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think is important, especially when we see the teaching and learning 
close up. After spending time in a teacher’s classroom, we may be think-
ing, “I know the teacher wants to work on (fill in the blank). But we can’t 
do that until we get (fill in the blank) under control.” The temptation to 
redirect a teacher toward a goal that he or she hasn’t named may come 
from a sincere concern for students. But going there may jeopardize the 
coaching cycle that we are trying to get started and the partnership that 
will help it succeed.

Use the Language “Students will . . . ” to  
Help Teachers Frame Goals for Coaching

Goal-setting conversations aren’t necessarily straightforward or pre-
dictable. Sometimes the coach is handed a goal on a silver platter, and 
other times it feels like a conversation loaded with land mines. In the fol-
lowing example, the teacher is clearly frustrated with her students’ abili-
ties. But rather than falling into that trap, the coach works hard to reframe 
the coaching partnership in a way that honors the concerns of the teacher 
but doesn’t stay there (Figure 1.3).

Figure 1.3 Middle School Goal-Setting Conversation

Coach: I’m looking forward to working with you during our upcoming coaching 
cycle. What goal for student learning would you like to focus on?

Teacher: Well, it’s my kids. They are so low. They can’t read the novel I’m 
planning to teach. Other than reading it to them, I’m not sure what to do.

Coach: Okay, so it sounds like you’d like to focus on reading. (Pulls out the 
reading standards)

Teacher: I guess . . . but it’s really just the novel.

Coach: Got it. How about if we look at the standards for eighth grade and see 
where they fit with the literature you’ve selected. If we know what you’d 
like the students to do as readers, then we will be able to figure out what 
our work will look like.

Teacher: We are reading historical fiction in the next unit. So we could look at that 
standard.

Coach: (Refers to standards) They need to understand the structure of the plot, 
how the characters influenced the story, and different points of view. 
Which of these parts of the standard stand out to you?

Teacher: Well, I like the idea of thinking about the characters.

(Continued)
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Coach: Ok . . . so how about going after a goal focusing on how the characters’ 
qualities influenced the theme of the book? And we could even include 
different points of view.

Teacher: I guess, as long as you can also help me with what to do about the 
lower readers.

Coach: Definitely, we will work on how to scaffold and differentiate. We can even 
try using small groups and include some other short texts. There are a 
lot of instructional practices that we can use to support your struggling 
readers. Sound okay?

Teacher: (Sighs) Okay. But that sounds like a lot.

Coach: For now, we just have to envision our goal. We’ll do the rest one day 
at a time. Can I just make sure I got this down correctly? Our goal is 
“Students will understand how fictional characters influence the theme 
of the book.” What do you think?

Teacher: That will work. Hopefully we can meet again to plan for my lower readers.

Coach: Absolutely. How about if we meet on Friday to create a short reading 
assessment that will surface some of their needs? Then we can plan 
what to do next.

Figure 1.3 (Continued)

As you read the goal-setting conversation, you may have noticed some 
of the challenges that the coach was facing. While the teacher brought up 
concerns that were probably quite valid, they didn’t necess arily translate 
into a motivating goal for a coaching cycle. Rather than letting the teacher’s 
concern for her “lower readers” take over the conversation, the coach 
reframed it as being about differentiating and scaffolding. She even 
dropped in a few examples of what this might look like in practice. This 
way the coach honored the teacher’s concerns and created a vision for how 
they would get past it.

Sometimes we find ourselves in a goal-setting conversation that 
focuses entirely on a new program or curriculum (Figure 1.4). As you read 
the next example, notice how the coach nudges the teacher away from 
perceiving her as a resource provider and toward the idea of a partner who 
is focused on standards-based instruction.

In this example, the coach was careful to nudge the conversation away 
from the activities in the math program and toward the student learning 
that they were after. Referring to the unit was a great start, but the coach 
also named their purpose as being about “teaching and assessing.” She 
asked the teacher what she wanted the students to learn as a result of  
the unit, so they quickly moved beyond activities and toward learning.  
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