Good coaches are good listeners.
They don’t just dictate the right answer,
they facilitate other people’s reflection.

COACHING

BY KATHRYN HARWELL-KEE

ohn Dewey said the “chief

aim of teacher education

should not be immediate

proficiency in technique, but

rather thoughtful analysis
and understanding” (Dewey, 1933).
Reflection is the “magic dust” for
improvement. Individuals and schools
who do not have time to reflect do not
have time to improve.

DEFINITION

Coaching provides a model of
respectful collegial reflection about
instructional decisions. The benefits
are seen in student learning gains,

increased teacher efficacy, and increased

satisfaction with one’s work and the
collaborative culture found in the
school.

What is coaching?

Coaching is teachers talking and
acting in a purposeful way, with
the goal of continuously improving
their teaching practice. A coach is
a critical listener/observer who asks
questions, makes observations, and
offers suggestions that help a teacher
grow and reflect and produce different
decisions. Coaching activities provide
a structure in which these interactions
can take place.

Is coaching the same as mentoring?
Mentoring is one form of

66 The Learning Professional | www.learningforward.org

coaching, but not all coaching is
mentoring. In general, mentoring is
when an experienced teacher provides
information to a newcomer, sharing
experience and knowledge and expertise
with someone who has less of these
things. Coaching, on the other hand, is
a continuous growth process for people
of all experience levels.

What makes someone a good coach?
How do you identify these people
on your stafl? Good coaches are good
listeners. They don’t just dictate the
right answer, they facilitate other
people’s reflection. Find good coaches
by looking around for the best teachers.
Who listens to students? Who seeks to
engender understanding in students,
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instead of looking for them to recite the
right answers? The same behaviors make
people good coaches.

METHOD

What's the best way to bring people
together for coaching?

There’s no one best way. It varies
among different schools and systems.
Frequently, coaching partners find each
other. It can start with a teacher who
feels the need for feedback and seeks
out a trusted, thoughtful colleague.

In other cases, members of a teaching
team could decide for themselves that
they want to work in this fashion.

Or perhaps a school or district will
encourage coaching by providing an
organizational framework that helps
people find compatible colleagues with
corresponding interests.

Does coaching require any special
training?

Every coaching effort will benefit
if participants are trained in effective
coaching techniques and if they have
time for study. Coaching is a learned
skill, and even people who are natural
coaches can improve by learning new
techniques and practices. Reading
professional literature on coaching can
help identify techniques or programs
suited to a particular school or district.
(See box with resources.)

What forms can coaching take?
Coaching can take place in many
situations, including one-on-one
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conversations between colleagues,
planned conferences, classroom
observations, and group sessions where
coaches reflect on what they’re learning
and how they’re growing.

It’s important for schools to provide
time for teachers to talk and interact,
but with new demands continually
being placed on teachers, it’s often
harder than ever to find this time.
Administrators who support coaching
can help by designating existing
staff development time for coaching
activities, for example, or providing
nonteaching time for teachers by using
substitutes, or releasing teachers from
duties at lunch or other times.

Some of the best coaching occurs
at the end of the school day, when the
challenges and experiences of the day
are still fresh in teachers’ minds. Many
teachers are tired at this point, but often
they find that coaching, rather than
requiring even more energy, is actually
quite invigorating. That’s because

coaching is not a spectator activity.
You can’t sit quietly in the back of

the room and grade papers or drift
away. Coaching is an active discussion.
Teachers are mentally stimulated, and
frequently new ideas come to them and
they’re increasingly motivated.

Good coaching also means taking
advantage of coaching opportunities
that occur every day. You can have
a meaningful discussion with a
colleague during 10 minutes between
classes, or while walking down the
hall to a meeting. You can generate
quality thinking and understanding
by applying coaching skills to every

conversation.
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Reprinted from /SD, Summer 1999, Vol. 20, No. 3. Issue theme: Powerful designs.
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The Summer 1999 issue of Journal of Staff Development included two-page
overviews of 16 learning designs and explorations of three overriding concepts.
The coaching description is reprinted on the preceding pages.

Notably, the issue also includes a Q&A with the late Susan Loucks-Horsley,
who had recently co-authored a book on learning strategies for teachers of
science and mathematics.

Additional learning designs and authors in the issue were:
* Action research by Jeffrey Glanz

* Cadres by David Rapaport

* Cases by Carne Barnett

* Collaboration by Sharon D. Kruse

* Curriculum development by Linda
Fitzharris

* Examining student work by Ruth
Mitchell

* Immersion by Glenda Lappan
* Journaling by Joellen Killion

* Listening to students by Shirley M.
Hord and Harvetta M. Robertson

* Mentoring by Pam Robbins

* Networks by Ann Lieberman

*  On-the-job learning by Fred H. Wood and Frank McQuarrie Jr.
* Portfolios by Mary E. Dietz

* Shadowing students by Bruce L. Wilson and H. Dickson Corbett
*  Study groups by Carlene U. Murphy

* Teams by Richard J. Stiggins

* Training of trainers by Maureen L. Griffin

* Tuning protocols by Lois Brown Easton
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CLASSICISSUE LEADS
TO ENDURING BOOK

The popularity of this issue of
Journal of Staff Development indicated
that educators were hungry for more
information about how to create and
facilitate professional learning using a
wide range of learning designs. NSDC
responded in 2004 with the publication
of Powerful Designs for Professional
Learning.

Edited by Lois Brown Easton,
Powerful Designs expanded on the
1999 journal issue to offer readers
more information about each learning
design along with additional designs
and context for using the strategies to
support particular learning purposes.

The book continued to resonate with
educators so much that, with Easton’s
ongoing leadership and expertise, NSDC
published a second edition in 2008 and
Learning Forward published a third
edition in 2015.

Purchase the book at store.
learningforward.org. Each chapter
is supplemented by online tools and

resources.
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