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IDEAS

Coaching heavy, coaching light: 
How to deepen professional practice

BY JOELLEN KILLION 

In 2008, I introduced the concepts 
of coaching heavy and coaching 
light as a way to think about the 
depth and impact of coaching 
practice (Killion, 2008). When I 

first wrote about this, the terms heavy 
and light were often misunderstood. 
Some readers perceived that heavy 

coaching is critical, directive, and even 
abrasive, while light coaching might be 
frivolous. 

The confusion continued because 
coaching heavy and light can appear 
similar in practice to an untrained 
eye and ear because both involve 
communication strategies such as 

listening, questioning, paraphrasing, 
pausing, and positive presuppositions. 
These misconceptions often interfered 
with a deeper understanding of the 
concepts and their application in 
practice.

In subsequent pieces (Killion, 
2009, 2010), I addressed some of the 
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controversial points and clarified the 
concept, such as emphasizing that 
the difference comes more from the 
coaches’ beliefs about coaching and 
their identity rather than their actions.

Yet while many coaches and 
supervisors now stress the distinction 
between coaching heavy and coaching 
light, there remains some confusion. 
In essence, the distinction for some 
remains locked inside how coaching is 
done rather than in the driving beliefs 
and intentions of the coach. In this 
article, I draw on extensive interactions 
with coaches and supervisors and my 
own deepened understanding to offer 
more clarity about how coaches’ beliefs 
and intended outcomes affect their 
actions and ultimately their coaching 
practice. 

By exploring the distinction more 
deeply from the perspectives of beliefs, 
challenges, and comfort, I hope to 
encourage coaches and their supervisors 
to examine the distinction between 
coaching heavy and coaching light and 
their impact on clients. 

WHAT THESE TERMS MEAN
Let me begin by saying what 

coaching heavy and coaching light are 
not. They are not equivalent to directive 
and facilitative coaching, approaches 
described by my colleague Jim Knight. 

Nor are they about being harsh versus 
soft or about correcting ineffective 
practices versus ignoring them, as some 
have assumed. Others have incorrectly 
assumed that coaching heavy is more 
mentoring or consulting than coaching.

I use the terms heavy and light 
because they emphasize the weight, 
seriousness, and significance of each 
type of coaching. Heavy connotes that 
a greater level of effort is required by 
both the coach and client and also that 
this type of coaching leads to more 
significant impact. Coaching heavy 
is about facing what is overwhelming 
and scary and daunting — and also 
meaningful and impactful. 

The work instructional coaches 
do when they are coaching heavy in 
schools is about students’ academic 
and social-emotional and physical well-
being. It is about students succeeding 
in school to contribute to their future 
potential beyond school. It is also 
about educators’ well-being and their 
engagement in reaching their full 
potential as professionals within an 
environment that values learning and 
continuous improvement. 

In contrast, coaching light is less 
about the client needs and more about 
the coach needs. I find that, when 
coaching light, coaches are often driven 
by unacknowledged or unrealized 

intentions to be perceived as experts or 
as rescuers. In their drive to be liked 
and appreciated by their clients, coaches 
fail to challenge clients, believe in their 
professional capacity or potential, or 
allow them to manifest agency in their 
work. Clients may end up becoming 
perceived or real victims who are being 
rescued or even persecuted by a coach. 
This dynamic creates a subconscious 
force leading to resistance to coaching.

Coaching heavy may have a greater 
effect on student learning and teaching 
practices because it moves the work of 
coaching into the professional realm of 
continuous growth. When coaching is 
light, it can be perceived as frivolous 
or not useful because it doesn’t tackle 
the challenges and dilemmas teachers 
face in their classrooms. Teachers may 
perceive that they are going through the 
motions, even serving the coach more 
than the other way around. 

In my first article about this topic 
(Killion, 2008), I shared that some 
coaches preferred the terms coaching 
shallow and coaching deep. I appreciated 
their choice of alternate words to 
soften the impact of heavy and light 
and invoke a swimming metaphor. In 
shallow water, I explained, both the 
coach and teacher feel safe. They can 
touch bottom. But they have a limited 
perspective of what it means to swim 

I use the terms heavy and light because they emphasize the weight, 

seriousness, and significance of each type of coaching. Heavy connotes 

that a greater level of effort is required by both the coach and client and 

also that this type of coaching leads to more significant impact. Coaching 

heavy is about facing what is overwhelming and scary and daunting — 

and also meaningful and impactful. 
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because they can still stand. They are 
experiencing neither the stress nor the 
rewards of being in open water. 

In deep water, however, both the 
coach and the teacher are out of their 
comfort zone since they must depend 
on their swimming skills to be safe 
(unless they are experienced and highly 
competent “swimmers”). Depending on 
their skills, they may experience anxiety 
or even fear. This dissonance requires 
novice swimmers to pay closer attention 
to their decisions and lean into 
coaching to gain the expertise to swim. 

Coaches can alleviate their clients’ fear 
with temporary flotation devices while 
they remind clients of their training, 
reinforce their belief that they can 
swim, help them navigate their fears, 
and celebrate with them the feeling of 
being safe in the water. 

HOW BELIEFS IMPACT COACHING
The distinction between coaching 

heavy and light is rooted in coaches’ 
intentions and beliefs as well as their 
willingness to step out of their comfort 
zone. Digging deeply to identify 

existing beliefs, examining them, and 
adjusting them as necessary is hard 
work, yet the rewards are boundless. 

Some beliefs interfere with coaches’ 
capability to coach heavy, holding 
them firmly in a coaching light space, 
unknowingly or knowingly, and 
therefore limiting the potential impact 
of their coaching. The list of contrasting 
beliefs above illustrates how coaches’ 
beliefs can have side effects that 
influence coaching and its results.

When a coach’s beliefs are centered 
more on the left side, the resulting 

IDEAS

CONTRASTING BELIEFS

Coaching light Coaching heavy

Taking extended time to build a trusting relationship is essential 
for successful coaching. 

Productive, constructive, and trusting relationships emerge from 
engaging with integrity in significant work together.

Being accepted gives me more leverage to support teachers. Being accepted interferes with the willingness to engage in 
conversation on what matters most — student learning.

Being viewed as credible is essential to being a coach. Credibility emerges from the alignment between one’s actions and 
one’s words. Acting on what matters builds credibility.

Teachers seek me out for my expertise. Being an expert imbalances the relationship between the coach 
and client and limits the client’s potential and capacity.

The work of coaches is to support teachers. A coach’s primary responsibility is to improve student learning 
through building teachers’ capacity. Saying that a coach’s role 
is to support teachers misleads teachers and may contribute to 
unintended resistance.

Teachers resist change. As professionals, teachers want to be the best they can be. 
Teachers may not be ready for change until they understand the 
reasons for it, understand how to make the change, feel supported 
in the process, and trust that their efforts will make a difference. 

Coaches are not accountable or responsible for teachers’ decisions 
and actions.

Coaches emphasize teachers’ agency, efficacy, and expertise.

Coaches build teachers’ knowledge base about effective 
instruction.

Coaches support teachers to be accountable to themselves and 
responsible for their students’ success by examining the interaction 
among their decisions, actions, and results and exploring barriers 
to the desired outcomes. By engaging in dialogue to surface the 
assumptions, reflective questioning, and examining data, coaches 
can influence what teachers think and do.

Coaches build teachers’ knowledge base about effective 
instruction.

Coaches’ primary responsibility is moving knowledge to practice so 
students benefit from excellent teaching. Knowing is not the same 
as doing.
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coaching is lighter. For example, if 
a coach shows up as an expert in a 
conversation, she is driven by the belief 
that she deeply understands the context 
and has the solutions to the presenting 
problem. 

With this assumption, the coach 
moves into the role of a consultant 
with a list of you shoulds. The teacher 
has limited opportunity to engage in 
cognitive struggle, explore the situation 
and its impact on the presenting 
problem, consider a wide range of 
options available, and engage in 
the process of making decisions — 
hallmarks of coaching heavy. 

What the coach believes, how the 
coach shows up in the conversation, 
what the conversation is about, and 
the level and depth of the teacher’s 

cognitive engagement determine the 
heaviness of the coaching interaction. 

Beliefs are not immutable, of 
course, and neither are coaching 
practices. But making the shift from 
coaching light to coaching heavy 
requires first that coaches examine their 
own mental models about who they 
are as coaches, the expectations of their 
coaching program and supervisors, and 
the expectations of their clients. 

In some cases, coaches are caught 
between conflicting expectations and 
beliefs of others and themselves. The 
list of contrasting beliefs can help 
coaches assess their own beliefs and 
serve as a reference point for the coach 
and coaching program supervisors to 
unpack the beliefs and expectations 
they hold about coaching. 

Once coaches’ beliefs are aligned 
with coaching heavy, they can 
transition their practice by focusing 
on content and using the practices, 
described in the table above, associated 
with coaching heavy. It is important 
to note that coaches can use some of 
these practices while coaching light, 
yet they will have less impact if the 
root beliefs driving the actions are not 
aligned. 

MIXING COMFORT AND 
CHALLENGE

Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (1990) 
wrote about flow, a mental state in 
which an individual is fully immersed 
in an activity, focused to the point of 
being unaware of outside distractions, 
and deriving satisfaction from their 

Coaching heavy, coaching light: How to deepen professional practice

MAKING THE TRANSITION

From coaching light … To coaching heavy

Focus on teaching practices identified by teachers. Focus on student learning and the use of specific practices 
within the school’s or district’s instructional framework, teachers’ 
performance standards, or aligned with the adopted curriculum.

Share data from observations of teaching practices. Use data from observations on the interaction among student 
learning, engagement, and achievement and teaching practices.

Invite teacher self-assessment based on perceptions or opinions. Use student data to assess the results of instruction.

Solicit voluntary coaching  clients — only those teachers who 
request coaching receive it.

Expect all teachers to engage in coaching for continuous 
improvement through coach-mediated inquiry about planning and 
reflection on instruction and student learning.

Focus on implementing or refining low effect-size instructional 
practices.

Focus on deep understanding of the theory and research 
underlying high effect-size instructional practices to attain 
executive control.

Focus on the process of instructional practices. Focus on examining beliefs and testing assumptions for deep 
transformation of practice.

Emphasize teacher’s feeling of being supported. Emphasize teacher’s agency, efficacy, and expertise.

Accept excuses. Focus on next actions.

Share guidance, advice, or own experiences. Ask questions to create the preferred future.

Hold a fixed mindset about self and client. Hold a growth mindset about self and client.
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COMFORT-CHALLENGE MATRIX: THE COACH PERSPECTIVE
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•	 Gives advice. 
•	 Seeks to be perceived as expert.
•	 Perceives the client as victim of 

circumstances. 
•	 Rescues client from challenging situations.
•	 Builds dependency on coach.
•	 Feels confident and useful.
•	 Avoids using data.

•	 Sees client as capable and growth-oriented.
•	 Engages client in cognitive struggle to examine and address 

challenges as routine, invited, and expected for continuous 
growth and learning.

•	 Holds client responsible for generating or seeking 
co-production of options to address complex situations. 

•	 Feels tension of uncertainty and vulnerability.
•	 Holds client accountable for choosing next actions.

Lo
w

•	 Accepts current state.
•	 Offers little or no encouragement for 

change.
•	 Avoids addressing possible areas for 

growth.

•	 Fosters mistrust.
•	 Damages relationship.
•	 Contributes to client’s defensiveness or withdrawal from 

coaching.
•	 Fosters the client’s perception of coach as persecutor. 

Low High

Degree of challenge

COMFORT-CHALLENGE MATRIX: THE CLIENT PERSPECTIVE
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•	 Perceives coaching as time-consuming. 
•	 Appreciates being recognized as a 

professional.
•	 Enjoys the conversations and 

companionship.
•	 Appreciates knowing others experience 

similar situations.
•	 Appreciates being a member of the 

community.
•	 Feels little urgency for change.

•	 Feels cognitively and professionally challenged. 
•	 Explores and addresses challenges as routine, invited, 

and expected for continuous growth and learning as a 
professional.

•	 Holds self responsible and accountable for generating or 
seeking options to address complex situations. 

•	 Engages in a community of practice.
•	 Uses data to drive decisions.
•	 Feels an urgency to extend, refine, or change practice to 

increase student results.
•	 Gains efficacy, agency, and expertise.

Lo
w

•	 Appreciates sympathy.
•	 Hesitates to identify or acknowledge 

challenges or problems.
•	 Appreciates compliments and advice.
•	 Perceives little value in coaching.
•	 Compares self to coach.

•	 Lacks psychological safety. 
•	 Damages relationship.
•	 Defends or rationalizes actions and decisions.
•	 Blames conditions and others, especially students. 
•	 Withdraws from or resists coaching.
•	 Feels judged or evaluated.
•	 Fears data.
•	 Feels overwhelmed.

Low High

Degree of challenge
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engagement. For many people, flow 
is when they do their best and most 
fulfilling work. 

Flow is facilitated by situations in 
which one’s level of skill and degree 
of challenge are balanced so that the 
work seems significant and doable. 
When the work is too challenging, 
those without appropriate skills may 
not persist or believe they can find a 
way forward. When the work is too 
easy, it loses its significance, and those 
engaged may not find it valuable. 

When coaches help teachers 
experience a state of flow, coaching 
can have a deep impact and facilitate 
clients’ thinking to recognize their 
ability to achieve results and realize 
their potential. Coaching heavy is 
more conducive to flow than coaching 
light. In coaching heavy, teachers feel a 
sense of challenge and are supported to 
develop efficacy and agency to address 
the challenges they face through 
an inquiry lens. Conversely, when 
teachers perceive their interactions 
with coaches as light, they may 
perceive them as time-consuming, not 
valuable, or not worth the effort. 

The tables on p. 66 depict the 
interaction between comfort and 
challenge from both the coach’s and 
client’s perspectives. When the degree 
of comfort and challenge for both the 
coach and client are high (the shaded 
top right quadrants of the tables), 
coaching heavy is occurring and the 
client has the greatest potential to 
benefit from coaching. 

When coaching heavy, coaches 
develop a relationship with their 
clients by engaging in challenging 
work, acknowledging the complexity 
of teaching, and cultivating self-
efficacy and agency in their clients. 
They let go of the need to be the 
expert, are willing to take risks to 
engage in uncomfortable interactions, 
and encourage and share vulnerability. 

They believe, as do their clients, 
that the answers to the most complex 
questions about teaching and learning 
are worth the effort to discover. As 

Michael Bungay Stanier states, “We 
unlock our greatness by working on 
the hard things. That’s because the 
hard things break the status quo and 
break us out of the comfort of our 
Present Self. Growth means getting a 
little bent out of shape. And bent into 
the new shape of Future You” (Stanier, 
2024).

MAKING THE CHOICE TO COACH 
HEAVY 

To coach heavy means first that 
coaches examine their own beliefs 
about the purpose of coaching, how 
change happens, and the expected 
results of coaching, then situate these 
beliefs in the context in which they 
coach. They are aware of their clients’ 
beliefs about coaching and explore 
those beliefs with their clients. 

Not all instructional coaching 
programs expect coaches to promote 
reflection, metacognition, curiosity, 
and inquiry as the means to achieve 
results for students through developing 
professional expertise, efficacy, and 
agency. Some expect coaches to work 
from a technical or expert stance to 
develop, implement, and even evaluate 
particular practices that have been 
adopted for use. In either case, coaches 
still have the potential to coach heavy 
or light. 

Coaching heavy requires that 
coaches move to the edge of or 
beyond their comfort zone and 
even their competence to model for 
and invite teachers to acknowledge 
that vulnerability and uncertainty 
lead to openness and willingness to 
refine practice and results. When 
coaches opt to stay in their own or 
in teachers’ comfort zone too long, 
they limit the impact of their work 
and even waste their precious time 
and limit the impact of coaching. 
For some coaches, the thought of 
this produces tremendous anxiety, 
hence an openness to what might 
seem overwhelming and scary to reap 
rewards and what originally seemed 
daunting. 

The decision to coach heavy or 
light is the coach’s to make, yet the 
immediate impacts on the client 
and their future development are 
significant. Some might argue that 
coaching light builds relationships 
and is appropriate for early coaching 
interactions. The danger here is 
establishing a precedent that cannot be 
easily altered. 

Coaching light may also become 
or be a habit developed over years of 
practice and, as a result, has become 
a normative practice and expectation 
in schools. Yet all habits, even this 
one, can change with persistence 
and practice. How a coach coaches 
affects not only teachers and their 
instructional practice but also their 
students and the field of coaching as 
well. 
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