… as a facilitator who works with either an individual person or a group of people over an
extended time period. The agenda is open and continues to evolve over the longer term.
Mentoring seeks to build wisdom – the ability to apply skills, knowledge and experience to
new situations and processes.
By contrast, coaching focuses on:

… meeting very specific objectives within a set period of time. Coaching is mainly
concerned with performance and the development of certain skills. It usually takes place on
a one-to-one basis and has a very specific purpose. There is usually a planned programme
with a much shorter time frame than in mentoring, so the learning goals are usually
determined in advance.
In schools, coaches typically work with teachers to develop particular knowledge, skills and teaching
practices, while mentors, who are more experienced and/or senior teachers, work with new
teachers to help them adjust to the teaching profession, learn about district and school policies
and practices, and adjust to classroom realities (Toll 2014). Hence, in South Africa, the proposed
teacher induction programmes plan to use mentors, typically in the same school, to support
newly qualified teachers in their first teaching positions (South African Council for Educators n.d.:
Teacher Professionalisation).
Interestingly, Rolfe (2015: 13) suggests that over time coaching and mentoring have become
more similar, with coaching including personal development as well as skills development and
performance focused, while “mentoring has evolved from an adult-child, master-apprentice or
expert-novice directive process into a relationship of empowerment that is much less directive.”
She argues that the key issue is the extent to which the coaching or mentoring is directive.
She believes that the similarities between mentoring and coaching are more important than the
differences. She sees the similarities as:

•

One-on-one interaction to achieve personalised learning and growth;

•

Catering to individual needs, personal styles and time constraints;

•

Conducting coaching face-to-face or from remote locations;

•

Complementing formal training and educational experiences;

•

Processing real-life issues, problems and decisions;

•

Facilitating access to information and choices about new behaviours and actions; and

•

Supporting the achievement of positive outcomes. (2015: 13)

In a similar vein, a 2008 article from the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants (CIMA)
indicates that mentoring and coaching can be ‘stand-alone’ activities, but they can also be used to
complement each other.
To clear the undergrowth for their meta-analysis of 60 coaching studies in developed countries,
Kraft, Blazar and Hogan (2018: 9) produced a working definition of coaching programmes in
education “as all in-service PD (professional development) programmes that incorporate coaching
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as a key feature of the model.”1 This is the definition of coaching programmes that is used in this paper.
In line with their working definition,they provide a useful diagram of a theory of action for teacher coaching teachers.

Figure 1: Theory of action for teacher coaching

INPUTS

TRAINING
SESSIONS/WORKSHOPS

INTERIM OUTCOMES

LONG-TERM OUTCOMES

TEACHERS KNOWLEDGE
• Teachers build content knowledge
• Teacher build pedagogical knowledge
for teaching

COACHING
• Individualised - coaching sessions
one-on-one
• Intensive - coaches and teachers
interact at least every couple of weeks
• Sustained - teachers receive coaching
throughout the academic year
• Context-speciﬁc - teachers are coached
on their practices within the context of
their own classroom
• Focused - coaches work with teachers to
engage in deliberate practice of speciﬁc
research-based skills

STUDENT OUTCOMES
TEACHING BEHAVIOUR
• Teachers implement high-quality
teaching practices
• Teachers are better able to identify
teaching strategies to address student
outcomes

• Student improvement on academic
achievement
• Student improvement on social and
emotional development

CURRICULAR MATERIALS

Source: Kraft et al. (2018)

1

The working definition for their meta-analysis of coaching programmes excluded the following types of programmes: initial teacher
education, school-based teacher induction programmes for new teachers by mentors, peer-coaching by teachers’ colleagues,
coaching by non-experts such as research assistants, and programmes where coaches provide a direct service to students, in
addition to supporting teachers.
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THEORIES AND MODELS
OF COACHING

C

oaching first originated in the sporting and business arenas but has subsequently been adapted
and applied to many other disciplines. Joyce and Showers (1980) are credited with being the

first researchers to highlight the value of coaching in education. In a series of studies beginning in
1980, they found that coaching sessions focused on classroom implementation and the analysis
of teaching led to implementation rising significantly.2 They consequently recommended the use
of small peer-coaching study teams as a platform for skills transfer, and as a way to enhance staff
development and support for teachers implementing new strategies (Showers and Joyce 1996).
Today, coaching is used in many areas of education: early learning, literacy, mathematics, and
special education, among others. Literacy instructional coaching tends to dominate more than
numeracy coaching, with early childhood education also a common arena for coaching especially
for unqualified teachers to enhance their skills (Saluja et al. 2002).
There is a proliferation of coaching models and programmes used in education informed by
different theoretical models. In the section below, the main theories, as well as several important
coaching models and important considerations in respect of coaches are discussed.

3.1. Theoretical underpinnings
Broadly speaking, the theoretical frameworks that underpin coaching programmes in education
fall into three main categories: those based on attitudinal change, behavioural change and social
constructivism. However, psychological, learning and education change theories are also used in
coaching models.

3.1.1. Attitudinal change theories
There are numerous coaching programmes that are based on the need for attitudinal change
before behaviour can change. The basic logic of attitudinal change theory is that: “Positive attitudes
are needed in an individual in order for them to be motivated and engaged in a task. Attitudes arise
out of core values and beliefs we hold internally. …Behaviours are how these internalised systems
(attitudes, beliefs and values) are expressed” (Kumar 2018: Provide Feedback on Behaviours, not
Attitudes, para. 1).
2

6

These researchers found that the sporadic and decontextualised training resulted in the implementation
of less than 20 per cent of new practices in the classroom setting. However, training reinforced by ongoing
coaching led to 80 to 90 per cent of the implementation of new practices (NCSI n.d.: 2).
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Most professional development programmes that aim at changing attitudes and beliefs
begin with steps aimed at gaining acceptance and buy-in and generating enthusiasm
from teachers prior to implementation of new instructional practices (Guskey 2002).
Onchwari and Keengwe (2008: 21) studied the impact of a mentor-coach model on 44 teachers
in the Head Start programme. The researchers argue that understanding how teachers go
about changing their pedagogy is important. “Teachers begin their focus of teaching initially on
themselves and then move to students and their own learning.” The researchers see mentoringcoaching relationships as providing a channel through which teachers can identify with the need
to adopt the positive practices presented to them. The mentor provides a safe space for teachers
to be comfortable to share their fears and problems. “Through this caring supportive relationship,
teachers begin to have an attitude shift. It is after teacher attitudes are managed, change can take
place.”
Attitudinal change theory also underlies cognitive coaching which is based on the assumption that
thinking and understanding are the basis of all behaviours. According to (Patti et al. (2012: 265),
“Teachers must analyse and change their beliefs in order to change their behaviours. Coaches
ask teachers to reflect on their beliefs about the classroom to facilitate making changes or
improvements.”

3.1.2. Behavioural change theory
The behaviourist approach to instructional coaching holds that the best way to bring about change
is to get teachers to enact the new practice. In support of this, City et al. (2009) maintain that
“teachers only learn to do the work by doing the work, and not by being told to do the work, or
being told how to do the work, or being told that they will be rewarded or punished for outcomes
associated with the work” (cited in Kotze et al. 2019: 205).
As Guskey (2002) argues, change interventions to improve learning outcomes must begin by
getting teachers to implement the new practice in the classroom. This step must be followed
by an “appraisal of the new practice, either internally or externally, followed by correction and
adjustment, and finally, assessment of the impact on learning” (Guskey 2002: 343). It is the
experience of successful implementation that changes teachers’ attitudes and belief, rather than
the professional development ‘per se’. “They believe it works because they have seen it work, and
that experience shapes their attitudes and beliefs” (Guskey 2002: 343).

3.1.3. Constructivism
Constructivism is a theory about how people acquire knowledge and learn. The theory suggests
people construct their own understanding and knowledge of the world through experiences and
reflecting on those experiences. Learners are thus actively involved in a process of meaning and
knowledge construction, as opposed to passively receiving information (University of Sydney
School of Education and Social Work n.d.: Constructivism).
A linked school of thought is social constructivism, which teaches that all knowledge developed is
a result of social interaction and language use and is therefore a shared, rather than an individual
experience (Lynch 2016).
The social constructivist approach to coaching is advocated by Harvey (1999) in his evaluation of
the Primary Science Programme (PSP) in South Africa. He investigated the impact of classroombased coaching on the teaching methods used by primary school science teachers in the PSP.
Harvey (1999) holds that social constructivism best describes the changes in teachers’ practice
that took place as a result of the PSP and traced the theory back to Vygotsky’s work (1978) on
the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). In line with ZPD, Harvey (1999: 195)
explained that during coaching the individual attention offered to the teachers enabled a focus on
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activities that were “beyond the teacher’s normal repertoire of skills but within their capabilities
with assistance”. Moreover, Harvey saw the social interaction and collaboration during coaching as
significant for the learning of higher mental functions, as Vygotsky maintained.

3.1.4. Multiple theory programmes
There are coaching programmes that use multiple psychological and learning theories to support
their approach. An example is My Teaching-Partner-Secondary (MTP-S) Framework, which is
a system of professional development support created through the Center for Advanced Study
of Teaching and Learning at the University of Virginia in the US. MTP-S is an intensive, yearlong programme used with middle and high school teachers in the US. Coaches are paired with
individual teachers with the aim of improving the quality of teacher-student interactions to
enhance student engagement, reduce problematic social and behavioural outcomes, and increase
student achievement (Gregory et al. 2017).
Gregory et al. (2017: 2) explain that the MTP-S model of coaching is guided by the “Teaching
through Interactions” Framework, which draws on diverse theories highlighting the emotional,
organisational, and instructional features of classrooms. They comprise:

•

Attachment theory, which posits that students need emotionally supportive relationships
that are predictable and consistent. With the safety and security of emotionally positive
and reliable adults, students can take appropriate risks and become more self-reliant;

•

Self-determination theory, which holds that students’ academic motivation depends on a
sense of relational support, a sense of autonomy and competence within settings, and a
need to make clear the relevance and meaning of what is being taught. Hence it focuses
on strengthening teachers’ sensitivity to students’ socio-emotional and developmental
needs;

•

An executive functioning hypothesis that students’ executive and self-regulatory
functioning is improved if teachers are effective in directing their attention and fostering
engagement by setting behavioural expectations, enforcing positive classroom norms,
and structuring dynamic activities; and

•

Cognitive development studies, which posit that students are more engaged when they
have cognitively challenging tasks and opportunities to solve meaningful problems.

3.2 Different coaching models
The coaching literature reveals that there is no standard model of coaching. Models differ in
terms of their purpose, approach, focus, design and context. Local needs and available resources
often determine the model used. Coaching may be “consultative or directive, collaborative or
supervisory, focused on inquiry or teacher behaviour, peer-to-peer or expert-to-novice” (Borman
et al. 2006: 4).
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Moreover, in practice, variations of coaching are found even within programmes. In the US, the
Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE) found that under the label of “instructional
coaching” for teachers in America’s Choice schools, the coaches included many types of in-class
and individual coaching support: “instructional modeling, joint lesson planning with teachers,
co-teaching, formal observation and feedback, informal one-on-one contact/conversations, and
mentoring of new teachers” (Poglinco et al. 2003: 27).3
Examples of different models of coaching are described below.

3.2.1. Instructional coaching
Internationally, instructional coaching is perhaps the most widespread form of coaching. In
developing countries and South Africa, it is the predominant form of coaching. It is based on
behavioural change theory and focuses on improving classroom instruction, generally in four
areas: classroom management, content, instruction, or on-going assessment (Knight, 2009).
Sims and Flectcher-Wood (2018: 17) describe instructional coaching as “sustained, one-toone, deliberate practice with an expert mentor”. Knight (2009) states that what distinguishes
instructional coaching from other approaches are that instructional coaches teach others how to
learn very specific, evidence-based teaching practices.
Kraft, Blazar and Hogan (2018: 9) define the instructional coaching as a process:

… where instructional experts work with teachers to discuss classroom practice in a way
that is (a) individualised – coaching sessions are one-on-one; (b) intensive – coaches and
teachers interact at least every couple of weeks; (c) sustained – teachers receive coaching
over an extended period of time; (d) context-specific – teachers are coached on their
practices within the context of their own classroom; and (e) focused – coaches work with
teachers to engage in deliberate practice of specific skills.
The Pennsylvania Institute for Instructional Coaching (PIIC) highlights that the goal of instructional
coaching is both improved instructional practice and improved student learning. It adds that it is
typically aligned to state standards, curriculum, and assessment.
Knight (2019): Instructional Coaching) points out that instructional coaching seeks to provide
sufficient support for real change to occur, using a classroom-based, observation-feedback-practice
cycle. He notes that instructional coaches often use collaborative conversations, observations,
model lessons and mutual problem solving to assist teachers in mastering new teaching practices.
As a mechanism for change, instructional coaching has been framed as a means for both systemic
and individual reform, but Mangin and Dunsmore (2014) point out that these are competing
conceptualisations of coaching. They undertook qualitative research to investigate how the
framing of coaching as a lever for systemic and/or individual reform influences the daily enactment
of literacy coaching. Although in their study, the coaches aimed to support system-wide changes
in literacy practice, the training they received framed coaching as a means to support individual
learning. Thus, the change strategies that the coaches used: “reflected this theory of change and
focused on being responsive to individual teachers’ particular needs, often at the expense of
school and district goals” (Mangin and Dunsmore 2014: 179).

3

Poglinco et al. (2003) undertook the research for CPRE, which was commissioned to conduct research
into the instructional coaching model of the America’s Choice school design. America’s Choice is a school
reform model that includes a strong school-based coaching component. In 2004 it was being used in some
600 schools in 15 states (Russo 2004). Teachers work with mathematics and literacy coaches, one-on-one
and in small groups, to develop instructional strategies and to build model classrooms for innovative
language arts and mathematics programmes (Russo 2004).
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This finding is relevant to South African coaching programmes that aim at systemic change because
it raises questions about the training of coaches and whether and how instructional coaching can
be framed to support both individual and systemic reform.

3.2.2. Peer-coaching
Peer-coaching is another common model of teacher collaboration in the US, which Robbins (1995)
defines as:

… a confidential process through which two or more professional colleagues work together
to reflect upon current practices; expand, refine and build new skills; share ideas; conduct
action research; teach one another, or problem solve within the workplace. (cited in
Rhodes and Beneicke 2001: 298)
Peer-coaching was first advocated in the US by Joyce and Showers (1982), who maintained that the
process promotes collaboration and communication among teachers and increases the likelihood
that they will use new instructional practices and curricula.
Sometimes instructional coaches facilitate teachers’ learning by organising peer groups where
teachers can share and discuss lesson plans and classroom management strategies with other
teachers.

3.2.3. Focus of models
The focus of coaching models is a further differentiating factor. Sweeny and Harris (2017: 3) draw a
distinction between “teacher-centred,” “student-centred” and “relationship-driven” coaching
models.

They argue that student-centred coaching focuses on student performance, while

teacher-centred coaching relies on developing the teacher’s technical expertise to raise student
achievement. Because teacher-centred coaching emphasises “getting people to do things”, this
often creates distrust and resistance among teachers.
When coaches meet teacher resistance, some may adopt a “relationship-driven” style of coaching
to ease relationships with teachers. Sweeny and Harris (2017) describe “relationship-driven
coaching” as being less about holding teachers accountable, and more about providing them with
support. Table 2 illustrates the key differences:4
An example of a student-centered focus is the Student-Focused Coaching (SFC) model, where “the
focus of the work is on student success and never on evaluating teachers” (Hasbrouck 2017: 23). The
coach and teachers focus on partnering for student success.
The student-focused model holds that:

… teachers’ practice is best addressed by using a truly collaborative process in which both
coach and teacher are focused on a jointly-held belief, need or concern (such as developing
a specific lesson plan or helping a student achieve a targeted objective for improvement in
academics, behaviour, and/or social-emotional development), and work collaboratively to
achieve the desired end. (Hasbrouck 2017: 21)

4
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However, Sweeny and Harris (2017: 3) do note that “it is common for coaches to engage in all three types
of coaching in a single school—or even on a single day.”
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Table 2: Differences between the three types of coaching

Less impact on students
Relationship-driven coaching

Focus

Perceptions of
coach

Relationships

Teacher-centered coaching

Student-centered coaching

Providing support to teachers
in a way that does not
challenge or threaten them.

What the teacher is, or is
not, doing and addressing it
through coaching.

Using data and student work
to analyse progress and
collaborate to make informed
decisions about instruction
that is differentiated and
needs-based.

Rarely used in relationshipdriven coaching.

Summative assessment data
is used to hold teachers
accountable.

Formative assessments and
student work are used to
determine how to design
the instruction. Summative
assessments are used to
assess progress towards
mastery.

Sharing access and
information to textbooks,
technology, and curricular
programmes.

Use textbooks, technology and
curricular programmes.

Textbooks, technology and
curricular programmes are
viewed tools for moving
student learning to the next
level.

A friendly source of support
that provides resources where
needed.

Person who holds teachers
accountable for a set of
practices.

Viewed as a partner who
supports teachers to move
towards mastery of the
standards.

Data

Materials

More impact on students

Trusting, respectful, and collegial relationships remain a necessary component for all forms of
coaching.

Data-driven coaching focuses on helping teachers use student data to inform their instruction.
This has been found to be effective (Connor 2017). An example of a data-driven model of coaching
is the Classroom Strategies Coaching (CSC) Model, which integrates formative assessment
with instructional coaching, using a data-driven approach. The key components of the model
are: “integration of instruction and classroom behaviour management; structured problemsolving framework; formative assessment with a validated observation instrument; establishing
measurable goals; and visual performance feedback” (Reddy et al. 2017: 46).

3.2.4. Multi-level models
Freeman et al. (2017) advocate the Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS) in which critical
coaching components are implemented within a multi-tiered support systems framework. MTSS
stresses the importance of data-driven decisions, evidence-based practices, implementation
fidelity and leadership capacity from classroom to school, and to district and/or national level.
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Freeman et al. (2017: 34), offer the following guidelines in support of the effective implementation
of the multi-tiered coaching system in promoting systemic change:

•

School and/or district approval and support needs to be formally committed to ensure that

•

A coaching network should be established to facilitate alignment of implementation activities

adequate time and resources are made available for coaching;
within and across schools and districts, to effect dissemination of strategies, outcomes, and
resources; and

•

Coaching should be directed mainly at improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the
leadership team so that it can then be charged with supporting the staff.

Fullan and Knight (2011: 50) also advise a multi-level approach to coaching:

… the role of school leadership–of principals and coaches–must be played out on a systems
level to get widespread and sustainable improvement. Successful, whole-system education
reform relies on capacity building, teamwork, pedagogy, and systemic reform. The
strategies of good coaches and the right drivers for whole-system reform go hand in hand.

3.3. Commonalities
Despite the range of coaching models, researchers, such as Day (2015) and Connor (2017), maintain
that most are based on the same logic and assumptions. In her qualitative analysis of 27 coaching
projects in Alberta Canada, Day (2015: 93) outlines the basic logic model of coaching shared:

•

A coach will encourage and facilitate teacher professional learning;

•

Once teacher professional learning occurs, that learning will be implemented in the

•

Implementation of best practice will lead to student learning; and

•

Student learning will be reflected by student achievement.

classroom;

She has dubbed this as the “slinky effect”– a “domino-like relationship” – that is necessary to
translate teacher learning into student achievement (Day 2015: 93). In her commentary on the
nine articles in a special issue of Theory into Practice on coaching, Connor (2017: 78) discusses
the similarities across the different coaching models reflected, even though they differ in their
underlying theoretical frameworks and organisation.
She points out four common assumptions and findings that run through effective coaching models:

•

Teachers are responsible for their students’ outcomes and they can change their practices

•

Teachers should be empowered as part of the coaching programme. Dialogue between

so that student outcomes improve;
coaches and teachers as partners, and/or among teachers collaborating as fellow
professionals, is most likely to make sustained changes in practice;

12

•

Observation and feedback are active ingredients of effective coaching; and

•

The use of technology to facilitate coaching can increase its efﬁciency and thus assist in
reducing costs and improving scalability.
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3.4. Coaches
Coaches are central to the coaching process and need to be carefully selected and thoroughly
trained. Roles need to be clearly defined and coaches require on-going support and careful
monitoring and evaluation (Gallucci 2010 cited in Kotze et al. 2019).

3.4.1. Types of coaches
There are different types of coaches, each with a slightly different focal area. Neufeld and Roper
(2003: 4), for example, describe change coaches and content coaches; change coaches focus
on leadership and improvement for the whole school while content coaches concentrate on
discipline-based instructional improvement.
Content coaches work with teachers, individually or in small groups, to improve their instructional
strategies. Change coaches work primarily with principals to focus on instruction and organisational
improvement; to make the best use of school-based resources (time, money and personnel) and
to nurture teacher leadership. Both content and change coaches share the same goal of engaging
educators in collaborative work in building the intellectual capacity in schools (Neufeld and
Roper 2003: 2).
Instructional coaches – another category of content coaches is responsible for bringing
evidence-based practices into classrooms by working with teachers and other school leaders”
(PIIC n.d.: What is an Instructional Coach?). They work one-on-one or in small groups of teachers
on specific teaching strategies or problems, focusing on practical changes they can make in their
classrooms.
The Vermont Agency of Education (2016) identifies a further category of coach – the systems
coaches – who serve as a liaison between the district and school leadership, providing on-going
coaching support and data-driven professional development needed to implement common goals.
Of particular interest in South Africa are literacy coaches who focus specifically on literacy and
reading. Toll (2014: 9) describes a literacy coach as one who “partners with teachers for jobembedded professional learning that enhances teachers’ reflection on students, the curriculum,
and pedagogy for the purpose of more effective decision making.”

3.4.2. Role of the coach
A clear definition of the role of coach is uncommon (Poglinco et al. 2003). The danger in not defining
the role of a coach carefully and thoroughly is well expressed by Fullan and Knight (2011), who
warn that if the role in not clearly defined, coaches increasingly take on administrative functions
like distributing materials and collecting information which reduces the time they should spend on
their most important task of coaching the teachers.
Poglinco et al. (2003: 9–10) found that there was “no single, detailed job description for coaches,
and a good deal of uncertainty in the minds of principals, teachers, and coaches about the
role and responsibilities of the coach.” The lack of clarity on the specific tasks of a coach, be it
teacher/colleague or administrator, emerged as a key issue. Several coaches felt that the lack
of a clear definition of their role from the outset made their job difficult and contributed to
misunderstandings with the school administration and/or teachers (Poglinco et al. 2003).
In reality, coaches are called on to play many roles which make their job very difficult. In Table 3
below, Galey (2016) sets out three of the important roles in education policy implementation that
coaches play.
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Table 3: The multiple roles of instructional coaches

Cognitive Role

Organisational Role

Reform Role

Area of focus

Teacher development

Instructional capacity
building

Coherent and effective
policy implementation

Main activity

Work with individual or
groups of teachers to
improve instruction

Charged with knowledge
management and building
structures for teachers’
collaboration and
professional development
(e.g., PLCs)

Positioned as part of a
larger reform effort and/
or in the context of other
reform efforts and must
adapt and modify new
policy information given
local context

Drivers of coaching

Informal social influence
and semi-structured
interactions

Formal organisational
influence and semistructured time drive
interactions

Formal and informal
political influence and
reform accountability/
fidelity drive interactions

Source: Galey (2016)
The many tasks that instructional coaches are expected to undertake are also detailed by GonzalezValderas (2017: 874):

… (a) enroll teachers to be coached; (b) identify appropriate interventions for teacher
learning; (c) model teaching; (d) gather data in classrooms; and (e) engage teachers
in dialogue about classroom and other data. In addition, a coach requires skills in
communication, relationship building, change management, and leadership for teacher
professional development (Knight, 2006 as cited in Gallucci et al., 2010) and also
has to help teachers close the gap between professional development and classroom
implementation, between knowing and doing.

3.4.3. Coaching skills
Various researchers have described a wide range of skills required by coaches.
In an online Brookings Institute article, Quintero (2019: Instructional coaching holds promise as a
method to improve teachers’ impact) states that:

Across instructional coaching studies by Jim Knight and Galey there is consensus that
instructional coaches need to combine teaching and content expertise with strong
interpersonal and organisational abilities as coaches attempt to improve teachers’ practice
while navigating complex relationships between policy mandates, school administrators,
and wary teachers.
Jim Knight (2009: 53), recognised as one of the experts on coaching in the US, maintains that
instructional coaches:

… must be excellent teachers, particularly because they will likely provide model lessons
in other teachers’ classrooms. They also need to be flexible since their job requires them to
change their plans almost daily to meet the changing needs of teachers.
In addition, coaches should be highly skilled at building relationships. In our experience,
whether a teacher adopts a new teaching practice has as much to do with the instructional
coach’s communication skills as with whatever intervention the coach has to share.
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Teaching is a personal activity, and as such, coaches need to win teachers’ trust and protect the
confidentiality of the coaching relationship. Hasbrouck (2017: 25) maintains that coaches can only
provide effective professional development when they have established a “trusting and mutually
respectful professional relationship”.
In terms of levering change, Knight (2009: 51) argues that instructional coaches should use
interventions that address:

… what we refer to as the “Big Four” areas of behaviour, content knowledge, instruction
and formative assessment. The coaches develop a deep understanding of scientifically
proven practices they can share with teachers to help them improve in any or all of the four
areas.
Moreover, the best instructional coaches need to be “…ambitious for change in their schools and
willing to do… ‘whatever it takes’ to improve teaching practices” (Knight 2009: 53).
Hasbrouck (2017: 22) is more specific about what to look for in potential coaches:

… teachers and specialists who have some level of successful teaching experience (typically
a minimum of three to five years), a deep knowledge of the content area that would be
the focus of their coaching work (literacy, math, etc.), and an interest in working in close
collaboration with their colleagues to support effective classroom practices, are good
candidates for student focussed coaching.
As Poglinco et al. (2003) dryly comment, this range of skills in unlikely to be found in one person.
As most South African interventions focus on coaching for literacy, Cathy Toll’s (2014: 11)
description of the skills required of a literacy coach is useful:

Literacy coaches need to be well versed in the research, theory, and practices of literacy
instruction. In addition, literacy coaches need a sound understanding of teaching,
learning, and child development. Literacy coaches also need knowledge of adult
learning, particularly teacher professional learning. Finally, literacy coaches need strong
interpersonal skills, especially in the areas of communication and empathy, and good
skills in planning and organising. On top of all of these qualities, literacy coaches must be
trustworthy, so teachers are comfortable collaborating with them even when the teachers
are struggling or have failed.

3.4.4. Training of coaches
It is incontestable that coaches should be well trained before they begin coaching in schools.
Coaching hinges on the skills of the coach and too often their training is neither deep nor broad
enough, and too short (Poglinco 2003). Knight (n.d.: Instructional Coaching) points out that without
their own professional development, instructional coaches “run the risk of being ineffective,
wasting time and money or even misinforming teachers” (Knight n.d.: Instructional Coaching).
Coaches need to fully understand the teaching practices they share with teachers and how to make
the coaching process work productively. Hence, he recommends that professional development
for coaches at least should deepen their knowledge about the teaching practices they will share
with teachers and include professional learning activities to improve their coaching practices
(Knight 2009).
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Knight (2019: Instructional Coaching) gives an example of an effective accredited training
programme for coaches in an online article for AASA, The School Superintendents Association
in the US. The Passport to Success is a comprehensive coaching programme sponsored by the
Maryland State Department of Education:

•

Instructional coaches are given two weeks of intensive professional development before
coaching begins, focusing on the theory, practice, teaching strategies and routines they
will share with teachers;

•

The coaches participate at a weeklong institute in the summer, where they deepen their

•

The coaches meet monthly during the school year with other coaches, in professional

knowledge of teaching practices that they will share with teachers;
learning community, and they participate in formal professional learning sessions twice
a semester; and

•

The Passport coaches also read research articles and complete various learning tasks
that enables them ultimately to become certified coaches (Knight n.d.: Instructional
Coaching).

Hasbrouck (2017) has suggested that training for coaches could happen within a master’s
programme at a university or in stand-alone training programmes offered by districts.
Neufeld and Roper (2003: 28) observe that the type of training needed for coaches presents
challenges for districts:

… districts must commit themselves to providing coaches with the kind of responsive,
participatory professional development that coaching affords to principals and teachers;
and they must constantly evaluate professional development to ensure that it continues
to provide the depth and breadth of knowledge coaches need for this work. Creating and
staffing such programmes can present considerable challenges to a district.
To overcome this challenge, Day (2015: 24) recommends that districts should develop something
like a “coaching best practices” resource book that could be made available to all the district’s
coaches.
Fullan and Knight (2011: 53) argue that coaches should also be system change leaders and as
such, additional training should be given to them to fulfill this role:

… school improvement will fail if the work of coaches remains at the one-to-one level.
Coaches are system leaders. They need development as change agents at both the
instructional level and the level of organisational and system change. It’s time to recast
their role as integral to whole-system reform.

3.4.5. Evaluation of coaches
While coaching models and programmes are increasingly being evaluated for effectiveness, it
does not seem that the same is true of instructional coaches’ effectiveness. 5
Knight (2019: 2) offers a reason for this: “evaluating instructional coaches can offer unique
challenges because no one in a district, including the principal, may ever have been a coach before
and there may be no guidelines for evaluating coaches”.

5
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However, a quick Google search reveals that there are many rubrics freely available online, typically from
districts or education departments in the US that coaches can use to assess themselves or can be used
by programmes or district/school leadership to evaluate them.
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Hence, he has suggested a means of evaluating coaches that the Pathways to Success project in
Topeka, Kansas, followed. This involved project leaders and coaches creating guidelines, standards
and tools to be used for their evaluation. They collaborated to specify the knowledge that coaches
must have about the various scientifically proven teaching practices that they share with teachers.
Together they described the skills necessary to build relationships and effectively execute the
components of the coaching process. Knight (2019: 2) suggests that this process can accomplish
three goals:

First, it enables school districts to develop a rubric for evaluating coaches that is especially
designed for coaches. Second, it increases coaches’ buy-in to the guidelines and process of
being evaluated since they created them. Third, the dialogue coaches have while creating
the guidelines is an excellent form of professional development.
Kowal and Steiner (2007) have also addressed this issue and suggest that an evaluation of a
coach’s effectiveness should look at a teacher’s perception of the coach, the teacher’s instructional
practice, and improved student learning.
Each of these areas can provide useful information:

•

Surveys of teacher perceptions can establish, for instance, if teachers value their coaches

•

Observations and interviews can be used to determine if teachers changed their practices

•

Data can be analysed to see if student achievement is increasing. However, Kowal and

and what characteristics and strategies of their teachers they found most helpful;
after coaching; and
Steiner (2007) warn that linking coaching to student outcomes is complex. There are
dozens of factors other than coaching that are likely to impact on student achievement,
and limited teacher- and student-level data may also make it difficult to track the impact
of an individual teacher or coach.

Kowal and Steiner (2007: 6) point out that “education leaders and coaches themselves will be
more able to put a coaching programme to good use if they know what is working and what is not,
through targeted and reliable evaluation of coach and teacher practice, and of student learning.”
Day (2015) argues that although it is difficult to measure the quality and impact of coaches’ work,
districts must attempt to assess coaches’ value. She warns that unless links can be established
between coaching, teacher learning, and student achievement, it is difficult to justify the expense
of coaching.
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4

RESEARCH FINDINGS
ON COACHING
INTERVENTIONS IN
EDUCATION

S

ince Joyce and Showers’s seminal research in 1980, the use of coaching has spread in schools
in the US and in other countries. So too has research into coaching interventions and their

effectiveness in changing teacher practice and raising student achievement.
The following overview of research findings on in-service professional development (PD)
interventions of which coaching is a key feature, is categorised into developed countries,
developing countries and South Africa.

4.1. Developed countries
Most coaching research is found in developed countries and particularly the US. During the last
decade or two, US policy frameworks for professional development of educators have encouraged
the use of coaching to strengthen their professional development and raise student performance
in schools.
Rhodes and Beneicke (2002) and Sims and Fletcher-Wood (2018) show that the same is true
of the United Kingdom (UK), where official policy indicates that coaching, mentoring and peer
networking are a key means of delivering effective professional development and increasing pupil
achievement.
In European countries, collaborative forms of PD coaching are used to support teachers in
improving their practice. However, the 2019 report of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) on the 2018 TALIS Survey shows that only 44 per cent of teachers in
OECD countries participated in training based on peer/self-observation and coaching, learning
and networking (OECD 2019). Most teachers attended professional development courses or
seminars or read professional literature.
Up until the last five years or so, there has been little evidence to substantiate the effectiveness
of coaching. However, as indicated above, a number of recent meta-analyses of coaching
interventions in the developed world have addressed this issue.
In 2018, Kraft and Blazar undertook a meta-analysis of 60 studies in developed countries using
randomised-controlled trials (RCT)6 or quasi-experimental research designs. Most of the evidence
came from literacy coaching programmes for pre-kindergarten and elementary school teachers
where it was found that with coaching “the quality of teachers’ instruction improves by as much

6
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The randomised control trial (RCT) is a trial in which subjects are randomly assigned to one of two
groups: one (the experimental group) receiving the intervention that is being tested, and the other (the
comparison group or control) receiving an alternative (conventional) treatment.

LITERATURE REVIEW OF COACHING IN EDUCATION

as–or more than–the difference in effectiveness between a novice and a teacher with five to 10
years of experience”, a far greater impact than found in traditional professional development and
most other school-based initiatives (Kraft and Blazar 2018:18).7
However, while they found a significant effect on teacher practice, the effect on student
achievement was lower. Hence, they caution that to noticeably improve student achievement,
large improvements in teachers’ instructional practice are likely to be required. Professional
development that results in modest changes in teachers’ instruction does not often have an
impact on student achievement (Kraft et al. 2018).
Sims (2018) analysed 31 RCTs of teaching interventions on English attainment (from the US-based
Investing in Innovation programme)8 and found that of the 15 RCTs on instructional coaching,
10 had a statistically significant positive effect on pupils’ English attainment. He concluded
that currently instructional coaching is “probably the best-evidenced form of CPD we have”
(Sims, 2018:22). In her commentary on nine articles in a special issue of Theory into Practice on
coaching, Connor (2017) points out that numerous studies produced “rigorous evidence using
randomised controlled trials to show that coaching changed teacher practice and improved
student outcomes” (Connor, 2017: 82).
Day’s (2017) qualitative research supports the value of instructional coaching. Synthesising the
findings of 27 action research projects focused on instructional coaching, under the Alberta
Initiative for School Improvement (AISI) in Canada, Day (2015) found that regardless of the method
or form of coaching, “successful coaching models resulted in positive work stemming from two
central features: (a) collaboration and (b) contagious positive practice” (Day, 2015: 100).

4.1.1. Specific findings
The research on the effectiveness of coaching programmes has yielded more detailed findings as
outlined below:

Dosage
Kraft and Blazar’s (2018) research of the relationship between features of coaching programmes
and their impact, found little evidence that coaching ‘dosage’, the frequency of teachers’ and
coaches’ meetings, was associated with the coaching effectiveness. Van Keer and Verhaeghe’s
(2005) research came to a similar conclusion. They compared two coaching models used with fifthgrade teachers in the US. One model comprised 35 hours of contact and another just 15 hours. In
terms of student performance on literacy assessments, Van Keer and Verhaeghe (2005) found the
less-intensive model was just as effective as the more-intensive model. This is a positive finding in
terms of the affordability of coaching and cost of potentially expanding programmes.

Quality of coaching programmes
When comparing coaching programmes, Kraft and Blazar (2018: 72) found that “quality matters
more than quantity”. The quality of programme elements, such as the quality of the coach,
mattered more than frequent observation and feedback cycles. However, they suggested that in
the case of an individual coaching programme when the quality is fixed, it is likely to be better to
have more, not fewer, coaching cycles.

7
8

Kraft and Blazar (2018) found pooled effect sizes of 0.49 standard deviations (SD) on instruction and
0.18 SD on achievement.
The Investing in Innovation, or i3, programme was created under the American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act of 2009, better known as the financial stimulus. The programme was intended to help test-drive,
investigate, and scale up promising ideas in school districts working with their non-profit partners.
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In her research on reading comprehension, Connor (2017) maintains that time and classroom
learning environment (CLE) works synergistically: the amount of time spent in teacher/studentmeaning-focused instruction positively affects students’ vocabulary and comprehension
outcomes. Thus, coaching that is only focused on content and time in instruction might not be
particularly effective.

Effective coaching practices
Researchers have linked the quality of coaching to certain coaching practices. However, as Ashford
et al. (2018) point out, coaching literature does not suggest specific frequencies or combinations
of practices for the different forms of coaching (Hasbrouck and Denton 2005; Joyce and Showers
1982).
Kretlow and Bartholomew’s (2010) literature review of 13 studies on coaching suggested that the
following key practices are critical to effective coaching practice:

•

Communication is regarded as a cornerstone practice for coaches to develop successful
relationships with teachers (Ashworth et al. 2018). Through good communication,
coaches need to establish open trusting relationships with teachers in order to share
information on theory and practice and have open discussions on teachers’ instructional
practice;

•

Observation is the “active ingredient of effective coaching” (Connor 2017: 80). Coaches
observe an intervention delivery in order to identify teachers’ strengths and weaknesses,
and address areas where implementation could be strengthened;

•
•

Feedback and suggestions after observation are critical in that they prompt reflection and
increases teachers’ confidence in implementing with fidelity (Ashford et al. 2018); and
Modeling is where coaches deliver a practical demonstration or role-play activity to
indicate the core skills needed for effective implementation (Joyce and Showers 1982).
This helps a teacher see an instructional practice delivered well and is highly valued by
teachers who often complain that not enough modeling takes place during a coaching
programme.

The importance of coaches helping teachers to develop sound behaviour management skills and to
cognitively challenge their students is also reflected in the literature. Kraft and Blazar (2017) found
that substantially larger student achievement gains were produced by teachers who had strong
behaviour management skills and the ability to deliver error-free content that was cognitively
demanding, compared to teachers without those skills. Connor (2017: 80) has elaborated on
behaviour management skills as “teacher warmth and responsiveness to their students” but
suggests that while necessary, these are not sufficient to improve academic outcomes. Connor
posits a working hypothesis that “students will develop holistically and their learning achievement
will improve when teachers are warm and responsive, manage their classrooms well, use effective
linguistic processes and cognitively challenge their students with meaning-focussed instruction.”

Duration of coaching
Given the wide variation in the design and contexts of programmes, there is no common, proven
model on the duration or frequency of coaching programmes.
Stein and D’Amico (2002) have suggested that powerful professional learning needs to be longterm, experientially-based and heavily dependent on individualised interaction between a novice
and an expert (cited in Kotze et al. 2019: 205).
Contrary to this view, the Classroom Strategies Coaching (CSC) Model, where coaches work with
teachers over the course of four, 30-minute sessions for a period of four weeks, reported the
programme as a valid intervention for improving teachers’ classroom practices.
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Coaches use an observation instrument to conduct observations between sessions which provides
formative data to monitor progress (Reddy et al. 2017). The results of an RCT with a sample of 89
primary school teachers showed that the CSC was a valid intervention for improving teachers’
classroom practices.
Kraft et al. (2016) argue that the capacity development must be intensive, with interaction taking
place anywhere between once a week and once a month, and focused on working with teachers
around the deliberate practice of specific skills. Sims (2019) concurs: effective instructional
coaching involves repeating the same specific skills several times, with focused, bite-sized bits of
feedback specifying not just what but how the novice needs to improve during each cycle.
Sims (2019) explains why duration is less important than repeated practice: repeated practice is
needed to change ingrained habits and thus is more likely to be effective than the period over
which the PD takes place. For instance, a PD programme might provide coaching sessions twice a
month for two years, but if each component of the curriculum is covered only once, this is unlikely
to change teachers’ practice.

Combination of teacher training and coaching
Kraft et al. (2018) found that pairing coaching with group training was associated with 0.31 SD
larger effect size on teacher instruction and 0.12 SD larger effect size on student achievement.
This suggests that teachers may benefit from building baseline skills, such as content knowledge
gained from training sessions before engaging directly with a coach.

Evidence-based coaching
Connor (2017: 79) notes that the studies in Theory and Practice that used rigorous research found
that coaching models, which used observation and student data, encouraged “more responsive
and dynamic instructional approaches (in contrast to one-size-ﬁts-all approaches) and were
effective”.
She goes on to comment, “The clear message across all the articles was that teachers’ practice
can improve and these changes, in turn, support stronger student achievement, particularly when
coaching and instruction is data-driven.”
Knight (2019) adds that if instructional coaches are going to make a difference in the way teachers
teach, they need to have scientifically proven practices to share.
A good example of a data-driven coaching approach is the CSC Model, referred to earlier, that aims
to improve teachers’ use of specific evidence-based instructional and behavioural management
practices at the classroom level. To this end the model systematically integrates data from multiple
observations to identify teacher practice needs and goals, design practice plans, and evaluate
progress towards goals (Reddy et al. 2017).

General versus content-specific coaching
There is debate about whether coaching programmes that teach general pedagogic skills, like
many student-centred improvement projects, are more effective in improving instructional
practices than interventions that teach teachers specific skills to improve learner achievement in
a particular subject.
An important finding, however, about general versus content-specific coaching came from the
meta-analysis by Kraft et al. (2018: 22), who identified:

… smaller effects on student achievement for general coaching programmes (0.07 SD, not
significant) than content-specific programs (0.20 SD). This makes sense given that general
coaching programmes often are focused less on helping teachers improve students’ test
scores and more on developing teachers’ abilities to support students’ social and emotional
development.
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Educator resistance
Educator resistance to coaching can manifest as apathy, reluctance or passive-aggressive
opposition (Day 2015) including denying coaches access to classrooms. From her analysis of 27
coaching projects in Alberta, Day (2015) noted that educator resistance reduced the frequency
of coaching planned. Teachers who see their classrooms as their private domain of practice are
‘roadblocks’ in the coaching process (Day, 2015). Coaches also reported feeling uncomfortable
with their role as an in-class supporter.
Coaches also can be perceived as working for school leadership, even when presented to teachers
as peers, which can create another form of resistance to instruction especially where teachers are
in opposition to school leadership (Coburn and Woulfin 2012 cited in Gonzalez-Valderas 2017: 874).
In addition, teachers resist coaching because they see it as competing with the delivery of
curriculum content, over which they already feel burdened (Ashworth et al. 2018).
Most importantly, coaching should not be linked to the evaluation of teachers’ performance.
Connor (2017) notes that authors of all articles in the special issue of Theory into Practice make
clear the dangers of that provoking strong educator resistance.
As Day (2015) points out, when coaches are unable to achieve what they need to do as a result of
teacher resistance, they can become discouraged, frustrated and demoralised, to the detriment of
the coaching programme.

Teacher collaboration
Connor (2017) notes that a common theme across all nine articles on coaching in Theory into
Practice was that when coaches were partners, teachers’ opinions were respected, and feedback
was collaborative. From the reports she studied, Day (2015) highlighted the importance of both
the time and opportunities given to teachers for collaborative work.
Showers (1982) maintains that the peer-coaching model promotes collaboration and
communication among teachers, increasing the likelihood that they will use new instructional
practices and curricula. According to Connor (2017: 80), “The assumption is that such peersupported learning is more sustainable, and more likely to lead to improved practice and stronger
student outcomes.” Gerstein et al. (2010) demonstrated that teacher study groups improved
teachers’ practice in reading comprehension and vocabulary instruction.

Support of school and district leadership
Neufeld and Roper (2003: 25) have pointed out that while successful coaching depends on the
knowledge and skills of individual coaches, there are district and school-level factors that can
facilitate or hinder coaches’ efforts. “The work of coaching is highly localised and while the principal
plays a key role in the program, its ultimate success at the school level depends on the district.”
They note that the support of district officials who supervise and evaluate principals, and those
involved in curriculum guides and local assessments is critical. They maintain that if clarity is
provided from the beginning of a coaching intervention, it can help teachers to accept coaching
and limit resistance. Without district direction, support and accountability, principals usually
cannot create the school culture needed for coaching.
Neufeld and Roper (2003: 16–17) suggest that districts:

•

“Provide clear, explicit, and continuing support for the coaching program.”. They see
district support as the most important condition for successful coaching. They note that
the support of district officials who supervise and evaluate principals, and those involved
in curriculum guides and local assessments is critical;
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•

“Ensure that the coaches have well-specified roles and make coaches’ roles and
responsibilities clear to all the district’s educators.”. They maintain that if clarity is
provided from the beginning of a coaching intervention, that this can help teachers to
accept coaching; and

•

“Provide principals with professional development that enables them to create a school
culture in which coaching is both routine and safe.”. Without district direction, support,
and accountability, principals usually cannot create the school culture needed for
coaching.

Similarly, Day (2015) argues that the culture of professional learning that supports the work
of coaches must be built by leadership, rather than relying on coaching to build the climate.9
Coaches, principals, and cluster leaders/districts must have a mutual understanding and shared
expectations of the role and responsibilities of the coach, and especially the dedicated time a
coach needs to implement a coaching programme (Poglinco et al. 2003). Principals must not divert
coaches away from their primary task of coaching to take on other tasks.
However, Day (2015: 102) notes that even if school leadership understands what the enabling
conditions for successful coaching are, in practice there is often a “leadership-implementation
gap”. Good intentions do not always translate into reality.
There is no doubt that districts, schools and coaches face considerable challenges in designing and
implementing coaching. In the experience of Neufeld and Roper (2003: 19), the most significant
challenges are “allocating coaches to schools, finding time for doing the work, changing teaching
practices, and assessing the impact of the coaching work.”

Scaling up
Larger coaching programmes with more than 100 teachers were found by Kraft and Blazar (2018)
to be less effective than smaller ones. They note that this raises questions about whether coaching
can be brought to scale in a way that preserves its impact.
They note that there are many obstacles to taking a coaching intervention to scale, including
sourcing sufficient high-quality coaches, the costs of coaching, as well as the need to establish
more formal sets of systems and structures, and the lack of a supportive school leadership or a
climate of mistrust within schools.
Kraft and Blazar (2018) tested for evidence of potential implementation challenges in scaling up
programmes by comparing the effect sizes between studies with fewer than 100 teachers and
those with 100 teachers or more. They found that the average effects in larger studies are only a
third to a half as large as those found in smaller studies.

Efficiency and efficacy
There is a delicate balance between efficiency and efficacy of coaching programmes. Implementing
coaching programmes with fidelity involves relatively high costs, but lower cost versions of
programmes carry the danger of no improvement in outcomes.
In expanding an effective coaching programme, there is the risk that where costs are reduced, so
are the outcomes.
The analyses of Kraft and Blazar (2018: 72) of both instruction and achievement showed a negative
relationship between programme size and programme effects, “consistent with a theory of
diminishing effects as programmes are scaled up”.
9

However, a finding from a 2004 comprehensive study on coaching by the Annenberg Foundation for
Education Reform was that effective embedded professional learning can promote positive cultural
change. “The conditions, behaviours, and practices required by an effective coaching programme can
affect the culture of a school or system, thus embedding instructional change within broader efforts to
improve school-based culture and conditions” (Aguilar 2013: How Coaching Can Impact Teachers, Principals,
and Students).
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Online versus face-to-face coaching
The research findings on the effectiveness of online versus face-to-face coaching appear to be
mixed.
In their meta-analysis, Kraft and Blazar (2018) found little difference in the effectiveness of
coaching programmes delivered online versus face-to-face.
When Crawford et al. (2017) compared face-to-face and online coaching, with a control of no
coaching control, the preliminary results suggested that face-to-face appeared to be more effective
than online coaching, but online coaching was more effective than no coaching at all.
However, in a random assignment study, Powell et al. (2010) discovered that a technologically
mediated delivery of coaching was an effective alternative to in-person coaching. In a more recent
paper, Powell and Diamond (2013) reported on their study of the fidelity of a 16-week, coachingbased PD intervention, developed through an iterative process and implemented consistently with
Head Start teachers. A sample of 45 teachers was provided with a hybrid model of delivering
coaching, by both onsite and remote methods.
They found that the programme was delivered with a high degree of fidelity. In addition, their
findings suggest that “onsite and remote coaching methods served complementary and distinctive
functions in the delivery of coaching” (Powell and Diamond 2013: 24), as explained below:

… coaches provided more attention to extension and individualisation practices in onsite coaching feedback than in remote coaching feedback. Core practices received more
attention in remote coaching feedback than in on-site coaching feedback.
They note that this finding “may be interpreted as evidence in support of including periodic inperson contact in a PD programme dominated by technologically mediated delivery”. However,
they point out that because their study design did have a comparison model, no conclusions can
be drawn about the strength of a hybrid approach. Nonetheless, it does raise questions about the
possible synergies of a hybrid model.

4.2. Developing countries
It is now generally understood that what works in developed countries may not work in developing
countries. In developed countries, a loss of faith in traditional forms of in-service training has
encouraged a shift to coaching interventions and a new focus on teacher learning in professional
learning communities. However, as Chauraya and Brodie (2017) have pointed out, teacher-led
professional learning communities might work in high-functioning systems where teachers can
share best practice but are unlikely to be effective in developing countries with low-functioning
systems, which have few examples of ‘good’ practice that can be shared.
Instead, in developing countries, instructional coaching has emerged as a component of structured
pedagogic programmes (SPPs) that are increasingly used to address low learning outcomes and
barriers to learning (Kotze et al. 2019). Most of the SPPs have been initiated to improve literacy,
especially reading, in the early grades.
SPPs, as Snilstveit et al. (2016) note, usually combine the provision of both ‘hardware’ and ‘software’
and incorporate the development of evidence-based curricula and instructional approaches, lesson
plans and training for teachers.10 In this case, Snilstveit et al. (2016: 25) explain that “evidence-based
10
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“‘Hardware’ in the form of buildings and books has been provided based on the assumption that ‘if we build
it, children will come and learn’. In the past few years, there has been a gradual shift towards improving the
‘software’ of learning, meaning more investments in programmes that emphasise pedagogy, curriculum
development and teachers’ training” (Snilstveit et al. 2016: 25).
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education implies that the curriculum and instructional approaches were designed on the basis of
evidence for their effectiveness in experiments.”
Research on coaching programmes in developing countries is limited, as Piper et al. (2018) found.
Nonetheless, there have been rigorous studies of important programmes that have produced
significant results. The research findings on different coaching models and programmes, as well
as SPPs in developing countries are discussed below. Most SPPs were initiated to improve literacy,
especially reading, in the early grades.
In general, the results of coaching programmes are positive. The evidence from the
available studies which Benjamin Piper and his colleagues examined, indicates that even
short-term instructional coaching can lead to teacher behaviour change (Piper et al. 2018;
Piper and Korda 2010; Piper et al. 2014). Lesson plans and quality educational materials have
been found to be a necessary, but not sufficient condition to bring about large-scale instructional
change in low-capacity education systems (Piper et al. 2018; Fleisch 2016; Snilstveit et al. 2016).
The research on SPPs has also produced encouraging findings. Snilstveit et al. (2016) undertook
a meta-analysis of the impact of education programmes on learning and school participation in
low- and middle-income countries. Their analysis of 61 programmes addressing constraints at
the school and teacher levels indicated that programmes “using structured pedagogy to change
the classroom environment had the largest and most consistently positive effects on learning of
any programme included in the review” (Snilstveit et al. 2016: 2).
Moreover, in developing countries, and particularly in Africa, the impact evaluations
(Piper et al. 2018) of interventions such as EGRA Plus: Liberia (Piper and Korda 2010) have produced
compelling evidence that a targeted reading intervention that includes coaching and is focused
on improving the quality of reading instruction in primary schools, can have a remarkably large
impact on student achievement in a relatively limited amount of time.

4.2.1. Research on coaching programmes in developing countries
In Liberia, Piper and Korda (2010) undertook an impact evaluation of the Early Grade Reading
Assessment (EGRA) Plus: Liberia programme. The programme is notable because of the dramatic
results it yielded. After some three-and-a-half months of intervention, students in the treatment
schools outperformed control schools on all tasks that were tested using the EGRA assessment
tool (Piper and Korda 2010).
EGRA is a diagnostic reading assessment that focuses on four key reading components; namely,
phonemic awareness, phonics, word recognition and oral comprehension. The EGRA tool enables
the teacher to assess and identify an individual learner’s reading abilities and difficulties, and then
plan differentiated reading activities.
The overall goal of the two-year EGRA Plus: Liberia was to improve student reading performance
in a number of targeted schools. The intervention was targeted at Grades 2 and 3.
The impact evaluation was designed as an RCT involving three groups of 60 schools, randomly
selected into full treatment, light treatment and control groups. The control group did not receive
any interventions. In the full-treatment group, reading levels were assessed; teachers were
trained on how to continually assess student performance; teachers were provided with frequent
school-based pedagogic support, resource materials, and books; and, in addition, parents and
communities were informed of student performance. In the light-treatment group, the community
was informed about reading achievement using school report cards based on EGRA assessment
results or findings, and student reading report cards prepared by teachers (Piper and Korda 2010).
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Piper and Korda (2010: 1–2) used the differences-in-differences11 statistical method to analyse
the data which revealed that EGRA Plus had the approximate effect of an additional two years of
reading:

… the full treatment group increased student achievement for every section of the EGRA,
often with quite large impacts on student achievement. In fact, the overall EGRA Plus effect
size was 0.79 standard deviations, which is enormous in social science.
In general, Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs) were not functioning with very few parents
attending. The EGRA Plus coaches managed to revive the PTAs in some treatment schools, but
in others, the PTAs remained, for the most part, non-functioning. The project also reached out to
communities through several radio shows and reading competition events at the cluster level. The
reading competitions proved very effective in bringing parents from different schools together to
focus on reading, and coaches used this to continue re-energising the PTAs and disseminating the
results on student improvement in schools (Piper and Korda 2010).
Interestingly, the findings of their evaluation indicated that “EGRA Plus had inconsistent and small
impacts on mathematics achievement for light-treatment children, but consistent although still
small impacts on full-treatment children.” They warn, however, that “whether this was due to an
overall accountability effect, to an overall time-on-task effect, or to the fact that cognitive skills all
tend to work together and help each other, is impossible to say without further analysis” (Piper
and Korda 2010: 87).
Piper and Korda (2010: 92) make a critical point about interventions to improve reading: “EGRA
Plus was effective because it taught teachers particular skills and other topics, such as learner
assessment, focused on those skills and the application of those particular skills increased
achievement, quite dramatically.”
They maintain this, in contrast to proponents of student-centred and/or learner-centred pedagogy
in improvement projects, who “argue that increasing a teacher’s general pedagogic skill set (in the
areas of classroom management, student-centred pedagogy, etc.,) will improve student outcomes
across subject areas.”
Piper and Korda (2010: 85) also found that teachers allowing children to read aloud made a
significant difference: “If the child’s teacher never let them read aloud, they read 8.7 words less
per minute, and if they frequently read aloud, they read 12.9 words more per minute.”
In other developing countries, the results of interventions that included coaching are mixed. A
small intervention in eight classrooms in Thailand that included coaching resulted in greater use
of student-centred pedagogies (Tolley et al. 2012). By contrast, in Malawi, research on a fivemonth intervention for literacy teachers resulted in changes in attitudes and beliefs about their
teaching abilities, but no shifts in instructional practices were observed (Piper et al. 2018).
Another large-scale intervention in Ethiopia, which focused on improving student-centred
pedagogy with elements of coaching support through the cluster supervisor, did not increase
student-centered pedagogical practices, although learning outcomes increased modestly (Piper
et al. 2018).
In Botswana, Thijs and van den Akker (2002) used qualitative research to examine the potential
of peer-coaching as part of a professional development programme. It consisted of an in-service
course and exemplary curriculum materials to support the implementation of learner-centred

11
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The basic differences-in-differences (DiD) method involves comparing results from two groups, with data
from each group being recorded over two time periods. One group (the control group) is not exposed
to any treatment or intervention whatsoever; the other (treatment group) is exposed to a treatment
or intervention before or during one of the two time periods. The same observations are made in both
groups over each time period. In the case of Piper and Korda’s (2010) evaluation pupils were assessed
three times – baseline, mid-term and final assessments.
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teaching in senior secondary science and mathematics education. Teachers in the study organised
several peer-coaching activities and regarded them as beneficial. In general, the teachers indicated
that they had learnt about general teaching issues but they made few comments specifically about
the learner-centred interventions.
In Kenya and Uganda, Lucas et al. (2014) analysed field experiments that assessed whether the
Reading to Learn (RtL) intervention, which was implemented by the Aga Khan Foundation (AKF)
in both countries, improved early-grade literacy as measured by common assessments. The RtL
intervention comprised four elements:

•

The AKF and staff from the respective Ministry of Education (MoE) co-facilitated training of
lower primary school teachers and head teachers in the use of the instructional method
and local-language materials and management of large classes and learning assessment;

•

Classrooms were stocked with reading and numeracy learning materials in the languages

•

The AKF explained RtL to School Management Committees (SMCs) and encouraged SMCs

•

AKF staff in conjunction with AKF-trained MoE personnel regularly monitored and

of instruction, including mini-libraries, book corners, and lockable storage facilities;
to prioritise lower primary literacy; and
mentored teachers during school visits and periodic meetings with teachers of
geographically nearby schools (Lucas et al. 2014: 953).

The findings of Lucas et al. (2014) indicated that Ugandan literacy (in Lango) increased by 0.2
standard deviations, but there was a smaller effect (0.08) on a Swahili literacy test in Kenya. As
they state, their research makes a key contribution to the literature on school improvement in
developing countries, by adding to the growing evidence that “a coherent instructional model,
aligned with materials and teacher training, can improve learning in poor primary schools”
(Lucas et al. 2014: 951).
The cost-effectiveness of interventions is a key issue, especially in low-income developing
countries. Piper et al. (2018: 173) investigated the most cost-efficient teacher-to-coach ratio in
the Kenya Primary Math and Reading Initiative. They found that dosage is important. The more
teachers each coach supported resulted in fewer visits to each teacher and a lower impact on
student achievement. Pupil outcomes were higher where coaches supported 10 rather than 15
schools. “Using causal methods, we concluded that lower ratios might improve nonformal school
outcomes.”
In Uganda, Kerwin and Thornton (2019) examined the cost-effectiveness of two versions of the
Northern Uganda Literacy Project (NULP), a mother-tongue-first early-primary literacy programme
that provides material inputs, high-quality teacher training, and support to Grade 1 to Grade 3
teachers. Schools in northern Uganda were randomly assigned to a full-cost version delivered by
the organisation that designed the programme, and a reduced-cost version delivered through a
train-the-trainers approach, with fewer support visits to teachers and the most expensive material
inputs removed.
After one year, the full-cost version of the programme led to large learning gains: reading improved
by 0.64SDs and writing by 0.45SDs. However, the reduced-cost version improved only basic reading
and writing outcomes, with advanced reading skills almost unchanged, and students’ advanced
writing skills worse relative to the control group (Kerwin and Thornton 2019: 3).
Kerwin and Thornton’s experiment illustrates how reducing costly inputs can change a programmes’
effectiveness and even result in negative consequences.
Piper et al. (2016) have pointed out that although there is limited research on the effects of
different types of information and communications technology (ICT) on learning outcomes,
education policymakers in Sub-Saharan Africa continue to invest in it.
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To assess the impact of ICT on outcomes, Piper et al. (2016) investigated the Kenya Primary
Math and Reading (PRIMR) programme, using an RCT to compare the effects and cost of three
interventions: e-readers for pupils, tablets for teachers, and the base PRIMR programme with
tablets for instructional supervisors. The results showed:

•

The three interventions had significant impacts on learning outcomes in English and

•

PRIMR’s results using ICT were not significantly different from the effects identified from

•

The costs of ICT differ greatly and therefore the cost-effectiveness of ICT varies

Kiswahili;
the non-ICT base PRIMR programme; and
significantly.

Because the results showed that the ICT investments did not improve literacy outcomes significantly
more than the base non-ICT instructional programmes, Piper et al. (2016: 204) concluded that
“cost considerations should be paramount in selecting ICT investments in the education sector if
the impact on student learning is not significantly higher.”
Bruns et al. (2017) conducted a study in Brazil that evaluated the impact of a lower-cost coaching
model, which used Skype to provide virtual coaching. This approach led to a small average impact
on learning outcomes of between 0.04 and 0.09 SDs, but a larger impact was observed among new
teachers. However, because the virtual coaching was not compared to on-site coaching, the costeffectiveness was not able to be assessed (cited in Kotze et al. 2019: 205).

4.2.2. Summary of evaluation findings
Rigorous studies on coaching interventions in developing countries are still limited, but from the
various findings above the following main points emerged:

Strong positive evidence about structured pedagogic programmes (SPPs)
RCT evaluations have found that SPPs (also known as bundled interventions), which use a mix of
training, lesson plans, additional teaching and learning resources and coaching, can significantly
improve students’ proficiency in early-grade reading (Piper et al. 2016, 2018; Lucas et al. 2014;
Kerwin et al. 2017; Snilstveit et al. 2016; Arbornoz et al. 2017).

Poor outcomes from peer-coaching and student-centred coaching interventions
Research indicates that the coaching support programmes, which used peer coaching (Botswana)
or focussed on supporting teachers to use student-centred methods (Ethiopia), were less
successful in producing significant outcomes (Thijs and Van den Akker 2002; Piper et al. 2018) than
those coaching interventions that focussed on specific content and skills (particularly in teaching
reading) within a structured pedagogic programme.

Promise of coaching for particular pedagogic skills versus general skills
Piper and Korda (2010) have argued that interventions to improve reading, like EGRA Plus: Liberia,
are so effective because they teach teachers particular skills, rather than general pedagogic skills,
as in many student-centred improvement projects.

Importance of dosage
Studies in developing countries that have investigated dosage suggest that it does matter. More visits
by coaches to teachers for instructional support have been found to increase pupil achievement.

Lack of sufficient evidence about the cost-effectiveness of ICTs
Research on cost-effectiveness of using ICTs in coaching programmes (Piper et al. 2016) and online
versus on-site coaching (Bruns et al. 2017) has not produced sufficient convincing evidence about
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either. This underlines the importance of weighing up the cost versus size of the impact on student
achievement when selecting ICT investments in education.
It is noteworthy that on some issues, like general versus specific skills coaching, there is agreement
between the findings in developed and developing countries, but on others, notably, dosage, the
developing world research indicates that how much dosage is given by coaches does matter,
whereas in the US, the indications are that it is not a key determinant. This underscores that what
works in education systems in highly developed countries like the US, cannot be assumed to work
in developing countries. Context matters.

4.3. South Africa
As the context in which a coaching programme is implemented is such a significant factor, it is
important to provide some background on the need for coaching interventions in South Africa.
While the South African education system has achieved almost universal access to basic
education, international assessments have revealed learners’ distressingly poor reading skills
and mathematics achievement. PIRLS (2006, 2011) and SACMEQ (2007, 2013) showed that large
proportions of children in Grades 4, 5 and 6 had not yet learned to read with comprehension.
In fact, PIRLS 2016 showed that 78 per cent of South African Grade 4 children could not read
for meaning in any language (Spaull 2017), meaning that these children, therefore, cannot read
to learn in subsequent grades and in all their subjects. Learning to read is foundational to all
subsequent learning.
The performance of South African learners in primary school mathematics is also cause for grave
concern. The 2015 TIMSS study showed that though mathematics performance had improved
during the previous decade, three-quarters of the learners in Grades 5 and 8 had not acquired the
basic set of mathematics skills (Reddy and Prinsloo 2015). Statistically South Africa’s mathematics
achievement in Grade 5 was 45th out of 48 countries.
Improving literacy and mathematics in the early grades has been targeted by government, NGOs
and donors in interventions. Today, many education interventions in South Africa use coaching
as a recognised teacher support and development strategy. Most interventions that include
instructional coaching focus on literacy in primary schools. As reading is the foundational skill
on which all other skills are built, it has become a leading priority of the Department of Basic
Education (DBE).
As in other developing countries, most coaching interventions in South Africa that have been
rigorously evaluated are SPPs, focusing on improving reading skills in the early grades. Researchers
in South Africa have clearly learnt from the SPPs of other African countries and studies, like those of
Benjamin Piper and his colleagues, regarding the benefits of the design of bundled interventions.
The South African programmes also share some features with developed country programmes as
indicated below.

4.3.1. Theories, models and coaches
The international influence is clear in the theories and models used in South Africa. Behavioural
change theory, as described by Guskey (2002), is the theoretical underpinning of the large SPPs,
such as GPLMS, RCUP, EGRS I and II, and ZenLit. Education change and learning theories have also
been used to underpin some interventions.
As indicated earlier, Harvey (1999) advocated social constructivism as the theory that best describes
changes in teachers’ practice in his evaluation on the impact of classroom-based coaching in the
Primary Science Programme (PSP).
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There is no standardised model of coaching that is followed in South Africa. GROW (Goals, Reality,
Options/Obstacles, Way forward), an international model, was used in the ZenLit programme.12
The GROW model is a method for goal-setting and problem-solving, which “provides a powerful
tool to highlight, elicit and maximize inner potential through a series of sequential coaching
conversations” (Whitmore 2002 cited in Myles 2019:190).
There are several versions of the GROW model. One such model is outlined below. The “O” in this
version has two meanings.

Table 4: The GROW model

G

Goal

R

Reality

The Goal is the end point, where the client wants to be. The
goal has to be defined in such a way that it is very clear to
the client when they have achieved it.

The current Reality is where the client is now. What are
the issues, the challenges, how far are they away from their
goal?

There will be Obstacles stopping the client getting from
Obstacles

where they are now to where they want to go. If there were
no Obstacles the client would already have reached their
goal.

O

Once Obstacles have been identified, the client needs to
Options

find ways of dealing with them if they are to make progress.
These are the Options.

W

The Options then need to be converted into action steps
Way Forward

which will take the client to their goal. This is the Way
Forward.

As in the rest of the world, the role of a coach is not uniformly defined, and the coaching dosage
varies significantly across programmes. While there are accredited mentoring programmes in
South Africa, currently there do not appear to be any accredited training programmes for coaches
in literacy or numeracy in primary schools.

12
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The GROW model was devised by Sir John Whitmore and Graham Alexander in the 1980s, and popularised
in Whitmore’s 1992 book, Coaching for Performance: Growing People, Performance and Purpose.
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4.3.2. Coaching programmes in South Africa
While many education interventions in South Africa include coaching, only those coaching
programmes that have been independently evaluated and are publicly available, are presented
below. These include both experimental research and qualitative case studies.
In these programmes the DBE and the relevant provincial education departments played an
important role. In fact, the GPLMS and EGRS I and II were government-led.

I. Primary Science Programme (PSP)
An early published study of a South African coaching programme is Harvey’s (1999) PSP evaluation of the impact
of classroom-based coaching on the teaching methods of primary science teachers in 46 schools in the Madadeni
area of KwaZulu-Natal (KZN) between 1993 and 1996.
This was not an independent study because Harvey was involved in the implementation of PSP, but the findings
are of interest because they are similar to those of the recent evaluations of the GPLMS, RCUP, EGRS I and II, and
the ZenLit coaching programmes.
Harvey (1999: 196) undertook “an observational study with a quasi-experimental design, cross-referenced with a
battery of ethnographic instruments, including interviews and diaries.” His study was designed to assess the value
added by coaching in terms of observable changes in teachers’ classroom practice. The methods used by teachers
who were provided with both workshops and classroom-based coaching were compared with those teachers who
only received workshops, and a control group who received no in-service training at all.

Findings
Harvey’s (1999) evaluation showed that teachers who received coaching made substantial changes in the methods
they used, whereas most teachers who only attended workshops remained similar to those of the control group.
Moreover, the coached teachers maintained most gains for 14 months after the classroom support was withdrawn.
However, Harvey pointed out that they still had regular contact with PSP and the social network that was maintained
through teachers’ committees and workshops that served to reinforce the new practices (1999). As the teachers
still obtained some form of support during those 14 months, Harvey raised the all-important question of the
long-term sustainability of the PSP’s positive effect on teacher practice if they received no support. He referenced
Beeby (1986) on the danger of failing to provide teacher support in schools and classrooms in educational change
projects. Beeby (1986: 40) warned the World Bank:

If a country cannot afford such a follow-up service to achieve a radical advance in teaching methods, it
should consider a less ambitious form of change. Skimping in follow-up services is the most common and, in
the end, the most wasteful reason that large projects fail.
From his research and experience, Harvey (1999) advised against peer-coaching in science and the use of subject
advisers in South Africa. He argued that peer-coaching could only work with the existing teachers, (who had little
if any experience of activity-based pedagogy in science), if at least one participant in a group had a thorough
conceptualisation of the innovation. Using subject advisers as coaches would not work because they were typically
distrusted by teachers given their inspection role, and they were stretched too thinly on the ground, each often
carrying the responsibility for a hundred or more schools.
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II. The Gauteng Primary Language and Mathematics Strategy (GPLMS)
The Gauteng Primary Language and Mathematics Strategy (GPLMS) was a large-scale intervention implemented
from 2011 to 2014 by the Gauteng Department of Education (GDE). The GPLMS used the SPP approach which
included lesson plans, additional quality teaching and learning materials, and instructional coaching in 1 040
underachieving primary schools in Grades 1 to 7, in three subjects, namely, Home Language (HL), English as a first
additional language (EFAL) and mathematics. At its peak in 2014, over 500 instructional coaches were coaching over
800 teachers at least once a month. Most of these coaches had experience as primary school teachers and were
either early-grade phase specialists or subject specialists in English and mathematics.
Typically, coaches visited every teacher in the programme at least once a month. During a visit, coaches modeled
the new practice, observed and gave feedback on lessons, and examined learners’ exercise books and assessment
tasks. The coaches also provided ‘just-in-time’ training to clusters of teachers, working through the scripted lesson
plans (SLPs) a few days before they were due to be taught. Small communities of practice (COP), facilitated by
coaches, met monthly after school.

Findings
The GPLMS has attracted both experimental and qualitative research. Using a modified regression discontinuity
design in the evaluation, the findings of Fleisch (2016) and Fleisch et al. (2016) indicate that the GPLMS model
produced an impact of between 0.2 and 0.7 SD on Grade 3 learner results in mathematics. The findings could not
be generalised as the design restricted insights to a local treatment area where the impact applied only to a limited
pool of the intervention schools and not to all schools that were part of the intervention.
However, it seems that the GPLMS had another important effect. Fleisch et al. (2016: 445) note that the instructional
coaching acted both as a form of capacity building and as a form of professional accountability:

In a system where teachers had in the previous two decades actively resisted classroom visits by district
officials, the GPLMS coaches made over 120,000 successful visits in the first three years; experiencing almost
no opposition from teacher unions. This suggests that the coaching process has gained the trust of teachers.
This is supported by Masterson’s (2013: 78) research: “For the first time in decades it has made classroom visits
both possible and routine, which has opened up the classroom as a learning space for teachers.”
Qualitative research, like that of Masterson (2013), has provided insights into the implementation dynamics of
the GPLMS and into how the coaching process was perceived by teachers and coaches. Masterson (2013), Molotsi
(2015) and Kadenge (2015) each used case studies in public schools to research the attitudes of teachers and
coaches to the SLPs, learning and teaching materials, and the coaching process.
Regarding the SLPs, their research indicated that, in general, teachers felt that the daily SLPs allowed them to learn
new and more effective instructional practices, particularly when the lesson plans were mediated by coaches.
It appeared that coaching was contributing to the teachers’ understanding and interpretation of curriculum
documents and added to their content knowledge and methodology (Masterson 2013).
However, Molotsi (2015) found that while teachers appreciated the coach-mediated lesson plans, they complained
that the pace of the SLPs were too fast for their learners, conveyed too many different concepts in a week, and
were also inappropriate for their school contexts. The teachers also expressed the need for more modeling of the
teaching practices. However, the supply of teaching and learning resources, such as posters and flashcards, was
greatly appreciated by the teachers as a useful stimulus for learners.
With respect to the coaches, Masterson’s (2013) case study indicated that the personal attributes and performance
of the coach are important features in a successful coaching relationship. The teachers appreciated their coach
treating them like a colleague, willing to listen to their suggestions and feedback. This was confirmed in Molotsi’s
(2015) and Kadenge’s (2015) research that the personal attributes and professional competencies of the coach
influenced the acceptance or rejection of the coaches’ presence in classrooms.
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Contrary to Masterson’s (2013) findings, Kadenge’s (2015) research revealed that the four participating teachers
had mixed perceptions and attitudes to the coaching process, with some indicating that the teacher support of the
GPLMS, and especially the monitoring, was not welcomed in schools. Therefore Kadenge (2015: 97) argued that it
is essential that practicing coaches’ aptitudes and knowledge are sufficient to “balance quality teacher support and
gentle professional accountability”.
Given the age differences between the two coaches and four teachers and their different reactions to coaching,
Kadenge reflected on Hargreaves’ (2005) argument that teachers’ age and career stages influence their emotional
responses to specific professional development programmes.13 This suggests the coaches and teachers need to
be carefully matched. When interviewed, the two coaches believed that coaching was an ideal intervention for
poorly performing schools and were hopeful about its effectiveness, but they were doubtful that all teachers would
come to appreciate and adopt the new instructional practices (Kadenge 2015). Support of coaching by school
leadership emerged as another key factor, and the lack of internal capacity to support coaching can lead to teacher
ambivalence about coaching (Kadenge 2015). In terms of sustainability, Kadenge (2015: 94) recommended that
“teacher support and monitoring in struggling schools needs to be school-based, ongoing and long-term.”.
It is important to note that some researchers have pointed to shortcomings in the GPLMS.

•

Shalem et al. (2016: 31) have argued that teachers’ knowledge of subject matter needed to be deepened.
Although SLPs could provide the knowledge of sequence and pacing of the content as well as sample
routines for the topic, “they cannot help teachers to know the topic (knowledge of subject matter) and
what matters in the topic, nor how to respond to learners who take them beyond the protocol, unless they
are vastly expanded”; and

•

13

Masterson (2013) recommended that there should be more focus on teachers’ reflective practice in
the GPLMS.

Hargreaves (2005) suggests that there is a difference in terms of their responses to educational change between teachers in their
early career stage and those in the late career stage. Early career teachers tend to be largely enthusiastic, optimistic and quick to
embrace change as they are still young and curious about the teaching profession. Late career teachers, on the other hand, become
resistant toward change efforts as they approach retirement and are selective about the change initiatives they are willing to adopt,
as a result of their many wearying experiences of repetitive educational change.
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III. Reading Catch-Up Programme (RCUP) in KZN
As Kotze et al. (2019) have explained, the promise indicated by the findings of the GPLMS intervention provided
a motivation for the RCUP as the first of three RCT experiments to improve reading in public schools. The
Reading Catch-Up Programme (RCUP) used an SPP with on-site teacher coaches over a short period of time
(11 weeks) to improve the teaching and learning of English reading in poorly performing primary schools where
the home language of the learners was not English.14
Fleisch et al. (2017) explain the rationale behind the three RCT experiments. While there has been a growing
number of rigorously designed quantitative education impact studies conducted in South Africa (Mouton 2013
cited in Fleisch et al. 2017), typically, these have been in response to funders’ projects or programme evaluations.
The motivation for the large-scale RCT evaluation of RCUP was to illustrate the value of large-scale impact
evaluations using rigorously designed randomised trials with counterfactual components; as opposed to smallscale studies that do not use a comparison group, nor a convenience comparison group, as a counterfactual
(Fleisch et al. 2017).
In line with this argument, the Zenex Foundation supported the implementation and evaluation of a pilot
project for RCUP in the Pinetown district of KwaZulu-Natal province, which included a number of poor schools.
Fleisch et al. (2017) evaluated the impact of the RCUP on 2 543 Grade 4 learners’ performance in some 100
schools, with a sample of 40 treatment and 57 control schools. The premise was that if the short duration of this
intervention proved effective, it would indicate that the intervention could be implemented in a cost-effective
manner, through rotating coaches across schools for one term at a time. In short, was it replicable?

Findings
An analysis of the pre- and post-test results of the Grade 4 learners in the treatment schools showed that the
learners whose teachers used the RCUP programme scored considerably higher on the post-test, although
off a very low base. The average learner score increased dramatically by a gain of nine percentage points, a
percentage gain of just over 40 per cent (Fleisch et al. 2017). This indicated a very positive result for replicability:
any programme that shows an aggregate effect of improving learner performance by more than 40 per cent in
11 weeks, was certainly worth scaling up (Fleisch et al. 2017).
However, when learner results in the control group of schools were added and compared, only a very small
difference in the means of post-test between control and treatment school groups was found. While both
groups improved substantially between the pre-test and the post-test, the improvement was only nominally
higher in the treatment group, and not statistically significant (Fleisch et al. 2017).15
This finding accentuates the value of using a control group as a counterfactual in experimental research to
ascertain the true impact of an intervention. Without a control group, a false conclusion may have been reached
that the intervention made a difference. Moreover, it was clear that the RCUP was not worth replicating. The
RCT showed that the intervention was not substantially beneficial for learners in the treatment schools in a
relatively functional district with schools that were above average. It was likely, therefore, to have, at best, only
the same, or an even smaller effect in less functional districts and poorer or rural schools (Fleisch et al. 2017).
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The RCUP was based on the 2012 Intermediate Phase Catch-up Programme implemented by the GDE and aimed at closing the
learning gaps between the minority of learners who were reading English at the curriculum level and the majority that were
reading far below the level. The English Catch-up Programme contained three key elements: scripted lesson plans, high-quality
graded readers, training and instructional coaching.
However, children with a higher baseline English proficiency did register statistically significant gains.
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This finding accentuates the value of using a control group as a counterfactual in experimental research to
ascertain the true impact of an intervention. Without a control group, a false conclusion may have been reached
that the intervention made a difference. Moreover, it was clear that the RCUP was not worth replicating. The
RCT showed that the intervention was not substantially beneficial for learners in the treatment schools in a
relatively functional district with schools that were above average. It was likely, therefore, to have, at best, only
the same, or an even smaller effect in less functional districts and poorer or rural schools (Fleisch et al. 2017).
As Fleisch et al. (2017) and Kotze et al. (2019) have pointed out; the RCUP experiment also yielded some
important lessons:

•

Most students in the senior phase (SP) of primary school did not have a strong enough language
foundation to benefit from a short-term remedial programme. This highlighted the need for
interventions before Grade 4;

•

The duration of coaching was too short. Future interventions would need to last at least one or two

•

To advance education in South Africa, policymakers and programme developers must have access to

•

Good practice would be to add rigorous qualitative case studies to complement the RCTs in order to

years;
genuinely trustworthy knowledge from rigorously designed RCTs; and
provide insights into the change mechanisms and dynamics of interventions.
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IV. Early Grade Reading Study (EGRS I)
The important lessons from the RCUPhad some influence on the design of EGRS I, which began in 2015 in North
West Province and lasted for two years. The Zenex Foundation was one of the funders of this intervention.
EGRS I tested on-site coaching of teachers by reading experts (Coaching) versus centralised teacher training
(Training), where both intervention groups received the same daily lesson plans and additional reading
materials aligned to the official Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS). Each intervention was
implemented in a group of 50 schools, randomly selected from two districts from the North West Province,
and a control group of another 80 schools that received no intervention. The teachers and learners moved as a
cohort from Grade 1 in 2015 to Grade 2 in 2016 (Cilliers et al. 2018).16
The Training and Coaching interventions targeted reading and literacy in the home language, Setswana. In
addition, a parent-support intervention was implemented alongside them for the two years. This consisted of
weekly meetings between parents and recruited community reading facilitators to discuss the importance of
children learning to read in the Foundation Phase (FP) and to help parents with techniques for assisting their
children with reading.
The centralised Training component lasted for two days at the start of each year and then again midway
through each year. The on-site Coaching included a half-day cluster meeting to disseminate lesson plans and
reading materials at the start of each quarter, as well as on-site coaching visits about once a month. The ratio
of coaches to schools was about 1:17.

Findings
Cilliers et al. (2018) undertook the impact evaluation using an RCT design, plus 60 classroom observations and
eight case studies. After two years of the intervention, the on-site Coaching produced an average (HL) test score
impact of 0.24 standard deviations (SDs) relative to the control group. This means that learners of the teachers
who received two years of the Coaching intervention were approximately 40 per cent of a year of learning
ahead of the students in the control schools that received no intervention; a very significant improvement by
international standards.
In the case of the centralised Training, the impact was half as large, at 0.12 SDs. The parent involvement
intervention appeared to have a small positive impact (Cilliers et al. 2018).
In addition, the Coaching intervention had a statistically positive impact on all the early grade subtests, including
English proficiency. Even though this was not a direct outcome targeted by the intervention, the benefits of the
pupils’ learning to read in their home language may well have enabled better second language acquisition, or
teachers may have implemented similar methods in their English lessons that they had learnt from coaching
during their home language lessons (Cilliers et al. 2018).
The lesson observations and detailed case studies indicated that the coaching intervention promoted teacher
adherence to the programme and better use of more difficult teaching methodologies. In particular, a method
called “group-guided reading”, which is prescribed in the official curriculum, but rarely implemented in the
control classrooms, was much more likely to occur, and created opportunities for children to handle books and
read individually (Cilliers et al. 2018: 23).
The results showed that middle-to-top performing learners benefited most, and there was a small or
negligible impact on the weakest learners. Girls outperformed boys, but the coaching intervention did help
boys to catch up to some extent. Both the training and coaching interventions had the greatest impact on
relatively large classes of 38 to 45 pupils. In small classes and very large classes of over 50, the impact was less
(Cilliers et al. 2018).
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In 2017 it was decided that the two structured pedagogic teacher interventions would continue at the Grade 3 level.
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The major cost in the training component was teacher travel and accommodation expenses, while the salary
of the coaches was the main cost factor of the on-site coaching intervention. This resulted in the Coaching
intervention costing some 30 per cent more than the centralised Training (Cilliers et al. 2018). The costeffectiveness of the two interventions was investigated. Given the higher test scores resulting from Coaching,
the Coaching intervention was shown overall to be more cost-effective (a 0.41 SD increase in test scores per
US$100) than the Training intervention (a 0.23 SD increase in test scores per US$100) (Cilliers et al. 2018).
This illustrates the value of a cost-effectiveness analysis that demonstrated that the pedagogy-based, structured
programme with coaching, training of teachers and materials aligned with CAPS was the strongest and most
cost-effective intervention.
However, as Cilliers et al. (2018: 24) noted, the evaluation did not produce evidence that this type of intervention
will have similar impacts when targeted at different grade levels or subject areas. They also point out that, “it
is important to note that both programs are bundled interventions, so we cannot attribute the learning gains
exclusively to the coaching/training component.”
Several additional insights and recommendations arose from the study. Prinsloo and Mohohlwane
(2017) noted the following:

•

Use of existing subject advisors as coaches is problematic because there are too few of them, with
responsibility for too many schools, and the current departmental structures focus on accountability,
rather than support and professional development;

•

Extending the intervention to the whole primary level to ensure optimal retention and transfer of

•

The need for reading norms in African languages was highlighted as an urgent need;

•

The overall impact of the parent intervention was small, parental involvement was low and there was

reading and literacy teaching skills is a key consideration;

no large change in parental behaviour in response to the intervention. This needs further research and
may be promising, but the challenge is how to shift parent involvement at scale;

•

More research is needed to find out what forms of school support programmes work in deep rural

•

The intervention was implemented in 230 schools and involved coverage of almost all the schools in

•

Prioritising schools might be a viable option: on-site coaching interventions could be implemented in,

settings as there was no measurable impact on learners in those schools;
two provincial districts, which indicates that up scaling may be possible;
say, 100 or 500 priority schools in a province on a temporary basis, such as two years, with independent
contracting and oversight structures; and

•

Longitudinal tracking of the initial cohorts throughout their whole school lives would be important for
evaluating the long-term benefits and sustainability of the intervention.
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V. Early Grade Reading Study (EGRS II)
The possible scaling up of the EGRS I model raised questions about the financial viability of rolling out
instructional coaching system-wide, as well as the feasibility of recruiting, training and managing large cohorts
of coaches required for an entire school system (Kotze et al. 2019).
Consequently, to test cost and resource alternatives to on-site coaching, EGRS II was implemented in 2017 in
180 schools in Mpumalanga. The SPP intervention was initiated by the DBE in collaboration with academics at
various universities and international donor organisations. Subject advisers and district officials in Mpumalanga
provided support for its implementation. The NGO, Class Act, undertook the implementation.
The purpose of EGRS II is to provide support to educators teaching English First Additional Language (EFAL)
in the Foundation Phase so that they can increase learners’ English proficiency. This would help to prepare
learners for the transition to English as language of learning and teaching (LOLT) in Grade 4. A cohort of
Grade 1 learners are receiving three years of the intervention.
Two different coaching treatments have been applied: Intervention 1, comprising face-to-face, on-site
coaching by reading experts; and Intervention 2, comprising virtual coaching where one coach communicates
electronically with a large group of teachers using phone-calls, texts and instant messaging. Thus, the
EGRS II experiment was designed to test the cost-effectiveness of two different versions of coaching within
an SPP.
The various components of interventions 1 and 2 are outlined in Table 5 below:
Table 5: Intervention design

On-site coaching

Virtual coaching

Lesson plans

Paper-based

Electronic: tablet

Learning and
teaching support
materials

Paper-based

Paper-based

Coaching

In classroom visit

Also videos, sound clips and photos
of example writing

Once every three weeks

Virtual coach via cell phone calls and
instant messaging
Follow-up with individual teachers
on training focus areas once every
two weeks and to improve practice
in teaching English and monitor
curriculum coverage
Motivational group message every
week

Training

Initial training: Two-day block
training
Quarterly training: One day at the
start of each term
Needs-based cluster training

Initial training: Three-day block
training including training on use of
tablets
Quarterly training: One day at the
start of each term
Additional videos developed for
challenging teaching capacity as
required

Source: Kotze et al. (2019)
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In Intervention 1, three expert reading coaches were employed to support 50 schools in total, resulting in a
teacher-to-coach ratio of one coach to about 32 teachers in 16 schools. The three reading coaches were each
based in a specific area of the province, and they visited each teacher in class at least three times a term. During
the coaching visits for each teacher, lesson demonstrations, observations, feedback, assessment support, and
discussions about practice took place.
In intervention 2, there was one reading coach, based in an off-site office, who virtually coached the teachers
using various forms of electronic communication.
The EGRS II evaluation undertaken by Kotze et al. (2019) uses a mixed methods design of an RCT plus classroom
observations and in-depth case studies, so as to provide both a quantitative estimate of what the impact of each
intervention is on HL and English (FAL) and to illuminate how and why the nterventions affect classroom practice.
For the evaluation, 50 schools were randomly assigned to Intervention 1 and another 50 to Intervention 2,
while 80 schools were randomly assigned to the control group that received no intervention. Some 3 040 Grade
1 learners wrote both the pre- and post-tests administered at the beginning and end of their Grade 1 year
respectively.

Findings
After one year of EGRS II, the midline evaluation by Kotze et al. (2019) revealed encouraging results:

•

The basic impact finding after one year of implementation, was that students in the two intervention
groups were significantly ahead of the control group students on the core instructional outcomes of the
Grade 1 curriculum for EFAL;

•

The virtual coaching model seemed to be no less effective than on-site coaching;

•

Both interventions improved the instructional practice of teachers and the targeted literacy outcomes;

•

Three main differences were observed between the intervention and the control classrooms. Compared
to the control classrooms, in the intervention classrooms there was more frequent use of English by
students and teachers; more systematic teaching of oral language proficiency in English using extended
texts; and more efficient curriculum coverage, thus allowing for greater student exposure to the English
curriculum; and

•

The preliminary cost estimates indicated that the per-student costs of the on-site coaching and the
virtual coaching models do not differ dramatically, and were US$48 and US$43, respectively, per year.
The main cost item in the on-site coaching model is the salary cost of the three coaches, while the
additional night of residential training, the tablets, and cellular data for teachers are the main cost
items in the virtual coaching model.

Thus, the preliminary findings at the end of the first year of the EGRS II study, “confirm that combined approaches
that include coaching do indeed improve learning outcomes at scale. Furthermore, there is emerging evidence
that there may be less resource-intensive forms of coaching that have similar outcomes” (Kotze et al. 2019: 213).
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VI. ZenLit
The Zenex Foundation launched ZenLit as a pilot project in 2015 to improve literacy in the early grades. The
project used the GROW model of coaching.
The purpose of ZenLit was to assist FP teachers with HL and EFAL literacy teaching in order to improve learner
performance in those languages. The intervention supported isiXhosa and English in Eastern Cape (EC), isiZulu
and English in KwaZulu-Natal (KZN), and isiXhosa and English in the Western Cape (WC). The contexts were
very different: peri-urban EC, rural KZN and urban WC. Twenty-one schools were selected to be part of the
ZenLit project. The schools also differed significantly in terms of their learning and teaching conditions.
Although ZenLit was initially designed as a three-year project focusing on FP teachers, a fourth year for a head
of department (HoD) intervention was added in 2018. The project closed in March 2019.
Figure 2: Evolution of ZenLit project

LITERACY INTERVENTION PROGRAMME

2015
ZenLit commences

2017
Literacy programme
ends

Literacy programme
evaluation

LEADERSHIP
PROGRAMME

March 2019
Leadership
programme ends

Leadership
programme evaluation

Source: JET Education Services

Two different organisations were commissioned to evaluate ZenLit: the Evaluation Research Agency (ERA) for
the original three-year teacher intervention, and JET Education Services (JET) for the HoD intervention.
As ERA pointed out, ZenLit was a complex and many-layered project. There were three different literacy
providers implementing the project in the three respective provinces. All service providers were trained in
literacy coaching skills by the NLF. It addressed challenges in the acquisition of HL and FAL in teachers and
learners and vocabulary improvement, as well as coaching skills in service providers and HoDs (ERA 2018). In
addition, a strong partnership with schools, districts and service providers was critical for ZenLit in order to
obtain their buy-in in the short-term and sustainability in the long- term. (ERA 2018).
Moreover, the causal chain was long: the project depended on the service provider’s coaches acquiring complex
knowledge and skills in both literacy and coaching, before they could bring about critical interventions in
teachers and HoDs, in order to achieve the intended outcomes in terms of HoDs, teachers and learners.
The three-year teacher programme was essentially an SPP that included the provision of materials, training
on literacy practices and coaching to develop the participating teachers so that they would demonstrate the
behaviours of expert reading teachers17 (JET: 2019). However, it is important to note that, unlike many SPPs,
ZenLit did not include SLPs. The literacy experts who advised the Foundation, maintained that teachers who
understood the theory underlying literacy and especially reading would be able to decide and plan how best
to teach reading to improve learner outcomes.
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Expert teachers were defined as exhibiting: 1) improved knowledge of language and literacy processes and how learners learn;
2) improved planning and delivery of literacy and language instruction aligned to the curriculum; 3) well-managed classrooms
and routines which stimulate positive learning and actively engage learners in the learning process; and 4) continuous
monitoring and assessment of learner progress, with meaningful feedback provided to learners (JET 2019).
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The fourth year of ZenLit focused on school leadership and engaging HoDs in school-based training and
coaching, as well as communities of practice (COPs).18
JET (2019: 2) outlined the intended outcomes in detail:

… the establishment of a positive working environment; collaboration and shared best practices; use of
evidence; effective planning; addressing classroom challenges; addressing resource needs and shortages;
meeting improvement targets; regular and effective feedback from HoDs; and regular engagement in
individual and group reflective practices within the Foundation Phase. These behaviours and conditions
were seen in turn as enabling conditions for the support of expert reading teachers.
Findings of the ERA evaluation
The first phase of the intervention was evaluated by ERA, using an evaluative case study design with the
incorporation of two components of quasi-experimental designs: repeated testing and the inclusion of control
schools for the Grade 3 testing.
Overall, the ERA evaluation concluded that:

•

The ZenLit Project incrementally changed FP teachers’ literacy and language practice during the first three

•

The FP teachers’ theoretical literacy content knowledge developed, as shown by appropriate physical

years of the intervention;
changes in classrooms, lesson and weekly planning, and teachers increasing familiarity with implementing
reading strategies, as well as their greater understanding of the importance of conducting reading
assessments; and

•

The combination of strengthening the leadership of the SMT (school management team) and coaching
teachers led to a shift in teacher attitudes and behaviour that enabled reflection on their classroom practice
and acceptance of peer feedback without feeling threatened (ERA 2018).

Additional more detailed findings were:

18

•

High teacher attendance showed strong commitment to the ZenLit training, with the EC showing the

•

Coaching dosage was uneven with some teachers receiving less than six coaching sessions across three

•

HoDs also showed an excellent commitment to training, with 100 per cent attendance by WC HoDs;

•

However, the HoDs’ coaching dosage was uneven and low in some cases;

•

The centralised training was valued by teachers, the input by service providers was greatly appreciated and

•

Coaching quality differed between provinces and between coaches in provinces;

•

A statistically significant finding was that the learners in ZenLit intervention schools in EC and KZN recorded

•

However, the test scores of learners in the ZenLit schools in the WC were not significantly different from

•

Learners’ test scores increased on most tests as learners progressed through the grades;

greatest commitment;
years;

the practical nature of the training met teachers’ needs; and

higher average scores on all five tests, compared to learners in the control schools;
learners in the control schools in 2017;

This was defined as HoDs being able to: 1) carry out their roles and responsibilities according to policy; 2) conduct curriculumdriven phase meetings; 3) contribute to decision-making and leadership in the school which enables and supports a culture
of teaching and learning; and 4) support teachers using a cycle of reflecting, planning improvement and implementing
improvement plans (JET 2019).
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•

In general, learners a year older than their grade age performed more poorly than learners at their grade

•

Female learners tended to perform better than male learners; and

•

There were large differences between schools within the same province, with learners in the best

age;

performing schools doing twice as well as learners in the worst performing schools. The provincial
differences correlated with the differences in learner performance between Nguni-speaking learners
(isiXhosa and isiZulu) and English-speaking learners.

ERA (2018) made a number of suggestions, should the ZenLit project be expanded on scale:

•

Increase the sample of learners in the ZenLit and control schools to increase the validity of the findings;

•

Conduct a review of the ZenLit literacy test by national and international experts;

•

Develop careful design and detailed implementation plans for each ‘working part’ of the school system

•

Develop different designs at the outset, if interventions take place in different geographical contexts;

•

Have one centrally managed service provider team across provinces, rather than three different service

•

Reduce demands on service providers;

•

Accredit coaches before implementation;

•

Consider the risk of inadequate dosage for teachers and HoDs, given the huge turnaround in teachers in

•

Extend the intervention into a fourth year for HoDs to strengthen management of good literacy and

involved in the project to avoid too many changes;

providers in three provinces;

the design of interventions;
language practice, facilitate project sustainability and consolidate effective institutional routines to
support teacher reflection and learning processes;

•

Improve instructional leadership of HoDs to achieve more time-on-task, greater curriculum coverage and

•

Improve curriculum management and leadership by the principal and deputy-principal to improve the

improved teaching to better learner performance;
support and management of HoDs, resource management, accountability practices and assessment and
progression practices; and

•

Strengthen the communities of practice (COPs) across schools to facilitate continuous professional
development, networking and exchange of learning and best practice between schools.

Findings of the JET evaluation
To investigate the intended outcomes of strengthening HoD leadership and their links to teaching practice,
JET also used evaluative case studies in two schools in each of the three ZenLit provinces. From their findings,
JET (2019) concluded that, overall, the many links in the theory of change (TOC) occurred as intended. More
specifically JET found:

•

The FP HoDs were able to develop their support and relationship practices, and give feedback to teachers.
They could initiate the method from the ZenLit phase meetings, knew their roles and responsibilities
regarding district mandates and as phase leaders, and understood the purpose of reflection with regard
to teaching practice;
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•

Consequently, ZenLit teachers had “positive working environments, good relationships with their peers, a

•

HoDs were less effective in influencing school decisions, possibly because SMT meetings were not held

•

The use of data was identified as a weak area, with neither teachers nor the phase as a whole “demonstrating

willingness to collaborate and support each other and opportunities for reflective practice” (JET 2019: 89);
with the same level of collaboration and group problem-solving as FP meetings;
the ability to meaningfully use data to set targets and drive curriculum-based phase meetings or plan
improvement” (JET 2019: 89);

•

There were indications that teachers were not recording learner performance regularly, nor providing
written feedback to their learners in their exercise books, although orally they were able to give corrective
and positive feedback to learners;

•

In some schools, lesson plans created a challenge for delivering best practice literacy instruction as
advocated by ZenLit because delivery did not integrate well in classrooms or schools. This also applied to
other district mandates and school practices. “For example, some schools differentiated between “ZenLit
phase meetings” and “regular meetings”, where the intention was for the ZenLit methodology to be useful
within regularly scheduled meetings” (JET 2019: 89);

•

Competing demands were part of the problem: “for example, GROW does not make explicit allowances
for reporting of curriculum coverage by each teacher, and planning was not well-integrated into the Way
Forward” (JET 2019: 89);

•

It was difficult to determine the extent to which the HoD was instrumental in establishing or maintaining
expert reading teacher behaviours because throughout 2018 and 2019 teachers in all provinces continued,
to some extent, to be supported by coaches; and

•

Nonetheless, most teachers in ZenLit schools exhibited many of the desired behaviours:

… excellent awareness of language, literary processes, how learners learn, ability to plan and delivery
curriculum-aligned literacy and language instruction; well-resourced and well managed classroom;
teachers able to engage learners in positive learning experiences. (JET 2019: 89)
The two evaluations of ZenLit by ERA and JET produced important insights into the processes and intended
outcomes of the pilot project. These showed that, in general, it had positively influenced teachers’ content
knowledge in literacy and their instructional practices, as well as their attitudes towards feedback and
collaboration. Moreover, the learner testing by ERA found that test scores of learners in the treatment schools
in EC and KZN were significantly higher on average than those in the control schools. ZenLit also strengthened
HoDs’ leadership, coaching skills and support for FP literacy teachers.
However, the evaluations also revealed problems and challenges of a complex multi-layered intervention and
the many changes that would be necessary before the pilot could be expanded on scale. As a pilot project,
ZenLit has provided invaluable information about what can be achieved in bundled literacy interventions as
well as the impediments to scaling up. As such, it has demonstrated the value of pilot projects in ‘testing the
waters’ before large-scale interventions are designed and implemented.
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4.3.3. Summary of findings on South African coaching interventions
This section pulls together in a summary from the key findings of the six South African evaluations
of coaching programmes discussed above.

Instructional coaching works
Most of the interventions significantly changed both teacher practice and improved learning
outcomes in terms of literacy in public primary schools in different geographic areas of South
Africa. In the case of the PSP evaluation by Harvey (1999), the science teachers who received
coaching substantially changed their teaching practices as compared with the control group who
received no coaching.

Robust evaluation designs
The size of the sample used in evaluations is as a critical factor.
The most trustworthy and insightful findings came from large-scale impact evaluations that used
an RCT design with counterfactual components, combined with qualitative data from case studies
and observations. These were able to unpack the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of the change processes.
Limitations in the evaluation design, as in the GPLMS, affected the generalisability of the findings,
and restricted the insights to a local-area treatment effect.

Coaching theory and models
Coaching interventions in South Africa are underpinned by behavioural change theory and
education change theories. There is no standardised model, although instructional coaching
within SPPs dominates.

Focus on primary schools and literacy
Without exception, the coaching interventions and SPPs have been implemented in primary
schools, and in most cases, in the early grades.
Improving literacy, and particularly reading, was the dominant goal in most of the coaching
interventions. The exceptions were the PSP in the case of science, and the GPLMS which included
numeracy as well as literacy.

Dosage and duration
The RCUP showed that sufficient coaching dosage over an extended period was necessary to
bring about significant improvement in instructional practices and learner achievement. The
recommendation was that coaching interventions should be extended by one or two years.
Although teacher and HoD attendance at training sessions may be very good, as the ERA (2018)
evaluation of ZenLit showed, the actual coaching dosage can be uneven, and hence too little to
bring about significant improvement.

Complex, multi-level interventions
These interventions are difficult to design, implement and evaluate. Attempting to increase and
sustain the impact of ZenLit in schools, resulted in the project becoming complex and manylayered with a long causal chain (ERA 2018). The problem with a long casual chain is when one
link fails; the whole intervention is put at risk. Despite the long causal change, ZenLit was able,
nevertheless, to manage the risk as revealed in the evaluations by ERA (2018) and JET (2019), which
showed that teachers overall:
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•

Exhibited a good grasp of the theory and processes of literacy;

•

Could deliver literacy instruction;

•

Managed their classrooms; and

•

Engaged learners in positive learning experiences.

Impact on learner subpopulations
Disaggregating learner data into subpopulations is important in revealing patterns masked by
larger, aggregate data. Looking at the data in smaller subpopulations reveals if outcomes vary by
subpopulation and can help in identifying important trends in achievement. In cases where the
data was disaggregated, it showed that the SPP literacy interventions did not have a negative effect
on the learning achievement of the weakest pupils and/or those in deep rural areas, although
these pupils made no or very small gains. In EGRS I and ZenLit, boys performed more poorly
than girls in reading, but the gap did narrow between them as a result of the interventions. In
ZenLit, over-age pupils did not score as well as their age-appropriate peers and the achievement
gap between and among the best and worst performing schools was huge. Meeting the learning
needs of these groups of disadvantaged learners and schools presents one of the most significant
challenges for literacy interventions in South Africa.

Support of school leadership and education departments
The support of coaching by school leadership and senior management (principals, deputyprincipals and HoDs) is a key factor in the success of coaching. The lack of internal capacity and
willingness to support coaching can lead to teacher ambivalence about coaching (Kadenge 2015).
In ZenLit, the role of HoDs was identified as essential for supporting teachers, providing
constructive feedback, reinforcing best practice in literacy teaching, and encouraging reflective
practice and collaboration among phase teachers (JET 2019). After the fourth-year intervention of
ZenLit, HoDs were found to have been largely successful in this role.
The involvement of education departments is crucial in education interventions in order to obtain
their buy-in in the short-term and sustainability in the long-term. In all the six coaching programmes
the departments were actively involved as initiators or partners. The active support of districts is
vital, but even with their support, in practice, competing demands between an intervention and
the district routines and requirements can be difficult for teachers or HoDs to manage, as the
ZenLit evaluations revealed.

Skills of service providers
South African education interventions rely on service providers to manage and implement them.
Thus, the expertise and skills of the service providers are critical to the success of the intervention.
The ZenLit evaluation showed that service providers were the key link in the TOC. They had to be
trained in how to teach literacy and coaching skills, before they could apply this in coaching the
teachers, who, in turn, had learn and use the desired teaching practices to raise pupil achievement
(ERA 2017). Overloading them with too many demands will weaken the implementation of the
intervention (ERA 2017).
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Scripted lesson plans (SLPs)
Except for ZenLit, SLPs were used in all the SPPs. The SLPs attracted positive and negative reactions.
Most teachers in the GPLMS were positive about the SLPs, but some teachers complained that
they were too fast-paced and conveyed too many concepts in a week for the teacher and pupils to
grasp properly, and they did not fit their contexts.
Although qualitative research of the GPLMS (Masterson 2013) suggests that that coaching was
contributing to the teachers’ understanding and interpretation of curriculum documents and
added to their content knowledge and methodology, Shalem et al. (2016) have criticised the SLPs
of the GPLMS as inadequate for helping teachers understand and know their subject matter
at a conceptual level. Another criticism is that SLPs undermine teacher autonomy and prevent
differentiation to meet the needs of individual pupils. In EGRS I, however, teacher satisfaction
with the programme was very high and they valued the structure provided by SLPs. Moreover, no
negative effect on any group of pupils was found (Cilliers et al. 2018).

Attributes and competencies of coaches
The qualitative research has shown that the personal attributes and performance of a coach are
critical factors in a successful coaching relationship. A coach’s interpersonal skills are central to
building a trusting relationship. Teachers want to be treated like a colleague by a coach, who would
listen to their suggestions and feedback (Masterson 2013). Coaches’ professional competencies
were also seen as significant factors for the success of the coaching process (Kadenge 2015).
Teachers highly valued coaches’ modelling effective practices in the classroom.

Subject advisers as coaches
Using subject advisers as coaches for teachers is not recommended because they are stretched
too thinly on the ground, with responsibility for too many schools, and their monitoring role
interferes with their coaching and supportive role (Harvey 1999; Prinsloo and Mohohlwane 2017).

Learning and teaching resources
Teachers expressed their gratitude for these additional materials and the help they gave them in
teaching the children.

Use of data
Sufficient, reliable quantitative and rich qualitative data is essential for robust evaluations as is
evidenced in the designs and results of the large-scale RCT evaluations coupled with case studies.
Teachers’ use of the data to inform their teaching is also critical. This was found to be a weak area
in ZenLit (JET 2019).

Professional learning and accountability
Overall, the coaching interventions appear to have achieved teacher commitment to the coaching
process, in that the evaluations showed there were positive changes in their attitudes and
instructional practices. Teacher trust and acceptance of the coaching visits and processes in the
GPLMS suggest that this opened up the classroom as a learning space rather than a private teacher
domain and increased teachers’ professional accountability (Fleisch 2016; Masterson 2013).

Adoption of technically challenging teaching techniques-guided reading
Cilliers et al. (2018) found that teachers in both the Training and Coaching treatments of EGRS
I were more likely to use group-guided reading, which is prescribed in CAPS, but was rarely
implemented in the control classrooms. This created opportunities for children to handle books
and read individually. However, this impact was larger for teachers that received Coaching,
compared to Training. Thus, Cilliers et al. (2018) speculate that coaches play an important role in
the adoption of more technically challenging teaching techniques.
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Parental involvement
Parental involvement in improving reading presents a challenge. In EGRS I, it was found that
the overall impact of the parent intervention was small, parental involvement was low and
there was no large change in parental behaviour in response to the intervention (Prinsloo and
Mohohlwane 2017).

Cost-effectiveness
The ERGS I study of Cilliers et al. (2018) confirmed that instructional coaching as the professional
development component of an SPP is more cost-effective than the centralised training model.
After one year of implementation, the results of the EGRS II study by Kotze et al. (2019) results
indicate that the on-site coaching and the virtual coaching interventions have been equally
effective in improving learners’ English oral proficiency (Kotze et al. 2019). Hence they observe
that there is “emerging evidence that there may be less resource-intensive forms of coaching that
have similar outcomes” (Kotze 2019: 213).
However, there is always the danger that lower cost versions of programmes result in no, or
statistically insignificant, improvement in outcomes (Harvey 1999).

Scaling up
The research by Fleisch et al. (2016) on the GPLMS provided some positive evidence that SPPs
could be a scalable model because the intervention was implemented in over 1 000 schools,
focusing on four different subjects (Cilliers et al. 2018). This has been confirmed by the findings
of EGRS I by Cilliers et al. (2018) and the preliminary EGRS II findings of Kotze et al. (2019) that
bundled interventions, which include coaching, can improve learning outcomes at scale.
Various strategies have been suggested to facilitate taking programmes to scale. Kotze et al. (2019)
point to the potential for technological innovations to enable scale-up coaching programmes, even
in contexts where teachers are not familiar with new technologies.
Scaling up could also be addressed by staggering an intervention so that the same group of
reading coaches visits a different cluster of schools every couple of years (Harvey 1999).
Similarly, prioritising schools may be a viable option, with on-site coaching implemented in, say,
100 or 500 priority schools in a province over, say, two years, and with independent contracting
and oversight structures (Prinsloo and Mohohlwane 2017).

Sustainability
The question of sustainability when coaching is withdrawn hangs over all education interventions.
The research suggests that meaningful support from school leadership and districts may help to
institutionalise the coaching process and embed new practices, and COPs and teacher networks
may help preserve and extend the new norms of practice, as found in the PSP and ZenLit.

CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS ON COACHING INTERVENTIONS IN EDUCATION

47

CHAP T E R

5

MAIN FINDINGS OF
THE LITERATURE
REVIEW

T

his review covers a substantial body of international and local literature on key aspects of
coaching. Different theoretical frameworks and models of coaching, and important issues

concerning coaches are discussed. The findings and insights gleaned from international and local
research on various types of coaching programmes are identified, as well as factors that can
enable or impede the successful design and implementation of coaching programmes.
The analyses of coaching programmes and research findings in developed and developing
countries, and in South Africa, along with various meta-analyses and studies using RCT designs
have proved extremely useful. Certain meta-analyses have proved invaluable: those of Kraft
and his colleagues, Blazar and Hogan, in different publications (2016, 2018); Connor (2017) and
Day (2015) in the US; Piper et al. (2018) and Snilstveit et al. (2016) in developing countries; as well
as the papers of Fleisch et al. (2017), Cilliers et al. (2018) and Kotze et al. (2019) on the three RCT
experiments in South Africa (RCUP, EGRS I and II). The evaluations of the PSP and ZenLit have also
contributed important insights.
Coaching theories, models, programmes, elements and findings across geographical boundaries
also exhibit different features in different regions of the world and within countries. Context is
therefore a key determining factor in all interventions.
The following section provides an overview of the main findings from all the studies reviewed in
this report.

5.1. Theories and models
In developed countries, a wide variety of theoretical frameworks underpin coaching programmes,
including those based on attitudinal change, behavioural change and social constructivism, as well
as other psychological, learning and education change theories. In developing countries and in
South Africa, behavioural change theory appears to dominate.
There is no standard model of coaching. A wide variety of coaching models is evident in the US,
whereas in developing countries and in South Africa, the typical model is instructional coaching
in SPPs. Across the world; most coaching interventions are combined with other inputs, such as
training workshops and/or additional teaching and learning resources. Given the different contexts,
needs, initiators and stakeholders of coaching programmes, it is not surprising that models
differ in terms of their purpose, targets, strategies, designs, organisation and implementation. In
practice, variations of coaching can be found within coaching programmes, especially where there
are multiple intervention sites.
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There are also layered models comprising a framework of a multi-tiered system of support aimed
at the institutionalisation of the intervention and education system change, as opposed to schoollevel change.
Despite the many variations, Day (2015) suggests that basic logic model undergirds coaching
models:

•

A coach will encourage and facilitate teacher professional learning;

•

Once teacher professional learning occurs, that learning will be implemented in the

•

Implementation of best practice will lead to student learning; and

•

Student learning will be reflected by student achievement.

classroom;

Furthermore, based on her overview of research on coaching programmes in the US,
Connor (2017) argues that four common assumptions and findings run through effective coaching
models:

•

Teachers are responsible for their students’ outcomes and they can change their practices

•

Teachers should be empowered as part of the coaching programme. Dialogue between

so that student outcomes improve;
coaches and teachers as partners, and/or among teachers collaborating as fellow
professionals, is most likely to make sustained changes in practice;

•

Observation and feedback are active ingredients of effective coaching; and

•

The use of technology to facilitate coaching can increase its efficiency, and thus assist in
reducing costs and improving scalability.

5.2. Coaches
Coaches can be categorised into three types: change coaches, who focus on leadership for wholeschool improvement; content coaches, who focus on discipline-based instructional improvement;
and systems coaches, who serve as a liaison between the district and school leadership, providing
the ongoing coaching support and data-driven professional development needed to implement
common goals. (Neufeld and Roper 2003; Vermont Agency for Education 2016).
Instructional coaching can only be effective, if coaches are carefully selected, thoroughly trained,
and their role clearly defined. However, none of these are common (Fullan and Knight 2011).
Despite the requirement for fully trained coaches, appropriate accredited training courses for
coaches in most countries, including South Africa, appear to be in short supply. Training received
by coaches is often neither deep nor broad enough, and frequently too short.
Poor definition of coaches’ role and responsibilities is ubiquitous. This can result in teacher
confusion and ambivalence about whether a coach is more like a colleague or an extension of
school and district leadership. In practice, coaches often play multiple roles, which reduce their
time to coach teachers and visit classrooms.
To be effective and capable of navigating the demands and politics of schools and districts, coaches
must possess a wide range of attributes and competencies that combine content knowledge
and teaching expertise with very strong communication, interpersonal skills and organisational
abilities.
Much is asked of coaches, but the considerable challenges that they face are not well understood.
These include poor role definition; educator resistance; the perception that they are aligned with
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school leadership; difficulty in gaining access to classrooms which teachers regard as their private
domain; and a lack of support from leadership. When they are unable to achieve what they need
to do, coaches can become discouraged, frustrated and demoralised.
Although important for accountability, there is little assessment of the quality and impact of
coaches’ work. Without demonstrating the critical links between coaching, teacher learning, and
student achievement, it is difficult to justify the expense of coaching (Day 2015).

5.3. Effectiveness of coaching programmes
Until a few years ago there was no compelling international or local evidence to demonstrate
the effectiveness of coaching. That has now changed with increasing evidence from the US,
developing countries and from South Africa. Research has shown that well-designed and planned
coaching interventions, together with teacher training, additional learning and teaching resources
and lesson plans, can change teachers’ instructional practices and significantly increase pupils’
learning achievement. This has been shown to be particularly true of early-grade reading
interventions. Powerful, trustworthy evidence from the research of Kraft and Blazar (2018), Piper
and Korda (2010), Cilliers et al. (2018) and Kotze et al. (2019) show that coaching programmes can
dramatically increase pupils’ learning gains.
The value of the findings is even greater when the research designs include qualitative data from
case studies and observations, which unpack the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of the intervention, as in the
EGRS I and II experiments in South Africa.
In developing countries, bundled interventions, like SPPs, which use a mix of training on instructional
methods, highly specified curricula, additional quality learning resources and coaching, are able
to significantly improve students’ proficiency in early-grade reading (Piper et al. 2016, 2018;
Lucas et al. 2014; Kerwin et al. 2017; Snilstveit et al. 2016). In fact, SPPs were found by Snilstveit et
al. (2016) to have the largest and most consistent effects on learning outcomes compared to other
forms of teacher professional development.
In South Africa, large-scale experiments that focused on literacy and reading, using RCT designs,
combined with qualitative research (RCUP, EGRS I and II), indicate that SPPs that include coaching,
combined with the typical mix of SLPs, additional learning and teaching resources, and teacher
training sessions, have been able to significantly change teacher practices in literacy, and improve
learning outcomes in public primary schools in different geographic areas of South Africa. From
the GPLMS evaluation, there are also indications that coaching can help to open up classrooms
to become shared learning spaces and so spread the norms of professional learning and
accountability among teachers (Fleisch et al. 2016; Masterson 2013).

5.4. Effectiveness of different models
Models that teach general pedagogic skills, like many student-centred improvement projects,
seem to be less effective in improving instructional practices than interventions that teach teachers
specific skills to improve learner achievement in a particular subject. From the findings of Kraft
and Blazar’s (2018) meta-analysis in the US and Piper and Korda’s (2010) research on EGRS Plus:
Liberia, coaching models where teachers are taught content-specific skills, as in literacy, appear
to be more effective.
The peer-coaching model revealed opposing findings in developed and developing countries. In
the US where it is widely used, Showers (1982) maintained that the peer-coaching model promotes
collaboration and communication among teachers, increasing the likelihood that they will use
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new instructional practices and curricula. However, qualitative research in Botswana (Thijs and
Van den Akker 2002) was inconclusive about this.
In South Africa, as a developing country with most teachers ill-educated and undertrained during,
and even after, apartheid, (Harvey 1999; Chauraya and Brodie 2017; Kotze et al. 2019) have
argued that peer-coaching is inadvisable. They point out that teacher-led professional learning
communities might work in high-functioning systems where teachers can share best practice, but
they are unlikely to be effective in low-functioning systems, which have few examples of ‘good’
practice that can be shared.
However, COPs are being encouraged in several bundled interventions in South Africa, as ongoing
support mechanisms that can help the implementation and sustainability of programmes, once
teachers have received training and coaching.
The use of SLPs in South Africa has attracted positive and negative reactions from teachers and
academics. Some teachers in the GPLMS complained that they were too fast paced and conveyed
too many concepts in a week for the teacher and pupils to grasp, and they did not fit their contexts.
There are various models that combine on-line and face-to-face coaching. The research
findings on the efficacy of online versus face-to-face coaching are mixed. In the US, the research by
Crawford et al. (2017) indicates that face-to-face coaching could be more effective than online
coaching, but an RCT by Powell et al. (2010) discovered that a technologically-mediated delivery
of coaching could be an effective alternative to in-person coaching. In South Africa, the midline
evaluation of the EGRS II intervention by Kotze et al. (2019) indicates that on-site coaching
and virtual coaching interventions can be equally effective in improving learners’ English oral
proficiency.
The hybrid model is of interest; comprising both onsite and remote coaching delivered to 45
Head Start teachers. The research of Powell and Diamond (2013) found that the hybrid model
served complementary functions: on-site coaching providing more individualised feedback, while
remote coaching providing more core practice feedback. This suggests that a synergistic hybrid
model may well be a useful coaching model (Powell and Diamond 2013). However, the strength of
a hybrid approach could not be determined because their study design did not have a comparison
model.
System change coaching interventions typically use multi-layered models comprising a framework
of many tiers of support aimed at the institutionalisation and sustainability of the intervention. In
South Africa, ZenLit was an example of a multi-layered pilot project. With its inherent complexity,
the multi-layered model is difficult to design, implement and evaluate. Multi-layered models carry
a high risk: if one link in the causal chain fails, the whole intervention is compromised (ERA 2017).
In developing countries, service providers as the implementers are typically the lynchpin on which
the success of the whole intervention depends.

5.5. Effective coaching practices
Effective coaching practices depend on coaches securing teachers’ trust and establishing mutually
respectful professional relationships. Successful coaches are perceived as partners, who respect
teachers’ opinions and where feedback is given in a collaborative manner (Connor 2017).
Communication, observation, feedback and modeling are highlighted as critical success factors
in coaching (Kretlow and Bartholomew 2010; Ashford et al. 2018; Connor 2017; Joyce and
Showers 1982). The importance of coaches in helping teachers to develop sound behaviourmanagement skills and deliver cognitively challenging content is also key (Kraft and Blazar 2018
Connor 2017).
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Coaching and instruction should be data-driven with coaches using evidence-based practices to
make a difference in the way teachers teach (Knight 2019). Coaching models that use observation
and student data can improve teachers’ practice and support stronger student achievement
(Connor 2017).
School leaders, teachers, coaches and service providers must collect, analyse and use reliable
data to inform what is making a difference to learner engagement and achievement. Data was
found to be a weak area in ZenLit (JET 2019) with a warning that overloading service providers with
data-collection among their many other responsibilities in implementing a programme could be
counterproductive (ERA).
Coaching should not be used in the context of appraising or evaluating teacher performance
(Connor 2017). A coach who plays both a monitoring and coaching role can interfere with the
relationship and success of the coaching intervention. Internationally, it appears that using district
officials as coaches for teachers is not recommended. In the South African context, the use of
district subject advisers as coaches is highly problematic. They are thinly stretched on the ground
with responsibility for too many schools, and their monitoring responsibilities interfere with their
coaching and supportive role (Harvey 1999; Prinsloo and Mohohlwane 2017).

5.6. Dosage and duration
The findings about the dosage and duration of coaching are different in developed and developing
countries. In their meta-analysis of US coaching research, Kraft and Blazar (2018) found that
dosage mattered less than the quality of the coach and coaching programme. Similarly, Van Keer
and Verhaeghe’s (2005) research found that less-intensive coaching models were as effective as
more-intensive coaching models.
However, in the developing world, studies suggest that dosage matters: lower ratios of coaches
to teachers increased pupil achievement (Piper et al. 2018; Kerwin and Thornton 2019 found that
in the reduced-costs version of the intervention with less expensive materials and fewer visits by
coaches to teachers, only basic skills in reading and writing improved, but not advanced skills.
The nature of the time spent on coaching is very important. Substantial amounts of time spent
in instruction make for greater gains for students than time spent in an average quality classroom
learning environment (Connor 2017). Moreover, both the time and opportunities given to teachers
for collaborative work are important (Day 2015).
There is no agreement on the ideal duration of coaching. Given the wide variation in the design
and contexts of programmes, there is no common, proven model for how much coaching should
be given and how long the coaching should last.
For instance, the CSC model in the US, which improved teachers’ instructional practice in reading,
was of very short duration. However, other researchers (Stein and D’Amico 2002; Kraft et al.
2018) have suggested that professional learning needs to be long-term, experientially-based and
dependent on individualised interaction between a novice and an expert.
Although the research is limited in developing countries, Piper and Zuilkowski (2015) demonstrated
that even short-term instructional coaching can lead to teacher behaviour change. In South Africa,
however, there is evidence that coaching interventions do not work if they last for less than a year
or two. In fact, it is now common for interventions to last three or more years.
A typical problem in developed and developing countries is that classroom instructional support
by coaches can be eaten away by administrative tasks in schools or district offices (Knight 2019;
Piper and Zuilkowski 2015). Administrative tasks shifted away from instructional coaches and
towards classroom instructional support would result in increased student learning (Piper and
Zuilkowski 2015).
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5.7. Support of school and district leadership
Explicit and visible support for coaching by school leadership and senior management (principals,
deputy-principals and senior management) is as a critical success factor of coaching across all
countries. Leadership is responsible for building a culture of professional learning that supports
the work of coaches. Reliance must not be placed on coaches to build such a climate. Coaches,
principals, and cluster/team leaders must have mutual understanding and shared expectations
of the role and responsibilities of the coach, and especially the dedicated time a coach needs to
implement a coaching programme (Poglinco et al. 2003).
The ZenLit evaluations (ERA 2018; JET 2019) in South Africa identified the role of HoDs as key to
supporting teachers, providing constructive feedback, reinforcing best practice in literacy teaching
and encouraging reflective practice and collaboration among phase teachers. The evaluation
found that the intervention to capacitate HoDs to fulfill this role had been largely successful
(JET 2019).
Support of education departments in public school interventions is essential. The GPLMS and
EGRS I and II were both government-led, while the RCUP and ZenLit were donor projects that
education departments were involved in at district level. District officials are the face of government
in education interventions, but while supportive of the intervention, in practice, their competing
demands are not easy for teachers or HoDs to manage (JET 2019).

5.8. Scaling up
Coaching interventions, generally, are more expensive than traditional professional development
given to teachers. However, they have been found to be far more effective. This presents a
challenge for expanding coaching programmes at scale. Research on coaching programmes has
investigated this issue and identified key factors that affect scalability: implementation obstacles
to scaling up and cost-effectiveness of reduced cost interventions, as well as strategies that could
facilitate scaling up.

5.9. Obstacles
Obstacles to implementing large-scale programmes are significant:

•

Sourcing enough high-quality coaches;

•

Funding constraints;

•

Standardisation and formal sets of systems and structures for programme fidelity;

•

Prescriptive approaches that require teachers to participate in coaching even when they are

•

Non-supportive school leadership; and

•

Climate of mistrust in schools (Kraft and Blazar 2018).

resistant;

In the US, the size of coaching programmes appears to matter. Large coaching programmes with
more than 100 teachers have been found to be less effective than smaller ones. This raises the
issue of whether coaching can be brought to scale in a way that preserves its impact (Kraft and
Blazar 2018).
There is some positive evidence in South Africa that SPPs could be scaled up with evidence of
large-scale interventions producing learning gains (Cilliers et al. 2018).
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5.10. Cost-effectiveness
How to reduce costs of coaching interventions in scaling up while still retaining statistically
significant improvements in learning outcomes, remains a key question. The danger is that
reducing costs can affect outcomes. Various studies have examined this question with differing
results.
Interestingly, the large-scale EGRS I study of Cilliers et al. (2018) in South Africa confirmed that
instructional coaching as the professional development component of an SPP was more costeffective than the centralised training model, when their relative impact on learning outcomes
was examined.
The use of ICTs, online and virtual coaching has been investigated for its cost-effectiveness, with
differing results. As we have seen, in the US the research findings of Crawford et al. (2017) and
Powell et al. (2010) came to opposing conclusions about the effectiveness of face-to-face coaching
versus online coaching.
In developing countries, the research on the cost-effectiveness of the use of ICTs and online
coaching versus on-site coaching in two programmes has not produced convincing results
(Piper et al. 2016; Bruns et al. 2017). Thus Piper et al. (2016) argue that cost considerations should
be paramount in selecting ICT investments in the education sector if the impact on student
learning is not significantly higher.
The promising midline results of the EGRS II study by Kotze et al. (2019) indicate that the on-site
coaching and the virtual coaching interventions could be equally effective in improving learners’
English oral proficiency. Hence Kotze et al. (2019: 213) observed that there is “emerging evidence
that there may be less resource-intensive forms of coaching that have similar outcomes.”

5.11. Strategies for scaling up
Various strategies have been suggested to facilitate taking programmes to scale. Kraft and
Blazar (2018) see potential for scaling up in distance or virtual coaching programmes, which
draw on coaches (wherever located) to provide specialised development by grade, or subject, to
teachers in small and rural districts.
Coaching can also be paired with computer-simulated student teaching which allows teachers to
teach a lesson, receive feedback, and immediately try again.
Kotze et al. (2019) point to the potential for technological innovations to enable a scale up of
coaching programmes, even in contexts where teachers are not familiar with new technologies.
Scaling up could also be addressed by staggering an intervention so that the same group of
reading coaches visits a different cluster of schools every couple of years (Harvey 1999).
Similarly, prioritising schools in a province may be a viable option, with on-site coaching
implemented in, say, 100 to 500 priority schools over a specified time period, and with independent
contracting and oversight structures (Prinsloo and Mohohlwane 2017).
However, it remains to be seen if coaching is best implemented as smaller-scale targeted
programmes or taken to scale in a high-quality and cost-effective manner (Kraft and Blazar 2018).
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5.12. Sustainability
Sustainability is a key concern for any education coaching intervention. Teacher professional
collaboration in terms of peer-coaching is cited as a means to achieving sustainability in developed
countries.
Meaningful support from school leadership and districts helps to institutionalise the coaching
process and embed new practices. COPs and teacher networks help to preserve and extend new
norms of practice, as was found in PSP and the ZenLit programmes in South Africa.
Longitudinal research that tracks the maintenance of teachers’ newly developed instructional
practices and the improvement in the learning outcomes of the initial student cohort over many
years, is badly needed, but rarely undertaken in any country (Prinsloo and Mohohlwane 2017).
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6
LESSONS FOR
THE FUTURE

There are important insights and lessons for the future emanating from the research findings in
this Literature Review. They point to significant factors that all key actors need to consider before
they initiate, design, plan, implement, and evaluate coaching interventions. Enabling factors and
obstacles to successful coaching programmes are summarised below:

6.1. Enablers
•

Basing an intervention on sound evidence and researched practices;

•

Designing the intervention as an SPP that includes all key elements of teacher training,

•

Utilising content-specific instructional coaching to change teaching practices, rather than

•

Mitigating the risks inherent in a complex multi-layered intervention with a long causal

•

Piloting a coaching intervention to test if it can be taken to scale;

•

Setting clear aims and objectives for the intervention;

•

Developing a logic model and a theory of change;

•

Partnering with education departments to secure buy-in and support for the project;

•

Commissioning an independent rigorous impact evaluation before the intervention

lesson plans, additional quality teaching and learning resources and coaching;
coaching for general skills;
change;

starts. Ideally this should be an RCT evaluation design with counterfactual components,
based on a large sample of schools and combined with qualitative research;

•

Ensuring that sufficient reliable data is collected during the intervention to be able to

•

Promoting understanding of and meaningful support for coaching by district officials,

•

Defining the role and responsibilities of the coaches clearly;

•

Hiring the right instructional coaches with sound content/subject knowledge to teach

properly evaluate and understand the effects of the intervention;
school leadership and HoDs, with training as needed;

the content, have teaching/training experience and strong interpersonal skills for
relationship-building;
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•

Ensuring quality training for coaches of sufficient duration;

•

Incorporating sufficient coaching sessions for teachers per month or term, lasting for at
least a year but preferably for three years for real change in their practice to occur;
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•

Allocating enough dedicated time for coaches to work with teachers;

•

Ensuring that coaches use observation, feedback and modeling in their coaching;

•

Promoting teacher collaboration in planning and reflecting on their practice, as well as

•

Considering how to best to enable sustainability of the intervention.

networks and COPs for a more lasting impact; and

6.2. Obstacles
•

Ignoring the potential impact of contextual realities on a coaching programme/ SPP;

•

Reducing costs in the programme so that the impact of the intervention on learner

•

Not considering the obstacles to scaling up an intervention: the risks of reduced quality and

achievement is reduced to no, or insignificant, improvement;
impact from large-scale expansion, and possible strategies such as staggering or prioritising
coaching for groups of teachers who need, or might benefit from it most, in order to spread
the cost over time;

•

Not capacitating and training the service providers with the right skills to do the job;

•

Failing to secure district and principals’ support;

•

Using subject advisers as coaches;

•

Overloading service providers and coaches with too many responsibilities;

•

Allocating administrative tasks to coaches that decrease their time for coaching teachers;

•

Entering an organisational culture which is resistant to coaching;

•

Taking teachers out of their classrooms for long periods of time so that they fall behind with

•

Linking coaching to the appraisal and evaluation of teachers’ performance; and

•

Not assessing or monitoring the quality and outcomes of coaches’ work.

their normal work;

Looking to the future, it is hoped that this checklist will be used by education departments, donors,
service providers and researchers before initiating a coaching intervention, because incorporating
the enabling factors and avoiding the potential obstacles may well make the difference between the
success and failure of an intervention.
Knight (2019: 4) makes this point very well:

Instructional coaching holds much potential for improving the way teachers teach and the
way students learn, but that potential will only be realized if leaders plan their coaching
program with care. Coaching is not a quick fi x, but it can be a real fi x — a powerful way to
help teachers and students be more successful. When planned carefully and when the success
factors are addressed, instructional coaching can begin to deliver on the promise of making a
real difference in schools.
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7
CONCLUDING
COMMENTS

As the research attests, coaching, both internationally and in South Africa, is increasingly used as a
promising strategy for the professional development of educators. The emerging evidence shows
that coaching interventions work in improving teacher practice in the classroom, raising student
achievement and advancing school reform. From qualitative research we also know more about
the change mechanisms and dynamics of coaching, the perceptions and experiences of coaches
and teachers, and what factors facilitate or impede effective coaching interventions.
To strengthen the evidence and extend our knowledge-base, however, we need more rigorous
research and evaluations on the impact of future coaching interventions, as well as the costeffectiveness of on-site coaching versus technologically enabled coaching. Research is also needed
to determine the extent to which precise features of a coaching intervention make a difference to
its effectiveness, and whether and how effective programmes can be scaled up.
There is always the danger that the improvements brought about by a coaching programme will
not be sustained when the intervention ends or fades out at higher grade levels. To investigate
the sustainability of an intervention’s impact, longitudinal studies of five to 10 years are required
in order to track the instructional practices of teachers and the achievement of cohorts of learners
involved in a coaching programme as they progress through their schooling.
The good news for South Africa is that the EGRS I and II RCT experiments hold the promise of
improving teacher practice and learning outcomes on scale through SPPs, and possibly, with less
resource-intensive forms of coaching.
However, in a time of economic downturn and financial constraint, the potential of coaching
programmes can be diluted or even nullified by the desire to cut costs – at the expense of the
most at-risk learners. The last word is given to Connor (2017: 82–83), who sums up well both the
potential of effective coaching programmes and the danger of reducing coaching to ineffectiveness:

Coaching is one of the most promising frameworks for providing effective professional
development. Research, policy, and practice that explores the active ingredients of
instructional coaching and the development of rigorous coaching models can help close
achievement gaps and ensure that all children reach their social-emotional, behavioral,
and academic potential. At the same time, effective methods to train coaches will be
required. Researchers know less about how to do this. Finally, coaching is expensive and,
although technology may increase efficiency, coaching is still time and person intensive.
It is not clear to me that educators can provide inexpensive coaching and expect it to be
effective, particularly in schools that serve the most vulnerable students — children living
in poverty, children for whom English is a second language, and children with special
needs. Rather, policy and funding should be provided so that effective coaching becomes
ubiquitous and sustainable.
In South Africa, where so many school children come from poor communities, speak English as a
second language, have special needs and are not properly literate or numerate, it is important to
heed this warning and adopt strategies that enable the costs of effective coaching to be managed.
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