Teacher Coaching in Indigenous
Immersion Programming

Featuring voices from Karonhianénhnha Tsi lonterihwaienstahkhwa, a
Kanien’kéha immersion school in Kahnawa:ke, Mohawk Territory

Elementary immersion has been embraced as a language revitalization strategy for
a growing number of Indigenous communities across Turtle Island. It aims to provide
young learners with education grounded in their culture and traditions, where they
learn all subjects through the target language. Teachers who are proficient in their
ancestral language are at the heart of immersion programming, working to provide
their students with both the language and academic skills to succeed as learners.

Like many Indigenous communities working to revitalize their languages, adult
second language speakers in Kahnawd:ke Mohawk Territory are now leading,
facilitating, and teaching within a variety of language revitalization programs. Within
an elementary immersion setting, the role of an Indigenous language teacher is
multifaceted and continuously evolving. It requires ongoing professional growth and
development for both new and experienced teachers. For second language speakers
working within a language revitalization program, it is important they also have
opportunities and the necessary supports to continue growing their own language
skills. Incorporating a teacher coach is a promising strategy to ensure all teachers
have the targeted supports they need.

( The Role of a Teacher Coach )

The role of a Teacher Coach focuses on elevating teacher practices in order to
improve overall student success. The teacher coach mentors both new and
experienced teaching staff, and aims to foster a positive school culture. The
coach works directly with teachers in large and small group settings, as well as
with individuals, to support their professional growth in ways that align with the
strategic goals of the school. The Kanien'kéha Teacher Coach, that emerged
through our research project within the NETOLNEW Research Partnership
(netolnew.cu), is a new role at Karonhianbnhnhna Tsi lonterihwaienstadhkhwa.
Piloted in the 2019, the Kanienkéha Teacher Coach is now a full-time position
within the elementary immersion program. The coach mentors teachers to
expand their pedagogical toolbox and ensures a continuation of language
learning for teacher proficiency in Kanien'keha.
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SPOTLIGHT ON KARONHIANONHNHA TSI IONTERIHWAIENHSTAHKHWA

Implementation of a teacher coach at Karonhianénhnhna Tsi lonterihwaienstdhkhwa
addresses the need for individualized professional development and growth for our
elementary immersion educators. The teacher coach supports the implementation of
exemplar pedagogical approaches that align with the Kanien'’kéha progression of
learning and Kanien’keha essential learning outcomes.
Some of the coach’s key tasks include:

e Mentoring hew immersion teachers

e Modelling effective teaching approaches

e Co-planning instructional strategies

e Supporting continued language development
e Encouraging reflective teacher practice

e Fostering a culture of continuous growth

¢ Planning professional development for teachers

e Celebrating teacher success

Kanerahtontha Leith Mahkewa,
Karonhiandnhnhna Teacher Coach

C Karonhianénhnhna’s Teacher Coach )

In her role as teacher coach, Kanerahtéontha Leith Mahkewa, provides coaching and
mentorship to Kanienkéha immersion teachers at Karonhiandbnhnha Tsi
lonterihwaienstdhkhwa. Relationship building and respectful dialogue are
foundational to her approach. She takes time to observe teachers in their
classrooms and provides feedback on their strengths and areas for potential
growth. Feedback focuses on pedagogical approaches, language development,
and making cultural connections within content areas.

Based on discussions and observations, Kanerahtontha also poses questions to
mediate self-reflection. This collaborative approach is important to the role of a
teacher coach. Kanerahtontha shares that ‘my role is to mirror what the teacher is
doing so they can see what it is, and really take stock of all the good work theyre
doing on a daily basis.” Kanerahténtha says that “our teachers have so many
successes that they arent even aware of, because theyre in the process of doing.
Kanerahtontha works closely with immersion teachers each day. She helps them set
professional goals and she commends them for striving towards new teaching
approaches. Kanerahtontha celebrates and acknowledges teachers’ successes in
supporting their immersion students to learn and speak Kanien'kéha.



G(qronhiqnénhnhnq’s Proficiency Coach )

Following the addition of a teacher coach, Karonhiandbnhnhna Tsi lonterihnwaienstahkhwa
also secured a Kanienkéha proficiency coach in 2024 to enhance the immersion
program. With the majority of immersion teachers being second language speakers, the
Kanienkéha proficiency coach ensures teachers have opportunities to continue
developing their Kanienkéha skills. The proficiency coach develops and implements in-
house professional development initiatives for teachers that are both individualized and
for larger groups based on levels of proficiency.

Similar to Kanerahtontha's approach, the new proficiency coach takes time to build
relationships with the teachers she supports. To understand the linguistic goals and needs
of the teachers she conducts surveys at the start of each school year, holds one-on-one
teacher meetings, and creates a language development plan for each of the targeted
staff. The coach’s knowledge of the curriculum and school success plans is vital to the
role, as she ensures teachers have the language they need to teach in all content areas
as well as to use Kanienkéha naturally with their students.

Tools and processes were developed to support Karonhianénhnhna's coaches to
collect data and to best respond to the needs of the teachers. The main tools
used by the coaches include:

e Coach’s Log - a journal for documenting coaching sessions and the
methods used for teacher mentorship and support

¢ Immersion Teacher Self-Assessment - a teacher checklist prompting them
to reflect on their ongoing professional growth, adapted from the Teacher
Effectiveness for Language Learning Project
(see https://nflc.umd.edu/projects/tell).

Implementing a coaching and mentorship approach into the Karonhiandnhnhna Tsi
lonterihwaienstahkhwa elementary immersion program has been successful in expanding
second language teaching pedagogies. The proficiency coach has also positively
impacted the program by ensuring opportunities for educators to continue to grow as
confident speakers and teachers of Kanienkéha. Although the research is now complete it
remains important for us to continue measuring the impacts of our teacher coaches on
overall teacher practice and student success.
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