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Developing coaching skills and  
understanding stances

TOOL

6.1
Back to Chapter 6 tools list
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Purpose To support principals in understanding and strengthening essential coaching 
skills and stances for advancing individual and team learning and reflection. 

Recommended time 3–4 hours over 2 or 3 sessions

Materials Tool 6.1
•     Principal Coach Innovation Configurations (IC) Map, pages 3–6
• Principal as Coach Growth Plan, page 7
• Coaching Stances, page 8 
• Coaching Scenarios, page 9

Process 1.  Review the entire tool and decide how you will use it. The exercises will  
work best if you engage others in the process. Consider members of your 
administrative team, a principal learning partner or community, and/or  
your supervisor.  

2.  Rate yourself on the Principal Coach IC Map, pages 3–6 and invite others to 
provide similar input as appropriate.

3.  Use the Principal as Coach Growth Plan, page 7, to support analysis of  
the findings, identification of future learning and improvement goals,  
and development of a learning plan.

4.  Review Coaching Stances, page 8,  carefully to develop understanding  
of each coaching stance. Consider deeper study by reading Chapter 7 in  
The Coach’s Craft: Powerful Practices to Support School Leaders (Learning  
Forward, 2011). 

5.  As you work through the Coaching Stances, consider that highly effective 
principals as coaches may move from one stance to another working  
with the same team at the same time. Needs may change throughout  
a professional learning community session. 

6.  Complete the Coaching Scenarios, page 9. 

7.  Consider asking a peer or supervisor to observe you as you work with  
an individual or team, and, afterwards, engage with you in a coaching  
feedback conversation.  
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Principal coaching skills and understanding stances, continued

TOOL

6.1
page 2 of 8

Principal Coach Innovation Configurations Map 

Innovation Configurations for Highly Effective Principals as Coaches

Definition:  Principals acting as coaches want to improve the skills and effectiveness of the teaching staff 

in ways that increase the success of all students. To do that, they use listening and questioning techniques 

that allow teachers and teaching teams to value their own learning, establish learning opportunities for 

themselves, explore connections between teachers and students, and implement their curriculum materials 

appropriately and strategically to advance teaching and learning. 

Rationale: Principals use a variety of coaching stances to build trusting relationships with individuals and 

teaching teams. Quality coaching inspires and energizes others.  By questioning and challenging assumptions 

in the school, teaching teams learn more aggressively and change their practices with greater confidence 

because the thoughts and ideas matter.

Desired outcome 1: The principal as coach builds a safe and nurturing environment by being totally com-

mitted to others and their success, sees the strengths in others (not just the challeng-

es), helps teams see possibilities and work toward achieving challenging goals for  

themselves and their students, and comes from the view that anything is possible  

and that teaching teams are in control of the factors that impact student learning.

Desired outcome 2: The principal as coach structures the learning to ensure that teams engage in effective 

learning communities.

Desired outcome 3: The principal as coach is the model learner and continuously seeks to improve his  

practices as a leader and as a coach.
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Principal coaching skills and understanding stances, continued

TOOL

6.1
page 3 of 8

Innovation Configurations for Highly Effective Principal Coaches, continued

Desired outcome 1:
The principal as coach builds a safe and nurturing environment by being totally committed to others and their 
success, sees the strengths in others (not just the challenges), helps teams see possibilities and work toward 
achieving challenging goals for themselves and their students, and comes from the view that anything is  
possible and that teaching teams are in control of the factors that impact student learning.

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5

• The principal as 
coach is a trusted 
confidante and 
builds trusting 
relationships 
among all staff 
and students.

• The principal as 
coach has high 
regard for the 
teaching staff and 
student popula-
tion’s emotional 
safety and security.

• The principal as 
coach deeply un-
derstands individ-
ual and organiza-
tional change and 
the principles of 
systems thinking 
and adult learning.

• The principal as 
coach maintains 
high regard for the 
teaching staff and 
communicates 
clearly their value 
and contributions 
to the school’s  
success.

• The principal as 
coach communi-
cates clearly his/her 
confidence in the 
staff to lead their 
own learning and 
to set and achieve 
challenging goals.

• The principal as 
coach is valued 
and trusted by all 
on the staff and 
students.

• The principal 
as coach under-
stands that adults 
have different 
learning needs 
and designs 
coaching  
strategies that 
best meet the 
individual needs 
of learners.

• The principal  
as  coach uses  
systems thinking 
to design learn-
ing for all in the 
school.

• Though the  
principal as  
coach values 
trusting relation-
ships with staff 
and students,  
he is not  
comfortable in 
being open and 
honest in all  
situations with the 
staff and students.

• Though the 
principal as coach 
understands that  
adults learn in  
different ways, he 
insists on all staff 
engaging in the 
same professional  
learning and  
rarely allows  
learning  
communities  
to focus just  
on their own 
learning needs.

• The principal as 
coach does not  
intentionally  
focus on  
building trusting 
relationships.

• The principal as 
coach designs 
incident driven 
professional  
learning and  
rarely engages 
anyone in a cycle 
of continuous 
improvement.



www.learningforward.org The LEARNING PRINCIPAL: Becoming a Learning Leader      5

C H A P T E R  6  •  L E V E R A G I N G  F E E D B A C K  A N D  C O A C H I N G TOOL

6.1
page 4 of 8

Principal coaching skills and understanding stances, continued

Innovation Configurations for Highly Effective Principal Coaches, continued

Desired outcome 2:
The principal as coach structures the learning to ensure that teams engage in effective learning communities.

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5

• The principal  
as coach is  
grounded in  
the definition,  
standards, 
principles and 
practices of  
effective  
professional 
learning.

• The principal as 
coach uses  
a variety of  
modeling,  
mediating,  
visioning, and  
inquiry strate-
gies to help the 
teaching teams 
develop purpose-
ful, goal-oriented 
systems that 
engage them in 
the 5-Stage Cycle 
of Continuous 
Learning

• The principal 
as coach skill-
fully selects adult 
learning designs 
that best meet the 
needs of teams 
they serve.

• The principal 
as coach uses 
research and 
inquiry skills to 
help the teaching 
teams understand 
the value of and 
the processes  
of high-quality 
professional 
learning.

• The principal as 
coach focuses all 
teaching teams 
on learning new 
skills, developing 
new attitudes 
toward each 
other and their 
students, and 
applying new 
approaches 
to teaching to 
increase their 
success and the 
success of their 
students.

• The principal as 
coach uses effec-
tive questioning 
strategies skillfully 
in working with 
teaching teams.

• The principal as 
coach helps the 
teaching teams 
establish goals for 
their own learn-
ing based on the 
needs of their 
students.

• The principal  
as coach uses  
storytelling and 
questioning 
strategies that 
leave the teaching 
teams unsure of 
what to do next.

• The principal as 
coach is unclear 
about the attri-
butes of effective  
professional 
learning and uses 
incident-focused 
problem-solving 
strategies that do 
not engage teams 
in a cycle of  
continuous  
improvement.

• The principal as 
coach attends  
the learning  
community 
sessions but is 
unclear when  
to interject  
questions that 
might lead to new 
ways of thinking 
or new practices.

• Because the 
principal as coach 
is unclear about 
the attributes of 
effective profes-
sional learning, 
whatever the 
learning commu-
nities decide to 
do is acceptable.
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Principal coaching skills and understanding stances, continued

Innovation Configurations for Highly Effective Principals as Coaches, continued

Desired outcome 3:
The principal as coach is the model learner and continuously seeks to improve his/her practices as a leader  
and as a coach.

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 Level 5

• The principal as 
coach routinely 
self-assesses and 
regularly requests 
feedback from 
staff and students 
about his  
effectiveness.

• The principal as 
coach works  
collaboratively 
with other  
principals to 
strengthen his 
coaching and 
leadership skills.

• The principal  
as coach sets 
learning goals 
for himself to use 
new coaching 
skills and  
implements 
selected  
strategies  
to develop  
competence  
in them.

• The principal  
as coach  
continuously  
engages in  
learning new 
strategies to 
increase his/her 
coaching  
effectiveness.

• The principal  
as coach  
regularly sets 
learning goals for 
himself and works 
to develop com-
petence in using 
them effectively.

• The principal as 
coach attends 
conferences  
and sessions  
on coaching  
effectively and 
stays current 
in the research 
around coaching.

• The principal as 
coach reflects on 
what he is learn-
ing, but rarely if 
ever sets goals to 
increase skills in 
coaching others.

• The principal as 
coach views  
himself as learners 
but does not have 
effective personal 
learning strate-
gies to increase 
his effectiveness.

• The principal  
as coach is  
content with  
his coaching skills.
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Principal coaching skills and understanding stances, continued

Principal as Coach Growth Plan 

Complete the following questions: 
The strengths I discovered as I determined my level of expertise in the desired outcomes are:

My greatest challenge in each area is:

My first priority is: 

My SMART goal for the next _______ weeks is:

I will use the following strategies to strengthen my skills and achieve my goal:

I will seek the following types of support from my partner principals or my supervisor:

I will use the following measures of my progress and effectiveness:
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Principal coaching skills and understanding stances, continued

Coaching Stances 
Mentoring
Purpose Dispositions Skills Notes — Teams where I may 

need to use this approach
To help teaching  
teams develop skills  
in curriculum analysis, 
assessment design  
and use, instructional 
design, and use of data

• Respect for beginners 
and the skills, enthusi-
asm, and energy they 
bring to their work

• High expectations  
for success

• Modeling
• Planning
• Next-step thinking
• Listening
• Questioning

Facilitative coaching
Purpose Dispositions Skills Notes — Teams where I may 

need to use this approach
To help teaching  
teams use effective  
collaborative processes, 
the Five-Step Cycle  
process, and to design 
the teams learning 
agenda for themselves 
and their students

• The team I am coach-
ing is very capable of 
solving their own  
issues and setting 
their own goals.

• The support I give will 
relate to the systems 
essential for their  
success.

• Questioning
• Evaluating conversation 

for assessments and 
ungrounded assertions

• Paraphrasing
• Observing
• Problem solving
• Engaging in feedback 

conversations
• Reflective practices

Collaborative/consultative coaching
Purpose Dispositions Skills Notes — Teams where I may 

need to use this approach
For the team to  
generate powerful  
learning for themselves

• We are in this  
together. 

• I will learn as much  
as they will learn.

• Listening
• Questioning
• Problem-solving
• Systems thinking
• Planning
• Envisioning
• Assessing progress and 

impact
Coaching for mastery
Purpose Dispositions Skills Notes — Teams where I may 

need to use this approach
To insist that all on  
the teaching team 
achieve high levels of 
proficiency — and to  
assist them in doing so. 

• Everyone, absolutely 
everyone, can be  
a star!

• Vision building
• Listening
• Questioning
• Reflecting
• Engaging in feedback 

conversations
• Sustaining innovations
• Persistence
• Progress monitoring
• Celebrating progress

Source: Adapted from The Coach’s Craft: Powerful Practices to Support School Leaders, p. 188 by Kay Psencik. Copyright 2011 
Learning Forward.
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Principal coaching skills and understanding stances, continued

Coaching Scenarios 

Scenario 1: The five-member 4th-grade team is really struggling to implement new curriculum materials 
provided by the district. One teacher who joined the team to select the materials is frustrated 
with the rest of the team for not “getting on board.” Another member, a new teacher with much 
to offer, rarely speaks up. Team members generally have had trusting relationships, but these 
perspectives have disrupted the working relationship. Through several observations the  
principal coach has been reflecting on her approach to working with the team. Share what  
you think her approach to coaching should be and why.

Scenario 2: The high school language arts team is a strong team. They work well together and trust one 
another. They value their professional learning time. They are experienced teachers and their  
approach to instruction is traditional. The district has selected a new approach to teach ELA 
at the secondary level and the team is not the least bit excited about it. They may not like the 
state test results of their students, but they like what they do and they believe the students are 
the problem: They don’t read well enough; they do not do their homework; they don’t like ELA 
classes. Although the coach principal has tried several strategies; he has not been successful in 
shifting their practice to the new skills. Share what coaching approach he should use and why.

Scenario 3: Write your own:
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Leveraging feedback 

TOOL

6.2
Back to Chapter 6 tools list
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Purpose Feedback, like coaching, is an opportunity to engage with teachers and teaching 
teams in meaningful conversations about their practice for the purpose of  
increasing instructional effectiveness and student achievement. 

Recommended time Individual or team coaching — 1 hour per session for multiple sessions aligned 
to same goal

Materials Tool 6.2
•     “Art of Feedback,”  pages 11–13
• Text Analysis Protocol, page 14
• Feedback Process Readiness, page 15 
• Learning Partner Invitations, page 17

Process 1.  Read the entire tool and determine with whom you want to use it. Consider 
your administrative team and instructional coaches, principal learning com-
munity, or a principal learning partner. Be prepared to adjust the exercises to 
accommodate the needs or interests of the participants. 

2.  Record the main ideas to guide discussion of key learnings. 

3.  Use Feedback Process Readiness on pages 15–16 to prepare for a future feed-
back session with a learning team or individual. Complete page 16 after the 
session and reflect on your findings with the other participants. 

4.  Review Using Learning Partner Invitations on page 17 and identify an individ-
ual or learning team for practicing these phrases. Reflect on the experience 
with other participants. 

5.  Use these questions for a final reflection on the value of this tool: 
• What did you learn about the principal as coach from the use of this tool? 
• What skills in using the tool do you want to develop so that it becomes  

a natural part of your leadership skill sets?
• How might you change it to better meet the needs of your teams?
• How might you differentiate its use depending on the needs of  

your teams?
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Leveraging feedback, continued

TOOL

6.2
page 2 of 8
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Leveraging feedback, continued

TOOL

6.2
page 3 of 8

The Art of Feedback, continued



www.learningforward.org The LEARNING PRINCIPAL: Becoming a Learning Leader      13

C H A P T E R  6  •  L E V E R A G I N G  F E E D B A C K  A N D  C O A C H I N G TOOL

6.2
page 4 of 8

Leveraging feedback, continued

The Art of Feedback, continued
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Leveraging feedback, continued

TOOL

6.2
page 5 of 8

Text Analysis Protocol 

Task Time

1. Select a facilitator to keep the group on track and a timekeeper to provide one-minute  
warnings before transitions.

5 minutes

2. Read the article silently. 15 minutes

3. Re-read the article, underlining or highlighting sentences, phrases, or words that are 
 significant to you as a reader. 

5 minutes

4. In pairs, Partner A shares with Partner B his or her highlighted ideas, explaining why they  
were significant and where they appear in the text. Partner B then shares with Partner A.

10 minutes

5. Have each group summarize common themes or ideas for the whole group. 20 minutes

6. Debrief the process. 5 minutes
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Leveraging feedback, continued

Feedback Process Readiness
As you prepare for the feedback process, ask yourself, “How am I addressing each key attribute?” 

In the second column below, jot a note about how you plan to address each attribute to assess your readiness to 
enter the feedback process. For example, in response to “is criteria-based,” you might note that you will have the 
performance standards and rubric available for reference. 

Key attributes of  
effective feedback

How am I addressing this attribute?

Is a process

Is criteria-based

Integrates multiple  
forms and sources of  
data/evidence

Is desired

Is timely

Is responsive to learner 

Is frequent

Is future-focused

Is reciprocal

Employs skillful  
interaction

Source: Reprinted with permission from JSD 36(5), “Attributes of an Effective Feedback Process,” pages 59–61. 
Copyright 2015 Learning Forward. 
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Leveraging feedback, continued

Post-Feedback Process Readiness 
As you reflect on the feedback process you participated in, ask yourself, “How did I attend to each attribute, and 
what might I want to do to strengthen how I integrate each into the feedback process?” In the second and third 
columns, record your responses. For example, in response to “is a process,” you might rate your inclusion of this 
attribute a 2. In the third column, you might note that you want to shift from giving information to facilitating 
the construction of knowledge by talking less, listening more, and asking powerful questions.

Key attributes of effective 
feedback

How well did I attend  
to this attribute? 
Scale: 1 (not well) to 3 (well)

What do I want to do to strengthen  
my feedback process? 

Is a process

Is criteria-based

Integrates multiple forms  
and sources of data/evidence

Is desired

Is timely

Is responsive to learner 

Is frequent

Is future-focused

Is reciprocal

Employs skillful interaction

Is multidimensional

Source: Reprinted with permission from JSD 36(5), “Attributes of an Effective Feedback Process,” pages 59–61. 
Copyright 2015 Learning Forward. 
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Leveraging feedback, continued

Learning Partner Invitations 
Component Learning partner  

invitations
Questions

Review learning goals Let’s review your learning 
goal.

Specify indicators  
for success

Tell me about the criteria 
for success.

Collect data Tell me about the  
student work that we  
are discussing today.

Analyze data and  
evidence

Let’s examine this data 
together. 

Construct 
knowledge

Let’s reflect on what you 
are learning about your 
students; about  
yourselves.

Deconstruct  
knowledge

Let’s explore when this 
learning might not apply 
to your work in the future 
and/or how it might vary.

Determine next  
actions and make 
commitments

Tell me what you are  
considering about how 
you might use this learn-
ing in the future.

Tell me about what you 
are committing to do next 
as a result of this work.

Reflect on feedback 
process

Tell me about how I 
might be more effective 
in coaching you and the 
team in the future.

Integrate knowledge Tell me how you are going 
to apply your learnings next 
week and when I can check 
back with you about it.

Adapted from The Feedback Process: Transforming Feedback for Professional Learning, pp. 68–69 by Joellen Killion.  
Copyright 2015 Learning Forward. 
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Practicing committed listening

TOOL

6.3
Back to Chapter 6 tools list
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Purpose To increase principal effectiveness in listening. 

Recommended time 2–3 hours for initial practice

Materials Tool 6.3
•     Listening Guide, page 19

Process 1.  This tool is designed for the principal. The principal may want to share it with 
others after completing some of the exercises in it. 

2.  Consider this: Listening is a difficult skill to develop in our modern world of 
“sound bites” and “tweets. Your goal is to practice listening throughout an 
entire conversation. Don’t interrupt or offer your advice or opinions. Your  
disposition is: “I am listening to you. What you have to say is the only thing 
that matters.” 

Reflect on what you are learning about the other person and about yourself.

3.  Go to the school library, media center, or cafeteria and sit with students. Just 
listen. Do not make judgments about the students, their assignments, their 
teachers, the cafeteria, or media center. Note what you are learning by  
listening. Practice listening like this often. 

4.  Attend a learning community session in your school. Just listen without  
judgment. What new observations are you making about the team by  
being in their presence and listening? About team members? About the  
trust among team members? About their interactions?  What is different 
about you when you simply listen?  

5.  Use the Listening Guide, page 19, to determine the quality of the listening 
that you do and to guide goal setting for improving your skill as a listener.  
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Practicing committed listening, continued

TOOL

6.3
page 2 of 2

Descriptor Reflections Personal goal
I listen carefully to what is said 
without interruption — refraining 
from comment, commiseration, 
and offering assistance — until the 
person is finished. When the person 
seems to be done, I inquire, “What 
else?” to make sure the person has 
fully spoken on the subject at hand.

I convey nonverbally my full  
attention and interest in what is 
being said.

I minimize my use of statements  
or questions that direct the  
conversations or subtly convey a 
point of view. I trust that people 
will reveal to me as little or as  
much as they wish. 

I genuinely honor the speaker’s 
views even though I might not 
agree with them. I am working  
on listening not defending  
my position.

I refrain from analyzing what has 
been said and why it is being said 
so that I am fully engaged with, 
and respect, the other person.

I reflect on the skills I am  
developing as a listener and  
recommit to my practice of  
becoming a powerful listener.

Listening Guide

Adapted from Leading for Results: Transforming Teaching, Learning, and Relationships in Schools, 2nd edition, p. 71 by Dennis 
Sparks. Copyright 2005 Corwin.
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Capturing five insights to wisdom

TOOL

6.4
Back to Chapter 6 tools list
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Purpose Use the tool to increase awareness of and practice actions that promote  
understanding and appreciation of the attributes of wise people. 

Recommended time A lifetime journey

Materials Tool 6.4
•     Wisdom and Personal Insights, pages 21–22 

Process 1.  Consider the following: Smart people have produced amazing inventions; 
some inventions have been helpful to humanity and the planet, and some, 
most destructive.  We are in new times that demand new leadership —  
leadership that adds meaning, enhances our core values, deepens our love 
for one another, and strengthens the well-being of the planet. Those with 
great wisdom understand that integrity comes from a place of wholeness  
and operate from an internal compass that guides them toward goodness 
and compassion for others. The leaders of tomorrow not only will be smart, 
they will be wise.  

2.  Use Wisdom and Personal Insights, pages 21–22,  to review the insights of 
wisdom and make notes about your own strengths and challenge in each  
of the areas.  

3.  Be thoughtful about what you might do to deepen your wisdom in areas  
of greatest challenge to you.

4.  Once you have completed the reflections, keep them visible to you.  
Wisdom does not have a simple strategy; somehow, it comes over time  
with reflections on experiences.  
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Capturing five insights to wisdom, continued

TOOL

6.4
page 2 of 3

Wisdom and Personal Insights 

Insight Descriptors Strengths Challenges
Acceptance Accept others as they are —

amazing wonderful human 
beings — working the best 
way they can to make their 
way through the world.

Service Coach as a servant. Empa-
thize without sympathizing. 
Humbly lead. Model what 
you want others to do in 
their classrooms and with 
their teams. Celebrate others’ 
learnings; never demand  
attention for personal  
contributions. 

Awareness Constantly reflect on who 
you are. Remain grounded 
in past experiences, and yet 
seize the moment to learn 
and grow. Tune in to yourself 
to your emotional well-being. 
Modify your emotions, body, 
and language when you feel 
yourself slipping into nega-
tive self-talk and emotional 
turmoil.

Persistence Work diligently with others.  
Never give up on them or 
their goals. Concentrate 
on their learning and their 
progress and what they want 
to achieve. Resist being dis-
tracted by what you think by 
what you think is important 
for them to do and do well. 
Celebrate progress along 
the way. Short-term wins are 
inspirational. Look for them 
and honor them.
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Capturing five insights to wisdom, continued

TOOL

6.4
page 3 of 3

Insight Descriptors Strengths Challenges
Transparency Live by your values. You will 

not always be liked, but you 
will always be trusted.  When 
you live a transparent life, 
those you serve count on you, 
trust their future to you, and 
grow strong and confident in 
your presence.

Lightness Principals as coach cannot 
coach with negative energy.  
Live in lightness! Cheerful-
ness, optimism, and warmth 
spread easily.  Spread positive 
emotions and energy (not 
superficial, fake comments — 
genuine matters). Laugh often 
(Laughter makes a positive 
impact on the limbic system.).  
Never use sarcasm as humor. 
It is not funny to those who 
suffer the brunt of the joke. 
Others will wonder when their 
turn will come to experience 
the pain.

Hope Wise principals as coach lead 
others to set audacious goals 
for themselves and to have 
the confidence to achieve 
them. Believe in yourself and 
others. Every child and every 
adult you serve can achieve 
amazing goal. Believe it. Live 
it. Be the principal coach you 
want to — and know you  
can — be.

Commitments

Wisdom and Personal Insights, continued

Source: Adapted from The Coach’s Craft: Powerful Practices to Support School Leaders, p. 188 by Kay Psencik. Copyright 2011 
Learning Forward.
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