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What is the Instructional Coach Role?  

Instructional coaches play a pivotal role in strengthening teaching and learning 

across schools. As highly skilled professionals with deep expertise in pedagogy and 

instructional practice, they understand what effective instruction looks like—and 

how to support teachers in applying those strategies in authentic, sustainable ways.  

By working one-on-one with teachers, asking thoughtful questions, and listening 

with empathy, coaches create the trust and partnership needed to navigate the 

complex challenges of classroom instruction and ultimately improve student 

learning. 

This article explores the core practices that make instructional coaching effective. 

We’ll examine:  

• How coaches use a structured coaching cycle to help teachers set 

meaningful goals and take actionable steps toward achieving them.  
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• The types of data and evidence—such as student achievement results and 

classroom observation notes—that inform a coach’s work and support 
growth  

• How to conduct powerful coaching conversations, communicating 

strategies with clarity while ensuring teachers remain equal partners in the 

learning process.  

Whether you are a school leader, an experienced coach, or an aspiring teacher 

interested in the coaching role, this overview will offer insight into what effective 

instructional coaching looks like in practice. 

 

What Coaching is NOT!  
Instructional coaching is rooted in partnership and growth—but several common 

misconceptions can undermine its purpose. Clarifying what coaching is not helps 

ensure the work remains meaningful and focused on improving student learning. 

Coaching is not surface-level collaboration. Collaboration is essential, but in 

coaching, it cannot stop at polite cooperation or the simple exchange of ideas—
especially when a teacher is new, hesitant, or unsure. Limiting coaching to task-

sharing or agreeable conversation prevents deeper learning. Instead, coaches must 

intentionally build trust, connect the coaching cycle to student needs, and actively 

bring the teacher’s voice into the process. This balance of partnership and 
ownership is what produces sustained growth. 

Coaching is not about the coach being the sole expert. “If anyone should have 

more power in a conversation between a coach and teacher, it should be the teacher.” - 
Jim Knight. This powerful reminder should shape how to approach every coaching 

conversation. Coaches may bring expertise, tools, and  models of effective practice, 

but strong coaching relies on a shared point of reference—such as student work, 

classroom observation evidence, or an instructional framework—to guide the 

conversation. When both the coach and teacher look together at the same 

evidence, the this  shifts away from personal opinions and toward instructional 
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improvement. This keeps the conversation neutral, objective, and grounded in 

evidence-based practice. 

Coaching is not evaluation or compliance monitoring. Data and reflection are 

powerful when used for development—but when used as tools for compliance, 

they create fear rather than growth. Treating data as evaluative distances teachers 

from the courage required to try new strategies, take risks, and learn. Effective 

coaches keep data rooted in growth, not judgment, ensuring coaching remains 

distinct from evaluation and aligned to genuine professional learning. 

Coaching is not a space where confidentiality can be compromised. When 

teachers record lessons, test new strategies, or share classroom challenges with a 

coach, they are engaging in vulnerable learning. Their willingness to be vulnerable 

depends on one essential condition: confidentiality. Confidentiality is not a 

courtesy; it is the foundation of trust. Without it, coaching starts to feel like 

surveillance; with it, coaching becomes a safe space for honest reflection and 

authentic growth. 

 

Data-Driven Coaching Focus  

Data in coaching serves to identify root causes, guide continuous school 

improvement, and highlight areas for teacher growth. Using short-, mid-, and long-

cycle data provides timely insights at different levels: 

Short-cycle data: Formative assessments conducted during instruction to provide 

immediate feedback and inform coaching impact. 

Mid-cycle data: Measures progress toward end-of-year standards and supports 

adjustments to teaching, learning, and school initiatives. 

Long-cycle data: Summative assessments at the end of a unit or course that 

inform overall achievement and broader school or district improvement efforts. 
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Identifying Your Priority Coaching Points  

Before you can craft effective actionable feedback, you need clarity on what that 

feedback will address. This is where identifying a priority coaching point becomes 

key—it's the foundation of focused, impactful coaching.  

A priority coaching point is the specific, high-impact instructional focus that when 

strengthened will make the greatest difference in student learning and become the 

central focus of the coaching cycle. A priority coaching point answers a crucial 

question: What single practice (area of growth) will make the most significant 

difference for this teacher and their students right now?  

Strong coaching points share several characteristics:  

✓ Specific and observable 

✓ Tied to student learning  

✓ Clear about what students will achieve and how they will achieve it  

✓ Focused on what the teacher can directly control 

✓  Aligned with school or district goals  

A priority coaching point guides what evidence the coach collects, what feedback is 

given, and what next steps are defined collaboratively with the teacher.  

Strong coaching points are focused and concise. Multiple priorities can blur your 

focus and slow progress; pinpoint one or two high-impact changes. A long list 

dilutes your message and prevents action.  

 

Instructional Coaching Cycle   

Coaching cycles revolve around clearly defined coaching points. Coaching points 

should be grounded in student data and mutually agreed upon by both the coach 

and the teacher. 

During the pre-visit phase, the coach and teacher work together to identify or 

refine the coaching point by examining goals, prior evidence, and upcoming lesson 

plans. This conversation centers on reviewing the standard(s), clarifying 

instructional intentions, and determining what success will look like through 

specific evidence indicators. 
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In the classroom visit phase, the coach collects targeted evidence directly tied to 

the coaching point—such as student actions, teacher moves, artifacts, and 

indicators of learning. 

In the post-visit phase, the coach shares this evidence and facilitates a reflective, 

constructive conversation. Through thoughtful questioning and analysis, the coach 

and teacher co-construct next steps and determine the type of support needed, 

such as modeling, co-planning, co-teaching, or identifying targeted resources. This 

cyclical process keeps coaching focused, collaborative, and intentionally connected 

to student learning outcomes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coaching Cycle Phase Purpose 

Pre-visit Plan, reflect on student 
performance data, identify patterns 
and trends, identify coaching point 

Classroom visit Monitor for fidelity, look/listen for 
teacher/student evidence, record 
classroom visit data 

Post-visit Reflect on student performance, 
identify patterns/trends, celebrate 
positive data points, determine 
areas of improvement, review plans 
for future support 

 

1. Pre-

Visit 

2. 

Classroom 

Visit 

3. Post-

Visit 
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Using the Marzano Focused Teacher 

Evaluation Model to Guide Instructional 

Coaching  

Coaching points should be grounded in the school or district’s core instructional 
priorities/framework. This helps coaches consistently identify and connect the 
coaching points to support teacher growth and improvement.   
 

Marzano's Focused Teacher Evaluation Model (FTEM) provides  a clear framework 
from which to pull powerful coaching points. FTEM works effectively as an 
instructional model, offering coaches a common language to ground their 
feedback in research-based practices to support and drive meaningful teacher 
development.   
 

The FTEM Model has four domains:  
1. Standards-Based Planning 

2. Standards-Based Instruction 

3. Conditions for Learning 

4. Professional Responsibilities 

 

While coaches may work across all domains, the first three directly shape 
classroom practice and student learning experiences. Grounding coaching points 
in these domains creates a shared framework that turns teaching concepts into 
concrete, actionable steps.  
 

The FTEM protocols provide specific, observable elements to target, with 
guidance on how to share feedback that makes growth systematic and effective.  
 

For example:  
 

Many instructional frameworks have broad focus areas, resulting in vague 
feedback about "classroom management"  
 

Using the FTEM’s concrete and specific elements, a coach might instead 
identify a coaching point around the "Using Questions to Help Students Elaborate on 
Content” element in the Standards-Based Instruction domain.  
 

https://marzanoevaluationcenter.com/evaluation/teacher-evaluation-model/
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Developing Actionable Feedback  

Part of an instructional coach’s role is to collect targeted data and evidence from 

walkthroughs, observations, lesson plans, tasks and assessments. This data should 

show evidence of alignment and rigor, with student work and behaviors 

demonstrating the impact of instruction and teacher-student interactions. 

Strong instructional coaches don’t just collect data and evidence; as Carly Fiorina, 

former CEO of HP, says, “The goal is to transform data into information and 
information into insight.” This concept is at the center of effective instructional 

coaching.   

Data is what is collected, information is what we learn when we analyze patterns 

and trends in the data, and insight emerges when connecting those patterns and 

trends to specific, actionable next steps for teacher growth. Actionable feedback 

lives in the “insight” zone. 

Grant Wiggins (2012) defines effective feedback as "concrete, specific, and useful; it 

provides actionable information." He emphasizes that feedback requires a clear 

goal, action toward that goal, and information about those actions.  

 

Essential Elements of Actionable Feedback 

• Goal referenced: Connected directly to a coaching point.  

• Concise: Anchored to the priority coaching point(s). 

• Actionable: Provides clear steps the teacher can implement immediately. 

• Timely: Delivered while the lesson is fresh, maximizing the teacher's ability 
to process and apply the learning. 

• Focused on Student Impact: Teacher actions are connected to student 
outcomes. 

• Relationship-Preserving: Maintain a collaborative tone through your 
words, body language, and approach.  
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Coaching Conversations  

Having a clear coaching point and well-crafted feedback based on your classroom 

visit means nothing if you can't deliver it effectively during the post-visit.  

Delivering feedback should feel like a partnership, not judgment. The coaching 

conversation should be focused around enhancing student performance and 

promoting the teacher’s professional growth. It affirms strengths using specific 

evidence and presents clear feedback with connections to the Focused Teacher 

Evaluation Model.   

The coach begins by transforming data into information: "Only eight of twenty 

students (40%) answered most questions." Next, this information generates insight: 

"Students need structured opportunities and sufficient wait time to formulate 

responses."  

Strong coaching questions prompt reflection, encourage teacher ownership, and 

uncover insights you might have missed. The questions you ask during a coaching 

conversation can be just as powerful as the feedback you provide.   

For example, instead of asking, "how can you work on questioning?" you might ask, 

"During questioning, you directed questions to eight students, limiting responses 

from others. What strategies can be utilized to increase responses from more 

students during tomorrow's discussion?”   

 

Questions for Coaches to Ask Teachers:  

o “When you think about our priority coaching point, what's working well?  
o Which instructional decisions most influenced student learning? 

o “Where did students struggle, and why?” 
o "If you were to teach this lesson again tomorrow, what would you change?" 

o "What support or resources would help you implement this strategy?" 

o "How will you know if students are responding differently to this 
approach?" 
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Before wrapping up the post-visit conversation, the coach should outline clear, 

specific next steps that are measurable and time-bound: 

• What will the teacher try—and by when? 

• How will both of you know it’s working? 

• What evidence will you look for during the next observation? 

This ensures the teacher leaves with a clear picture of what success looks like. 

Finally, schedule the next coaching cycle before ending the conversation. This 

reinforces ongoing support and signals that growth will be revisited and assessed 

collaboratively in future cycles. 

“For me, as an instructional leader, when I'm looking for that 
talking point or that piece of feedback—sometimes it's hard, when 

I’m going into a whole classroom and trying to articulate exactly 
what feedback I want to give to a teacher—the Marzano model 

gives me a launching point for what I want to say, and we can have 
a conversation together without it just being totally my idea or my 
opinion. It’s really helpful in that way, as an instructional leader, 

to be a coach of my teachers.” 

– Klint Lay, Principal, Central School, Santa Rosa County School District, 
Florida 

 

How the Marzano Evaluation Center 

Supports Instructional Coaching 

Are you looking to strengthen your coaches’ ability to implement an effective 
coaching cycle and deliver targeted, actionable feedback? Do you need a school-

specific coaching plan informed by mid- and short-cycle data to elevate core 

instruction? 
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The Marzano Evaluation Center is ready to support your next phase of 

improvement. Our services scale to initiatives of any size and provide proven 

frameworks, expert guidance, and practical strategies to help you achieve your 

instructional goals. 

We offer sessions for both Instructional Coaches and School Leaders focused on 

the essential components of effective coaching—from identifying a coaching focus 

using data, to delivering high-quality feedback, to designing a customized coaching 

plan aligned to your school’s needs. 

Connect with us to bring clarity, consistency, and impact to your coaching systems. 

Talk to an Expert About FTEM and Instructional Coaching 
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