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One of the roles of reflection is to support teachers in implementing new instructional techniques. Collaborative reflection is a promising tool in addressing reluctance and resistance to implementing instructional techniques. This qualitative study describes how literacy coaches incorporated collaborative reflection with high implementing and initially resistant-low implementing teachers in four rural, low resourced school districts in the southeastern, United States. The findings indicated that as coaches incorporated collaborative reflection, initially resistant-low implementing teachers were more likely to share instructional needs with coaches, feel more confident in implementing the literacy intervention and express less resistance to coaching. Additional research is needed to understand collaborative reflection more fully as an aspect of the coach-teacher relationship.
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Introduction

Over the years, researchers have argued that reflection supports teachers in developing knowledge and implementing new instructional techniques (Attard, 2012; Daniel et al., 2013; Lambert et al., 2014). School leaders interested in change effort should recognize the utility of reflection in effective professional development (Knight, 2009). When leaders utilize reflection to support teacher learning and development, they should recognize that using it successfully requires two things. They need to provide opportunity for interaction with a “knowledgeable other” (Clarà et al., 2019, p. 176), and they need to organize collaboration with a facilitator (Gelfuso and Dennis, 2014; Moore-Russo and Wilsey, 2014; Foong et al., 2018; Clarà et al., 2019). Engaging teachers in the process of self-reflection is enhanced by communicating with a more knowledgeable other who pushes teachers to think deeply about varying perspectives, consider social and ethical contexts, and initiate new ways of thinking and being (Çimer et al., 2013). As teachers engage in reflection they develop new knowledge and understanding of themselves as agents of change within their classrooms and usually take up new practices or refine current ones.



Collaborative reflection

While most literature centers on individual reflection, Clarà et al. (2019) promote collaborative reflection since the potential for teachers to learn through reflection is enhanced by collaboration. This is especially so when teachers become immersed in and energized about new learning through coaching scenarios (Foong et al., 2018). Collaborative reflection refers to the process by which members of a community reflect together through social interactions and the outcomes of this process (Jiang and Zheng, 2021, p. 248). Collaborative reflection requires greater skill than individual reflection to be successful (Prilla and Renner, 2014). Individual reflection is an isolated activity and the person who is doing the reflection, even when they take a critical stance, can only use their own thinking and understanding to interrogate the actions they view. In contrast, collaborative reflection requires sharing information, negotiating resistance and conflict, respecting individual differences, planning instruction to meet needs of others, inspiring trust and affecting strong commitment in all teachers (Katz and Earl, 2010). Thus, collaborative reflection incorporates active self-reflection, effective communication, as well as the ability to accept and utilize critique and provide advice to others in appropriate ways (Çimer et al., 2013; Clarà et al., 2019).



Coaching and collaborative reflection as part of effective professional development

Literacy coaching as part of professional development models has become a successful way to enhance the instructional abilities of classroom teachers (Desimone and Pak, 2017) and has spread to nearly every school district in the country as a strategy for increasing early elementary classroom teacher skills in helping struggling readers who may be poor, minoritized, or English Learners (ELs) (Amendum et al., 2018; Desimone et al., 2019). Teacher coaching can lead to growth in teacher learning, changes in teacher practice, and improvement in student outcomes (Ali et al., 2018; Fabiano et al., 2018; Kraft and Blazar, 2018; Kraft et al., 2018; Ennis et al., 2020; Pianta et al., 2021). While coaching results in positive instruction outcomes, the magnitude of the outcomes varies based on several factors including the type of coaching and the size of the coaching program (Kraft and Blazar, 2018; Kraft et al., 2018). Of note, Pianta et al. (2021) observed that teachers who engaged in more coaching cycles demonstrated greater instructional improvements than their counterparts with fewer coaching sessions. the infusion of collaborative reflection as part of the coaching cycle can foster teacher growth and development (Foong et al., 2018).

Coaches, by the nature of their position within the teacher’s social context, are well suited to cultivate an attitude of “accompanying” a teacher through the journey of reflection, self- discovery and growth (Foong et al., 2018). Creating an effective atmosphere that promotes positive collaborative reflection requires coaches to be more than good conversationalists. Coaches must be able to not only identify areas where job performance could improve, but also raise awareness of ideas, consequences, and actions which the teacher may not perceive or may ignore. Thus, when coaches take a critical stance, they are able to provide not just critique but also education targeting areas that could be improved or refined. Coaches can use ongoing collaborative reflection times to affirm teacher progress, provide additional encouragement, identify areas, or action teachers may not see, suggest areas for improvement, and support setting goals for next steps (Foong et al., 2018). Coaches must recognize and honor the professionalism of teachers by listening respectfully and modeling and expressing genuine positive regard for the teacher throughout the education and reflection process (Çimer et al., 2013; Foong et al., 2018). During reflection coaches and teachers can share their observations, experiences, and insights to co-create knowledge that can inform teacher practice. Because the reflection is anchored in real world experiences, coaches can engage teachers with insights and alternative representations of the practice and effectively merge theory with practice (López-de-Arana Prado et al., 2019). In facilitating a time for reflective collaboration, coaches create a set of scaffolds where teachers can engage deeply with their practice and their thinking about it which promotes learning and guides teachers in making steps toward personal and professional growth (Foong et al., 2018).

Researchers suggest three categories of implementation drivers that influence whether effective professional development is both successful and sustainable (Fixsen et al., 2005; National Implementation Research Network [NIRN], 2022). The three implementation drivers are Competency, Organization, and Leadership. Competency drivers are mechanisms to develop, improve, and sustain one’s ability to implement an intervention as intended. Organization drivers are mechanisms used to intentionally critique and develop the supports and infrastructures needed to create a hospitable environment for new interventions. Leadership drivers focus on identifying leadership challenges and then seek to provide appropriate strategies for meeting the leadership challenges. These include making decisions, providing guidance, and supporting organization functioning (Fixsen et al., 2005, 2009). Coaching falls within the competency organizational driver (see Figure 1) and is defined as “regular, embedded professional development designed to help teachers and staff use the program or innovation as intended” (NIRM, p. 1). When coaches engage in collaborative self- reflection with the teachers they are supporting, they can provide a context for analysis, goal setting, and support for changes.
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FIGURE 1
Implementation drivers for transformative professional development. Adapted from Fixsen et al. (2013).


Collectively, these drivers are key components that enable implementation of transformative professional development.


Hard and soft coaching models

McKenna and Walpole (2013) compared the various models of coaching iterations to a geology scale used to measure hardness in rocks (see Table 1 below). At one end is what they labeled as soft models of coaching. Soft coaching is defined as coaching that is based on unobtrusive coaching practices. Soft models engage teachers in non-threatening and non-confrontational ways wherein the literacy coach often refrains from giving feedback but facilitates the self-directed learning of teachers where teachers have the last word. Soft coaching models usually involve teacher choice implementing an intervention. Examples of soft coaching are (a) mentoring of new teachers, (b) cognitive coaching, and (c) peer coaching (McKenna and Walpole, 2013).


TABLE 1    Hard and soft coaching models.
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On the other end of the scale are the hard models of coaching. Hard coaching is defined by coaching that assumes the current practices at the school related to proposed interventions are responsible for low achievement and must be adjusted or replaced by new practices. Hard coaching models are characterized by coaching cycles with targeted, specific learning outcomes based on implementation of evidence-based practices (L’Allier et al., 2010; Fox et al., 2011; McKenna and Walpole, 2013). Hard coaching models are typically implemented at underachieving schools and mandated by the school, district, or state with little teacher input. While hard coaching models may allow teachers to help decide when or where they will implement the model, hard coaching rarely allows classroom teachers to choose whether they will be part of the program (McKenna and Walpole, 2013).

Research reports that hard coaching models that use up-front goal setting are more likely to result in substantive achievement gains in students and teachers (Neuman and Cunningham, 2009; Shidler, 2009; Biancarosa et al., 2010; Matsumura et al., 2010; Carlisle and Berebitsky, 2011; Fox et al., 2011; Desimone and Pak, 2017; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2018). Even so, hard up-front coaching models can be intrusive, limit teacher choice, and often result in initial teacher resistance upon implementation (McKenna and Walpole, 2013).

Examples of hard coaching include the following: (a) content-focused coaching (CFC), (b) literacy collaborative (LC), (c) practice-based coaching (PBC), and (d) the Targeted Reading Intervention (TRI) (Biancarosa et al., 2010; Matsumura et al., 2010; Artman-Meeker et al., 2014; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2018).

One study of interest unintentionally compared hard and soft coaching. The purpose of this 3-year study (Shidler, 2009) was to look at the correlation between the time literacy coaches spent coaching teachers and efficacy in literacy instruction and student achievement. Analysis of this study revealed that a significant correlation between literacy coach time in the classroom and student achievement was found for year one only, even though literacy coaches spent more time in teacher classrooms in years two and three of the study. This could be viewed as a baffling outcome. Upon closer examination, however, the researcher described that although literacy coaches spent more time in teachers’ classrooms in years two and three helping teachers with whatever was asked of them, it was only in year one when the literacy coach implemented a hard coaching model that focused on specific goals for efficacy in specific content and teaching methods (Shidler, 2009). This study suggests that the initial teacher resistance may have gone underground and continued in years two or three or more progress would surely have been made. Olson and Craig (2005) talk about these as “cover stories” wherein teachers say what they think those in power (such as coaches) want to hear but then have secret stories about what is really happening.

It is becoming ever clearer that most studies involving coaching that show teacher and/or student achievement gains have implemented a hard, up-front model of coaching. However, these models can be intrusive, and implementation of these harder models often cause initial teacher resistance (Carlisle and Berebitsky, 2011; Walpole and McKenna, 2013).


Approaches that reduce teacher resistance for transformative professional development

In the past, teacher resistance was viewed as a negative characteristic that afflicted teacher leaders (Musanti and Pence, 2010). Many researchers today are beginning to view teacher resistance through a more hopeful lens (Sannino, 2010). Kindred (1999) wrote:

Although resistance is most often considered a sign of disengagement, it can in fact be a form, as well as a signal, of intense involvement and learning. In the simultaneity of negation and expression, it is an active dialog between the contested past and the unwritten future, between practice and possibility (p. 218).

Coaching experts now agree that some amount of teacher resistance should be expected and suggest coaches recognize teachers, because of their profession, are naturally critical of those who would teach them (McKenna and Walpole, 2013). Resistance may naturally occur as teachers wrestle to adjust their teacher identity in response to a coach’s invitation to modify teaching practices (Valoyes-Chávez, 2019). Additionally, resistance may be an outcome of “change fatigue;” teachers, bombarded with an unending stream of novel, sometimes unsupported, teaching approaches, may be skeptical of and resist, yet another, new practice (Orlando, 2014; Jacobs et al., 2018).

According to some, acts of teacher resistance are just good common sense. For e.g., in an analysis of how teachers reacted to an education initiative, the authors found three different responses to the reform. One group immediately embraced the new initiative. A second group included teachers who waited to see how the first group implemented the reform. When the second group observed that the first group was successful, they implemented the reform. A third group presented with profound reluctance to implement the reform due to time constraints and the fear of public disapproval (Tye and Tye, 1993). In describing the reaction of the second group to the reform initiative, the authors concluded: “This group reminds us that we too easily label teachers who do not immediately accept proposed innovation as ‘resistant’ to change. Wanting to see how something works is not resistance, it is simply good common sense” (p. 60). Wanting to see how something works falls under one of the three approaches to reduce teacher resistance which include: (a) results-focused coaching, (b) processes-focused coaching, and (c) relationships-focused coaching.



Results-focused coaching

Some researchers argue that resistance can be reduced through a results-oriented frame, an approach like the Guskey (2002) notion that changes in teachers’ beliefs come about after—rather than before—changes in practice. As teachers gain mastery over new instructional strategies and see positive outcomes, teachers become increasingly willing to implement interventions (Guskey, 2002; Steckel, 2009). During active coaching cycles, results- oriented coaches focus on a few critically important proven and powerful teaching practices to help ensure teacher buy-in and greater student outcomes (Knight, 2009; Steckel, 2009). In the face of resistance, the coach celebrates achievement and movement toward goals, acknowledges alternative views without discounting the evidence of success, and invites motivated teachers to talk about the usefulness of the instructional practice (McKenna and Walpole, 2013). Results- oriented literacy coaches also invite resistant teachers to recount successful experiences during team meetings (Knight, 2019). After active coaching cycles, literacy coaches support teachers to reflect on acquisition of their new learning, evaluate practices, debrief strengths and weaknesses related to effectiveness, and then set new goals (Trivette et al., 2009).



Processes-focused coaching

Some researchers argue that resistance can be reduced through an ordered processes approach to coaching (Elish-Piper and L’Allier, 2010; L’Allier et al., 2010). These types of coaches work to make sure there is coherence of school, district, and school reform policies (Desimone and Pak, 2017). They employ teacher resistance prevention strategies such as starting coaching processes early in the school year to allow time for teachers to become familiar with process steps. They plan active professional development with clearly designed intervention strategies with distinct steps to follow and allow for practice time (Steckel, 2009; Trivette et al., 2009; L’Allier et al., 2010; Lemons et al., 2016; Desimone and Pak, 2017). During active coaching cycles, literacy coaches demonstrate a deep understanding of teaching practices and employ progressive scaffolding using intervention checklists to help guide learning (Knight, 2009; Collet, 2012; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2018). Coaches with a processes-focused frame implement diagnostic coaching which includes reflecting with teachers before offering descriptive feedback to ensure coaching practices match teacher needs to provide transformative support (Domitrovich et al., 2009; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2018).



Relationships-focused coaching

Some researchers argue that coaching models that focus on relationship building and invitational, collaborative frameworks of coaching will minimize resistance (Gallucci et al., 2010; Collet, 2012; Knight, 2019; Cutrer-Párraga et al., 2021). Coaches with a relationship frame employ teacher resistance prevention strategies such as increasing relational trust, treating teachers with respect, recognizing and respecting teachers’ accumulated experiences and expertise, and seeing their ideas as a rich resource (Knowles, 1989; Knight, 2019; Ippolito and Lieberman, 2020). Further, coaches offer teachers choices when possible and communicate clearly that the coach’s role is nonevaluative (Collet, 2012; Knight, 2019; Cutrer-Párraga et al., 2021). Coaches draw on teacher expertise and demonstrate careful listening by signaling teachers have been heard when they question interventions (Knight, 2019). Coaches offer support by refraining from offering research to counter philosophical differences (Al Otaiba et al., 2008; Collet, 2012; McKenna and Walpole, 2013), and instead arranging for active reflection sessions with the teacher to co-plan and seek input about issues and problems (McKenna and Walpole, 2013; Cutrer-Párraga et al., 2022).

Coaches may utilize and prioritize one resistance reduction approach over another, yet a single resistance reduction approach is likely not sufficient to prevent or minimize the disparate causes of teacher resistance for sustained periods of time (Elish-Piper and L’Allier, 2010; Kretlow and Bartholomew, 2010). Rather, it is argued, that the interplay of all three resistance reduction approaches working together minimizes teacher resistance. It is noted that reflection is imbedded within all three resistance reduction approaches (see Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2
Resistance reduction model.






Coaching models

Various literacy coaching definitions, models and implementation modalities exist within literacy scholarship (Hathaway et al., 2016). Across modalities, coaching proponents presuppose that: (a) as teachers are primary influencers of student outcomes, fundamental improvements in teacher instruction will result in improved student performances, and (b) empowerment of teachers within a coaching program (e.g., dialog between coaches and teachers replacing workshops and lectures) is more likely to result in sustained teaching practice changes (Connor, 2017).

Contrary to literacy coaching modalities, a student-oriented model removes accountability for student outcomes from the general education classroom teacher. The general education classroom teacher sends struggling readers to specialized teachers for support. This model, while commonly used, can unintentionally disempower classroom teachers and cause them to disengage from struggling readers (Neumerski, 2012). When general education classroom teachers experience movement away from the traditional student-oriented models and encounter accountability for the diverse needs of struggling readers, they may feel overwhelmed or unprepared. Teachers may, understandably, resist a literacy coaching model (Hathaway et al., 2016).



Purpose

This 2-year study investigated the use of collaborative reflection within a relationship-focused coaching frame, in promoting teacher changes in literacy practices. A subset of a larger study, this study focused on data collected from kindergarten teachers and their literacy coaches participating in an early literacy intervention, the Targeted Reading Instruction (TRI; Vernon-Feagans et al., 2018). For more information on the TRI, refer to this website1. Data collection commenced after IRB approval was obtain by the primary author’s university.


Research design rationale

A multiple case study approach was used in this study. Multiple case studies are useful when exploring contextual elements relevant to the phenomena under study (Yin, 2018). The current study was distinctive in that the researchers only began to understand the role of reflection in teachers’ implementing after considering the context provided for such reflection. Ultimately, case study design was selected to allow an in-depth, focused unpacking of the perceptions of focal participants in relation to reflection among high implementers and initially resistant teacher implementers in the study (Stake, 2013). Participants in this study (kindergarten teacher and literacy coach dyads) interacted for a period of 2 years as part of a larger, multi-year literacy intervention study.




Data collection

Typically, within a case study design, data is collected from multiple sources to assist in developing a rich understanding of the case and the phenomenon in question (Yin, 2018). Morrow (2005) suggested that rigorous qualitative data collection involves a search for disconfirming evidence while in the field and recommended comparing disconfirming cases with confirming cases help to assure adequate data collection and an improved possibility of understanding the complexities of the phenomenon being studied. This study gathered data from both initially high and low implementing teachers via semi-structured interviews (participating teachers and literacy coaches), observations of recorded dyad coaching sessions, study intervention communications to participating teachers and coaches, field notes (researchers and coaches), and analytic memos from preliminary data analysis.



Setting

This study was composed of six teachers from four rural elementary schools, in the Southeastern United States. The schools served primarily minoritized students, and all received Title I funding. In previous years, the schools had failed to meet adequate yearly progress.


Teacher participants and study context

Six veteran teachers, both high and low implementers, were invited to participate in this study. (See Table 2 for information about teacher participants.) As part of the larger study, teachers were expected to implement the TRI daily and participated in weekly literacy coaching sessions. Low implementing, initially resistant teachers in this study were defined as teachers who completed five or fewer coaching sessions over the first academic year of the study. High implementing teachers were teachers who completed twice as many coaching sessions in comparison with their low-implementing counterparts in the first year. All the teacher participants were female and all but one identified as White. On average, the teacher participants had 18 years of teaching experience. At the end of the second year, both high and low implementing teachers increased implementing TRI sessions. The four initial resistors implemented almost triple (or more) the number of sessions as in their first year (Ms. Chin 4 sessions first year to 11 sessions second year; Ms. Docila, 4 sessions first year to 19 second year, Ms. Frank, 4 sessions first year to 12 second year; Ms. Harley 5 sessions first year to 14 second year).


TABLE 2    Teacher demographics.
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Coach participants

Five literacy coaches (4 female and 1 male) participated in the study. Coaches outside the school districts were invited to participate in the study because of their experience teaching struggling readers. Three coach participants had prior literacy coaching experience, two were certified as literacy coaches and four were doctoral students. On average, the coaches had 11.5 years of teaching experience (range 3−20 years). Additionally, all participant coaches worked with kindergarten teachers for at least one year of TRI implementation.



Teacher training

Prior to the first year of the study, the teacher participants attended a 3-day summer workshop where they met, worked with, and learned from their literacy coaches. Teacher participants were expected to return to their classroom and implement a reading intervention with students selected by the study assessment team. The reading intervention consisted of 15-min one on one instruction sessions, three-four times per week during the academic year. Literacy coaches offered support and scaffolding in weekly coaching sessions via webcam. Coaches provided real time feedback for participating teachers and follow up emails to help teachers match instruction to a student’s most pressing need. Literacy coaches also met weekly with kindergarten teaching teams.



Coach training

Prior to working with a participating teacher, coaches completed an intensive 5-day coaching training. Coaches were instructed in coaching pedagogy and TRI content. During the institute coaches were required to demonstrate via video recording a high level of TRI quality and fidelity in instructing a struggling reader. When coaches achieved a sufficient standard both in TRI instruction and coaching methodology, they were certified as TRI coaches and started working with teachers in the study. Coaches received ongoing training and mentoring from the intervention director throughout the study to help them meet teacher’s needs.




Trustworthiness

Specific protocols were intentionally followed throughout the study to ensure trustworthiness of data collection and analysis. The research team included member checking, peer debriefing source triangulation (interviews, observations, and TRI newsletters), and sensitive and fair representation of participants within the study design to aid in the development of credibility, confirmability, dependability and transferability (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Brantlinger et al., 2005). Participant protection measures including informed consent, and equitable selection of participants, as well as participant prioritization measures such as, inviting participants to confirm transcriptions and conclusions during member checking, provide respect for participant voice and acknowledgment of their experience. Participant demographics and thick descriptions of participant experiences are provided to facilitate naturalistic generalizability. Transparency in participant characteristics invites the reader to consider how the findings might be different had the participant characteristics differed.



Data analysis

Data was collected and analyzed over a period of 2 years. The dataset consists of ten audio or video recorded participant interviews and 24 video recorded coaching sessions. Recordings were transcribed verbatim, saved as word documents then imported into a qualitative data analysis software (ATLAS.ti). All analysis, including initial coding, second-level hierarchical coding, analytic memoing, and generation of themes were completed within ATLAS.ti.

Following Miles et al. (2018) analytic guidelines, data were carefully reviewed. In cycle one coding, a priori codes derived from a pilot study (Cutrer and Ricks, 2013) were applied to the data. Next ATLAS.ti editing options were used to create second-level hierarchical codes (Saldaña, 2021). Finally, the second-level hierarchical codes were consolidated elaborate codes. When subthemes emerged, a matrix linking codes to emerging themes was created. Quotations corresponding to each emerging theme were partially annotated to provide a textural view of subthemes and were then consolidated into overarching themes (Miles et al., 2018).


Intercoder reliability

Two researchers (primary researcher and a secondary coder) were responsible for the coding of the data. To minimize bias the secondary coder analyzed 20% of the collected data (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2012). After initial coding, the two coders discussed and clarified codes. The primary researcher revised codes and the reliability processes were repeated. Intercoder reliability was at or above 0.90 after two rounds of coding.



Theme organization

After ensuring coding reliability, an iterative process was used to organize subthemes into themes. A narrative report was created that incorporated evidence from observations, transcripts, and study communications (Cutrer-Párraga et al., 2021).




Findings and discussion

The findings indicated that as coaches actively participated in collaborative reflection during coaching cycles with their teachers, they came to view teachers as capable adult learners. Also, the initially resistant-low implementing teachers who engaged in collaborative reflection with their coaches, were more likely to share instructional needs with coaches, demonstrate higher confidence in implementing the literacy intervention, express less resistance to coaching, and more willingness to implement the intervention.


Coaches actively participated in collaborative reflection during coaching cycles

In a typical coaching rotation, coaches are expected to engage teachers in cycles of demonstration, observation, and feedback with reflection (Mraz et al., 2016). In the second year of this study, collaborative reflection with coaches and teachers took place after the coaches observed teachers’ literacy lessons and after coach feedback. Collaborative reflection seemed to be a coaching component that allowed teachers to think deeply about and consider frustrating or undesirable components of coaching in alternate ways. The following scenarios describe how both teachers began to question their initial negative reactions and view coaching in a more favorable light after they engaged in collaborative reflection. In the first scenario, low-implementing/initially resistant teacher Ms. Frank shared how she learned through reflection to notice positive qualities about her coach. This reflection helped Ms. Frank to acknowledge the efforts of her coach:

My coach was very young, and that was hard for me. Sometimes it just burned me up. One day after a session, I was very frustrated because I had tried to connect with my coach, and it took almost 30 mins of class time to finally connect. I mean I was literally running up and down the hallway, you know? My coach apologized all over herself, but I was still frustrated. After my coach observed me and gave me feedback, we started talking about my daughter and she [the literacy coach] helped me with some questions I had about college. But I got off from the session still frustrated. I mean I was really put out, you know, wasting all that time. After I got off, I started reflecting on what happened. I started realizing how helpful the coach was in answering my questions about my daughter. When I calmed down, I realized that although it took 30 mins to connect, my coach was trying in every way possible to connect with me. I mean, seriously—bless her heart—the poor girl tried everything. She tried Skype, Facetime, and Google Chat. She even offered to audio-record me. When I reflected about it, though I was still annoyed about the time it took, no teacher has THAT much time, but it made me appreciate my coach more. Even though she was still very young, I could see how hard my coach was trying with me (Ms. Frank).

Ultimately, by reflecting on the experience Ms. Frank was able to let go of her annoyance and redefine her response to an event with an inexperienced coach resulting in her taking up a more productive attitude. Researchers suggest an overarching goal for collaborative reflection between coaches and teachers is to deepen understanding of individual students’ instructional needs for increased learning outcomes (Peterson et al., 2009). As initially resistant, low-implementing teacher, Ms. Docila engaged in reflection with her second year coach after literacy lessons, her understanding of her student’s instructional needs and progress deepened.

So after every session, my coach would say something like “Did you notice how he is doing such and such, so he might be ready to go to this level, so what do you think?” She never told me what to do. It was, she always just gave great insights and helped me understand why what I was doing was helping (the student). She would also offer suggestions if I asked. Then we would try it out together, and if it didn’t work we would come back and discuss why it worked or why it did not and what to do next (Ms. Docila).

Collaborative reflection, as a component of the coaching cycle, provided space where coaches and teachers could attend to student learning.


Coaches came to view teachers as capable adult learners

Teachers are first and foremost adult educators (L’Allier et al., 2010). Understanding adult learning and its salience for coaching teachers is imperative (Gallucci et al., 2010; Walpole and McKenna, 2013). Adult learning theory may lend insight into why the low-implementing teachers seemed to need a coaching approach pathway that included opportunities for collaborative reflection. The following key adult learning features help to demonstrate how collaborative reflection seemed to be effective with the low-implementing teachers: (a) adults need to know why they should learn something before commencing their learning; (b) adults have accumulated experiences that can be a rich resource for learning; and (c) adults have a psychological need to be treated by others as capable of self-direction.



Adults need to know why they should learn something before commencing their learning

Knowles (1989) explained that adults need to know why they should learn something before commencing their learning. This adult learning feature may help answer why collaborative reflection seemed to be successful in supporting the teacher participants. The use of video recordings is an essential tool in collaborative reflection with teachers (Stover et al., 2011). In the next scenario, Ms. Nance shared how the reflection process helped her to accept the reason for being videotaped, which was an undesirable component for her:

I can’t lie to you. I hated, I mean hated [teacher draws this word out slowly and loudly] being videoed. First of all, it made me want to run for the hills and second of all—well tell me—do you really know anyone who actually likes being videoed? And to tell you the truth I had never done it before. I was insecure not only about how I looked but just really how to do it, like the technology piece. Anyway, my coach asked me to really contemplate and reflect on how it could help me as a teacher like really think about it. And you know what? I realized it was making me better. I mean we teachers are used to doing hard things, right? So in my reflecting I realized I can do this hard thing and be an example to my team [teachers on the same grade level] and to myself. I can do hard things. And most of the time, hard things are good for us, aren’t they? Then I embraced it—the videoing—and now I am really good at it! Ha! I even do it with my kids who think I’m UH-mazing, and I’ve taught my other family how to do it. Have mercy—even my mama videos me now!

Ms. Nance’s experiences were typical of the other participants in the study who initially resisted the videotaping component of the intervention. Through reflection with her coach, Ms. Nance came to understand the reason for videotaping, and turned an initially negative experience into productive learning for her teaching and her life.



Adults have accumulated experiences that can be a rich resource for learning

Knowles (1989) argues that adults have accumulated experiences that can be a rich resource for learning. This may help to explain why coaches who used collaborative reflection to understand what teachers already knew then built upon that knowledge during coaching, seemed to help reluctant, low-implementing teachers move toward higher implementation. Low-implementing teacher, Ms. Harley referred to her process the first year as “trial and error” and “getting the kinks out.” She explained how implementing the TRI was different for her the second year as a result of collaborative reflection with her coach,

Well I guess in my first year, doing like a trial and error, uh huh, you have to do trial and error and you have to get the kinks out, like anything [else] I’ve done. And I felt more comfortable like how to do the reading and the writing. I was just a whole lot more valiant in the second go round, in the second year than in the first year. After reflecting with my coach, I realized I could do and was doing it a whole lot better than I did the first year. Like I said, that first year I was scared; I didn’t know what to do. When you don’t know what to do, you know, it just makes you nervous, and if you don’t have a full understanding of what you are doing and then you feel like, well how can I do my best if I don’t have an idea of what I am doing. But the second year was different. My coach helped me realize I knew a lot. I felt like I did know what I was doing and so I put my heart into it (Ms. Harvey).

As a result of collaborative reflection with her coach in the second year, Ms. Harvey realized she had accumulated experiences “my coach helped me realize I knew a lot” that became a resource for implementing the intervention with her students, “so I put my heart into it.”



Adults have a psychological need to be treated by others as capable of self-direction

Another key adult learning feature that may help to explain findings in this study is that adults have a psychological need to be treated by others as capable of self-direction (Knowles, 1989). In other words, adults prefer to plan and direct their own learning. This adult learning feature may help answer why low-implementing teachers reacted with initial resistance when they discovered that the TRI would be a mandatory requirement for them. Knowing that the TRI would be mandatory for teachers could be seen as nullifying teachers’ ability to be viewed as capable of self-direction. This concept is supported by Dozier (2014).

Mandated [coaching] bring(s) another layer of complexity to professional development initiatives. Some teachers resist leaving their classrooms, and others do not participate willingly. Yet in order for systemic change initiatives to take hold, some professional development will necessarily be mandatory to bring together all teachers to engage in the construction of a school- or district-wide vision of literacy and literacy teaching. Rethinking practices takes a willingness to engage in uncertainty and a willingness to move beyond resistance (p. 235).

Skinner et al. (2014) analyzed teachers’ enacted identities relative to being coached to implement new literacies strategies in their classrooms across two case studies; one of mandated participation and the other of voluntary participation. At Westview Middle School, where the teachers were mandated to attend coaching sessions, the teachers initially resisted and held tightly to their previous literacy practices. In comparison, the teachers at Laura Bailey Middle School, who were invited to participate in the coaching voluntarily, willingly explored and engaged with new literacies texts and tools, and discussed new literacies strategies.

Similar to the Skinner et al. (2014) study of coaching, all of the low-implementing teacher participants in this study spoke poignantly about how perceived lack of choices related to elements of the TRI created initial resistance to TRI implementation. Literacy coach Drew explained how collaborative reflection prompted the providing of more choice to the teacher, “After reflecting with her [the teacher] and realizing I needed to help her feel comfortable, I decided it didn’t matter to me when or where we coached. If I could get her to agree to do it, I would do it anyplace or at any time—” In a similar way, literacy coach Sam described how he offered choice to his low-implementing/initially resistant teacher Ms. Chin after engaging in reflection.

If Ms. Chin missed three or four sessions and I hadn’t heard from her, I would say, “Okay I am coming to visit now. I would talk with her. I would hear her concerns then I began to offer more of what she needed. I would say – I will model whatever you want.” And I would say, “We are going to make this happen. I’m here to support you so I would be happy to model a lesson. We are missing all these sessions so we have to sit and do a lesson. But after reflection, I offered more of what she wanted and I would add “if you want me to do it, I will do it. You just sit and watch.” And so that is what we started doing and it helped (Sam).

Drew and Sam clearly indicated that as coaches they came to understand the value of collaborative reflection both for their relationships with the teachers and in order to have increased engagement through providing choice with the teachers.



Teachers came to share instructional needs with coaches

When coaches incorporated reflection with their teachers, the coaches learned to listen better to teacher needs. Teachers then began sharing individual needs with coaches as evidenced by coach Elise. The teachers needed to reflect with Elise about their negative past experiences with coaching before being willing to implement. As Elise gave them this opportunity to reflect, the teachers felt heard and were able to move forward:

They [initially resistant/low-implementing teachers] wanted to be able to be validated on their past negative experiences. It was awkward for me because I did not want to get into specific conversations about the previous coach, so I tried to keep it in a professional way. But some of them just needed the chance to reflect and say “I didn’t like that coach. I didn’t like what she said to me, when she did this to me.” When I slowed down enough to engage in reflection and then just say, “I’m sorry that happened to you,” they moved on (Elise).

Note that Elise listened to the needs of the teachers which allowed space for teachers to report and articulate their negative experiences.



Teachers began recognizing growth and demonstrating higher confidence in implementing the literacy intervention

Collaborative reflection between coaches and teachers encourages teachers to recognize their own growth (Korthagen and Vasalos, 2005). This was true for the low implementing teachers in this study. For instance, Ms. Docila commented; “I really think I have grown in reflecting on myself with my coach.” Collaborative reflection also fosters higher confidence in teachers (Keay et al., 2019; Sprott, 2019). Below is an analytic memo written to describe the step-by-step changes in live coaching sessions between TRI literacy coach Sam and Ms. Chin:


Video of coaching session one (October)

Coaching session opens with Ms. Chin’s back turned, facing the camera so that she cannot see or hear coach Sam. Sam’s view of Ms. Chin is only of her back. Sam is taking notes. When Sam attempts to give Ms. Chin feedback, she frowns at Sam and then completely ignores him and continues with the student. The awkwardness in the coaching session seems palpable. I feel uncomfortable watching the session because of the tension in the air. The TRI lesson is completely incorrect. At the end of the session, Sam thanks Ms. Chin. Sam asks Ms. Chin to work on one thing: asking the child to say the sound instead of the letter name. Ms. Chin quickly ends video. Teacher does not attempt full lesson.



Video of coaching session two (November)

Video opens with Ms. Chin’s back facing the camera again, but this time at more of an angle where the side of Ms. Chin’s face is noticeable. TRI lesson still incorrect. However, Ms. Chin is directing student to say letter sound instead of letter name each time. When Sam gives instruction, Ms. Chin does not respond; however, she does listen and nod her head as opposed to completely ignoring Sam as in previous coaching session. Teacher does not attempt full lesson.



Video, final coaching session (May)

Coaching session opens with Ms. Chin smiling into camera. Ms. Chin thanks Sam for sending some sort of card to her—sounded like a get-well card. Still inaccuracies of implementing TRI (confusion between segmenting words, change one sound, and read write and say); however, teacher attempting full lesson. Sam corrects Ms. Chin and refers to an earlier reflection session with goals Ms. Chin made. Ms. Chin smiles and accepts feedback. Can’t help noticing the change in Ms. Chin’s demeanor. Even though there are mistakes in implementation, Ms. Chin seems calm and confident. Yes, she seems much more confident (Analytic Memo 6015).

Going back to the interview transcripts with Ms. Chin, Ms. Chin did not seem to notice the small changes that took place over a period of time. Nor did Ms. Chin notice any differences in the way she was coached. Instead, she seemed to notice her own progress and growth in confidence.

Well, I didn’t see any differences with Sam [the coach]. I think that a lot of the difference was the fact that I probably had more of a positive attitude because I felt more confident after my coach and I reflected on my teaching together. And if I feel like I’m really good at something, then I feel like I am going to try it (Ms. Chin).

Reflection with evidence enabled the teachers recognize progress and increase in confidence.



Teachers began expressing less resistance to coaching

All study participants (high-implementing teachers, low-implementing/initially resistant teachers, and coaches) cited examples of how reflection helped support teachers in implementing increased sessions of the reading intervention in the second year. Literacy coach Elise explained in detail how she learned to engage teachers in collaborative reflection to lessen resistance. Elise said,

Something I learned that I always try to keep in mind: If people resist you, many times our first inclination is to then change your message so they won’t resist. “Oh you don’t want to do TRI? Okay I won’t ask you to do TRI.” I mean that is what I would want to say. I mean I don’t want teachers to resist me. But it’s not watering down your message, it’s more about my method of saying it. How can I get to the same result even if we have to take a different path? If the key principles are there, you have to be open in the processes. You have to ask them to think about what is happening. After they reflect, you have to reflect as a coach. You have to make allowances in the processes. For those teachers who were so resistant, after I reflected with them – I could understand better why they would resist. So I let them choose. I gave them parameters that we have to do and I said “Let’s all figure it out within that.” I think that the previous coach had tried to go at it like “Let’s have team meetings. They are a great thing. You guys will really want to do this,” and she really glossed over you don’t have a choice about it. And she never reflected on why teachers would or would not want to do that and why. She tried to make it seem like it was their choice, but then she was going to get you and report you when you don’t do it. After reflecting, that made me really, really clear with them: “We have to have team meetings, we have to have email correspondence, we have to have individual sessions about TRI. Now anything other than that I am really open to whatever makes it work with you guys.” (Elise)

Elise suggests that engaging teachers in collaborative reflection opens space for increased implementation within a hard coaching mode (Cutrer-Párraga et al., 2021).






Conclusion

This study described how coaches incorporated collaborative reflection with high implementing and initially resistant-low implementing teachers in four rural, low resourced school districts in the southeastern, United States. Overall, study findings indicate that both high implementing and low implementing initially resistant teachers responded well to collaborative reflection.

For low implementing initially resistant teachers specifically, collaborative reflection seemed to expand coach engagement, strengthen confidence in the intervention, and grow teacher willingness to implement the intervention. Moreover, active reflection with their coach seemed to provide a space where teachers’ voices and concerns mattered and provided time to connect and strengthen a relationship with their coach. Further, as coaches actively participated in collaborative reflection, they began to view teacher participants as adult learners. The time spent reflecting with their teachers allowed them to gain understanding of the teachers’ needs and the barriers hindering the teachers’ implementation of the TRI, as wells as to develop a framework to help teachers be willing to participate in the intervention.



Implications for practice, limitations, and suggestions for future research

The implications of this study are designed to enhance the understanding of ways collaborative reflection might be incorporated more effectively in active coaching with teachers. By soliciting both high implementing, initially resistant-low implementing teachers and their coaches to convey lived experiences with coaching during year one and year two of a literacy intervention study, the researchers gained insights about the benefit of collaborative reflection with initially resistant-low implementing teachers. More research is needed in this area, with particular emphasis on practical strategies and processes for coaches to implement collaborative reflection with teachers (Jiang and Zheng, 2021). Implications include that universities (Foong et al., 2018) and school districts need to increase opportunities for preservice and in-service teachers to develop and practice collaborative reflection (Glazer et al., 2004).

Collaborative reflection involves skill, finesse, and ingenuity – particularly when working with teachers who may feel initial resistance (Clarà et al., 2019). There is limited research on the teachers’ role in developing effective collaborative reflection frames. Teachers are too often absent in the development of collaborative reflection models and prescribed reflection processes may be too narrowly structured to inspire teachers to collaborate with an “other” openly (Çimer et al., 2013). Future research needs to explore teacher involvement in creating effective collaborative reflection models with coaches. This study examined the interactions between coaches and teachers as one piece of a larger study and did not attempt to quantify or qualify the fidelity of coaches’ use and implementation of collaborative reflection with fidelity data. Further research is necessary in this area.
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Allows for teacher choice

Encourages collegiality and teacher buy-in
Limitations

Limited link to student or teacher achievement gains
May or may not include goal setting
Goals may not be linked to evidence-based practice

Examples

New teacher mentoring
Cognitive coaching

Peer coaching

Adapted from McKenna and Walpole (2013).

Hard coaching model

Typically mandated at underachieving school’s district or state
policy

Limited initial teacher choice

Includes goals based on diagnostic assessments linked to
targeted outcomes

Incorporates cohesive multistep literacy cycles

Incorporates evidence-based practices

Incorporates formal processes for observations and coach
feedback

Linked to student and teacher achievement gains

Can be intrusive
Limits initial teacher choice
Often results in initial teacher resistance

May not be appropriate for every school

Content-focused coaching
Literacy collaborative
Practice-based coaching
Targeted Reading Intervention
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Teacher Ms. Chin Ms. Docila Ms. Frank Ms. Harley Ms. Latta Ms. Nance

Implementation status Low Low Low Low High High
Gender F F F F F F
Ethnicity w w w B w w
Years teaching 18 8 25 23 24 14
Advanced degree No No No No No Yes
Total TRI sessions year 1 4 4 4 5 12 19
Total TRI sessions year 2 11 19 12 14 12 22
Assigned coach year 1 Sam Drew Betta Betta Drew Betta
Assigned coach year 2 Sam Drew Elise Camila Drew Camila

B, Black; E Female; W, White.
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