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Purpose 
The purpose of  this document is to increase Michigan’s capacity to 
improve children’s literacy by identifying a small set of  research-supported 
literacy coaching practices that should be a focus of  professional 
development throughout the state.  Literacy coaching can provide powerful 
job-embedded, ongoing professional development with a primary goal 
of  enhancing classroom literacy instruction through improving teacher 
expertise.1 Effective literacy coaching supports teachers to successfully 
navigate the daily challenges they face in their classrooms.  As a result, 
instructional capacity and sustainability within the schools increases.2        
In addition, through improving teacher expertise and the quality of  core 
instruction, student achievement increases.3
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1. Effective literacy coaches have specialized literacy 
knowledge and skills beyond that of initial teacher 
preparation.4

Literacy coaches, due to the complexity of  literacy 
instruction, must:

• have an in-depth knowledge of  reading and writing 
processes and acquisition5 

• recognize the varied purposes for assessment 
(e.g., screening, diagnostic, monitoring progress, 
achievement), select specific assessments that meet 
those purposes, administer and score assessments, 
and use assessment results to inform instruction6 

• know and appropriately use research-informed 
instructional practices to help all students develop 
literacy knowledge, skills, and abilities including 
concepts of  print, phonemic awareness, letter-
sound knowledge, word reading, comprehension, 
vocabulary, fluency, writing, critical thinking, and 
motivation7 

• be able to create a literate learning environment that 
considers how the physical arrangement, materials, 
group work, routines, and motivational factors such 
as choice and purpose contribute to learning in 
today’s diverse classrooms8 

Literacy coaches develop in-depth literacy knowledge and 
skills9 by: 

• completing advanced course work in literacy that 
results in a reading teacher or reading or literacy 
specialist endorsement 

• having successful classroom teaching experience as 
evidenced by positive student learning 

• continually updating their knowledge through 
professional reading, active participation in professional 
development workshops, and attendance at local, state, 
and national professional conferences

Teachers report that literacy coaches need advanced 

literacy knowledge and skills in order to carry out their 
responsibilities such as modeling research-informed literacy 
practices, helping teachers analyze assessment data and solve 
instructional problems, and recommending appropriate 
materials and resources.10 

When literacy coaches have completed advanced course 
work in literacy and been successful classroom teachers, 
students of  teachers they coached exhibited more literacy 
growth than students of  teachers coached by literacy coaches 
who had not completed advanced course work in literacy.11 

2. Effective literacy coaches apply adult learning principles 
in their work.12, 13, 14

Effective literacy coaches also have specialized knowledge 
about adult learning principles, and they apply those 
principles when working with teachers.

• Adults are most interested in learning when it has 
immediate relevance to their job.  Thus, the focus of  
literacy coaching should be on classroom instructional 
practices that foster literacy development.

• Adults want to be actively involved in the planning, 
implementation, and evaluation of  their learning.  
Thus, effective literacy coaches work with teachers to 
develop goals and methods for addressing and assessing 
those goals. 

• Adults learn from reflecting on the problems that 
arise during the implementation of  new knowledge/
skills.  Thus, effective literacy coaches guide teachers 
to reflect deeply on their practice and on the results of  
implementing new strategies with their learners.

• Adults learn best when they can integrate new 
knowledge and skills with previous experiences.  Thus, 
effective literacy coaches help teachers understand how 
new concepts and strategies are similar and different 
from concepts they know and strategies they are 
currently learning.

The focus of  this document is to identify the critical qualifications, dispositions, activities, and roles of  
effective elementary literacy coaches.  Research suggests that each of  the seven essentials is an important 
contributor to literacy coaching that results in increased student literacy learning.  They should be viewed, 
as in practice guides in medicine, as presenting minimum expectations for Michigan’s literacy coaches.



3. Whether working with large groups, small groups, 
or individual teachers, effective literacy coaches 
demonstrate specific skills and dispositions in order to 
engage teachers and build collaborative relationships.15 

Effective literacy coaches:

• use a variety of  strategies to establish rapport and 
trust as the initial steps in building collaborative 
relationships (e.g., one-on-one conversations about 
teaching or student learning in general, attending 
grade level/team meetings as an interested listener/
learner, finding specific resources/materials for a 
teacher)16 

• strive to determine the underlying beliefs about 
literacy of  the teachers with whom they are working 
in order to develop collaborative relationships17 

• use language when engaging in conversations with 
teachers that is encouraging and supportive, not 
evaluative18 

• position themselves as co-learners19 and/or 
facilitators of  teacher learning20

• are intentional, collaborating with teachers to 
set specific goals for their work with a respect for 
teachers’ time and expertise. However, literacy 
coaches also demonstrate flexibility by being open 
to conversations and questions as they arise—
conversations and questions that may lead to more 
intentional coaching.21  

• are reflective—regarding their demonstration 
teaching, their observations of  teacher’s instruction, 
and the conversations they have with teachers.22 

4. Literacy coaching is most effective when it is done   
within a multi-year school-wide or district-wide initiative 
focused on student learning and is supported by building 
and district administrators. 

Research results indicate that initiatives, including those 
that involve a literacy coaching component23, may require 
three to five years to show impact on student learning.24 

Support from building and district administrators is 
evidenced in various ways.

• Teacher participation in activities with the coach is 
higher when principals:25 

 present the coaches as sources of  literacy expertise 

 actively participate in the professional 
development sessions designed for coaches and 
administrators as well as in activities facilitated by 

the coaches (e.g., modeling instruction, conferring 
with teachers)26

 exhibit respect for the coaches as valued 
professionals

 give coaches autonomy over their schedules 

• Principals support coaches by:27

 presenting them as sources of  literacy expertise to 
the teachers

 clearly describing and endorsing the coaching foci 
to the teachers

 explicitly encouraging teachers to work with their 
coach

 observing their work with teachers 
 explicitly communicate to them personally how 

much their work is valued.28

5. Effective literacy coaches spend most of their time 
working with teachers to enhance teacher practice and 
improve student learning. They make effective use of their 
time by using a multi-faceted approach to coaching.  

 
Effective literacy coaches:

• Spend time working directly with teachers, they help 
teachers align their beliefs with research-informed 
instructional practices and enhance their:
 classroom literacy environments29

 use of  research-informed literacy strategies30

 implementation of  new literacy programs and 
strategies31

 use of  practices aligned with state standards or 
curricular initiatives32

• Schedule their time so that they are spending as 
much time as possible working directly with teachers 
because more coaching with teachers has been 
associated with higher student achievement at both 
the school33 and coach34 level. 

• Spend more time interacting with teachers by using 
a multi-faceted approach to coaching, carefully 
determining what types of  coaching can be done 
effectively with large groups, small groups, and 
individual teachers.35 

• Consistently monitor the amount of  the time 
they spend working with teachers.  Time spent on 
managerial tasks (e.g., maintaining an assessment 
database, ordering materials) or attending meetings 
not directly related to their coaching work reduces the 
time spent addressing literacy initiatives and lowers 
teachers’ perceptions about how helpful coaches are.36  
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6. When coaching individual teachers, effective literacy 
coaches employ a core set of coaching activities that 
are predictors of student literacy growth at one or more 
grade levels.37

Conferencing. Coaches and teachers hold one-on-
one conferences for numerous purposes38, including the 
following:

• to determine specific purposes for collaborations 
between the literacy coach and the teacher

• to analyze the critical instructional elements 
and benefits of  a lesson taught by the coach to 
demonstrate a specific strategy or scaffolding 
technique

• to analyze the critical instructional elements and 
benefits of  a lesson taught by the teacher 

• to examine and select appropriate texts and 
materials for specific lessons and/or students 

• to evaluate and make changes to the literacy 
environment of  the classroom 

• to discuss assessment results to determine 
instructional needs and plan instruction for the 
whole class, small groups of  students, and individual 
students, particularly when the teacher is concerned 
about the progress of  one or more students39 

Modeling.  Coaches engage in modeling for numerous 
purposes, including the following40: 

• to enable teachers to learn how instructional 
practices work with their own students, giving 
them confidence to implement these practicesto 
demonstrate how appropriate pacing, scaffolding, 
and materials contribute to students’ engagement 
and learning 

• to provide teachers with opportunities to observe 
and document student’s literacy behaviors and 
response to instruction to demonstrate how to 
administer assessments and use data to inform 
instruction 

Observing. Coaches engage in observation for 
numerous purposes, determined in collaboration with 
teachers41, including the following:

• to observe and document specific literacy behaviors 
of  students whose progress is of  concern to the 
teacher

• to observe how literacy instructional practices are 
being implemented across the school to inform 

future professional development efforts at the 
school, grade, or individual teacher level

• to observe a teacher’s instruction in order to provide 
support related to various aspects of  instruction 
(e.g., planning, scaffolding, pacing, selecting 
materials, grouping, assessing progress toward 
instructional objectives) 

Co-planning.  Coaches and teachers co-plan42 
instruction in order to:

• help build collaborative relationships as both coach 
and teacher are seen as important contributors to 
the process

• ensure that instructional planning includes 
delineating learner outcomes, selecting appropriate 
practices, determining grouping options, and 
developing outcome-based assessment 

• inform additional support from the coach which 
may include modeling, co-teaching, and/or 
observation of  the co-planned instruction

• use assessment data to meet the instructional needs 
of  students

7. Effective literacy coaches are integral members of literacy 
leadership teams at the school and/or district level.43

Literacy coaches serve as literacy leaders 
within their schools44 by: 

• providing grade/team-level professional 
development

• collaborating with special educators about literacy 
instruction for students who have special needs45

• serving on school committees that focus on   
literacy-related and student achievement issues, 
including being a member of  the intervention and 
student support teams46 

• working with administrators and other teachers 
to establish a school-wide literacy vision and to 
develop/refine and manage the school’s literacy 
program

• analyzing data and help teachers use the data to 
make decisions47

• serving as a liaison between the district and their 
schools by attending district-level meetings/
workshops and sharing the information with the 
appropriate stakeholders (e.g., administrators, 
teachers, support personnel).
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