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Two	Approaches	to	Instructional	Coaching	for	Student	Achievement	
	
Purpose	of	Instructional	Coaching	
Instructional coaching in EL Education schools increases the achievement and engagement of every student 
by bringing out the best performance of every teacher. Coaches use both student-centered and teacher-
centered methods to help teachers improve the decisions they make about their instruction. 
 
Though driven by the same purpose, this document seeks to clarify the differences between two approaches 
to instructional coaching: teacher-centered and student-centered coaching (Sweeney, 2011). 
 
Instructional	Coaching	and	Student	Achievement	
The prevailing question in research about instructional coaching strives to answer the question, “Does 
instructional coaching have an impact on student achievement?” Despite numerous studies, a definitive 
answer is still elusive. So many factors are involved that it is difficult to prove a causal relationship between 
coaching and student achievement. What we do know is that teacher quality is one of the most important 
variables, if not the most important variable, affecting student achievement, and studies show that coaching 
increases teachers’ transfer of skills (Cornett and Knight, 2008). For these reasons, EL Education is 
committed to instructional coaching as a key strategy for improving student achievement. Also, though we 
use the phrase “student achievement” for the sake of brevity, it is important to note that EL defines 
“achievement” as strong performance in academics, character, and creating high quality work for authentic 
purposes.  
 
In EL Education schools, the EL work plan usually guides the focus of coaching. Research indicates that 
coaching will increase the likelihood that teachers adopt new teaching practices, and they will do so with a 
higher degree of quality compared with teachers who do not receive coaching support following professional 
development (Knight & Cornett, 2008). Thus, when school-based professional development is also supported 
by coaching, improved student achievement is more likely. 
	
Two	Approaches	to	Instructional	Coaching:	Teacher-Centered	Coaching	and	Student-Centered	
Coaching	
The aim of all instructional coaching is to improve student achievement. However, there are different 
approaches for coaches when working with teachers. One approach is to coach teachers through the lens of 
their instructional practice (teacher-centered coaching). Another is to coach teachers through analyzing 
student work to gauge student progress toward one or more specific learning targets (student-centered 
coaching). In both cases, student data (student work, student conversations, student questions, etc.) should be 
at the heart of every coaching session. However, the role that data play is different depending on whether a 
coach decides to use a teacher-centered or student-centered approach.  
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The table below highlights the differences between teacher-centered and student-centered coaching: 
	
	 Teacher-Centered	Coaching	 Student-Centered	Coaching	

Focus Implementation of specific classroom 
management, curriculum, instruction or 
assessment for learning strategies.  

Analysis of student learning in order 
inform decisions about classroom 
management, curriculum, instruction and 
assessment for learning strategies. 

Primary Users New teachers or teachers at the 
beginning stages of implementing newly-
adopted practices or curricula 

Teachers with a solid level of 
implementation of adopted practices and 
curricula 

The Role of Goals Coaching goals are driven by the 
common school-wide instructional 
expectations (drawn from the teacher 
evaluation tool) and/or the school’s 
annual work plan. 

Same as teacher-centered coaching 

Coach’s Role To provide resources for teacher learning 
about effective instructional practices, to 
model effective instructional practice, 
and to observe and provide feedback 
linked to specific goals. 

To collect and examine evidence of 
student learning in order co-construct a 
set of “next steps” in regard to 
instructional decisions that support 
achievement and engagement 

Teacher’s Role To reflect on current practices, receive 
and apply feedback, and modify teaching 
strategies 

To analyze evidence of student learning 
with coach, reflect on current practices, 
and determine next steps 

Principal’s Role To visibly honor the purpose of 
coaching and create structures to support 
it. To build a culture of learning 
throughout the school. To navigate the 
complexities of adult learning. To hold 
teachers accountable for decisions made 
between teachers and coaches. 

Same as teacher-centered coaching 

 
Choosing the Best Approach 
It is important for coaches to determine whether the most effective path toward achievement is teacher-
centered coaching or student-centered coaching. In some cases, the best path might be to support teachers 
with a specific instructional practice or routine. In other cases, analyzing student-level data with the teacher 
might be most impactful.  
 
Consider using teacher-centered coaching if the teacher is building his or her baseline knowledge about 
content and planning or about a particular practice — whether related to classroom management, instruction, 
or assessment for learning. Teacher-centered coaching might also be the best path toward student 
achievement if a teacher needs to sharpen or tighten an instructional practice.  
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An Example of Teacher-Centered and Student-Centered Coaching  
In each example, notice the role of the coach and the use of student evidence. While coaching may fall more 
toward being teacher-centered or student-centered, most coaching occurs along a continuum and includes 
elements of both approaches. 
 
In this example, let’s assume a school has a work plan target related to effective use of the workshop model. 
 

	 Teacher-Centered	Coaching	
Coach and teacher determine that the 
teacher’s fluency with using the 
workshop model is most important for 
student achievement. 

Student-Centered	Coaching	
Coach and teacher determine that the 
teacher’s fluency with the workshop 
model is strong and that the most 
important route to student achievement 
is looking how students are achieving 
targets within the workshop model.  

Possible Goal To effectively demonstrate all 
components of the workshop model. 

To use the workshop model to ensure 
that all students reach the learning target. 
Teacher shares what he or she hopes 
students will be able to do by the end of 
the lesson.    

Learning • Coach and teacher read and discuss 
text about the workshop model. 

• Coach models a workshop in the 
teacher’s classroom; teacher scribes 
what he or she sees on a structured 
note catcher; teacher and coach 
debrief. 

• Coach and teacher discuss 
appropriate scope of target for a 
workshop. 

• Teacher learns about matching 
assessment methods to targets in 
order to select or design an 
appropriate assessment for the 
workshop target. 

Focus of Observation  Coach tracks whether or not the teacher 
demonstrated each component of the 
workshop model.  

Coach tracks what the students and 
teacher are doing during each part of the 
workshop in relationship to the learning 
target.  

Data Collected What teacher does and says, what 
students do and say in conjunction with 
each component, and the duration of 
each component. 

Student work generated during the 
workshop. 

Role of Student-Level 
Evidence in Coaching 
Session 

Evidence of student engagement and 
achievement during each component is 
analyzed to determine effectiveness of 
workshop instruction. 

Student work generated during the 
workshop is analyzed closely to 
determine how many students met the 
learning target.  
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	 Teacher-Centered	Coaching	
Coach and teacher determine that the 
teacher’s fluency with using the 
workshop model is most important for 
student achievement. 

Student-Centered	Coaching	
Coach and teacher determine that the 
teacher’s fluency with the workshop 
model is strong and that the most 
important route to student achievement 
is looking how students are achieving 
targets within the workshop model.  

Feedback Coach provides information about the 
teacher’s use of the workshop model 
components. Coach and teacher discuss 
alignment and divergences of their 
perspectives. Together, they determine 
next steps and the expected change in 
practice to support student engagement 
and achievement. 

Teacher and coach sort the work into 
three piles based on similar attributes. 
Teacher and coach discuss what they see 
in the work and instructional strategies 
the teacher might use again or use in the 
future to ensure that all students reach 
proficiency with a workshop target. 

Possible Next Steps Coach provides additional learning, 
(possibly through modeling, sharing a 
professional resource, or setting up a 
peer observation) and observes again, 
giving particular attention to the areas of 
expected change. 

Teacher (with coach’s guidance) chooses 
to focus on the component of guided 
practice to ensure that all students are 
ready for independent work. Teacher 
observes guided practice in two 
colleagues’ classrooms and meets with 
the coach before being observed again.  

	
Concluding	Thoughts	
EL believes that quality instructional coaching, whether teacher-centered or student-centered, contributes to 
student achievement. Part of good coaching is knowing teachers well. When coaches make intentional choices 
about which approach to take, they honor both teachers and students by providing the most effective and 
efficient route to improving student achievement. 
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