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Introduction and Justification

Teaching is an isolating profession. It has been since the days of the one-room school house, and is just one more way that our chosen profession has not changed throughout the centuries. Teachers interact with students all day, everyday, but rarely have time to interact with their adult colleagues. The time that is available for conversation, discourse and debate are often spent commiserating about how “bad” the students are or the latest media story about how poorly schools are doing. 

Education is the only profession in which the practitioners are required to implement, analyze, research and test the results “off the clock” on a routine basis. Teachers expect to put in numerous hours outside of the regular school day grading papers, attending extracurricular activities, contacting and interacting with parents. Many spend large portions of their summers attending workshops and conferences to hone their skills. The time needed to do the “extras” necessary to really become a leader in a school comes at a high personal price for educators. Politicians, bureaucrats and even school administrators do not place a high enough value on teachers, what teachers know, what teachers have to offer, what teachers can teach each other and, perhaps most unsettling, these managers of teachers do not have enough respect for the dedication that teachers have to the profession and to their students. Perhaps it’s the shortsighted, narrow-minded, politically motivated mentality of the bureaucracy, but school reform efforts can never succeed with the “top down” approach always touted.

Peer coaching has been defined as “the provision of on-site, personal support and technical support for teachers.” (Baker and Showers, 1984) Peer coaching is not an expensive program to implement and can succeed in alleviating teacher isolation, building collegiality through positive feedback and assistance, boosting professionalism and skills, helping teachers to feel better about the service they provide, assists in the transference of skills acquired from staff development to classroom use and can raise students’ test scores through improved teaching, research shows. It is one feasible way to encourage teachers to observe each other in a non-judgmental, non-threatening setting. I am convinced that the only way public education will ever be reformed is if teachers realize their worth, band together to make their profession stronger, and earn and demand the respect to which they are entitled. Peer coaching is a process through which trust among colleagues is nurtured and collaboration and communication key. Administrators enable teachers (just by providing extra time during the school day) to visit the classrooms of colleagues, share ideas, and discuss pedagogical content and methodology.

Description of School Setting


Swain County High School is a rural high school in the far western section of North Carolina and the Southern Appalachians. The grades 9-12 school has just fewer than 500 students and a full time teaching faculty of approximately 35. The principal of Swain High began her second year there during the 2000-2001 school year. A full-time assistant principal and an administrative intern are also part of the administrative team during this school year.


While typical of many rural communities and schools, Swain County has several characteristics that make it very unique. 86% of Swain County’s land is tax-exempt as it is held by federal government for park lands, Tennessee Valley Authority owns the Fontana Lake and the Cherokee Indian Reservation lies primarily within Swain County’s borders. Swain County also suffers from double digit unemployment even during times of economic prosperity. Per capita income is approximately 60% that of the rest of North Carolina. The population of Swain County is 29% Cherokee, less than 1% other races and the remainder white. As a result of these circumstances, Swain County’s local per pupil expenditure remains at 117th of 117 LEAs.

Description of Research Design


The first half of the school year was spent getting to know the culture, politics, cliques and personalities of the faculty and folks at Swain High. A common complaint of many teachers was the lack of feedback that they received from administration. While it is not intended as criticism of current administration in the school, several teachers – including new teachers – indicated that they had been observed only once or not at all the previous school year. The ones who had been observed indicated that NO feedback was given to them subsequent to the observation and that it was completed at the very end of the prior school year. They indicated that they had not seen nor signed a written observation or evaluation from the previous school year. This led me to believe that a peer coaching program might be of great interest and supported by many teachers.

When I felt that I had identified those sufficiently “positive” teachers who would be interested in participating in such a peer coaching program, those seven teachers were asked to complete a questionnaire assessing their attitudes toward the concepts of peer coaching. (The questionnaires completed are included in the attachments section of this project.) The seven teachers were invited (and all seven came) to a January meeting at which Dr. Richard Haynes from Western Carolina University and I spoke about the merits of peer coaching and teachers viewed the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development video on peer coaching. Dr. Haynes left the meeting and I invited those still interested to a follow-up meeting the next week. (Note: all peer coaching research reviewed indicates that for the program to have a chance at success, all teachers participating must be volunteers.)

Five of the seven original teachers came to the subsequent meeting. The only returning male teacher told me that with his track coaching responsibilities would begin soon, and his being a second year “initially licensed teacher” and having to produce a portfolio product, that he couldn’t spend much additional time on peer coaching. I assured him that it should not take much additional time – only some planning time or time when I was available to come in and “cover” his class while he observed other teachers. The other teachers seemed more excited about the prospect of sharing ideas and perpetuating concepts from “good” staff development training. The one first year initially licensed teacher was especially interested and excited about the prospect of caring, encouraging observations and feedback from experienced teachers. (I did speak to the two teachers who decided not to attend the meeting. Concerns about time were indicated as the reasons why they did not wish to participate.)

We discussed different types of observations and data-collection. The teachers and I talked about specifying to your coach/partner teacher(s) what you would like for them to look for during an observation or just observing to gain ideas to improve one’s own instruction. Most did not want the process to get too formal, or to have too many rules. As such, I did not want to suggest a required number of times that they should be completing observations. I did ask if they were interested in visiting another school where a peer coaching program was already in place. They were not interested in going themselves, although they were interested in “me” going and seeing if it was “worth their time.” (Another episode of the isolation of teachers and schools.)

Information was collected via surveys, interviews, meetings, conversation, observations, and through informal feedback passed along by participating teachers. Documentation is included in the “Attachments” section of this research project.

The teachers participating, their subjects and years of experience:

	Teacher
	Subjects taught
	Years teaching experience

	Peter Julius
	Biology & chemistry
	1

	Billie Jean Clemens
	US History
	15

	Dawn Gilchrist-Young
	English
	10

	Megan MacKenzie
	Biology
	3

	Stephanie Whiteside
	English
	0

	
	
	


Limitations of the Research


Due to time-constraints, the results of end-of-course tests are not available, nor do I trust these results to be a highly reliable indicator of teachers’ effectiveness. This research project is “unapologetically” entirely qualitative – the most important research always is, in my opinion. Teachers’ attitudes and perceptions will be reviewed based upon feedback obtained from conversations and via pre- and post-surveys and interviews.

 The people participating in the qualitative research of this project are very positive and exemplary teachers. Their participation was strictly on a volunteer basis and I did not feel comfortable reminding them “too” often (in other words, nagging them) to do frequent peer observations. This factor and the fact that all of these teachers face end-of-course tests in the high-stakes accountability environment of North Carolina and do not want to be out of their classes any more than was absolutely necessary, along with the normal time constraints felt by all teachers, are my explanations of why the data gathered is based on very few observations. 

Due to the perceived high quality, positive attitudes and effectiveness of the teachers who agreed to participate in this experience, the exportability to other educators would be questionable. (I would hope, however, that if the teachers continue this process, that other educators who might not have the same positive qualities might be convinced that this is a method with merit, and might decide that peer coaching is worthy of pursuing, even if only as a skeptical experiment.)

Further research on the effectiveness of peer coaching should be conducted within the high stakes accountability that exists today. I do not feel that this variable has been taken into account in any of the research reviewed. I fear teachers’ attitudes will not be positive toward any program taking them away from their classrooms when they are faced with (as in North Carolina End-of-grade and end-of-course) tests on which so much is at stake, both personally and professionally. Teachers know that their students perform better on standardized tests when they are in the classroom to instruct them – and peer coaching, with all its merits – takes teachers away from their own classroom.

Literature Review


Beverly Showers and Bruce Joyce introduced peer coaching as early as 1981 and are considered the experts in this research. Their studies indicated that peer coaching was extremely effective in assisting teachers in the transfer of knowledge acquired in staff development sessions to use in the classroom. A subsequent study in 1984 (Baker and Joyce) indicated many of the same positive results (i.e. improved collegiality, reduced isolation, improved communication and instruction, transfer of staff development knowledge, etc.) for peer coaching. Joyce and Showers followed up on their earlier research in their1996 report that still touted peer coaching as an amazingly beneficial teacher improvement model and a step toward the development of teacher leaders. (One finding of note to the 1996 research is that Joyce and Showers decided to leave the evaluative component, i.e. feedback, out of their subsequent studies. They stated that teachers providing each other with “feedback caused a breakdown in the collaborative process.”) 


In the book, How to Plan and Implement a Peer Coaching Program, Pam Robbins (1991) states that several conditions must exist for a peer coaching program to get off the ground. Educators must understand what peer coaching is and isn’t. She states emphatically that peer coaching must not be evaluative. (While I’m not sure I agree with that statement completely, at the beginning, I do believe that trust must be built, and that evaluation would ruin this effort; however, in order for teachers to become leaders in their schools, I believe they must eventually come to the point of “policing” their own profession.) Ms Robbins also states that educators should understand that there are different forms that peer coaching can take. Finally, time and support must be provided in order for a peer coaching program to be successful. The outcomes are well worth the effort, per all the research.


Munro and Elliott report that some of the goals attained by successful peer coaching programs are “increasing student learning through improved instruction, facilitate the exchange of instructional methods and materials, provide a mechanism in which teachers could receive regular, positive feedback on their classroom performance, focus on the achievement of instructional goals that would improve student learning, breakdown the “privacy rule” which inhibited sharing of ideas and classroom experiences” (Munro & Elliott, 1987.) Also, through the process, teachers control their own staff development and ensure that what is transpiring fits adult learners and is relevant, usable information and skill attainment.

Bratton and Neubert reported “five characteristics of the coaches promote…effective team coaching partnership…knowledge, teaching credibility, support, facilitation, and availability.” Finding and maintaining all five of these characteristics not only in individuals, but in the support personnel needed to propel and sustain the momentum for a peer coaching program is not as simple as it might seem, but researchers agree that the program is worth the effort.

Kohler & Crilley note that their research indicates that behaviors learned or changes implemented and discussed during peer coaching sessions (related to improved instruction) are sustained, even when the coaching process is no longer in effect. (Kohler & Crilley, 1997) Very few staff development and in-service programs can boast this accomplishment. Educators are notorious for resisting attempts at change.

Research Findings


Teachers involved in this project stated that the peer coaching activities were positive, inspiring, enlightening and worthwhile. They stated that they were willing to continue the process into the next school year. One teacher who is attending the American Memories Project (Dr. Beth’s project -  from Western Carolina University) over the summer with another teacher (who chose NOT to become a member of the group of peer coaches after the initial meeting – due to time constraints) has decided that she must get this other teacher involved…that peer coaching is the impetus that will encourage both of them to continue to use what they glean from this summer staff development – and which they are both looking forward to using in their classrooms next year.


Absence of End-of-course tests was the norm for the question “what circumstances could have made peer coaching more enjoyable and beneficial to you?” as well as one high school English teacher stating that the number of papers she graded to prepare student for the writing test took so much planning time that she wasn’t able to observe peers as often as she would have liked.


Interestingly, when asked about peer coaching being an evaluative activity, all of the teachers said that adding “judgment” would change the quality and “feel” of peer coaching; however, after long discussion about this topic, they said that they would feel very comfortable - at this point in the project – telling the others in this group what they felt their weaknesses and areas needing most improvement were. A consensus was reached that evaluative activities would be acceptable if TRUST was already in place. Teachers also stated they would like for the evaluation to be more on their own terms, and that this would allow them to feel more professional – and in control, since they feel they know their strengths and weaknesses better than anyone else. (All agreed that traditional observations completed by administrators are worthless and do not afford a glimpse into the real classroom of any teacher.)


Remarks from the participating teachers ranged from: “I had been in other [teachers’] classrooms, but to get tape…{humorously} It was really eye-opening to me. I didn’t feel nearly as isolated...” to “I wish our school did more stuff like that. I wish more people were interested in professional development because they wanted to do it…”


Please see “Attachments” section for more information on teachers’ comments. (The videotape included in the portfolio shows almost two hours of the meetings that teachers and researcher participated in about peer coaching.)

Recommendations


Peer coaching seems to be a very effective method of increasing communication and collaboration among teachers at a very low cost. It also seems to be a way in which teachers can avoid the isolation so common to our profession. I believe that peer coaching would be invaluable in helping to retain new teachers. 

Peer coaching appears to be the most effective means readily available to ensure that staff development is continued in the classroom once the teacher has left the training session. “…in-service follow-up through peer coaching would help teachers adopt new teaching behaviors and strategies.” (Bartunek, 1990)

I am highly disappointed that even the “founders” of peer coaching (Joyce & Showers) are removing the feedback component of peer coaching from their recommendations. They state that in subsequent studies (to the early 1980s studies,) teachers providing feedback to one another was a hindrance (or even caused a breakdown) in the collaborative process. I am concerned that educators are so caught up in the “feel good” and promoting self-esteem atmosphere that we live in, that “real” constructive criticism needed to boost improvement efforts may not be likely or even possible. I am heartened by the group of teachers conceding that evaluation and peer coaching could be combined if trust were already in place. (I can not overemphasize the aspect of trust here, though.)

Given that most research up to now has lauded the effects of peer coaching, even though I was unable to see drastic changes over the course of the short time of this study, I would recommend that the process be fostered, continued and expanded, if possible. The current assistant principal indicates that she is very willing to remain supportive and encourage peer coaching in the future.

The Swain County Schools Five Year Strategic Plan recommends that all Swain County Schools develop such peer coaching programs in the effort to continue to retain and edify qualified teachers and faculty. 

(The staff development coordinator from the Swain County Schools Central Office was contacted about this project and she indicated that she would like to have the materials and research as this was a program she wanted to see transpiring in all four schools.)
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Attachments

Surveys

Correspondence and encouragement

Notes taken by teachers during their observations (voluntarily shared with researcher –  were not requested)

Follow-up/”debriefing” interviews

Videotape of two conferences with teachers taking part in the program

