
Curriculum in Context  •  5  •  Fall/Winter 2016

Is the Craft of Literacy Coaching Endangered?
When I was a literacy coach, it was 

incumbent upon me to lead teacher growth, and 
therefore student learning, in all things literacy 
in my school. “All things literacy” included 
everything from curriculum, to instruction, to 
assessment, in the areas of reading and writing. 
Yes—reading and writing, that’s it. 

As the digital age has seeped into every 
nook and cranny of our existence, many of 
us have become familiar with such terms as 
“visual literacy” and “digital literacy”. The term 
“assessment literacy” and a near infinite amount 
of literacies are a part of our world of education, 
too. Therefore, when asked if literacy coaching is 
endangered, the answer is yes. And no.

In today’s world, the question is not just 
whether or not a person is literate, rather, the 
question is, “Is the person literate in (fill in the 
blank) subject?” As a result, you are more likely 
to come across an instructional coach, a math 
coach, a technology coach, or a leadership coach, 
and so on. If the person is focusing on good 
instruction across all content, then instructional 
coach is the reasonable title. These people are 
coaching educators to be literate in the identified 
topic. So, what then, do we call the person who 
coaches the teaching of reading and writing now? 
I propose something like “English Language Arts 
(or ELA) Coach” to be consistent with the current 
terminology for reading and writing instruction 
and to not confuse ourselves with the ever 
growing definition of literacy. Literacy coaching 
hasn’t died, it has been reincarnated with a new 
name. 

Selecting the Best Content Area or 
Instructional Coach

The key phrase here is selecting the best. 
Coaches should never, ever, be the “last man 
standing” so to speak. It shouldn’t be the person 
who reluctantly agrees to do the job because no 
one else will (Boogren, 2016). Nor should the 
person in the role of coach be the person who 
really needs to be out of the classroom for the 
good of the kids; there are other ways to help that 
person find a better fit, and we all know this. A 
content area coach should be someone who is a 
distinguished instructor in that content area; they 
need to deeply know the language of the content 

Literacy Coaching Redefined

area standards. For example, a math coach should 
know—and speak—the language and vocabulary 
of the math standards. An instructional coach 
should be distinguished in best instructional 
practices that bridge all content areas; in this day-
and-age that also means knowing the language 
and vocabulary of the instructional framework 
used in your district. To boot, this person needs 
to be committed to staying on top of their game 
through ongoing learning to remain cutting 
edge; the type of person that makes a good coach 
recognizes that even the “best” can still get better. 
That said, content knowledge, strong instructional 
best practices, and speaking a common language 
of instruction are just the tip of the iceberg 
(Marzano and Simms, 2013). 

She or he needs to be not just competent, but 
compassionate, confidential, collaborative, and 
communicative. The person in the role of coach 
absolutely and positively needs to be respected 
and trusted among staff.  In short, the person is 
not just good with students, they work well with 
adults. Indeed, the person should be nothing short 
of a super hero—our well respected, competent, 
best-of-the-best. If this worries you about taking 
your best teacher(s) out of the classroom, let me 
say this: when well selected, an instructional coach 
will have a far wider reach in the learning of far 
more students in the new role. Choose wisely.

The Coach Needs to Coach
Coaching itself is a skill. Whomever you put 

in the role of coach needs to learn to be well-
versed in coaching.  If they aren’t already well-
versed in coaching, I highly recommend making 
this a priority. It takes training and practice in 
the art of coaching, regardless of subject matter, 
to be as effective as possible and have that “far 
wider reach in the learning of far more students” 
that gives you the solace of taking that highly 
effective educator out of their previous role. 
Sending a person to a coaching conference soon 
after they are hired as a kick off to the job will 
pay off in dividends. Following up with ongoing 
learning and collaboration with other coaches 
is recommended as well. Any coaching tools or 
trainings from the Center for Strengthening the 
Teaching Profession (CSTP), Art Costa, Bob 
Garmston, Laura Lipton, Jim Knight, or Marzano 
Associates, to name a few, are sure bets.
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The Coach Isn’t God
I know. You may be feeling like 

finding a good coach is like finding 
the Savior of Education. The truth of 
the matter is, in our world of vast and 
growing information, no one can know 
everything. A good coach also knows how 
to connect people and is well-connected. 
They recognize their own growth areas and 
they know (or quickly come to know) the 
people for whom that area is a strength. 
And really, educators everywhere have 
strengths. A very powerful tool for coaches 

is facilitating learning walks and peer 
coaching. Everyone has something to 
offer and something to learn. Facilitating 
such processes builds more trust and 
confidence in the coach, colleagues, and 
each educator’s feelings of self-worth and 
growth mindedness. 

Keep the C’s in Mind
As you ponder literacy’s expanded 

definition and the power of coaching the 
vast areas in which we strive to be literate, 
keep these concepts in mind: competence, 

compassion, confidentiality, common 
language, collaboration, communication, 
and connecting. It’s literacy coaching 
redefined to just… coaching. 
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Outstanding Young Educator Award
Recognizes the accomplishments of an emerging education 

leader who achieves exellence in instructional leadership 
in teaching and learning and shares his or her exemplary 

practices with the education community.

Courtney Vetter
Fifth Grade Teacher

South Colby Elementary
South Kitsap School District

Announcing the 2016 WSASCD 
Award Recipients

The Whole Child Awards are designed to acknowledge and honor schools that have made significant 
contributions to student learning by creating a school culture with programs that exemplify one or 
more of the five tenets of The Whole Child Initiative:

Healthy, Safe, Engaged, Supported and Challenged.

Healthy School Award
Recognizing educator(s) who contribute to providing a healthy 

school where students learn about and practice healthy lifestyle.
Meadows Elementary School

North Thurston Public Schools
Angie DeAgular, Principal  •  Raj Manhas, Superintendent

Safe School Award
Recognizing educator(s) who contribute to providing a safe school 

where students learn in an environment that is physically and 
emotionally safe for students and adults.
Centennial Elementary School

Olympia School District
Shannon Ritter, Principal  •  Dick Cvitanich, Superintendent

Student Engagement Award
Recognizing educator(s) who contribute to providing a school where 
students are actively engagged in learning and are connected to the 

school and broader community..
Secondary Academy for Success

Northshore School District
Donna Tyo, Principal  •  Larry Francois, Superintendent

Supported Students Award
Recognizing educator(s) who contribute to providing a school where 

students have access to personalized learning and is supported by 
qualified, caring adults.

Amanda Hall and Olympia High School
Olympia School District

Matt Grant, Principal  •  Dick Cvitanich, Superintendent

Challenged Students Award
Recognizing educator(s) who contribute to providing a school where students are challenged academically and are prepared for suc-

cess in college or further study and for employment and participation in a global environment.
WestSide High School

Wenatchee School District • Kory Kalahar, Principal • Brian Flones, Superintendent
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