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Who Will Teach Coaches
to Teach Teachers?
BY

MRA PRESIDENT DEANNA BIRDYSHAW

'T7 he role of a reading teacher has undergone an evolution. In many schools,

.,J_ ~~ading teachers have become literacy specialists, and now more and more reading
teachers are being called upon to fill the roles of literacy coaches. Many of us
who were trained as reading specialists were trained in assessment and remediation.
We were taught to identify students that needed additional reading support and to
design intervention programs that address the students' learning needs. We
sometimes worked with individual students and sometimes with small groups.
Most of us worked in pull:.-out programs or, in the case of secondary programs, in remedial reading classrooms. As we moved into the standards-based
instructional era, we became more aware of the connection between reading
and writing. We began to focus on literacy as a construct and integrated
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instruction so that it incorporated opportunities for reading, writing, speaking, and listening. Many of us were called upon by our administrators to share our knowledge
about literacy development with our colleagues. Some of us began to work in push:.-in programs
and to organize professional development sessions for our staff members.
Now many of us are being asked to serve as coaches.
Our role is to provide ongoing support for the implementation of research-based literacy instruction. Our
role has moved from teaching students to teaching
teachers. There are major differences between
teaching children or adolescents to read and write
and teaching teachers to implement programs with
expertise and fidelity. If we are to realize the potential
coaches may hold for improving literacy instruction,
we will need to ensure that literacy coaches receive
the preparation they need to be successful.
The role of coach is complex and demanding. In May
2004, the International Reading Association published
a position statement titled "The Role and Qualifications of the Reading Coach in the United States." This
document not only describes the changes that have
taken place in the responsibilities assigned to reading
specialists, but also provides a list of minimum qualifications for coaches. The document says that coaches
should: 1) be excellent teachers of reading; 2) have
in-depth knowledge of reading processes, acquisition,
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assessment, and instruction; 3) have experience in
working with teachers to improve their practices;
4) be excellent presenters and group leaders; and
5) have the experience or preparation that enables
them to model, observe, and provide feedback about
instruction for classroom teachers. This is a hefty list
of qualifications, and more importantly, many of the
skills underpinning these qualifications are not taught
in reading specialist teacher education programs.
Having expert knowledge of reading and instructional
activities that improve reading achievement is not sufficient preparation to be a successful literacy coach.
Coaches need to know how to work collaboratively
with their colleagues; they need skills necessary to
successfully address the learning needs of adults.
Coaches also need knowledge about school change.
They must know how to work within an organization
to create change in the culture and instructional practice of the organization. Coaches need to know how to
work with administrators to ensure that the resources
and support needed to improve literacy instruction
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and program implementation are made available in a
timely manner. Few reading specialists have had the
opportunity to learn these skills.
When we take a reading specialist away from teaching students to become a coach, we lose a valuable
component of the literacy program, but it may be
worth it if the reading specialist becomes an effective
literacy coach. If all goes well, the effectiveness of
the literacy coach can be multiplied many times over
as the coach influences the instructional practices of
other teachers in the building. What we cannot do is
assume that because a reading specialist is a successful reading teacher, he or she will automatically be a
successful literacy coach. We need to press universi-

ties to teach the knowledge and skills reading specialists will need to serve as effective coaches. We need
to develop on-going professional learning experiences
and support systems that provide reading specialists
with the knowledge and skills they will need as their
roles evolve into literacy coaches.
The number of coaches is increasing, but quality
preparation programs are practically non-existent. If
the potential of coaching is to be realized, we will
need to turn our attention to making sure that they
receive the preparation they need.
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