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Background / Context:
Research in social and emotional learning interventions confirms the importance of
fidelity of implementation in predicting intervention effectiveness (Durlak, Weissberg,
Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). The present mixed-methods study was conducted in the
context of the Responsive Classroom Efficacy Study (RCES). This was a randomized controlled
trial of the Responsive Classroom® (RC) approach, a social and emotional learning intervention
designed to improve teachers’ capacity to create caring and well-organized classroom
environments to facilitate learning. The main finding emanating from RCES is that the efficacy
of the RC approach hinges upon schools’ high fidelity of implementation of the intervention
(Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2012). This finding turns attention to examining factors and processes
that lead to high versus low levels of fidelity of implementation among schools randomized into
the intervention condition.
The present study draws from the Domitrovich et al.(2008) conceptual framework for
program implementation. The model illustrates how macro-, school-, and individual-level factors
interact with each other, as well as with the quality of the intervention, to support or hinder
fidelity of intervention (FOI) (Figure 1). The Domitrovich, et al. model describes a number of
avenues through which FOI can be supported, including coaching with teachers (Domitrovich et
al., 2008). Within the conceptual framework, program coaches assisting teachers with
intervention implementation represents one potential aspect of the support system, as shown in
Figure 1.
Fidelity of implementation requires confidence in one’s ability to effectively execute a
program and the belief in a program’s effectiveness (Domitrovich & Greenberg, 2000). Coaching
appears to be a logical approach to fostering this sense of self-efficacy and technical competence
in teachers. However, although coaches are popularly used in schools to instructionally support
teachers, surprisingly little has been written about the nature and effectiveness of the coaching
process for supporting teacher fidelity in the implementation of school-wide socioemotional
learning programs.
Wheby, Maggin, Partin, and Robertson (2011) state that the “working alliance” between
coach and teacher is key for improving implementation fidelity. It not only ehances teacher
competence and self-confidence, but Wheby et al. also found the working alliance behaving as a
mechanism to boost a program’s “social validity,” or teacher buy-in to the program. Of the
school-level factors, principal buy-in is also listed among the most important. In Wanless, Patton,
Rimm-Kaufman, and Deutsch’s 2012 article about setting-level influences on the implementation of
RC, teachers perceived the principal as the greatest barrier to intervention implementation and the
coach as the greatest support. In the course of providing coaching support for FOI, coaches may
facilitate positive relationships between teachers and principals. Alternatively, coaches may also face
principals or teacher attitudes as obstacles to overcome.
The Consortium on Chicago School Research (CCSR) new teacher coaching support
model (Lesnick et al., 2010) places at its center the goal of helping a developing teacher become
an autonomous professional. The present study adopts CCSR’s elements of context, interaction
focus, and the nature of the teacher-coach relationship. We extend CCSR’s teacher-coach
relationship (2010) to emphasize the importance of Wehby and colleagues’ working alliance
(2011), and examine not only how the coach and individual teacher interact, but how the coach
facilitates working alliances among groups of teachers and between the teachers and principal, as
well.
The present study uses coaches’ summary descriptions in order to better understand the
support system underlying implementation quality. Figure 2 is a graphical depiction of coaching
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as part of a support system; it is an adapted cross-section of the central implementation quality
disc resting on the support system in Domitrovich et al.’s (2008) framework (Figure 1). Ideally
either strategic focus with strong relational support or strategic focus with incidental relational
support are the most favorable coaching types. The strategic element should always be the
present. Positive social facilitation between the coach, among the teachers, and with the principal
should be woven into coaching. This reduces the likelihood of school-level influences such as
lack of principal or lack of teacher buy-in creating barriers to fidelity of implementation. The top
portion of Table 1 defines and illustrates examples of how four types of coaching support were
provided in facilitating teacher implementation fidelity.
Purpose / Objective / Research Question / Focus of Study:
The present study examines types of coaching support provided to promote
implementation of the RC socioemotional learning approach in high- and low-fidelity level
schools. Specifically, we use coach summaries to assess how coaching support and dosage differ
between high- and low- fidelity schools. We also describe school psychological context
surrounding decisions about coaching support offered to teachers. The following research
questions are posed: RQ1) What types of relational and strategic support do coaches use to assist
teachers implementing the Responsive Classroom® approach? and RQ2) How do types of
coaching support and dosage differ between the high- and low- fidelity of implementation
schools?
Setting:
Six intervention schools were selected from 24 elementary schools engaged in a
randomized controlled trial on the RC approach in one Mid-Atlantic state.
Population / Participants / Subjects:
Participants in this study were four certified, veteran RC coaches training fifth grade
teachers who were beginning their first year of RC. Using final composite fidelity of
implementation index scores for these fifth grade teachers at the end of this initial year of RC,
this study reviews coach reports of the three highest and three lowest fifth grade teams during the
course of their training. Table 3 illustrates school demographic information.
Intervention / Program / Practice:
Following completion of NEFC’s coaching certification training, coaches are sent to
facilitate RC implementation in districts and schools across the nation (Rimm-Kaufman et al.,
2012). In the present study, a district coaching coordinator from NEFC, also serving as a RC
trainer for principals and teachers, managed coaches delivering services to schools. RC coaches
trained teachers in approach practices via two one-week summer workshops, called RC1 and
RC2. RC1 is taken the summer prior to a school’s implementation year, and RC2 is taken in the
summer following the implementation year. Throughout the year, a coach, or coaches, assigned
to each school made three on-site training visitations to facilitate workshops, conduct classroom
observations, and engage in individual consultation. Although coaching support and workshops
follow proscribed steps, the training structure includes flexibility to adjust to school needs.
Adjustments are made based on conversations with principals and teachers, and on coaches’
reflections upon implementation progress.
Research Design:
Domitrovich et al. (2008) recommend focusing on fidelity, dosage (units of a support
system and intervention), and quality of delivery (in this study, types of coaching) to measure the
quality of an intervention and its support system. The present study employed a sequential,
mixed methods design (Greene, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989). High- and low-fidelity schools
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were categorized and selected using a quantitative, FOI composite measure index score
determined at the end of the study year. Following Wanless and colleagues’ (2012) assertion that
coaches provide reliable accounts of program implementation, this study then analyzed coach
post-visit summaries provided during the final year of implementation in these six selected
schools. Qualitative data were then analyzed to describe coaching as part of the teachers’ support
system and school-level influences affecting the coaching process.
Data Collection and Analysis:
Three measures were used to gauge fidelity. The CPOM (Abry, Brewer, Nathanson,
Sawyer, & Rimm-Kaufman, 2010) is an FOI measure rated on a three-point Likert scale with
higher scores indicating observed items are very characteristic of the RC approach. Study team
members used the Classroom Practices Observational Measure (CPOM) five times across the
span of the school year for one hour each. Morning Meeting times were rated using a 16-item
version of the measure. A shortened 10-item version of the measure was used during math
instruction. Inter-rater reliability had ICCs > .74 and internal α = .89. The overall FOI level for
each teacher was calculated using the mean of teachers’ scores across all of the year’s five
observations. Individual implementation level means were then aggregated to the school level,
providing the level of implementation for the entire school. Also used to determine FOI were two
other measures collected at baseline and at the end of the study. The Classroom Practices
Teacher Survey (CPTS) is a 46-item teacher-report of adherence to RC practices, α = .93
(Nathanson, Sawyer, & Rimm-Kaufman, 2007a). The Classroom Practices Frequency Survey
(CPFS) is an 11-item teacher-report of frequency of use of RC practices, α = .89 (Nathanson,
Sawyer, & Rimm-Kaufman, 2007b).
Coaches provided qualitative data in the form of summaries written after each of their
three training visits to each school. These Post Visit Summaries (Wanless, 2009) were used for
analysis of coaching support, coaching dosage, and individual- and school-level climate. For
each visit to the six schools in the study year, coaches returned written reports of their activities
and observations. These 18 semi-structured documents ranged from 1318 to 8251 words.
Coaches provided specific feedback regarding how administrators, the school climate, teachers,
students, and the coach’s relationship with teachers were being affected by, and affecting,
program implementation. Summaries were coded according to the four types of coaching support
provided, as previously described (Table 1). By following which coaches filled out each
summary per school visit, we were able to track one form of dosage: whether a school was
visited by one or multiple coaches during the training year, potentially affecting the teachercoach working alliance.
In addition to coding the four types of coaching, three coders also identified excerpts for
teacher and principal buy-in, with positive and negative valence, as well (Table 1). With pooled
kappas > .90 for inter-rater reliability, these excerpts highlighted content supporting the
emergence of themes in the high- and low-fidelity schools (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Taking
into consideration setting-level factors, the review of summaries provided additional information
about coaching and training dosage, as well as indicators of quality of training delivery.
Summaries of these findings were compiled into Coaching Characteristics and School Context
Profiles charts (Table 6), with a shortened version of analysis compiled on the Coaching and
Context Characteristics Profile Pattern Chart (Table 5).
Results and Discussion:
An independent t-test was conducted to validate the distinctness of the high and low
fidelity schools based on their fifth grade group level factor scores (Table 2). Findings showed
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greater adherence to fidelity in the higher-scoring schools than in the lower-scoring schools, t(4)
= 8.38, p = .001 at α = .05, two-tailed, d = 5.14. High-fidelity schools a group level fidelity
factor score mean of 1.27 (SD =.18) and a low-fidelity schools had a mean of .31 (SD = .08).
For research question 1, the types of relational and strategic support by coaches was
similar for all schools but tailored to individual school needs (Table 6). Coaches were careful to
provide empathy through relational support without sacrificing training focus. Relational support
was frequently facilitated through team-building activities, and strategic support always included
components of modeling and direct instruction. However, the manner and nature of classroom
observations and coaching feedback varied. Coach-teacher working alliances were always civil
and polite, but the richness of interactions depended on teacher engagement in training.
For research question 1, examining the amount and types of coaching support excerpts
belonging to the high- and low-fidelity schools (Table 4), more relational support appears to
occur in the low-fidelity schools while a balance of relational and strategic support appear to be
more prevalent in the high-fidelity schools, although neither to a statistically significant extent.
High-fidelity schools more often engage in positive relational coaching support interactions, with
strategic coaching support focused on school-specific application of RC approaches beyond the
basic program curriculum (Table 6). Low-fidelity schools appear to engage in a variety of
relational coaching support interactions, with strategic coaching support focused on review of
basic program curriculum components.
Dosage and quality of coaching were similar for the two groups of schools (Table 6).
Both groups had one or two coaches providing training during the study year. All schools
received approximately the same amount of training. The exception was School F’s prearranged
second scheduled visit denied by the principal.
Regarding research question 2, coaching characteristics appeared to have little impact on
fidelity of implementation levels. With the exception of school climate, school context
characteristics appeared to play a larger role. Schools A, B, D, and F (Table 5) had fidelity of
implementation levels corresponding to principal buy-in levels. But although both the principal
and teachers at School E were highly invested in RC, many other initiatives were simultaneously
imposed on the school to help them make AYP. School C also had many programs in operation
simultaneously, but with a science and math emphasis co-existing with a foreign-language
immersion program. It is possible that best practices already in place in these programs
overlapped with RC practices, resulting in a high fidelity of implementation index score.
Conclusions:
This research provides insight about coaching and contextual considerations to guide
implementation theory and subsequent implementation. The school-level context embracing
program implementation may require strong leadership and principal buy-in in order for
coaching effects to be seen clearly. The RCT upon which this work was based showed large
variability in schools’ use of RC practices. Next steps involve examining the coaching
characteristics and school conditions that contribute to fidelity in a broader sample.
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Appendix B. Tables and Figures

Figure 1. Domitrovich et al.’s 2008 Conceptual Framework: Support System Layer
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Figure 2. Proposed Coaching Support Model in Domitrovich et al.’s 2008 Support System layer
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Table 1
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Table 2
Fidelity Factor Scores
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Table 3
School Descriptives
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Table 4
Relational and Strategic Coaching Emphasis Excerpt Counts
Relational
Emphasis
%
High Fidelity
Schools
A
35 excerpts
Coach: 1
B
19 excerpts
Coaches: 5,
5, 4
C
75 excerpts

Strategic
Emphasis
%

66

44

47

53

40

60

50

50

Coach: 4
Mean %
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Low Fidelity
Schools
D
44 excerpts
Coach: 1
E
82 excerpts
Coach: 3
F
13 excerpts
Coaches: 5,
4
Mean %

Relational
Emphasis
%

Strategic
Emphasis
%

64

36

49

51

77

23

63

37
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Table 5
Coaching and Context Characteristics Profile Pattern Chart
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Table 6
Coaching and Context Characteristics Profile Pattern Charts – School A – High Fidelity
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Table 6 (Continued)
Coaching and Context Characteristics Profile Pattern Charts – School B – High Fidelity
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Table 6 (Continued)
Coaching and Context Characteristics Profile Pattern Charts – School C – High Fidelity
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Table 6 (Continued)
Coaching and Context Characteristics Profile Pattern Charts – School D – Low Fidelity
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Table 6 (Continued)
Coaching and Context Characteristics Profile Pattern Charts – School E – Low Fidelity
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Table 6 (Continued)
Coaching and Context Characteristics Profile Pattern Charts – School F – Low Fidelity
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