
Implementation of DCPS Essential Practices and Instructional Coaching in a Virtual Educational World
for Instructional Coaches

By Joy Newman

Research Question
To what extent did DCPS instructional coaches engage educators in professional learning experiences in

virtual settings during the 2020-2021 school year?

Introduction and Rationale
     In 2020, the District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) transferred from in-person learning to virtual
online learning.  This was the first time that DCPS utilized virtual online learning as its instructional platform
for students, teachers, and staff.  There was no previous data on the effectiveness of virtual learning and specific
procedures and DCPS instructional coaches and leaders who monitored teacher performance and participated in
online learning during the 2020-2021 school year.
       It was unclear if instructional coaching practices implemented in-person could also be implemented in
virtual educational settings. It is also unclear if the DCPS Essential Practices (EPs) could be effectively utilized
to evaluate teacher performance. Data on the impact of virtual learning and its impact on instructional coaching
is currently being collected due to the recent global COVID-19 pandemic.  Educational practitioners may not
have access to all of this data, and may not be able to make data-driven educational solutions.  Research was
conducted to determine how instructional coaches and other school leaders engage in the coaching and teacher
evaluation process during the 2020-2021 school year in fully online instructional settings.  

Literature Review
During the 2020-2021 school year, there was a “rapid transformation from complete onsite instruction to

complete online teaching and learning” for teachers and their students due to the COVID-19 pandemic
(Al-Bargi, 2021). Many schools were forced to transition from in-person learning environments to fully online
learning platforms as schools were indefinitely closed.  

This transition abruptly changed the way that educators were able to access professional learning
experiences, including instructional coaching, from schools.  Teachers and instructional coaches were required
to “adopt new approaches which were in harmony with online environments” (Al-Bargi, 2021).  Due to new
policies and  practices reflecting online learning multiple implementation issues might come to the forefront.
(Derring and Campbell, 2015). One of these issues reflected instructional coacher’s ability to transition
professional learning to virtual platform for teacher access.  Conventionally instructional coaching occurred
during in-person meetings.  Prior to the lockdown, effective feedback that improves practice should be
immediate, precise, consistent, and sustained (Manso, 2017).  It was unclear if instructional coaching could
effectively be implemented online due to new COVID-19 policies that mandated virtually learning..

Prior to implementation of new COVID-19 policies, teachers were already receiving both recorded and
digitally written feedback for quick implementation of recommendations during the instructional coaching
process (Brendan, Ó Grádaigh, and Sinéad Ní Ghuidhir, 2019). Many schools were already implementing
technology during instructional coaching. Teachers’ supported by video-based consultation and web-based
examples of teaching practices were more effective (Traga Philippakos Zoi and Ashley, 2021). Without the
physical presence of an observer, instructional coaching in a virtual learning environment enabled a more
authentic classroom context,  natural behavior from students, and reduced apprehension and nervousness among
student teachers (Brendan, Ó Grádaigh, and Sinéad Ní Ghuidhir, 2019). In many schools, the instructional
coaching process was not interrupted during the COVID-19 pandemic.  Furthermore, virtual learning
environments facilitated and enhanced this process. It is  unclear how educational policies reflective of the
COVID-19 pandemic impacted the instructional coaching process during online learning in DCPS.

                                        Research Design and Methods
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        A survey was given to approximately fifty current instructional coaches or school leaders who served as
instructional coaches.   The individuals names of the participants were not collected in order to ensure their
privacy.  The names of current and former instructional coaches was obtained from the online professional
networking software program, LinkedIn.  Additional names were also obtained from the DCPS Exploring
Leadership Curriculum Developer initiative. This initiative allowed several instructional coaches to design
curriculum materials for aspiring DCPS school leaders during the 201-2022 school year.  A link to the survey
was sent to each participant electronically. 

Data Analysis
        Four DCPS instructional coaches voluntarily completed the survey. Participants have served in DCPS from
four to twelve years. Seventy-five percent of participants reported that they experienced little to no difficulty in
providing coaching services to teachers in a virtual educational setting.  Twenty-five percent of participants
reported some difficulty.  Seventy-five percent of participants reported that teachers experienced no difficulty in
participating in the coaching process.  Twenty-five percent reported that teachers experienced moderate
difficulty. Fifty percent of participants experienced little to not difficulty in utilizing the DCPS Essential
Practices (EPs) in the virtual setting for teacher performance evaluation.  Seventy-five percent experienced
somewhat or moderated difficulty. Seventy-five participants reported little to no difficulty in observing
teachers.  Twenty-five percent reported moderate difficulty.

Most instructional coaches reported that it was not difficult for them to observe teachers or implement
the instructional coaching process in a virtual learning session.   However, educators did report that it was
extremely difficult to monitor student engagement and student achievement due to low student attendance in
some classes.
  

Implications/Recommendations
The data from this research suggests that the instructional coaching process was able to be implemented

during virtual learning in DCPS for the 2020-2021 school year. Also, instructional coaches were able to
implement the DCPS EPs and allow educators to participate in the essential coaching process.  In the future, it
may be beneficial for teachers and instructional coaches to implement specific student engagement strategies
that will allow coaches to interact with students in virtual learning environments.  This will allow instructional
coaches to actively ask students questions and provide students with feedback. 
     

Conclusion
During the 2020-2021 school year, DCPS instructional coaches were able to provide effective

instructional supports virtually to educators and students.  The transition from face-to-face to virtual learning
did not disrupt professional learning opportunities for educators.  Online instructional environments can be
effective tools for providing educational leadership to teachers, monitor student achievement, and transform
other aspects of education. 
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