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Introduction

A wealth of research has focused on reform work to improve the achievement of low-performing students of color (Chubb & Loveless, 2002; Ferguson, 1998; Haycock, 1998, 2001). Many of these studies focus on broader policies not always under the control of school leaders, such as preschool and class size reduction, or a curricular intervention (Ferguson, 1998; Klein, 2002). What is explored less in the literature is how leaders, with support from coaches, implement comprehensive school-based strategies to impact teaching and learning. Hatch (2003a) notes, “Efforts to articulate and examine the challenges that coaches face can shed light on some of the ways to address the most pervasive issues in education and reform” (p.32). This paper is a descriptive history of two years in the ongoing reform work of an urban elementary school – particularly the support one coach provided the administrator and teachers as they worked to raise student achievement. It describes the challenges and opportunities the coach faced within three specific areas of focus for the school: increasing the use of data in decision making; improving literacy; and creating a strong school-wide professional learning community. The paper focuses on one key issue that pervades education reform: the necessary balance between “pressure” and “support.” By identifying obstacles and how they were resolved, the paper provides insight into how coaches can be more effective in their efforts to support teachers and school leaders, with the ultimate goal of bolstering the achievement of low-performing students.

Overview: Coaching Roles and Challenges
The school and/or system in which coaches work determine the roles they play in improving teaching and learning. For example, coaches might take on the role of content experts in literacy or math (Symonds, 2003). In this role coaches often work to assist teachers in implementation of a specific strategy or program. This might include one or all of the following activities: modeling lessons; observing teachers and holding pre- and post-observation conferences to provide feedback; and determining professional development needs and either locating support providers or providing the necessary instruction. Other coaches focus on change processes or work to develop “whole-school capacity to focus on instructional improvement” (Neufeld & Roper, 2003, p. 4). In Boston the change coaches support principals to develop the skills of distributed leadership including the capacity to make shared decisions, the ability to facilitate dialogues and discussions, and the ability to give and receive feedback. Some coaches in reforming districts throughout the country take on both roles simultaneously, as described by Tung and Feldman (2001). A coach can be “an external facilitator of change who brings resources, skills, and support to build the capacity of individuals within the school through her knowledge of the content and process of school reform” (p.6). Determining what roles are required and how to enact them is part of a coach’s learning.

Hatch (2003b) and other researchers describe three challenges coaches face, whether their focus is on content and curriculum support, the change process, or both. First, Hatch says, coaches must contend with constantly changing school environments. This observation is backed up by Leffler (2003), who describes the “gale force winds” that continually buffet schools, such as changes in state and federal policies and changes in requirements from external funders and partners. Cuban and Usdan (2003) also confirm “the very volatile and dramatically changing landscape of urban districts” through six case studies of districts focused on raising academic achievement. 

Second, coaches must have the ability to make decisions when circumstances and environment are unpredictable and not fully known. Fullan (1999) calls this “operating on the edge of chaos” (p. 18). Hatch says, “successful reform depends on developing abilities to make judgments under conditions of uncertainty” (2003b, p. 3, italics in original).

Third, changing contexts and uncertain conditions demand continuous learning on the coach’s part, requiring professional development as well as time to reflect on work in progress. Finding the time for ongoing learning and systematic reflection is challenging. Neufeld and Roper (2003) identify practices, such as videotaping or peer observation, that “allow coaches to observe one another’s practice…and provide opportunities for coaches to reflect on their own and others’ best coaching practices” (p. 34).

In summary, coaches need to work for both “structure and open-endedness…a system of people-based learning framed by a few key priorities and structures” (p. 24). After a system is established, they need to “trust the process, but not completely” (p. 24).

These frameworks have implications for urban elementary schools attempting to improve student achievement for children of color. The remainder of this paper uses the frameworks described above to analyze reform at one elementary school in San Francisco, particularly the coach’s role in supporting the principal and teachers to meet the needs of the students.

Background: Smith Elementary

Student and Teacher Demographics


Situated in a predominantly Latino section of San Francisco, the students and teachers at Smith reflect the diversity of the city. The ethnic breakdown of students over the two-year period described in this paper was: 57% Latino, 21% African American, 14% Asian American, 4% Filipino, 2% Native American, 1% white, and 1% other non-white. The total population of the school dropped slightly over the two years of the study (from 333 to 324), as did the number of students in the district.

Throughout the two years, teachers of color constituted approximately 40% of the faculty. 68% of the staff was credentialed in year one; all 22 teachers were certified in year two. The change resulted from non-certified teachers leaving the school. 

Smith Test Scores

In fall 2001, Smith was designated an Immediate Intervention Under-Performing School (II/USP)
 because its students did not meet proficient levels of performance on California standardized tests. Table 1 shows Smith’s API between 2000-2001 and 2002-2003 academic years, including API scores for the two largest student ethnic groups (Hispanic/Latino and African American). As the API results demonstrate, both sub-groups, as well as the entire school population, improved API performance between 2000 and 2003. The school still needs to focus on its academic achievement, however, as indicated by the low API scores (all-school average in 2002-20003 was 593 out of a possible 1000).
Table 1: Smith Elementary Academic Performance Index (API), 2000 – 2003

	
	2000-2001
	2001-2002
	2002-2003

	All School 
	516
	567
	593

	African American
	427
	510
	552

	Hispanic/Latino
	463
	530
	581


External Evaluation and Needs Assessment
As a result of the school’s II/USP designation, the state provided additional funding and required that the school hire an external evaluator to supervise the faculty in creating an action plan to address the academic deficiencies. Smith contracted with the Bay Area School Reform Collaborative (BASRC) for these services, including the services of a coach to work 8 hours per week to support the creation and implementation of the action plan. A Needs Assessment was conducted as the initial step in the II/USP process. The assessment included collecting and analyzing three years of student achievement data as well as qualitative data from teacher surveys and focus groups (for full report, see Smith Needs Assessment, in Barr, Simmons & Zarrow, 2003). The assessment pointed to three “high-leverage” areas in which the school could benefit from focusing its resources: using data in decision making, improving and collaborating on literacy strategies, and creating a professional learning community.

Reform at Smith and the Coach’s Challenges

The coach at Smith Elementary faced all three of the challenges Hatch outlines as she tried to help the school community improve its use of data, literacy strategies and professional environment. This paper examines these challenges within the context of the focus areas identified in the Needs Assessment. The goal is to help the reader understand exactly what school staff was doing and how the coach provided both pressure and support so that instruction and other school-wide practices improved in a way that supported the academic achievement of students. 

Goal #1: Using Data to Make Decisions

Challenges: teacher skepticism about standardized testing in general and teacher skepticism of promises about the new tests in particular; changing policy contexts; the need for continuous learning on the coach’s part

The state uses standardized test scores to evaluate school improvement and to determine whether or not a school is meeting the needs of students. Moreover, Conner (1999) and Symonds (2003) point to the success of high-achieving elementary schools in high poverty neighborhoods that have used data effectively to guide their instructional strategy. Smith looked at standardized testing data first to identify programmatic strengths and gaps, then tackled classroom-level data to name promising instructional strategies teachers would be supported to implement.

Teachers at Smith, like teachers across the state, were extremely skeptical that the SAT-9 tests were an accurate measure of their students’ learning or the power of their own teaching strategies. Some teachers did not believe the students could achieve at grade level standards. With the advent of CST, there was hope that the test would be better aligned with the curriculum, however, this was questionable to teachers who had heard similar promises before. The first year CST was instituted, it comprised 36% of a student’s achievement score. Even after CST became 80% of the score the following year, teachers were still skeptical of the tests. 

Despite these concerns, the coach modeled how to make data-based decisions during the Needs Assessment by collecting quantitative and qualitative data, analyzing the data, and tying each ensuing recommendation to a specific data source.  A few teachers had previous experience using data through completing grant applications. In this process, these staff found (through multiple measures) that 75% of their African American students were not decoding or comprehending text at grade level. As a result, the staff set three goals: (1) to decrease the number of African American students in the bottom quartile from 76% to less than 50%, (2) to decrease the number of first through third graders scoring 80% correct on the Basic Phonics Skills Test (BPST) from 55% to 25%, and (3) to increase the number of African American students reading at benchmark to match the percentage of students school wide. With the Needs Assessment as a common background, the coach set out to build the capacity of all staff members to use different levels of data effectively.

While supporting the staff to systematically use data, the coach faced several iterations of changing contexts. California’s API goal is for schools to reach 800, which would translate into approximately 75-80% of students proficient or above on the state achievement test. When teachers finally understood this growth-based system, the federal government passed No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and instituted a system of Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), with the goal that all students will be proficient by 2014. Instead of awarding a school’s annual growth, AYP awards schools for meeting a target percentage of student proficiency in Language Arts and Mathematics. Although the AYP target was only 13.6% proficient in reading and 16% proficient in math, Smith did not meet these targets. The teachers were understandably disappointed that after spending the year in intensive professional development, they had not managed to meet the new AYP measure of progress. When teachers learned that the school met API targets, they were greatly relieved. In the case of API and AYP, at first, the coach herself did not understand the differences between the measures or the immediate impact of AYP, so she could not help the staff understand their implications until she learned the new system. This highlights the need for continuous learning on the coach’s part.

What is the balance between pressure and support the coach must strike in order to ensure teachers and administrators understand and respond to the challenges of using data? Even in the face of resistance to data from a specific assessment, the coach must continue to create activities that build understanding. Engaging in a dialogue initiated by the coach about the formula for calculating API scores, as well as the connections between CST and the standards, afforded teachers the opportunity to discuss their questions and concerns. Teachers understood there was nothing the coach was going to do to change state or federal policy, so the coach balanced support for teachers to voice their concerns with pressure to help them engage with data that would directly inform their instruction. It took another outside agency to support this discussion about AYP.

Support for working with the appropriate level of data came from a few teachers at Smith who had previously received professional development in using regular assessments.  To most teachers, this new challenge was another change in context, since they had just learned to analyze data from state and federal tests (API and AYP), and now they were being asked to use different data to guide instructional practice.  Moreover, the appropriate assessments were time-consuming because they were administered individually. Encouraged by three teacher-leaders, however, the staff agreed to administer the Basic Phonics Skills Test (BPST) to their students. BPST assesses phonics, phonemic awareness, fluency, accuracy and comprehension. Teachers gave the assessments to individual students, which required significant amounts of time. Each teacher had 1½ hours per week for four weeks to complete the administration plus time teachers found during class. The district supported the full release of one teacher, an Instructional Reform Facilitator (IRF), who also helped administer assessments, collate the data from all teachers, and format it in a way that could be easily analyzed.

The goal was to look at the assessment results in grade level teams to determine areas of strength and weakness in the current literacy program and for teachers to learn what was working in each other’s classrooms. During the first year of the study, 2001, 70-80% of the teachers administered the BPST and several grade levels began to analyze results to understand the skills gaps of students and determine collectively what instruction might meet student needs. During the second year, 2002, teachers had to learn to administer another set of assessments, BPST, aligned to their literacy work. For some this was a daunting challenge. When results from the new assessments showed students to be even further behind than the original assessments showed, teachers questioned the value of the assessments, wondering if they were any more useful than standardized tests. In the end, about half of the teachers felt the data was valuable in providing them with necessary information to group students and to provide differentiated instruction.

Goal #2: A Focus on Literacy

· Challenges: uncertainty about the curriculum and pressure on teachers that may result from the new curriculum

Much of the Needs Assessment pointed to the need to improve literacy instruction. Instead of sharing a common vision, each teacher decided for him/herself what was effective, making teaching and learning dependent on the teacher’s experience and expertise. Teachers also expressed confusion about how to choose instructional materials and teaching practices that would address the literacy needs of their students. For example, one statement echoed throughout the interviews, “We need a consistent systematic program that we all commit to doing that doesn’t leave holes in education and doesn’t require teachers to ‘invent’ it all.” Some teachers needed additional support to reach students who were extremely below grade level. Common diagnostic and formative assessments were used in reading – across the school and by the majority of teachers – but knowledge of standards was not consistent. As one teacher expressed, “How many of us have actually looked at the standards and know them? Or use them with the data we are collecting?” As a result of analyzing data from teachers, the coach recommended that the staff adopt a balanced literacy program because a more coherent approach would support students as they moved through the grades (Honig, Diamond & Gutlohn, 2000). 

This recommendation led to tension regarding the definition of “a balanced literacy program.” Did this mean one of the state adopted programs or could the staff design their own? Because the district had not adopted one of the state approved programs, there was no pressure from that quarter. The principal empowered teachers to decide and the coach concurred in this process. After reviewing some research, making site visits to several schools and discussing the issues at numerous leadership team and staff meetings, the staff decided to adopt California Early Literacy Learning’s (CELL) systematic classroom instructional model as well as an explicit phonics program, Systemic Instruction in Phonics and Phonemic Awareness (SIPPS). 

There was great uncertainty about how a new English language arts adoption would affect teaching and learning. Up until this point, teachers had been free to use adopted materials or not; teachers wondered if pressure would be applied to implement a new program faithfully. Under these circumstances, teachers understood they were choosing to build their capacity for instruction, believing that the skills and knowledge gained through professional development on CELL and SIPPS would enhance their ability to use the adopted materials the following year. The coach agreed philosophically with the staff’s decision to implement CELL and SIPPS.

Curricular decisions occur at many different levels of a school system. The state of California adopted two English language arts programs. In order for districts to have access to funds for instructional materials and professional development, the district must adopt and schools must use these approved materials. This policy is intended to pressure districts and schools to adopt and implement the state-approved materials. The policy was not fully effective at Smith, however, as is discussed below. This case raises the issue of what happens when there is only modest support for a state-initiated change at the school leadership level, and there are expectations among some teachers that pressure will be applied at the school level by leadership, but no pressure is actually used.

Case #3: Instituting Continuous Improvement and Continuous Learning

· Challenges: uncertainty about expectations in a changing environment, uncertainty of principal’s role, lack of pressure by principal on teachers to integrate a process of continuous improvement into the school routine and culture
BASRC’s theory of action is that if educators learn a process for continuous improvement and use it systematically, principals and teachers will be able to navigate the changes they confront (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2003). The Cycle of Inquiry is a process conducted by BASRC to lead groups through data-based analysis to decision making and re-assessment. “The change process is too intricate and organic, organization by organization, to be captured in any single model…As you follow a process of continually converting your tacit knowledge about change into explicit knowledge, refining and marrying it with insights from the change literature, you begin to craft your own theories of change” (Fullan, 1999, p. 28-9). 

At Smith, each teacher received six full days of professional development throughout the second year of this project with the expectation, agreed to by all staff members, to fully implement SIPPS and use each of the CELL strategies at least once. After these decisions were made, the coach’s role was to support the teachers to use the Cycle of Inquiry as a means to build a professional learning community focused on meeting the needs of their underperforming students. Each grade level team had ninety minutes per week to meet, a process that was in-place before the coach arrived. The teachers agreed to use this time for their Cycle of Inquiry.

As decisions were made, uncertainty on everyone’s part about expectations arose. Time was wasted when some teachers didn’t fulfill their commitments to come to grade level meetings with assessment data or other student work. These issues disrupted one grade level team in particular, which used collaboration time for individual planning, which in turn created tension with other teams. The coach could not negotiate these tensions successfully without a credible source of pressure on the teachers. Smith’s principal did not view himself in this role. The principal saw his own role as the visionary who set the course for the school. (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). He could be described as “an excellent communicator, exud[ing] self-confidence, and…a charismatic personality” (Conner, 1999, 3). During the initial two years of his tenure, prior to this study, he focused on improving the school’s physical environment. Today when you walk into the school it is clean, brightly colored, and the hallways and classrooms are filled with student work. These changes were a first step in creating an effective learning environment for both students and teachers, but alone, they did not result in improved student achievement.

The focus on literacy and common professional development could have provided teachers with relevant issues and questions on which to collaborate (Connell, 1999; Fuller, 1999; Symonds, 2003). Supporting teachers to use inquiry required continuous learning included learning the steps and processes of inquiry such as data analysis processes and tools and facilitation skills. Despite this growing knowledge base, which to some degree was distributed throughout the staff over the two years, the lack of attendant pressure on teachers to fulfill various agreements made the likelihood of systematic changes in teaching practice and student achievement unlikely.

Conclusion

This paper described one coach’s work with the principal and teachers in an urban elementary school to both understand the challenges and opportunities of the coach’s work, and to illuminate one of the most pervasive issues in school reform – balancing pressure and support. The coach in this study had to negotiate the problems Hatch (2003a) outlines. The context in which the coach and school staff operated changed as a result of state and district policies and practices. These changes and the challenges of supporting teachers to use data in a systematic improvement process required continuous learning by the coach. No “guidelines, books or journal articles easily capture and convey the kinds of expertise that such coaches need” (p. 32). Each of these trials required decisions despite the uncertainty; coaches “have to learn how to balance their time among…competing priorities in constantly changing conditions” (p. 35). 

As Richards (2003) finds, external coaches can address some common obstacles to institutionalizing coaching: providing coaches in schools that do not have knowledgeable internal candidates; the ability to target schools with the greatest need; and defining roles and responsibilities without becoming “ensnared in a seemingly endless list of tasks” (p. 20).  McDonald (1998) notes that external coaches must “have a sense of the immense complexities and staggering ambiguities of life on the inside and how all outside interventions of policy, curriculum and method are transformed by inside culture” (p. 207). Navigating the problems Hatch (2003a), McDonald (1998) and others outline involves using both support and pressure. Without the appropriate pressure, reforms and new practices may not be as effective as possible, and indeed may not be systematized, as we saw at Smith. The coach needs to support the staff to build a professional learning community that is safe, supportive and challenging; support teachers around implementing new practices such as data-based decision making; and support the principal and teachers to continue learning no matter the subject. 
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� Name has been changed.


� The state of California uses both SAT-9 and CST to calculate a schools’ Academic Performance Index (API), which is used to compare schools with each other. The formula has changed each year to be more heavily weighted towards the CST.





� �PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="�II/USP was a component of California’s Public Schools Accountability Act (PSAA), passed in April 1999, designed to provide assistance and intervention for schools identified as underperforming. Schools that met improvement goals were eligible for financial and nonmonetary rewards; schools that failed to meet growth targets over time were subject to district or state interventions. Three cohorts of 430 schools were chosen for II/USP—one each in 1999, 2000, and 2001—for the three- to four-year program. In 2001-02, state lawmakers funded instead a similar program, the High Priority Schools Grant Program (HPSG).  The purpose of HPSG is to support schools in the lower half of the state rankings (Deciles 1 through 5) based on their API. However, the initial emphasis is on Decile 1 schools, which are at the bottom of the state's ranking system. One intervention effort used by both II/USP and HPSG is the School Assistance and Intervention Team (SAIT). The purpose of a SAIT is to investigate and provide intensive support and monitoring to assist state-monitored schools in improving student learning.  (From EdSource Online: http://www.edsource.org/)
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