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Abstract 
Instructional coaching is a professional development model that seeks to improve classroom practice through 
collaborative, non-evaluative partnerships between teachers and coaches. Although existing literature suggests that 
coaching in pre-service teacher programs is relatively uncommon, the limited research on its use is promising. This 
exploratory case study examined one coaching partnership between a pre-service English as a Second Language (ESL) 
teacher and an English language teaching (ELT) faculty member during a course for adult paraprofessional educators 
learning to take an exam required for teaching licensure. The results of a qualitative document analysis of reflective 
writing, email correspondence and an audio-recorded phone conversation suggest that instructional coaching supported 
the pre-service ESL teacher through the use of unique coaching elements, including modeling, a window on the coach’s 
reflective process, opportunities to request specific feedback and the coach’s familiarity with the pre-service teacher’s 
students. The coaching partnership also provided an opportunity for the ELT faculty member to grow professionally. Our 
findings point to the importance of positive interpersonal dynamics in the coaching relationship and the need for clear 
goal setting, expectations and scheduling logistics. 

Resumen 
El entrenamiento instruccional es un modelo de desarrollo profesional que busca mejorar la práctica docente por medio 
de asociaciones colaborativas, no evaluativas entre maestros y facilitadores. Aunque la literatura actual sugiere que el 
entrenamiento instruccional en programas de maestros no es común, la investigación sobre el tema es prometedora. 
Este estudio de caso exploratorio examinó una colaboración de entrenamiento entre un profesor-estudiante de segunda 
lengua (ESL) y un miembro de la facultad de un programa de enseñanza de inglés (ELT) durante un curso de educadores 
paraprofesionales en el proceso de aprendizaje para su examen de licencia para la docencia. Los resultados del análisis 
cualitativo de escritos de reflexión, la correspondencia por correo electrónico y una conversación telefónica sugieren 
que el entrenamiento instruccional apoyó al profesor-estudiante de ESL por medio de elementos de supervisión únicos 
que incluyeron modelación, un asomo al proceso de reflexión del entrenador, oportunidades para pedir retroalimentación 
específica y la familiaridad del entrenador con los profesores-estudiantes. La colaboración también ofreció la oportunidad 
de crecimiento profesional al miembro de la facultad del programa de ELT. Los resultados señalan la importancia de una 
dinámica interpersonal positiva en la relación de entrenamiento y la necesidad de establecer objetivos, expectativas y 
una logística de programación. 

Introduction 
Teacher preparation programs have long integrated practical experiences. Most programs include student 
teaching practicums, but beyond and even within student teaching experiences, the nature of practical 
experiences ranges (Richards & Crookes, 1988). There is emerging use of coaching with pre-service 
teachers; however, this professional development model is more common in professional development of 
in-practice teachers. It is a particularly interesting model to be explored in teacher education as it stands 
apart from many other pre-practice experiences (e.g., coursework, fieldwork, practicum) because it is non-
evaluative and, in some cases, asset-based in nature. 

In the United States (U.S.), English learners are those students whose English language proficiency is still 
developing and who are protected by laws and policies that entitle them to instruction that makes content 
comprehensible and develops academic language. Often, English learners are learning grade-level content 
in English. Consequently, in U.S. schools, there has been an increased use of coaching to develop in-practice 
teachers’ abilities to work with English learners. To address the impact of limited opportunities for pre-
service teachers to learn in classrooms during the COVID-19 pandemic, “the New York State Education 
Department…suggested that school districts and local teacher support organizations provide additional 
support such as mentoring, coaching, and co-teaching to their first-year teachers” (Cho & Clark-Gareca, 
2020, p. 4). In Massachusetts, a state in the northeast of the United States, the local TESOL International-
affiliate, Massachusetts Association of Speakers of Other Languages (MATSOL), has formed a new group to 
provide a networking space for instructional coaches. Instructional coaching has the potential to be a 
powerful professional development model for both pre-service teachers and their coaches in the field of ELT 
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which has a great diversity regarding learners and requires a continuous modification of its curriculum and 
ways of instruction. Yet there is little research on coaching for pre-service teachers in the field.  

This exploratory study examines the case of one coaching partnership that existed in a teacher preparation 
program in the state of Massachusetts in the U.S. The partnership was between an ELT faculty member and 
a pre-service teacher pursuing a Massachusetts educator’s license to teach English as a Second Language 
(ESL) to English learners in preschool through middle school grades. The pre-service teacher was a graduate 
assistant for the Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) Department, and in that role 
she was responsible for delivering a course to prepare adult school paraprofessionals to pass the 
Communication and Literacy Skills Massachusetts Test for Educator Licensure (MTEL), a test which is 
required for all teachers in Massachusetts and which is often an entry requirement for educator preparation 
programs in Massachusetts. Paraprofessionals are educators who are not required to hold a teaching license. 
The course that the pre-service ESL teacher in this study taught was specifically designed to prepare 
multilingual paraprofessionals to pass this test so that they could go on to become teachers, although the 
course was not restricted to multilingual participants. The specific goals of this case study were 1) to better 
understand how a coaching partnership could impact the teaching practice of a pre-service ESL teacher and 
2) to learn about the process of forming a coaching partnership between an ELT faculty member new to the 
coaching model and a pre-service teacher in the field of ESL. 

Literature Review 
Research on coaching and peer-coaching points to a range of models and approaches. One such model is 
instructional coaching. According to Knight (2007), in this model the goal is to improve classroom instruction 
through a collaborative partnership between teachers and coaches, who share instructional expertise. Knight 
outlines seven principles for creating teacher-coach partnerships: equality, choice, voice, dialogue, 
reflection, praxis, and reciprocity. Analyzing observation data together focuses teacher-coach dialogue on 
student learning and a “bottom-up” approach to teacher growth. Although the coach shares ideas, he or she 
remains open to the teacher’s point of view and provides positive and constructive feedback that is direct, 
specific and non-attributive (Knight, 2007). 

Scholarship on ELT teacher education and professional development points to the importance of key 
elements of instructional coaching, such as (1) “goal-focused interactions in actual teaching practices in 
which expert others [experienced educators] provide guidance and feedback” (Lengeling & Wilson, 2017, p. 
3), (2) a focus on the teacher’s own classroom (Anderson, 2018; Brancard & Quinnwilliams, 2012), (3) 
reflection (Clemente, 2004; Wilcox, 2001) and (4) trust (Chamberlin, 2000). A few studies have mentioned 
coaching as a means of ensuring that teachers implement a focal technique (Bejarano, 1987), as a 
component of collaborative professional learning (Dove & Honigsfeld, 2010; Hansen-Thomas & Richins, 
2015) and as a teaching practice of mentors and faculty in teacher education programs (Martel, 2021; 
Stoynoff, 1999). To our knowledge there have not been any studies that examined the impact of 
instructional coaching on ESL teacher learning or the formation of coaching partnerships in ESL teacher 
development, specifically.  

Most research on coaching in the field of ELT has examined the use of coaching to help U.S. teachers who 
are not language specialists but have English learners in their classrooms to implement practices to support 
English learners, as opposed to the coaching of current or future ESL and English as a Foreign Language 
(EFL) teachers. Song (2016) and Brancard and Quinnwilliams (2012) found teachers’ beliefs about English 
learners and practice teaching English learners changed positively as a result of professional development 
that included guided or instructional coaching, respectively. However, coaching was not examined as an 
isolated element. Another body of research has explored a sociocultural, performance-based instructional 
coaching model developed by Teemant and colleagues and has found that this model is effective in fostering 
pedagogical transformation in elementary and secondary teachers who teach diverse learners (Teemant, 
2014; Teemant et al., 2015; Teemant & Hausman, 2013; Teemant et al., 2014; Teemant, & Reveles, 2012; 
Teemant et al., 2011).  

Russell (2015) explored the use of instructional coaching between an English learner facilitator and a novice 
high school biology teacher and found that the relationship was supportive to the novice teacher and also 
contributed to her professional development. The English learner facilitator was found to balance the novice 
teacher’s needs and concerns with her own sense of what the focus of coaching cycles should be. She 
observed and also participated actively in the classroom by providing suggestions during instruction. Outside 
of instructional time, the English learner facilitator used data as a way of helping the novice teacher draw 
her own conclusions about instruction. Russell (2015) concludes that  
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they negotiated a joint enterprise based on the EL [English learner] facilitator’s and novice teacher’s participation 
and symbiotic relationship to accomplish goals and, ultimately, the creation of a shared repertoire that enabled the 
novice teacher to draw on the resources that emerged from their work together. (p. 43)  

Cooper (2008) also highlights the importance of joint data analysis and providing suggestions in a way that 
allows the coached individual to solve problems and make decisions in a reflection on her own personal 
experience coaching an administrator to work with English learners. Although content teachers and ESL and 
EFL teachers would likely differ in their readiness to teach English learners, the transformative potential of 
coaching found in these studies is a promising indicator that coaching would support the professional 
development of ESL teachers, particularly in pre-service. 

When it comes to pre-service teacher education, the use of coaching appears to be relatively uncommon in 
all disciplines. Salter (2007) interviewed experienced teachers to explore the use of mentoring and coaching 
with pre-service teachers in order to understand the use of mentoring over coaching with pre-service 
teachers. Although she acknowledges there is some overlap in the features and methods of mentoring and 
coaching, her findings suggest that mentoring tends more often to use a directive approach and to assume 
that mentors will serve as experienced role models for pre-service teachers; coaching, however, is 
characterized by coachee-driven goal setting and non-evaluative feedback. In other words, coaching 
“focuses…on supporting the coachee to set their own agenda and find their own solutions” (Salter, 2007, p. 
71). 

The research that does exist on coaching and peer-coaching of pre-service teachers is promising but limited. 
Two important findings of Stahl et al.’s (2018) review of twenty-five studies on coaching and peer-coaching 
of pre-service teachers are that (1) most pre-service teachers found coaching supportive and valuable and 
(2) coaching helped pre-service teachers improve their practice. Strieker et al.’s (2014) analysis of forty-
three instructional coaching cases during teaching practicums found that coaching may support both the 
pre-service teacher and the supervising practitioner. Literature on peer coaching indicates that many of the 
same key components in instructional coaching are also important when peer coaching is implemented 
amongst pre-service teachers: trust, collaboration, conferencing, data collection, feedback, and analysis and 
reflection (Britton & Anderson, 2010; Stahl et al., 2018). Vacilotto and Cummings (2007) also point out that 
“the effectiveness of the peer coach interaction depends on…how aware of their actions teachers can 
become, how clearly they can describe those actions, and how willing they are to discuss them” (p. 154). 

Since research on instructional coaching in pre-service ELT programs is limited, we have included studies 
that have focused on the use of peer-coaching with pre-service teachers within the field. In a mixed-method 
study by Kuru Gonen (2016), which examined the participation of 12 pre-service teachers in a reflective 
reciprocal peer coaching program in a Turkish ELT context, it was found that pre-service teachers improved 
their reflective practice during the peer coaching program. Goker (2006) found an increase of self-efficacy 
and development of instructional skills that make content clear, such as communicating lesson objectives, 
repeating important information and information students do not understand, providing examples, asking 
questions, giving students opportunities to ask questions, and giving practice opportunities, in a group of 
16 pre-service teachers who took part in a peer coaching program as part of a student teaching practicum 
in a B.A. in Teaching English as a Foreign Language teacher education program in Cyprus. In this study, the 
experimental (n = 16) and control group (n = 16) participants were randomly assigned to conditions and 
both experienced 12 teaching observations. The differences in the two groups were that (1) the student 
teachers in the control group only received feedback from authority figures (faculty), (2) feedback was 
sometimes not received directly following the observation, and (3) sometimes student teacher descriptions 
of lessons were used instead of direct observation of teaching. The experimental group student teachers, 
on the other hand, were observed twice by faculty and ten times by peers, and all post-conferences 
immediately followed direct observation of teaching. In addition to increased self-efficacy and the targeted 
teaching skills, the data also suggest that the experimental group pre-service teachers who participated in 
peer coaching felt “a sense of freedom to ask questions” (Goker, 2006, p. 251), received more consistent 
feedback and had more time to discuss strategies than control group pre-service teachers who received 
traditional supervision from faculty. Vacilotto and Cummings (2007) explored the implementation of peer 
coaching for professional development of pre-service ESL/EFL teachers in Brazil. They found that 
observations and discussions, in particular, helped the participants develop teaching skills. It was also noted 
that “collaboration helped student teachers feel confident enough to try out various methods and procedures 
that they had studied” (Vacilotto & Cummings, 2007, p. 156). An interesting finding was the lack of 
consensus among the participants as to what type of feedback (e.g., positive, negative) was most effective. 
The authors commented on the potential for coaching to reduce stress but they were also hesitant to draw 
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conclusions about how coaching could meet professional development needs beyond the immediate context, 
noting that “[b]ecause of their status as graduate students, the participants of this study may have been 
more likely to readily experiment with peer coaching” (Vacilotto & Cummings, 2007, p. 159). This 
observation serves as a reminder that the effectiveness of coaching for professional growth is related to the 
nature of the relationship between the coach and coachee and the situational context and how it influences 
interpersonal dynamics. 

In sum, the literature suggests that instructional coaching has the potential to be a powerful professional 
development model in ELT. In-service content teachers demonstrated professional development as a result 
of coaching with a focus on meeting the needs of diverse learners (Teemant et al., 2015; Teemant & Reveles, 
2012; Teemant et al., 2011) and English learners specifically (Brancard & Quinnwilliams, 2012; Russell, 
2016; Song, 2016). Yet, it remains to be explored how pre-service ESL and EFL teachers could benefit from 
instructional coaching. Studies of peer coaching of pre-service teachers in ELT suggest that a collaborative 
and trusting relationship, consistent feedback and ample time for dialogue are positive components of 
coaching that may be associated with the development of self-efficacy, professional growth and decrease of 
stress and anxiety. These findings are also promising, but it is critical to examine if and how coaching 
partnerships between pre-service teachers and faculty members may navigate power dynamics and have 
similar affective outcomes as those of peer coaching partnerships in previous studies. This study seeks to 
address these gaps in the literature by examining one case study of an instructional coaching partnership 
between an ELT faculty member and a pre-service ESL teacher. 

Method 
Research Design 

This research project used an exploratory qualitative case study design to examine the impact of coaching 
on coach and coachee professional development and the process of a single coaching partnership case 
(Baxter & Jack, 2008) between an ELT faculty member (Melissa) and a pre-service ESL teacher (Dani), 
which existed during a specific 10-week course that was designed to prepare multilingual paraprofessionals 
working in an urban school district in Massachusetts to pass the Communication and Literacy Skills 
Massachusetts Test for Educator Licensure (MTEL). An exploratory case study was appropriate to gain insight 
into the development of the coaching partnership, as we did not expect the outcomes of this process to be 
a simple cause and effect relationship (Yin, 2003). We collected qualitative documents, including emails, 
journal entries and an audio-recorded conversation, during coaching and performed a document analysis 
after the coaching partnership concluded. This approach provided two important advantages: (1) we were 
able to examine the exact wording used by Melissa and Dani as their coaching partnership developed and 
as they reflected on the partnership and (2) we were able to gather the data without allocating significant 
time to data collection during the coaching partnership (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This was an important 
consideration, since Melissa and Dani were new to coaching and wanted to focus their attention on the 
coaching itself while it was taking place. We implemented data triangulation by collecting varied documents 
(Patton, 2002), which we describe in detail below. 

Context 

The curriculum for the 10-week Communication and Literacy Skills MTEL preparation course that Dani taught 
was developed by the ELT faculty member, (Melissa), in response to a need the school district identified in 
order to develop test preparation for multilingual paraprofessionals and had been taught by the graduate 
assistant, Dani, in a previous semester. The curriculum provided English grammar review and academic 
writing instruction, and course delivery integrated ESL teaching methods, such as wait time, modeling, 
visual support, a process approach to writing, and differentiation. During the second iteration of the course, 
Melissa and Dani entered into a coaching partnership, in which Dani taught the course, and Melissa coached 
Dani (see Figure 1). It is important to note that the decision to use a coaching model was not a result of 
perceived problems in Dani’s first delivery of the course, but rather came about due to Melissa’s and Dani’s 
interest in coaching as a professional development model. Prior to data collection, the study was submitted 
to and approved by Bridgewater State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB). An IRB is a group that 
is responsible for reviewing and approving research projects to ensure that human subjects’ rights and 
welfare are protected, and most research institutions in the U.S. have institutional IRBs. During the coaching 
partnership, Melissa attended nine of the ten, one-and-a-half hour sessions of the course. She observed, 
collected data, modeled specific teaching strategies and offered some co-teaching support during the course 
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sessions. In between sessions Melissa and Dani set goals, debriefed teaching sessions, and planned for 
upcoming sessions together.  

Figure 1: Stages of the study (Note: GAship = Graduate Assistantship) 

Participants 

Coach  
Melissa was a fourth-year faculty member and the practicum coordinator of the TESOL (Teachers of English 
to Speakers of Other Languages) program at her university. Prior to teaching at the university level, she 
had spent over a decade teaching at the high school level with about ten years as an ESL teacher. She was 
a licensed teacher and had taken and passed the Communication and Literacy Skills MTEL test. She had 
some teaching experience with adult EFL courses on a part-time basis in Germany and as part of an adult 
education program at her former school district. She had served as supervising practitioner for two students 
and as program supervisor for over twenty students, but she had never coached nor been coached in her 
career. 

Coached Pre-service Teacher  

At the time of the study, Dani was a graduate student in the Master of Arts in Teaching (MAT) in TESOL 
program for initial Massachusetts ESL licensure at her university, and her goal was to teach ESL in an 
elementary school in Massachusetts. She had recently taken and passed the Communication and Literacy 
Skills MTEL exam. She was the graduate assistant for the TESOL program for her first year in the program 
and was about mid-way through her coursework at the time the coaching partnership in this study was 
established. Dani had previously worked in schools as a paraprofessional, who was specifically assigned to 
students with learning disabilities. She had also worked in an after-school program and had taught an adult 
ESL class to parents. The coaching in this study was her first experience with instructional coaching. 

Data Sources 

Data for this analysis came from four document sources: email correspondence between Melissa and Dani, 
a transcript of an audio-recorded phone conversation, a reflection journal kept by Melissa over the course 
of the coaching partnership, and a follow-up survey completed by Dani after the conclusion of the coaching 
partnership (see Table 1). The email correspondence and phone conversation give insight into the coaching 
partnership in real time, and the reflection journal and follow-up survey provide insight on Melissa’s and 
Dani’s thoughts about and perceptions regarding the coaching partnership. The study was approved by the 
IRB prior to data collection.  

 
Week 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Post 
Email Correspondence x x x x x x x x   
Audio-recorded Phone 
Conversation    x       

Reflection Journal 
(coach) x x   x    x  

Follow-up Survey 
(coached pre-service 
teacher) 

         x 

Table 1: Data sources 

Coaching Conversations: Email Correspondence  

Although the data collection plan anticipated collection of a series of regular audio-recorded coaching 
conversations, in reality, scheduling challenges often led to spontaneous and incremental conversations over 
the course of the days between classes. Email served as one of the modes of communication about the 
coaching experience, and included many elements such as setting and revisiting goals, discussing the use 
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and outcomes of certain teaching strategies, and planning for future classes. During times when schedules 
did not allow for face-to-face meetings or phone calls to debrief after class, these emails provided another 
way for Melissa and Dani to share their thoughts and respond in a robust way. Emails were copied into a 
Word document for analysis.  

Coaching Conversation: Audio-recorded Phone Conversation 

One 24-minute phone conversation was audio-recorded mid-way through the coaching partnership. 
Although we had hoped to collect more transcripts of oral conversations, we decided to include this data in 
our analysis because we both felt this conversation was a typical example of our experiences. Furthermore, 
since the emails also provided documentation of coaching conversation, albeit in a different modality, we 
viewed the audio-recorded phone call as an additional data source for understanding coaching interactions. 
The audio-recorded phone conversation was fully transcribed by Melissa. Fillers such as like and you know 
were not transcribed or were removed from the transcript. 

Reflection Journal  

Melissa made four entries in a reflection journal (Word document) over the course of the ten-week coaching 
partnership. No specific prompts were used for the reflection journal.  

Follow-up Survey  

Dani completed a survey with eight open-ended questions (see Appendix) six weeks after the conclusion of 
the course and the coaching partnership. A survey was used rather than a reflection journal in an effort to 
reduce the demand on Dani’s time during the coaching partnership, which occurred during the spring 
semester when she was also enrolled in graduate courses. 

Data Analysis 
Dani completed a preliminary read-through of the data, with the exception of the audio-recorded phone 
conversation, to gain a general sense of the data and she identified preliminary themes in the data. After 
Melissa transcribed the audio-recorded phone conversation, she used an inductive coding process, in which 
the codes come from the data itself as opposed to from a theoretical position (Xu & Zammit, 2020), on all 
data in Microsoft Word. Twenty codes emerged in the analysis, and these were grouped into the following 
four themes: interpersonal dynamics, coaching strategies, coaching outcomes, and challenges. The coded 
data was member-checked by Dani. Member-checking is a verification strategy to ensure internal validity in 
which "[t]he informant will serve as a check throughout the analysis process. An ongoing dialogue regarding 
[the researcher’s] interpretations of the informant’s reality and meanings will ensure the truth value of the 
data” (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, p. 208). 

Results 

Interpersonal Relationships 

As indicated in the literature, a strong relationship and trust are critical for the success of a coaching 
partnership. A range of characteristics seemed to contribute to a positive interpersonal dynamic between 
Melissa and Dani, and this in turn appeared to support the overall effectiveness of the coaching partnership. 

From the outset in the data, Melissa’s concern about taking over is evident and emerged as one aspect of 
her professional growth. For example, Melissa asks Dani if Dani wants Melissa to attend the first class or 
wait until Dani has taught the students once or twice so that the students will recognize Dani as the lead 
teacher. Melissa noted in her journal entry (Week 1): “I also don’t want to take over when she is teaching 
or jump in in a way that would seem like I was trying to “repair” or “correct” something in her teaching” 
and later in a journal entry (Week 5) she thought critically about a specific moment when she questioned 
her own participation:  

During the lesson at one point, I jumped in to ask a student about how she came to an answer about commas, and 
then I talked through the answer. This is something Dani also does with students and it is a good practice I want to 
reinforce. I think in that moment I should have probably allowed Dani to continue her instruction so that she could 
work on developing this in her own practice. 

The coaching practice of data collection and analysis seemed to be a helpful alternative to personal reflection 
or evaluation for Melissa to support Dani in strengthening her practice. In contrast to Melissa’s concerns 
about taking over, the data did not reveal a concern on Dani’s part that Melissa might take over, and email 
exchanges demonstrate Dani’s autonomy and ownership through reflective conversation with Melissa. For 
example, after the first session of the course, Dani and Melissa exchanged emails containing the following 
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three consecutive excerpts about which stage of the writing process should be the focus of the writing 
workshop time for the paraprofessionals in the upcoming session: 

Dani: My main question was how we would use our workshop time this week. Will we go over the write around 
results/workshop as groups, or just give the feedback separately and use the workshop to jump into the next writing 
practice? 

Melissa: What do you think is most useful, given your experience in the previous course? I do want to make sure 
that students have enough time to revise or write, but some time could be allocated to oral feedback if you think 
that would be helpful to the group. 

Dani: I think having the workshop time to revise or write would be most useful for students. I think I'll mention the 
write around and give a very brief bit of oral feedback in addition to the more extensive written feedback, but I would 
like the majority of the workshop time to be spent on revising or writing. 

We can see that Dani moves from a collaborative approach in her first email, where she uses the pronoun 
we, to arrive at her own decision in the later response, where she uses the pronoun I. At the same time, 
her confidence also seems to result in part from the opportunity to discuss ideas with Melissa and get 
feedback before making a final decision on a plan for the next lesson. 

Dani demonstrated some typical nervousness about teaching in general, noting in the follow-up survey:  

It can be very overwhelming to go into a class on your own, and while having someone simply offer advice or 
strategies can help, nothing quite compares to having that person there with you to actually see how you carry out 
those strategies and then give you direct feedback. 

Melissa seemed in tune to that nervousness, when she wrote in a journal entry (Week 2) about how she 
shared with Dani that she also doesn’t always know how something will work and reflecting “I hope it also 
took off some of the pressure that a tweak or new approach would change the level of engagement.” Initially, 
the coaching partnership itself made Dani a little nervous. She reflected:  

I felt comfortable having a coach in the classroom, more so as the class went on. At first, I was a bit uncomfortable 
and nervous, as if I was being observed or critiqued. As we got into more of a partnership and established the 
reciprocity of dialogue, however, I could see the coach as more of a person who is there to help me grow rather than 
to evaluate me, and this made me feel not only comfortable with having the coach in the classroom, but welcoming 
it. (Follow-up survey) 

Yet, over time, some aspects of the coaching partnership may have actually reduced Dani’s nervousness. 
She noted that “co-planning and co-teaching were a nice way to take some of the pressure off of me as a 
teacher” and that discussions and feedback from Melissa built her confidence. 

Dani and Melissa set clear goals at the outset and revisited them. Melissa also repeated back what she 
understood about Dani’s goals and what she expected to do in the upcoming sessions (e.g., model a teaching 
technique, gather data). For example, in email correspondence from Week 1, Melissa wrote: 

I noted from our conversation on Monday that your two goals for coaching were: 

-Increase student engagement 

-Facilitate smooth transitions 

Let me know if there was anything else that you thought of after. 

In later email correspondence, Melissa discussed the original goals with Dani and whether the goals could 
be refined or had been met: 

I wanted to just summarize our next steps and the refining of your goals to make sure we're on the same page.  

The original goals were to (1) increase engagement and (2) focus on smooth transitions. We have both observed 
increased engagement over time and in particular when students are doing group work (and also during the writing 
workshop, as long as there is enough time for them to accomplish something meaningful - I think this is what you 
were saying about Student4?). In this upcoming session we are going to observe some of the students who have 
been less engaged during whole group instruction (e.g., Student, Student) and think about what results in more/less 
engagement for them. 

… We haven't talked as much about transitions in the last few sessions but it came up today when we talked about 
differentiating. How are you feeling with this goal? Is there still refinement work to do or are the pieces you added 
earlier giving you the results you wanted to see? (Week 4, email correspondence)  

 
4 Student names have been replaced with “Student” to preserve anonymity. 

Th
is

 is
 a

n 
op

en
-a

cc
es

s 
ar

ti
cl

e 
di

st
ri
bu

te
d 

un
de

r 
th

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 a

 C
re

at
iv

e 
C
om

m
on

s 
 

A
tt

ib
ut

io
n-

N
on

C
om

m
er

ci
al

-S
ha

re
A
lik

e 
4.

0 
In

te
rn

at
io

na
l (

C
C
 B

Y-
N

C
-S

A
 4

.0
) 

lic
en

se
.



MEXTESOL Journal, Vol. 45, No. 3, 2021 8 
These clear goals and expectations may have helped situate the focus of the partnership on student 
outcomes and also given Dani agency in what she received feedback on, thereby making the feedback more 
useful and anticipated as opposed to negative or intimidating.  

Melissa and Dani communicated about how they were experiencing the coaching partnership. At one point 
toward the end of the course, when Dani’s schedule had changed and Melissa and Dani were having trouble 
finding times that were mutually convenient for conferences, Melissa wrote:  

I can be available during the class tomorrow to think about pacing or any other area you'd like me to. I'm also still 
available afterward if that is still a good time to meet. Or, Dani, if having me along for these last two classes is really 
feeling like more work and time than you have right now, that is also fine and won't hurt my feelings. I realize 
coaching takes more time than just teaching. (week 8, email correspondence) 

Dani’s response acknowledges the additional time required to participate in the coaching partnership, which 
suggests that she feels comfortable sharing this drawback with Melissa:  

I would love to still have you come to these final two classes. While the planning and collaborating is more work, I 
have found it very helpful, especially the piece of having you present in class. Even if I prepare the materials alone 
and we can discuss the class after class during that period, that would be super helpful.  

A team element was most evident in the email and phone coaching conversation data when Melissa asked 
Dani what she could do to help her prepare for class, she responded enthusiastically when a new strategy 
went well and took a problem-solving approach to challenges Dani brought up. It is also evident in Dani’s 
openness to a coaching partnership, requests for specific feedback and in her detailed contributions and 
reflections. The real-time conversations demonstrate how Dani and Melissa shared the responsibility for the 
work and outcomes of the class: 

I wonder if maybe one thing that we want to think about is…because I think that we’ve seen some positive increase 
in engagement over four sessions, you know really thinking about it and looking at it. Maybe a focus for the next 
session is those people. And kind of looking specifically at their engagement. And seeing if there are specific things 
that either one of us could do. (Melissa, phone conversation)  

Melissa made suggestions about what she and Dani could focus on, but also required Dani’s input before 
moving forward. Dani’s goals and requests for specific feedback framed the coaching conversations.  

Rich Professional Development 

The coaching partnership contributed to meaningful professional development for both Dani and Melissa; 
the coaching partnership was characterized by specific feedback, rich and detailed conversation about 
teaching, observation, data analysis, and trying out new teaching strategies.  

In her preliminary analysis of the data, Dani compared her first semester teaching the course without Melissa 
as a coach to her second semester teaching the course with Melissa coaching and noted more “in-the-
moment” support and more active collaboration on the content being delivered when she was coached. 
Additionally, she felt more directly supported both while teaching and outside the classroom through 
discussions that were more frequent and deeply reflective about the course content and the course delivery 
(see Figure 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Dani’s comparison of teaching the MTEL preparation course without and with the 
coaching partnership 

Melissa compared the coaching partnership to her experiences as a program supervisor for ESL student 
teaching practicums:  
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It is a shift for me to not always offer suggestions or tell someone what I think was strong or an area for improvement 
in teaching because that is what I’ve been used to doing in the CAP [student teaching assessment]. It feels like a 
luxury to think that I’ll be able to have conversations with Dani over 8-10 class sessions rather than just pop in twice 
to evaluate a lesson. (Reflection journal entry) 

In week 9, Melissa continued to note differences in the nature of supervision during student teaching and 
coaching: 

This is such a contrast to the CAP, where I only do two observations and I don’t really get a chance to dialogue with 
students at all about the PROCESS of planning, teaching, assessing, planning, etc. I don’t feel like I am able to impact 
their practice much at all (and maybe that is more of the supervising practitioner’s role), and the conversations seem 
much more focused on what I noticed than what the teacher’s goals were. (Reflection journal entry)  

There is evidence in both Dani’s and Melissa’s reflections that coaching enriched Dani’s learning during this 
practical teaching experience through conversations that were associated with a higher level of collaboration 
and reflection than conversations in other ESL pre-service teaching experiences.  

Although specific feedback is not unique to coaching, we noted in this case that specific feedback originated 
not from the coach, but out of the coaching partnership, as Dani was active in requesting specific feedback 
on her teaching. This is evident in an email from Dani in week 2: 

With so many people having struggled at least a bit with detail selection for this summary, I was torn as to whether 
I should keep the exercise of selecting details for the cell phones, and reviewing them as a whole group after, then 
moving on to the new piece (finding the main and controlling idea, then going into the workshop) or if I should just 
add a slide addressing the details and structure for the cell phone piece, maybe showing my sample outline, and 
keep the exercise for use on the new piece at the end. What are your thoughts on this? 

Dani conveys and involves Melissa in her thought process, communicating that she was “torn” and asking 
directly for Melissa’s thoughts. In a later email Dani also details her thoughts about helping students 
generate examples and expresses that she is “a bit stuck.”  

In addition to components that may be evident in a range of mentoring experiences, we noted three unique 
coaching techniques that provided opportunities for professional learning in the coaching partnership. First, 
Melissa occasionally used modeling so Dani could see how a new technique could work with Dani’s particular 
students. Dani reflected on the value of this element to her growth and confidence: 

I learn a lot by watching, so being able to see techniques modeled for me was a huge help. Whether I took notes 
physically or just carefully watched both the coach and students while instructional techniques were modeled, I felt 
that I could compare what I originally envisioned that strategy to look like with how the coach used it, and use both 
of these perspectives combined with how the students responded to the coach’s use of the technique to figure out 
how I would use that technique in the future. This feature of coaching definitely helped ease my anxiety in the 
classroom and let me see how a more experienced professional would actually do something, rather than just hearing 
“maybe try x technique.” (Follow-up survey) 

One interesting outcome of the use of modeling was that Melissa occasionally provided a window into her 
own reflective practice during conversations with Dani, as the two discussed Melissa’s teaching. The use of 
this second technique is evident in the phone conversation from week 4. Melissa had modeled a technique 
to increase engagement when groups shared their answers and reflected on it when communicating with 
Dani: 

I also realized that there was something that I would change if I did this again…was to really get a sense of how far 
people got because when I got to the last table [students were seated at large tables where six students could sit 
comfortably and work collaboratively] they hadn’t done the final question and so if I had been paying better attention 
I would have started…there was one table that had done all four and I would have started with a different table so 
that each table really did get to give their answer.  

Melissa’s knowledge of the students emerged as a third technique in coaching conversations that enabled 
Dani to work through teaching questions with Melissa. Dani and Melissa discussed specific students and 
what they had learned about them, and Dani reflected that “[h]aving a coach there in person who can get 
to know the students alongside me can provide valuable insight into student learning” (Follow-up survey).  

Professional Growth 

In the email correspondence and in the particular phone conversation, “tinkering” is evident, in which Melissa 
and Dani spend a good amount of time bringing up ideas for small adjustments and discussing how they 
might work with the group of students. Melissa referred to the coaching partnership in her week 2 journal 
as a professional development format that is characterized by experimentation and adjustment in the 
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classroom, and the email correspondence, such as the exchange above about the use of workshop time, 
also show how Melissa and Dani exchange ideas and collaboratively arrive at one to implement and reflect 
on. This outcome appears to be related to the coaching techniques of rich conversation, data analysis, and 
the coach’s knowledge of the students as well as the interpersonal components of listening and a team-
building element.  

Although Dani mentioned that the coaching partnership required more time in some ways (as seen above 
where Dani notes that planning and collaborating is more time-consuming), she also commented that the 
coaching partnership resulted in a reduction of number of tasks for her:  

I felt like the first time I taught this class, when I taught without a coach, I had to both teach and observe at the 
same time to figure out what was getting students engaged. Having a coach who can watch both me and my students 
as I teach to see what elicits what responses from students was helpful, and took a lot of pressure off of me. (Follow-
up survey) 

The data also indicate that the coaching partnership provided preparation for future teaching for Dani and 
professional development for Melissa. Dani noted “I took away quite a few strategies from instructional 
coaching that I have already implemented in my classroom, or that I will implement in the future” (Follow-
up survey) and that acquiring resources for teaching during the coaching partnership “made me feel better 
prepared and like I would be able to find more resources for myself in the future” (Follow-up survey). Melissa 
queried “Perhaps…there is some way to bring some of the coaching elements into the CAP observations by 
including a pre-observation conversation and asking the teacher candidate to choose some goals/focus for 
observation” (Week 5, Reflection journal entry).  

Logistic Challenges 

Although our data generally reveal an effective coaching partnership and positive outcomes of coaching for 
the development of pre-service ESL teachers, a few challenges were evident in our data. We noted a desire 
for regular sessions and scheduling challenges as two interrelated issues. The need for regular sessions was 
evident in Dani’s preference to have Melissa observe and debrief each teaching session:  

The main issue I had was consistency of the debriefs towards the end of the class, but that was due to both myself 
and the coach having very busy schedules at the end of the semester. It did feel a bit odd to not have such a detailed 
debrief and discussion for a week or two at a time after having that consistency in the beginning of the semester. A 
more solidly scheduled meeting time, whether in person or over the phone, that was consistent from week to week 
from the beginning of the class to its end may have helped this. (Follow-up survey) 

Scheduling challenges were apparent at times when Melissa and Dani could not find a mutually convenient 
time for the debrief and planning stages of the coaching cycle. While the intention was initially to have more 
blocked-out time for coaching conversations, these scheduling conflicts meant that often these debriefs 
would be either more organic conversations in a meeting or phone call or would take place through email 
correspondences instead. 

It is worth noting that Melissa’s concern about taking over and Dani’s nervousness, which were mentioned 
above under interpersonal dynamics, could be challenges in other coaching partnerships, but they were not 
discussed as challenges in this case because they diminished over the course of the coaching partnership. 

Discussion 
The goals of this case study were to explore the impact of a coaching partnership on a pre-service ESL 
teacher’s teaching experience and to learn about the process of forming a coaching partnership in the field 
of ELT. Although it was not surprising that interpersonal dynamics between Dani and Melissa supported the 
development and the effectiveness of the coaching partnership, the data provide a valuable window on the 
nature of communications that contributed to that positive dynamic. The relationship developed over time 
and was supported by initial and iterative goal setting, openness to the coaching partnership and direct 
communication. These elements in turn facilitated collaboration and seemed to have mitigated power 
imbalances in- and outside of the classroom. Dani and Melissa took care to build a relationship and establish 
trust, which research indicates would facilitate the effectiveness of coaching as a professional development 
model (Chamberlin, 2000; Kuru Gonen, 2016; Russell, 2015; Stahl et al., 2018; Vacilotto & Cummings, 
2007). Importantly, it was clear how the coached pre-service teacher was an active collaborator in building 
a “joint enterprise” (Russell, 2015, p. 43). This highlights the need to learn more about the power and 
agency pre-service teachers hold in an instructional coaching model and ways that coaching can be 
implemented to maximize power and agency. 
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The findings suggest that the focal coaching partnership allowed for rich use of elements to support pre-
service teacher growth, including specific feedback, rich and detailed conversation about teaching, 
observation, data analysis, and trying out new strategies. Three elements emerged in the data that were 
less prevalent in previous research and which may also be unique to coaching compared to other types of 
pre-service learning experiences. These three elements were modeling, the coach’s familiarity with students 
and opportunities to experience the coach’s own reflective practice. The collaborative nature of specific 
feedback was also noteworthy in the data. 

In this case study, modeling and the coach’s familiarity with students benefited the pre-service teacher. 
These coaching strategies were identified in the literature on instructional coaching for in-service teachers 
(Russell, 2016; Salter, 2007) but were not as prevalent in the pre-service teacher research contexts, 
possibly because that research primarily examined peer coaching as opposed to instructional coaching and 
tended to include fewer coaching cycles than were used in this study. Although Dani’s goals were not focused 
exclusively on the multilingual adults in the group, Melissa and Dani conversed about how to adjust pacing 
for engagement of one of the multilingual learners specifically. Consequently, we speculate that the coach’s 
familiarity with the coachee’s students has the potential to be an especially powerful tool to support 
differentiation in ESL teaching. The English learner population is incredibly diverse, and the ability to adjust 
instruction in response to individual student outcomes is critical for ESL teachers (Massachusetts 
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2018; TESOL International Association, 2019; 
Wisconsin Center for Education Research, 2012). Future research should examine more closely how this 
element of coaching can support pre-service ESL teachers to develop the ability to differentiate instruction. 

One surprising finding about coaching outcomes was that coaching allowed for the coach’s professional 
growth. Our results indicate that Melissa engaged in self-reflection and found valuable strategies for her 
own practice through her experience as a coach. In the research reviewed for this study, professional growth 
of the coach is touched upon in Cooper’s (2008) reflection when she refers to part of a meeting with the 
administrator she coached as “enlightening” and notes: “[i]t fascinated me to see how this administrator 
was making decisions” and in Martel’s (2021) reflection that “I would like to take the time to more deeply 
analyze my coaching practice, in the spirit of building my own capacity as a language teacher educator. I 
realized…just how complex a task coaching is.” Research focused more generally on collaborative practices 
in teaching has also indicated such practices may contribute to developing teacher leadership (Dove & 
Honigsfeld, 2010). 

Our findings point to practical considerations for implementing an instructional coaching model in pre-service 
teaching programs in ELT. It was evident that the time-consuming nature of coaching alongside scheduling 
issues presented challenges during the coaching partnership. By comparison, it was interesting to see that 
coaching was viewed as easy to implement and necessitating little preparation in some studies (Britton & 
Anderson, 2010) and time-consuming in others (Stoynoff, 1999; Vacilotto & Cummings, 2007). These 
conflicting findings suggest the need to consider carefully the time required to implement a coaching 
experience during a pre-service program. Furthermore, as coaching partnerships are formed, they may be 
enhanced by preliminary discussion of time commitment and/or plan for pre-established meeting times in 
between instructional observations. However, care should be taken to retain some flexibility, as pre-service 
teachers also need to devote time and energy to lesson preparation and delivery. Setting aside time for 
coaching conversations would also be advantageous in future research and would address a limitation of 
our study, namely the inclusion of only one audio-recorded phone conversation.  

Although this study examined only one coaching partnership and this narrow focus limits the generalizability 
of the results, the focal case provides rich description of how a coaching partnership can form and support 
pre-service teacher development in TESOL through the use of specific coaching strategies. 
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Appendix 

 
Coaching Feedback Survey 

 
 

1. In what ways did instructional coaching help you to meet your teaching goals? 

2. Please comment on how each of the following supported your teaching 

a. Modeling of instructional techniques 

b. Observations and debriefs of teaching 

c. Collaborative analysis of student learning data 

d. Co-planning and co-teaching 

e. Getting additional resources for teaching  

3. How comfortable did you feel having a coach in your classroom? What made you comfortable or 

uncomfortable? 

4. How comfortable did you feel communicating with the coach outside of your classroom? What made 

you comfortable or uncomfortable? 

5. What specific strategies or approaches did instructional coaching help you to implement in your 

classroom? 

6. In what ways did instructional coaching help you to gather and understand student learning data? 

7. What else did you hope that instructional coaching would provide that it did not? 

8. Based on your experience and in your opinion, how often should an instructional coach observe your 

teaching? Based on your experience and in your opinion, how often should an instructional coach 

communicate with you about teaching? 
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