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“Although the nation has developed an intense 
focus on instructional coaching and teacher 
leadership...leadership development and 
principal coaching have received less attention.”

-Kay Psencik
The Coach’s Craft: Powerful Practices  

to Support School Leaders

Principals are often neglected 
in receiving coaching 

Source: Psencik, K. (2011). The coach’s craft: Powerful practices to support school 
leaders (p.12). Oxford, OH: Learning Forward.
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Source: Psencik, K. (2011). The coach’s craft: Powerful practices to support school 
leaders. Oxford, OH: Learning Forward.

A theory of change for 
leadership learning
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Coaching is a critical element of Psencik’s theory of 
change for principals’ learning and professional growth.

The essential elements of the theory are:
1. Articulate the skills, dispositions, and behaviors of 

effective principals. Psencik says district leadership 
teams should define a limited list of skills, based on 
research, that principals should have. They might begin 
with the stem: “In this district, our principals will…”

2. Develop a system of self-reflection, goal setting, and 
portfolio development. Principals then assess their 
own effectiveness using focus groups of staff, students, 
parents, and community members; perception invento-
ries; or other tools.

3. Close the knowing-doing gap through intensive 
learning. Principals spend time learning in depth 
about topics needed to strengthen their leadership, 
such as building trust or creating effective collabora-
tion.

4. Create a community of learners. Principals become 
less isolated by creating their own learning communi-
ties to support one another.

5. Establish coaches for principals. Coaches help leaders 
change behaviors and develop new skills and strategies. 
Without coaching, Psen-
cik writes (2011, p. 32), 
past experience has shown 
that other learning is “in-
sufficient and likely will 
fail to lead to principals 
learning new skills.” 

6. Monitor progress. Prin-
cipals establish measures 
of effectiveness, such as 
portfolios, that can help 
answer questions such 
as, “What new behaviors am I using in school? What 
effect are those behaviors having on teacher practice? 
What are the results in student learning?”

7. Celebrate success. Publicly sharing accomplishments 
and the effects of the learning creates an image of the 
leader as learner and brings the cycle to the beginning 
of the circle again.
In Ft. Wayne, Psencik used the cycle in her work with a 

small cohort of principals of low-performing schools during 
six days of summer professional learning. Psencik worked 
as a leadership coach with each principal during this time, 
as well as with the group. She also helped the leaders plan 
the professional learning that they would lead in their own 
schools and helped them learn leadership skills by sharing 
facilitation of the sessions. 

In break out sessions, the principals worked with their 
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belief
Every student learns 
when every educator 
engages in effective 
professional learning.
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been done, research on the impact of coaching on business 
executives implementing change has shown good effects 
(Grant, Curtaynes, & Burton, 2009; Moen, Skaalvik, & 
Hacker, 2009).

Peterman said coaching helped her grab the reins in her 
first year. “When you’re brand new and coming into a fail-
ing situation, you can doubt yourself a lot and second-guess 
your decisions,” she said. “You don’t really have anything to 
compare to except what you’ve seen from the teacher seat. 

“Through coaching, you gain confidence. It releases 
some of the pressure, because you realize it’s all about 
growth, about professional learning.” 

a TheorY oF change For LeaderShIP 
LearnIng

Coaching is as beneficial to principals’ professional 
learning, Psencik said, as it is to solidifying teacher learning. 
She defines coaching as “just-in-time, personalized support” 
(2011, p. 30).

“Coaching, in its pure definition, is a person in rela-
tionship with the coachee in a way that the coach is able 
to ask strategic, focused questions that lead the coachees to 
learn and to make decisions for themselves,” Psencik said. 
“The coach is honing the skills of the coachees so they are 
strong leaders.”
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Source: von Frank, V., (2012, Summer). Move beyond management: Coaching for 
school leaders translates into student improvement. The Learning Principal. Oxford, 
OH: Learning Forward.  

The value of a coach

Coaches can help principals
•	Define areas of need
•	Define goals
•	 Identify what improvement would look like 
•	Establish measurements to monitor progress
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Read the full article, published in 
The Learning Principal (Summer, 
2012). 

Download the article and 
accompanying tools
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Principal
ThE LEArNiNg

By Valerie von Frank

As a first-year principal in one of Indiana’s 
lowest-performing elementary schools, Robin 
Peterman faced the challenge of dramatically 
restructuring the school. With two-thirds of 
student families not speaking English, she 

needed to overcome barriers of 
language and poverty to raise 
student achievement, and she had 
little time for a learning curve as a 
new leader. The state’s pressure to 
reform was immediate.

Finding her footing and 
the confidence to admit that she 
didn’t know it all wasn’t easy. But 
it was made easier by the sup-
port put in place by her district. 
Rather than just leave her leader-
ship to a traditional sink-or-swim 
model, Ft. Wayne Community 
Schools offered Peterman and a 
handful of other principals in the 
district’s lowest performing schools a critical experience not 
often available to school leaders — coaching.

While instructional coaches for teachers have become 
more prevalent around the country, school leaders seldom 
have the same support.

“Districts often don’t assign principals coaches because 

educators lack a clear vision of the power of coaching to 
help principals gain skills,” writes Kay Psencik, a leadership 
coach and author of The Coach’s Craft: Powerful Practices to 
Support School Leaders (2011, p. 12). “Although the nation 
has developed an intense focus on instructional coaching 
and teacher leadership, which are essential to teacher learn-
ing, leadership development and principal coaching have 

received less attention.”
Most principals, according 

to Psencik, may at best have a 
mentor who helps them figure 
out mainly the managerial skills 
— how to set up the teaching 
schedule, how to make sure 
the PTO runs effectively, how 
to forge bonds with the com-
munity. Principals may attend 
conferences for professional 
learning, she said, but that’s 
not all the support they need. 
Coaches, Psencik said, are able 
to ask strategic, focused ques-
tions at critical moments that 

lead the principals to grow in knowledge and understanding 
of their role.

Coaching provides benefits that can translate into 
student improvement, Psencik said. Although she notes that 
no formal studies of school leadership coaching have yet 
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Explore ways to improve the coaching 
practices of listening, observing, planning and 
committing to new action. 

Included in the book is an Innovation 
Configuration map of effective coaching. 

With a self-assessment tool, coaches can hone 
in on their own strengths and weaknesses to find ways 
to support leaders in improving schools.

Available for purchase online at www.learningforwardstore.org, or by 

phone at 800-727-7288. 
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