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Section I
Build Relationships

Copyright ©2023 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



4

Be Visible

Relationships are the foundation for all coaching. Whether you are new 
to a school, new to the role, or have been in the position for a while, 

now is the time to be known and visible throughout the school community. 
This might include helping teachers set up their classrooms, organizing 
materials, greeting students and families, and supporting the establish-
ment of the day-to-day operation of the school.

In The Essential Guide for Student-Centered Coaching (Sweeney & 
Harris, 2020), we introduced the following figure to compare Student-
Centered Coaching with other approaches to instructional coaching. You’ll 
notice that we use the language of relationship-driven, teacher-centered, 
and Student-Centered Coaching to describe what we’ve seen in schools as 
we’ve supported coaching over the past decades. This figure describes the 
role, focus, use of data, and other common coaching behaviors in each type 
of coaching. We like to think of it as a dartboard. When playing darts, we 
aim for the bullseye at the center; in this case, the center is student learn-
ing. The closer our darts are to the bullseye, the bigger the impact that 
will be made on teacher and student learning. While it would be nice if we 
could hit the center every time, we may find ourselves in the outer rings at 
the start of the school year. This can feel scary because we know that we 
don’t want to get trapped there forever. To avoid this, it’s helpful to think 
of this move as an investment that we make early on with the knowledge 
that a shift to coaching cycles will soon come.

It’s also important to point out that conversations with the princi-
pal are an essential step in creating norms and expectations around the 

Move

1
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5MOVE 1. Be Visible

RELATIONSHIP-DRIVEN
COACHING

ROLE FOCUS

USE OF
DATA

TEACHER-CENTERED
COACHING

STUDENT-
CENTERED
COACHING

STUDENT
LEARNING

PERCEPTION
OF

COACH

ROLE OF
RELATIONSHIP

USE OF
MATERIALS

Building
relationships
with teachers

Monitoring
what the
teacher is or
isn’t doing

Provides
support to
teachers

Helps teachers
implement an
instructional
program Propels

student and
teacher
learning

Trusting, respectful, and collegial are
necessary components for all forms
of coaching

Partnering
to promote
learning

Student
evidence is
used to drive
instruction

Used
to hold
teachers
accountable

Rarely
used

Partner/
collaborator

A tool that
promotes
learning 

The focus of
the coaching

Shared with teachers

Mentor/evaluator

Friend/resource provider

Student-Centered, Teacher-Centered, and Relationship-Driven Coaching

Source: Sweeney and Harris (2020).

coach’s duties. We often hear from principals and coaches that anchoring 
your focus in the following graphic is a concrete way to clarify that while 
right now a coach may be serving as a resource provider, deeper coaching 
is right around the corner.
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6 SEctiOn i. Build Relationships

What This Move Looks Like
The following strategies are about building relationships and cultivat-
ing your identity as a coach. Pretty soon, you won’t need to actively work 
toward being visible because you will have established strong partnerships 
with teachers.

1. Create a Welcome Letter or Video

 Whether you’ve already been a coach in your school or are just getting 
started, a welcome letter or video is a great way to introduce yourself, 
share your beliefs, and build excitement around coaching. Because 
every year introduces new members of the school community, it’s 
important that this strategy isn’t overlooked just because you may 
have been in the school for a while. Possible audiences for welcome 
videos include teachers, students, and even families who might be 
interested in the coaching program. In the Tools and Artifacts section, 
we share a few examples of welcome letters.

2. Help Teachers Set Up Classrooms and During Transition 
Times

 One of the best times to be out and about in a school is during 
transition times. Rolling up your sleeves and helping with these kinds 
of duties sends the message that you are a team player. This includes 

Reflect

What does being visible mean to you?
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7MOVE 1. Be Visible

welcoming students each morning, being present during passing 
periods, and supervising drop-off and pick-up. Coaches can also help 
teachers get their learning spaces ready for students. All you need 
is an informal sign-up sheet, like the example we’ve provided in the 
Tools and Artifacts section. Teachers will appreciate all the help they 
can get as they race to prepare for the arrival of their students.

3. Help With Beginning-of-the-Year Assessments

 While we caution against becoming full-time testing coordinators, 
this doesn’t mean we can’t help out with assessments at the 
beginning of the year. When it comes to supporting assessments, 
we recommend that coaches cover classrooms rather than directly 
administering the assessments themselves. This reinforces the 
importance of teachers getting to know their students as learners 
and protects the coach from becoming an interventionist. Coaches 
can also support new teachers in understanding how district 
assessments are administered, where to find necessary resources, 
and how to input testing data.

4. Be a Learner

 One of the most important ways that we can build relationships is 
by maintaining a learning stance. Being curious and open sends the 
message that we aren’t there to “fix” teachers or tell them what to do. 
Seek opportunities to spend time in the classroom of an unfamiliar 
subject, grade level, and so on; doing so reinforces this learning belief 
because it means a coach recognizes that teachers have something to 
teach them. Spending time in classrooms as a learner is a great way 
to make connections with more veteran teachers as well as with those 
in grade levels you may not have worked with in the past.

How to Partner With the 
Principal on This Move
It’s vital that we work with the principal to create boundaries around these 
early-in-the-year tasks or we run the risk that they will become our core 
work. We recommend the coach and principal talk through the following 
questions to ensure that they are set up to shift to coaching cycles as the 
school year gets up and running.

◗	 What are some early-in-the-year tasks that the coach can help 
teachers with?

◗	 What is the start date for kicking off coaching cycles?

◗	 How will we monitor the tasks the coach is involved in?
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8 SEctiOn i. Build Relationships

Moving Forward
As you plan to be visible in the first few weeks of school, think broadly 
about the school community. Get to know, or continue to build relation-
ships with, the principal, teachers, specialized teachers (art, music, and 
PE), and even parents. The goal is for everyone to not only know you but 
also to understand the role of the coach. This investment will pay off as the 
school year shifts into high gear.

Next Steps

How will you foster relationships by being visible in the  
first few weeks of school?
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9MOVE 1. Be Visible

Tools and Artifacts

VIDEO

Student-Centered 
Coaching in the First 
Few Weeks of School

SAMPLE

Sign-Up Sheet for 
Informal Support

SAMPLE

Welcome Letters

www.dianesweeney.com/launching-tools

To read a QR code, you must have a smartphone or tablet with a camera. We recommend that you download a QR code reader 
app that is made specifically for your phone or tablet brand.
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