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Chapter 1. A Definition of Peer Coaching
Summary and Suggestions
This chapter defines peer coaching and addresses the objection that often surfaces in reaction to
the word coach. Various types of peer coaching activities are discussed, and three approaches to
peer coaching are explained.
If you are using this chapter as part of a workshop, after presenting the definition, consider
asking participants to respond to the following question: “In the best of all possible worlds, what
would you want peer coaching to look like, sound like, and feel like at your site?” Record
participants' responses and then ask participants to brainstorm what they would like to call their
program. Examining desired outcomes and naming the program serve to build ownership and
commitment.
Peer coaching is a confidential process through which two or more professional colleagues work
together to reflect on current practices; expand, refine, and build new skills; share ideas; teach
one another; conduct classroom research; or solve problems in the workplace. Although peer
coaching seems to be the most prominent label for this type of activity, a variety of other names
are used in schools: peer support, consulting colleagues, peer sharing, and caring. These other
names seem to have evolved, in some cases, out of teacher discomfort with the term coaching.
Some claim the word coaching implies that one person in the collaborative relationship has a
different status. This discomfort is to be expected because the label may imply to some an
inequality among colleagues that is inconsistent with the historical norm of a nonhierarchical
structure within the teaching ranks. As research and experience inform us, “The reality is that a
teacher has the same ‘rank’ in his or her last year of teaching as the first” (Sizer 1985). Teachers
have the same classroom space, number of students, and requirements. Regardless of how
coaching relationships are labeled, they all focus on the collaborative development, refinement,
and sharing of craft knowledge.
Peer coaching has nothing to do with evaluation. It is not intended as a remedial activity or
strategy to “fix” teachers. Several school systems have supported peer coaching as a way to
increase feedback about instruction and curriculum. One teacher, reflecting on the support that
peer coaching offers before the formal evaluation process, described it as “a dress rehearsal
before the final performance.” Another spoke of peer coaching as “a time when you can take
risks and try out new ideas, instructional strategies, or different approaches to the curriculum and
discuss the results with a trusted colleague.”

Types of Peer Coaching

Peer coaching is as individual and unique as the people who engage in it. Some peer coaching
involves two or more colleagues working together around the shared observation of teaching. In
this instance, there is generally a pre-conference, an observation, and a post-conference.
The teacher who invites a coach in, referred to as “the inviting teacher,” steers the coaching
process. The inviting teacher identifies the focus of the observation, the form of data collection,
guidelines for the coach's behavior in the classroom during the observation, the parameters of the
discussion of observed teaching, and the date and time of the observation. This approach will be
discussed in detail in Chapter 4.
Other types of peer coaching might involve a pair or a team of teachers co-planning a lesson or
curriculum unit. Still other types might involve problem solving, videotape analysis, or study
groups. Some coaching may occur between an expert and a novice or between experienced and
less-experienced teachers.
Shulman (1991) suggests still another approach in which teachers share stories about teaching
experiences. This approach conceptualizes teaching as a narrative act and provides a
nonthreatening way for teachers to share pedagogical knowledge. For example, within a small
group of teachers, one teacher discussed how she explained to students why certain elements on
the periodic table are called noble elements. The metaphor she related to students suggested that
noble people have everything they need; therefore, students should remember that noble
elements don't need anything, either. Another teacher recalled a story of how nobility tend not to
mix with other social groups. Noble elements, accordingly, don't mix with other elements. By
sharing stories in this way, teachers increase their technical repertoire within a “safe” context—
teachers feel safe because the activity in which they collaboratively engage is storytelling and
cannot be confused with advice giving, an activity shunned in many school cultures.
Other teachers have used the peer coaching process to conduct action research. In this situation, a
teacher formulates a set of hypotheses about classroom practices and develops a plan to test them
by asking a colleague to observe and take notes. Later, the colleagues discuss and analyze the
data. Some teachers have kept reflective journals of their findings over time.
An additional form of out-of-classroom coaching is called “Talk Walking” (Caro 1991). This
strategy is designed to help teachers engage in (1) collegial dialogue focused on instructional and
curricular issues and (2) physical exercise, an element frequently missing from the teacher's work
day. When Talk Walking is used in a workshop, it can help teachers integrate new learnings with
existing classroom practices.
After a workshop segment has been completed, teachers are asked to reflect on how they might
use the content they have just learned back on site. They then pair up and go outdoors for a walk,
during which they discuss their reflections about the applicability of the training to their own
classrooms.
Talk Walking can also be used in the schools, independent of a workshop. In this setting,
teachers arrange a time to meet for a walk during which they might discuss plans for a specific

lesson, reflect upon a unit that has been taught, talk about specific students, or share recent
reflections or learnings related to curriculum and instruction.
Collegial dialogue of this nature has both cognitive and physical implications for teacher growth.
It also fosters the development of trust among colleagues committed to sharing craft knowledge
and serves to create professional norms of experimentation while encouraging teachers to learn
from one another. In the all too busy day of a teacher's life, Talk Walking brings exercise and
fresh air—two important elements for teaching and thinking—into the daily routine.
The forms peer coaching can take are limitless. It might focus on instructional strategies,
curriculum content, classroom management practices, specific students, particular problems, or
instructional skills such as questioning techniques or process skills to generate higher-order
thinking. These activities might occur within the classroom or in the teachers' lounge or
workroom. Two individuals, a trio, or a team might work together in peer coaching
arrangements. Figure 1.1 shows a variety of the forms peer coaching can take. These may be
formal arrangements and involve a structured pre- and post-conference focused around an
observation, or informal arrangements such as a storytelling session.
Figure 1.1. Forms of Peer Coaching Activities

In peer coaching, the focus is on the teacher as learner. Fullan, Bennett, and Rolheiser-Bennett
(1990) describe four aspects of the teacher as learner—the technical, the reflective, the research,
and the collaborative—which are played out in a variety of coaching experiences. They suggest:
The mastery of a technical repertoire increases instructional certainty; reflective practice
enhances clarity, meaning and coherence; research fosters investigation and exploration;
collaboration enables one to receive and give ideas and assistance. Each aspect has its separate
tradition of research and practice.
These aspects should be integrated and offer a useful framework for conceptualizing a variety of
coaching activities that have at their core the notion of the teacher as learner.

