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Effective teachers are the most important school-based factor 
influencing student achievement, yet conventional approaches to 
teacher professional learning have typically not yielded a good return 
on investment (Rivkin et al., 2005; TNTP, 2015; Garet et al., 2008; Garet 
et al., 2016; Garet et al., 2010; Gersten et al., 2014; Suk Yoon et al., 2007; 
Murphy, 2000). There is strong evidence, however—from more than 
60 experimental studies—that instructional coaching is an effective 
teacher development strategy (Kraft et al., 2018). 

Job-embedded coaching and mentoring have been the cornerstones of the New 
Teacher Center’s (NTC) approach to teacher development since its founding in 
1998. Initially focused on accelerating the effectiveness of new teachers during 
their first two years in the classroom, NTC mentoring prioritized development of 
beginning teachers’ instructional skills by fostering strong personal relationships 
between mentors and mentees. Over time, NTC has expanded its reach and focus 
beyond beginning teachers, partnering with school districts and educational 
cooperatives to design and implement instructional coaching programs that 
support optimal learning environments in all classrooms. 
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NTC Instructional Coaching Theory of Action

Over the last decade, NTC has undertaken six rigorous, federally funded evaluations 
of its beginning teacher induction model and subsequent variations intended 
to support scaling of instructional coaching to additional teachers, schools, and 
district contexts. These studies examined the implementation and efficacy of 
NTC’s model as it continued to evolve through these scaling efforts, introduction of 
NTC’s Optimal Learning Environment framework (OLE), and aligned updates to its 
coaching tools and protocol. 

NTC induction coaching
KEY FEATURES & EVIDENCE OF IMPACT

Beginning in 2013, NTC launched a three-year, large-scale randomized control 
trial (RCT) under an Investing in Innovation (i3) federal grant with 629 beginning 
teachers in 227 schools in two large urban districts to test its original induction 
coaching model.1 Key model features included:

•	 Highly selective recruitment of new mentors

•	 Comprehensive mentor training

•	 Protected time for coaching 

•	 Significant contact time with teachers supporting strong relationships 

•	 Coaching conversations guided by NTC tools and protocols

•	 Focus on equity 

•	 Role of school and district leaders in program success 

This i3 validation study demonstrated that NTC induction mentoring had positive 
impacts on student learning in both English language arts (ELA) and mathematics 
that were equivalent to 2 to 4.5 additional months of learning, depending on the 
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1 The grant also included a rural consortium of schools, but it was not included in the RCT. Results from a 
quasi-experimental design with the consortium support these findings. 
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grade level (Young et al., 2017). Providing evidence of causal “gold standard” impact, 
the study demonstrated that, under ideal conditions, high levels of mentor-teacher 
trust create space for teachers to learn in a deep way and to accelerate their 
development as proficient practitioners. 

Scaling instructional coaching 
LESSONS LEARNED

Building on this success, NTC set out to test strategies to scale its mentoring model 
to a wider array of districts and to additional groups of teachers in five subsequent 
studies. Scaling strategies were designed to make an instructional coaching model 
that was more flexible, easier to adopt, and less costly for schools and districts. 
The first of these were launched in 2016 and funded by an i3 scale-up grant and a 
Supporting Effective Educator Development (SEED) grant, respectively; subsequent 
studies launched in 2019, 2020, and 2021.  

Simultaneously, an NTC team was working with CASEL, CAST, and other education 
researchers to develop the Optimal Learning Environment (OLE) framework. This work 
emphasized the integrated fundamentals of social and emotional learning, learner 
variability/Universal Design for Learning, culturally responsive teaching, and learning 
environment research. Over time and in alignment with the OLE framework, coaching 
for equity became a core focus of NTC’s training, tools, and protocols.

In three studies, NTC coaching had a positive, moderately large impact on specific 
aspects of instructional practice as measured by two components of the Danielson 
Framework for Teaching: Engaging Students in Learning and Communicating 
with Students.2 Evidence of these impacts is promising, as NTC’s OLE and aligned 
coaching strategies both prioritize students’ intellectual engagement in learning. 
These impacts on teacher practice did not translate into positive impacts on student 
learning during the period of these studies, however.

The smaller, less robust impacts reported in NTC’s later scaling studies are consistent 
with research that shows the challenges of maintaining effectiveness once 
programs are taken to scale (Kraft et al., 2018). Programs are necessarily adapted to 
account for local context and constraints. These modifications often result in lower 
levels of implementation that are not consistent with developers’ expectations, and 
often, a “fatal adaptation” undermines a program’s impact (Morel et al., 2019).

2 Greater than .25 standard deviations. 
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Redesigning instructional 
coaching for future impact
To solve for the barriers to implementation identified in these scaling studies,  
NTC has recently undertaken a comprehensive redesign of its instructional 
coaching model that elevates foundational and replicable elements and shifts 
away from those harder to implement with fidelity in different contexts. The 
redesign builds on “hallmark” components—grounding the work in relationship-
building, supporting strong instructional practices with high-leverage, standards-
based coaching tools, centering equity and supporting student voice. Primary 
shifts represent a more holistic, equity-focused approach grounded in optimal 
learning environments that allows for customization to local contexts, while 
maintaining key strong relationships, anchor practices and tools (planning, 
observing, and analyzing student work), and service anchors (foundational 
trainings, forums, and in-field coaching). 

SHIFT 1
INTENTIONAL INTEGRATION OF EQUITY, TRANSFORMATIVE  
SEL, AND ACADEMICS 

Under its redesign, NTC is updating its coaching model to include transformative 
social emotional learning and more explicit equity-based and student-centered 
best practices for teaching and learning. Recent research indicates the need to 
expand how educators think about equity and consider how the individual and 
social identities of all participants—student, teacher, coach—inform the work 
(Jagers et al., 2019; Muhammed, 2020). This approach includes three strands 
in building more equitable learning environments: (1) supporting students to 
understand and develop their own identities, (2) helping teachers to consider 
students’ identities and lived experiences in their instruction and to think about 
students in an asset-based way, and (3) helping coaches and teachers better 
understand themselves and how their own perspectives influence their interactions 
and relationships with each other and with students. 
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SHIFT 2
CUSTOMIZING CONTENT AND DELIVERY 

NTC has tried to scale its model in a range of district and school contexts, from 
urban to rural, large to small, elementary to high school. Understanding that a 
unique set of variables—especially the context for equity work—influences the 
implementation and success of coaching efforts at each partner site, NTC is 
redesigning its partnership model with significant upfront investment in consultation 
and co-design with partners to ensure a much more contextualized approach 
(Picucci & Laughlin, 2019). NTC and partners collaborate to identify partner priorities 
and needs and to adapt supports to meet partners where they are. 

SHIFT 3
IMPLEMENTING A COHERENT APPROACH ACROSS THE DISTRICT 

When coaching is included as a key strategy for meeting district and school goals, 
it is more likely to be prioritized and implemented with fidelity. Identifying coaching 
in district and school planning can help ensure that attention is given to how 
coaching is implemented, sufficient resources and time are allotted to it, and staff 
understand its purpose (Strunk et al., 2016). NTC’s induction model initially focused 
on mentors as the main mechanism for change, although leaders did have a role 
in the work, including selecting, assigning, and supporting mentors. NTC connected 
with district and school leaders to ensure they understood the purpose of the 
coaching and their roles in supporting it, and they held professional development 
sessions for leaders and met with them during in-field coaching visits.

Looking ahead 
NTC is well-positioned to re-imagine instructional coaching by leveraging previous 
experiences as a springboard. The current iteration of the redesigned content 
provides training rooted in practices that align with transformative SEL (Jagers et 
al., 2019), and layers in identity work as a foundation for creating classrooms that 
center students. NTC’s vision aspires to learning environments that put people and 
relationships at the center and create space for creativity and play so that students 
can be fully themselves and lose themselves in the joy of learning. 
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