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Learning to teach is difficult. Or, at least, it was for me.


I took up my first English teaching job with a deeply naive idea of the kind of teacher I’d be: enthusiastic, warm, down-with-the kids, dare I say it, cool. The fight during my first ever lesson, and the general madness of my classroom during my first year, demonstrated how unrealistic this aspiration was.


I soon developed a vague feeling that students in my classes were not learning very much. But I didn’t know how to make things better. I entered my teaching career with knowledge from my teacher training about De Bono’s thinking hats and structures for student-led group work. Yet, when I tried to apply these, the chaos of my classroom became even more extreme. I had no idea how to help students focus, make effort, think, and, ultimately, to learn.


The professional development at my first school wasn’t helping. I received a six-weekly formal observation that inevitably graded my teaching as ‘unsatisfactory’, and provided a two-page summary of what I needed to improve. Often, this indicated that I should work on classroom management, but didn’t provide any clear guidance about how. Once a week, I sat in the hall with the other trainee teachers and watched a talk. Some were engaging and high-quality, yet I was unable to take the new ideas and turn them into classroom reality. I remember the painful feeling of arriving at my classroom with hopeful plans for change, only to feel every lesson slipping down the same old path. Slowly, I became used to the idea that I would attend professional development, but it was not going to make me into a better teacher. I knew that what I was hearing would not help me solve the problems I faced in my classroom. For many teachers, this is an all-too-familiar feeling.


Over the course of my first year, the picture became bleaker. I had moved beyond the period where it was acceptable for a new teacher to have a chaotic, poorly managed classroom. I was miserable, my students were unhappy, and leaders were beginning to suspect I wasn’t a good fit. I plucked up the courage to start my second year, but was unsure if I would be able to stick it out.


Luckily, at this point, something important changed.


A more experienced teacher took it upon himself to help. Every week, he’d watch me teach and give me precise feedback. Focusing at first on classroom management, he helped me to develop systems for getting students into class and working quickly and calmly; achieving and maintaining silence when I wanted students to listen; and using positive recognition, praise, and consistent sanctions to achieve classroom focus.


What really made the difference though, was how he enabled me to change. Rather than simply sharing feedback with me, he supported me to turn ideas into realities. We’d talk through why a change was important, and how I would adapt it for my own classroom context, then plan the change into an upcoming lesson and write clear scripts for what I’d say and do. Most importantly, we’d rehearse the changes – often over and over again – with feedback. This helped me to do things differently in my classroom, even when I was under pressure.


I didn’t know it at the time, but this was my introduction to the power of instructional coaching, and it had a transformative effect. I was able to focus on teaching English, rather than just surviving. My coach and I were able to move on to more advanced, subject-specific techniques and my students began to experience successful learning. I am still working in schools thirteen years later because of this support.


Throughout the rest of my career, as a coordinator of initial teacher training, senior leader, lead for teaching and learning across a large network of primary and secondary schools, and onwards, I have tried to ensure that every teacher has access to this level of support. I’ve worked to make regular, precise feedback and support to implement change in the classroom a central feature of professional development for all. Along the way, I developed Steplab, which supports schools to run highly effective professional development based on the power of precise feedback, modelling, rehearsal and coaching.


What does this book have to do with all of that?


For nearly three decades, instructional coaching has become increasingly popular with schools around the world. Based on robust research evidence – along with my own experiences learning to teach – I think this is more than justified. But, while lots of people talk about coaching, there’s no general consensus about what this means, what it is that a coach should do, or how leaders should begin to make it work in their schools. Coaching is a black box: we can look at the outside, but what happens within is hidden.


This book sheds light on what happens in the box. I’ve combined the best available research with years of practical coaching and leadership experience to give you a framework to understand what highly effective coaching is, and, more importantly, how to use coaching to help every teacher – from novice to expert – get better.


Responsive Coaching has three main sections:


Theory: the first part of the book details an evidence-informed theory of responsive coaching.


Practice: the second part supplies the practical knowledge and tools coaches will need to coach responsively.


Implementation: the third part supports leaders to design, build and maintain a flourishing coaching programme with powerful culture, systems and training.


In the Theory section, we’ll explore reasons why teachers often struggle to improve, and outline a series of catalysts that combine to ensure effective, lasting teacher development:
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Strengthen awareness: help teachers to develop the rapid, accurate ability to perceive salient aspects of the classroom environment.
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Gain insights: help teachers to develop knowledge of important mechanisms of student learning; help teachers to re-examine familiar events in a different way.
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Set goals: help teachers develop the drive and desire to bring about change to their practice in a particular area.
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Establish steps: help teachers to develop knowledge of the strategic action-levers they can pull in order to achieve their goals and influence the learning of their students.
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Build habits: help teachers to develop automatic behavioural responses to environmental cues.


We’ll look into what we mean when we talk about instructional coaching and make an argument that great coaching should be responsive, adapting to match the mental models of teachers. We’ll end the section with a clear outline of how a truly responsive coaching approach works.


In the Practice section, we’ll dig deep into the evidence on effective coaching and professional development, and revisit the catalysts set out in the Theory section to look at what coaches can do to help teachers strengthen awareness, gain insights, set goals, establish steps and build habits. Within these, we’ll examine 44 coaching moves that ensure teachers improve, and importantly, we’ll explore how coaches can use these moves responsively.


In the Implementation section, we’ll explore how leaders can go about designing and maintaining a healthy coaching programme. We’ll examine how to build a school culture based on trust, and how we can design a coaching programme that overcomes some critical implementation challenges.


Before we dive in, there’s one more bit of housekeeping. I argue that great coaching should be responsive. It’s equally important that this book works responsively for you. The next chapter will look at how you can ensure this.






















How to read this book
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The best way to read this book is from cover to cover. Each chapter is written to build on the last, and to equip you with the knowledge and skills you need to be a highly effective coach, able to help teachers make lasting changes to their practice and ensure students learn.


That said, there are various paths that may suit people at different stages of their coaching and leadership careers. Below, we’ll outline potential routes through the book for three specific reader profiles:




	A coach with some experience looking to improve.



	A complete newbie to coaching.



	A leader looking to build their knowledge and skills before implementing a coaching programme.






If you’d prefer to design a responsive route through this book, take a look at the user profiles below.




I’m a coach looking to improve my practice


If you already coach, you’ll have a mental model of your current practice upon which to build. To do this, you’ll need to understand the theory and evidence base behind responsive coaching, and how this is likely to be both similar and in some ways different from your current approach. You should begin by reading the Theory section.


Following this, you’ll want to focus on building your responsive coaching skills. These are covered in the Practice section.


Responsive Coaching is designed to support conversations that work through the five change catalysts. Each has a chapter, framed around a diagnostic question and series of coaching strategies that power a responsive approach. The chapters are sequenced to follow the order of a great coaching conversation: we begin by discussing awareness with our coachee, move through the other catalysts and finish by working with them on habits:
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Strengthen awareness: help teachers to develop the rapid, accurate ability to perceive salient aspects of the classroom environment.
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Gain insights: help teachers to develop knowledge of important mechanisms of student learning; help teachers to re-examine familiar events in a different way.
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Set goals: help teachers develop the drive and desire to bring about change to their practice in a particular area.
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Establish steps: help teachers to develop knowledge of the strategic action-levers they can pull in order to achieve their goals and influence the learning of their students.
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Build habits: help teachers to develop automatic behavioural responses to environmental cues.


But, since you are already coaching, you don’t necessarily need to work through these chapters in order. Instead, you might explore them based on what you think matters most for the teachers you currently coach:




	If you want to improve your ability to watch teachers in action and work with them to select evidence-informed classroom goals and action steps, read Diagnosing coaching focus.



	If you want to support teachers to notice what really matters in the classroom, begin with Awareness.



	To work with teachers to build powerful mental models about how learning works and what they can do to improve it, head to Insights.



	To support teachers to outline clear, important areas of their teaching to improve, look at Goals.



	To clearly delineate, discuss and model precise techniques, read Steps.



	To empower teachers to make lasting changes to their practice, check out Habits.






Please feel free to tackle these chapters in the order that suits you best, but to become a great responsive coach, you’ll want to get through them all.


Finally, if you have plans to lead a coaching programme in the future, the Implementation section will be invaluable.


In summary:




	Begin by reading Theory.



	Either read Practice in order or choose your own route through depending on your needs.



	If you are interested in leading a coaching programme, dive into Implementation.











I’ve never coached before, but I want to get started


You are in the enviable position of being able to build your responsive coaching approach from scratch instead of having to unlearn old habits. Lucky you!


Before you begin coaching, it’s essential to develop a clear understanding of the challenges teachers face in getting better, and how coaches can help them overcome these. Starting with the Theory section is vital.


Following this, you can begin to build your responsive coaching approach from the ground up. It may be worth setting up some practise coaching with someone else reading this book; you can coach each other reciprocally, testing as you go.


The best option will be to take the Practice chapters in order. These are written to follow the order of a great coaching conversation. The first chapter, Diagnosing coaching focus, supports you to build your understanding of what effective coaches do when they watch teaching, looking at how to diagnose what a teacher might need to work on. Then, you can work through each coaching chapter – Awareness, Insights, Goals, Steps, Habits – and begin testing and building your coaching skills.


But, if you are eager to begin coaching ‘for real’, particularly if you are coaching trainee teachers (who are likely to be relatively novice), then you could take the Practice chapters in a different order:




	Read Diagnosing coaching focus first, so you understand how to diagnose effectively.



	Read Goals, Steps and Habits. These chapters will give support as you effectively outline a classroom goal, agree and model a step and work with teachers to plan, rehearse and implement.



	Finally, move back to Awareness and Insights when you are ready to supercharge your coaching.






In summary:




	Begin by reading Theory.



	If you have the time to develop your coaching skills slowly, read the Practice chapters in order.



	If you need to start coaching now, read Goals, Steps and Habits.



	Finally, take on Awareness and Insights.











I’m a leader working on implementing a coaching programme


Leaders need to possess the complete picture: you’ll need to be able to exemplify great coaching, build systems, tools and culture, quality assure the coaching process and train others.


In other words, you’ll need to be well-versed in all three sections of this book. You need Theory so you can clearly explain what great coaching looks like and why it matters. You need Practice so you can be the best coach in your school, leading and modelling by example. And you need Implementation so you can build the culture and systems for a powerful coaching programme.


I’m afraid there are no shortcuts for you, my friend. I recommend starting at the beginning and working through to the end.


Heavy is the head that wears the crown.


In summary:




	Read the entire book, from cover to cover!
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In this, the first main section of Responsive Coaching, we’ll make an argument for a responsive approach to instructional coaching. Doing so will take us through five chapters:




	In the first, we’ll look at teacher change: what does it really mean and why is it difficult to achieve?



	In the second, we’ll introduce the idea of instructional coaching: how is it defined, why do people disagree about how best to do it, and how might we find a way through?



	In the third, we’ll look at the catalysts of teacher change: what elements must we include to ensure that our attempts to help teachers improve succeed?



	Next, we’ll use these change catalysts to flesh out the idea of responsive coaching: how can we adapt our coaching approach based on the teacher we are working with, and why is this important?



	We’ll finish with a summary of all the key ideas so we are ready to get stuck into the practice of responsive coaching in the next section.





























Teacher change
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Why do teachers struggle to change?




This job you’re doing is so hard that one lifetime isn’t enough to master it. So every single one of you needs to accept the commitment to carry on improving our practice until we retire or die. That is the deal.


Dylan Wiliam1





Anna has just taken on the role of teaching and learning lead at her school. She passionately believes in the power and importance of effective professional development, having experienced the challenges of getting better as a teacher first hand. She’s clear about her job role: she wants to help teachers to improve. In other words, she aims to bring about teacher change.


She knows, however, that not all teacher change is equal. As a trainee teacher, Anna was pushed towards aiming for ‘outstanding’ lessons that used less explicit instruction – teaching from the front – and instead focused on student problem-solving, group-work and peer-teaching. This change did not help her students learn more; in fact, it ensured that they learned far less. Anna now knows that for novice learners such approaches are ‘exceptionally expensive in terms of working memory capacity’.2 While we may aim to bring about teacher change, not all change helps students to learn more effectively: we need to ensure that any change contributes to improved student learning.


Anna also knows that improvements to teaching are often ephemeral and quickly fade.3 She’s been frustrated by experiencing a successful change in her own classroom that seems to dwindle away once she gets busy, stressed, or because she just forgets. Therefore, we need to aim towards teacher change that sticks.


Anna’s experiences learning to teach have helped to shape her view of her role as a lead for teacher development:




	Teacher change…



	Contributing to improved student learning…



	That sticks.











What challenges block effective teacher change?


It turns out that helping teachers to change is difficult. Looking into the research, we can see that professional development commonly fails to alter what teachers do in the classroom.4


Let’s look into the reasons for this. What challenges do we face in trying to achieve effective, lasting teacher change? If we know what these are, we will be in a better position to design a model of professional development that is effective in overcoming them.




External barriers to change: the nature of schools makes teacher development hard


There are many features of life as a teacher – the nature of schools, the classroom and teaching – that make it difficult for us to focus on our own development and achieve successful change.




1. Schools are time-pressured, stressful environments


Schools are busy, stressful places. There’s always too much to do, and never enough time in the day to do it. Sometimes, our students, their personal issues, circumstances and behaviour contribute to increased stress levels.


Anna has often left a professional development session fired up to change, only to be side-tracked by the more urgent need to make parental phone calls, plan lessons, mark books and attempt to get home to her family before 9pm. Similarly, earlier in her career, particularly when things weren’t going well with the behaviour of some of her groups, the idea of having the mental space and presence of mind to focus on getting better seemed almost laughably difficult.


Researchers echo this, finding that teachers are subject to high stress levels that block deliberate reflection, focus and adaptation of the sort thought to be vitally important for effective professional development.5







2. Schools are filled with ‘noise’ and conflicting messages


Research often refers to the teaching profession as ‘noisy’: characterised by multiple and conflicting messages about what teachers should care about and work on.6


Anna thinks about the meeting cycle in her own school, where teachers might bounce from whole-school professional development on stretching gifted and talented students, to a subject professional development meeting where they might be working on effective use of hinge questions when teaching Macbeth. Confusions about what teachers should focus on are often compounded by sweeping educational reforms from government or a leadership decision to change exam boards and many other potentially noisy elements. She feels like these conflicting demands on teacher attention certainly don’t help teachers to make lasting changes. What should we focus on, what matters most, how should we prioritise what to care about?







3. Professional development often lacks personalisation


Anna thinks about her own experience of sitting in large-group professional development sessions: learning about cognitive load theory when you’re struggling to manage the behaviour of your difficult Year 9s can – she thinks – be quite alienating.


At other times, she reflects on sitting in a session with content aimed at more novice teachers, and her feelings of frustration at knowing there is nothing in the session that will help her to get better. Many teachers will have experienced the feeling of sitting through meetings where none of the content is of benefit to us, knowing that on the other side is hours of work we need to complete before we can go home.


These external barriers to teacher change are woven into the fabric of what it means to be a teacher. Any methods of effective teacher development must be able to overcome these: helping teachers to improve despite the pressure and stress of their jobs, quieting the noise of the many competing demands for teacher attention and providing personalisation.










Internal barriers to change: teacher learning is highly complex and difficult to achieve


As well as the external challenges to teacher change – factors about the environment in which teachers work – teachers face many internal barriers to change: teaching is highly complex, and making changes to the ways that we do things in the classroom is, as a result, difficult.


Overcoming these barriers is only possible once we are clear about what they are. Eagle-eyed readers might notice that the five barriers to teacher change outlined below match the chapters in the Practice section of this book. This is no accident. Later, we’ll deconstruct each barrier, attacking it head on and providing practical coaching strategies to overcome it.




1. Awareness: can teachers see what they are aiming to change?


In the classroom, countless events happen simultaneously7 and compete for teacher attention. As human capacity for attention is limited, our ability to focus on all of these elements is constrained.8, 9


Anna is currently working with John, an English teacher in his fourth year who has asked to be coached because he is struggling to manage the behaviour of some of his groups. He’s a keen and knowledgeable English specialist, but feels that his classroom management practices are lagging behind. She watches him teach on the events surrounding Lady Macbeth’s guilt-driven character transformation. Students don’t seem to understand how and why she’s changed; lots of students seemingly hold different misconceptions. John is deep in conversation with a group of students at the front of the room, but the majority of students are off-task and chatting at the back and another has got out of her seat and is wandering around pushing books off desks. John is so focused on his discussion that he’s completely missed the other issues that are holding back the majority of the class from learning. If he fails to see these, he can’t address them.


To manage the complexity of the environment in a way that allows us to teach, we are required to be selective about what we see and what we ignore. Early in our careers, our ways of seeing become fixed: we get trapped in a pattern of attending to only a specific selection of classroom elements, automatically filtering out others.10 If teachers don’t see the aspects of the classroom that matter, then lasting change is unlikely.


If we don’t see it, we can’t change it.







2. Insights: do teachers have an accurate understanding of how learning works?




All of us – those who become teachers, those who become education researchers, and everyone else – have spent roughly 12,000 hours watching teachers through our child-eyes, developing our own conceptions about what the job entails and what makes some teachers better than others.11





John went to a grammar school (a school that requires passing a set of entrance exams to join). His favourite English teacher often allowed the class to talk among themselves while they were working, and had quite relaxed expectations about student behaviour. John adopted this relaxed model in his own teaching. Anna feels that while this may have been effective at John’s school, with an expert English teacher who had built their classroom culture around this, it’s a major barrier to effective teaching in John’s current context. Yet, John isn’t currently able to see the issues with this approach.


It’s easy to view teacher education through the storehouse metaphor: the knowledge and skills storehouse of a teacher is empty when they first arrive at school and it’s the job of teacher educators to fill up the shelves. This is a flawed way of understanding teacher learning.12 In fact, when we enter teaching we already have an entrenched view of what the job of teaching is and how best to go about it. This is because we’ve already experienced thousands of hours of teaching, but from the naive viewpoint of the student.13


On our first days in the classroom, we already have a stable but often flawed model of what it means to teach effectively; as such, training teachers requires diagnosis of flaws in mental models, rather than simply supplying gaps in knowledge. This is important, as flawed mental models are a major barrier to learning new things.14, 15, 16, 17







3. Goals: do teachers prioritise aiming to change their practice?


Teachers cannot make changes to their practice if they are not motivated to do so.18, 19


John is aware that lots of students in his classroom are not learning as they should. Despite his subject expertise, his class’s results lag behind those of other teachers. Sadly, John has also been the subject of a variety of failed professional development efforts by leaders in his school: he feels like he gets very little from the weekly whole-school professional development programme, and has often been left feeling deflated and insulted by the half-termly formal observation grades (never better than a ‘satisfactory’) that he has received in the past. As Anna begins to work with him as his coach, she feels as if John has given up on the idea that he can make improvements to his practice: he nods along in professional development sessions and in their initial coaching meeting, but she needs to help him realise that attempts to improve are worthwhile.


There are a variety of factors that can impact on teacher motivation to change. First, teachers become motivated to seek change only once they have seen the efficacy of previous attempts to change.20 In other words, if we can help teachers to see that change works, they will be motivated to change more in the future; on the other hand, teachers for whom previous attempts at professional development and change have failed will lose motivation to seek further change.


Second, change for teachers is a difficult and gradual process that requires extra work and effort. Teachers need to understand where they are heading, why they are heading there and – most importantly – why working towards this is ultimately worth the extra effort and potential disruption to their current practice.21, 22, 23







4. Steps: do teachers have the technical knowledge to control an aspect of their classroom?


Lots of attempts at professional development are successful at changing what teachers think, believe or know, but have little to no impact on what they do in the classroom.24, 25, 26 One central reason for this is that all too often, attempts to help teachers improve are focused on sharing ideas and talking about teaching rather than on the specific strategies that a teacher will take back to their classroom and use to influence student learning.27, 28 In other words, if we don’t help teachers, particularly novices, to understand exactly what they will do differently in the classroom in their next lesson, then attempts at teacher change are unlikely to flow through to actual shifts in what teachers do.


However, just as an exclusive focus on ideas, theory and discussion can leave teachers struggling to make classroom changes, an exclusive focus on practical teaching techniques can lead to teachers using them at the wrong times, and for the wrong reasons.29 When we help teachers to develop technical knowledge, we must also focus on the overall purposes of those techniques, and how they work to influence student learning in particular contexts, or we risk teachers misapplying them in the classroom.


Anna can see both of these elements in John’s past experience: often, his professional development opportunities at school have been focused on ideas about theory, heavy on discussion and with little focus on classroom application. On the other hand, at times, leaders have also focused on every teacher using techniques like cold call questioning, without also focusing on building a context-specific understanding of how, when and why such techniques should be used. Ultimately, this has left John jaded about the impact of professional development on his practice and the learning of students in his classes.


Without helping teachers to see the exact steps they should take, change is unlikely to occur; if we focus exclusively on steps, without clarity around purpose, change is likely to be enacted incorrectly.







5. Habits: do teachers use the right techniques, at the right times, in the heat of the moment?


We can run training for teachers that successfully increases their knowledge around what to notice in the classroom (awareness), their understanding of why this change matters and how it might better influence student learning (insights), that ensures they are motivated to seek a change in this area (goals), and which shares specific techniques they could use to achieve what they want (steps). And yet, we could still fail to help teachers execute this in the classroom when it matters.


In fact, ‘intensive teacher professional development programmes can fail to bring about changes in teacher practice, even in cases where teacher knowledge of the targeted new practices has increased.’30 Why?


Anna and John agree that instead of responding to potential student confusion by entering a discussion with a small group of students at the front – and leaving the majority of the class to become increasingly distracted and disruptive – John should focus on gaining student attention and then determining where students might be stuck through the use of whole-class probing questions. They create a clear plan based on his next lesson, and both Anna and John believe that this change is likely to be successful. Yet, when Anna comes back and watches John teach, the same thing happens: students begin to exhibit confusion, and John moves to his usual group of students and begins discussion with them.


Teaching as a profession is characterised by elements that make it a perfect crucible for rapid, concrete habit formation. As teachers, we frequently repeat the same actions; we work under conditions of time and performance pressure and in conditions of high stress. These factors mean our teaching practice becomes driven by ingrained habits, even after a relatively short time spent teaching. Such habits can prevent us from changing in the classroom, even if we enter the lesson fully intending to do things differently.


In addition, in teaching situations where a teacher’s working memory capacity is exceeded, teachers are likely to discard recently learned strategies to move back to using older and less effective, but more habitually ingrained alternatives.31 We can enter a classroom with clear ideas about how to change, but then become stressed and swamped by events and do the same old things.


Helping teachers to change, then, is not about simply giving teachers new things to do in the classroom, but about successfully helping them to replace old habits with new ones.32













Teacher stasis


When Anna reflects on the incredible challenges that everyday teaching brings, she’s surprised that anyone is ever able to get better. She thinks back to yesterday’s lesson with her lovely but unfocused Year 8s. It was after a rainy lunch break where students were not able to get outside and burn off some energy, and, perhaps more importantly, it was last thing on a Friday afternoon. At the start of the lesson, her projector shut down and she had to engineer a fix while managing the entry of students into the classroom, with a couple of her more challenging students needing careful attention. Once she had managed to get them into the room, sat down and working on their start of lesson quiz, a wasp flew in through an open window, causing pandemonium in the back row.


Yet, despite being faced with all of these difficult challenges, Anna was able to cope. Within a matter of minutes, her class were in, settled and working hard. Anna reflects that an important reason for this is that she’d solved each of these problems – or similar – many times before. In fact, she didn’t really have to do much conscious thinking at all.


As teachers, we need a stable, solid way that we do things to function in the incredibly challenging environment of the classroom. This is called stasis: a state of static balance or equilibrium.


Stasis is the idea that the ways we think about and do our jobs – our mental models and habits – are balanced, stable and resistant to change. It’s clear that stasis is a major reason why teachers can fail to change their practice, yet it’s important to say that teacher stasis also helps us deal with the many challenges of teaching.




The benefits of stasis


The more stability we achieve in the way we do things, the fewer mental resources we need to deploy. Getting her Year 8s to focus after lunch was significantly easier, and far less stressful and cognitively demanding the hundredth time Anna did it than the first.


As well as making teaching feel easier, stasis frees up cognitive capacity to respond to the seemingly infinite unfamiliar situations that can arise in the classroom.33 If Anna always falls back on the same method of explaining why Macbeth falls prey to the witches’ prophecy, she has more mental space to identify and address the fact that a particular student doesn’t know what the word ‘witch’ means.


Stasis is also necessary for sustainable change: to be able to change in a manageable way, we need the majority of our practice to remain the same. Only then are we able to tweak, pay attention to and practice embedding small improvements.


If we try to change everything at once, nothing changes.







The challenges of stasis


As described above, there are at least five reasons why stasis is the norm for teachers:




	Awareness: the patterns of what teachers see and ignore become fixed.



	Insights: teacher mental models are fixed, underdeveloped or flawed.



	Goals: teachers don’t believe in the efficacy of professional development or are not motivated to make specific changes.



	Steps: teachers lack specific technical knowledge about what to do differently, or have technical knowledge that is unsupported by deeper insight.



	Habits: the pattern of teacher habits becomes fixed, blocking effective change.






Stasis is an essential feature for our survival as teachers. Without it, we simply would not be able to function. Unfortunately, stasis does not necessarily correspond with effective teaching. Anna and John, like all of us, have aspects of their practice that they’re sure aren’t optimal but continue to perform unconsciously and automatically. Often, we head into our classrooms intending to change, and then continue along old paths.


Stasis acts as a natural barrier to continued improvement because the more entrenched our habits and ways of thinking become, the harder they are to change.34










What can we do about this?


The more Anna thinks about the many challenges of helping teachers to change what they do in the classroom, the more daunted she feels. Yet, Anna knows that it’s possible for professional development to work. In the two years she spent as a trainee teacher, Anna struggled to improve. In particular, she felt she was failing at classroom management and building positive relationships with her students. Towards the end of her first year, Anna wasn’t sure that teaching was the job for her.


It was the experience of working with a highly skilled coach in her second year that rescued her and her teaching career. Working with her coach, she spent months building her classroom practice up, technique by technique, and emerged at the end of her second year as a far more confident, happy teacher. Twelve years later, still in the classroom and leading the training of others, Anna reflects that it was this coaching relationship that rescued her teaching career. What exactly made it so much more effective than her other professional development experiences?


While sitting in the back of a whole-staff professional development session did nothing for her, the constant support of her coach, one-to-one, ensured that her focus was on taking steps that were suitable for her. Instead of irregular training on an assortment of topics – assessment for learning one week, classroom discussions the next – that no one ever seemed to talk about again, her coach came to see her every single week, supporting her and holding her accountable to improve, even when things got tough.


Anna always found that even if she was really interested in the topic of a professional development session, the time and mental space required to take the ideas and transform them to fit her classes and subject would be swallowed up by the more immediate challenges of keeping her head above water as a teacher. Her coach supported her to transform ideas to exactly fit the context of her classroom, and worked with her to create precise models of success, plan ideas into her lessons and rehearse them so she felt confident to use them in the classroom.


In fact, Anna’s experiences match a definition of instructional coaching that commonly appears in the research. In a widely cited study, Kraft, Blazar and Hogan35 define coaching as:




	Individualised: coaching sessions are one-to-one.



	Intensive: coaches and teachers interact at least every couple of weeks.



	Sustained: teachers receive coaching over an extended period of time.



	Context-specific: teachers are coached on their practices within the context of their own classroom.



	Focused: coaches work with teachers to engage in deliberate practice of specific skills.






This seems purpose-built as a tool to overcome the challenges discussed above. The cyclical, repetitive nature supports teachers to change, even when their jobs are busy and stressful. Second, when done right coaching is about having a single source of support: it quiets the noise of teaching. And, finally, coaching is about finding a change that suits a specific teacher, rather than trying to adapt content that isn’t perfectly suited to our stage and context.


In her search for the best form of professional development for the teachers in her school, Anna feels that a coaching approach is likely to be the answer. Yet, when she begins to look into the research on instructional coaching and how best to do it, it becomes apparent that there is widespread disagreement about what it means to do instructional coaching. Getting to the bottom of this will be the subject of our next chapter.
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What does the evidence suggest?


Anna has just taken on the role of Teaching and Learning Lead at her school. She’s excited about improving the professional development offer for teachers, and feels there must be a better way to train teachers than a weekly whole-staff meeting and six classroom observations per year. In the previous chapter we looked at the significant challenges of helping teachers to make lasting, impactful changes to their practice. Anna focuses on trying to select professional development methods that will help.


A particular method – instructional coaching – seems to have a strong evidence base. Dr Sam Sims finds instructional coaching to be ‘currently the best evidenced form of CPD’.1 Sims collates evidence from replicated randomised controlled trials,2, 3 meta-analysis4 and evidence from A-B testing trials.5 Along with numerous other studies that arrive at similar conclusions6 this indicates that instructional coaching has a stronger evidence base than most other forms of professional development in terms of its impact on teacher quality and student outcomes.


On top of this, Anna has read research that while well-designed whole-group professional development, containing an explanation of theory, a model of a related technique and chance for staff for practice, has a very limited impact on the classroom performance of teachers, simply adding a peer coaching element to the design results in significantly greater impact.7 She’s struck by this: simply by adding a peer coaching element to your school’s professional development programme, you can dramatically increase the impact on classroom practice.


Of equal importance is her own experience of the impact of coaching. She remembers only too well spending the first years of her teaching career reading page after page of detailed feedback from termly observations and having no clue how to translate this into better teaching. Likewise, she recalls the frustration of sitting in a whole-staff professional development session and knowing that despite how hard she tried, or how interested she was, very little of what she was learning would transfer into changes in her practice.


Instructional coaching seems like it may be the answer to these problems. As Anna digs more deeply into the theory, however, she notices something else: many of the key texts define instructional coaching differently. This can often go beyond surface features and right to the heart of what it is that coaches should be doing when they work with teachers. Instructional coaching promises to generate results for teachers above and beyond other forms of teacher education, yet Anna is confused: how can she design and implement an effective coaching programme for her staff if she isn’t crystal clear on what instructional coaching is, who it’s for and how best to do it?


Before Anna can arrive at an instructional coaching model that works for her, she needs to look at the ideas already out there. Why do so many people disagree about what it means to be a coach?







Directive instructional coaching




The most successful leaders I’ve worked with give feedback in this way: they observe teachers frequently and assign them just one or two action steps per week. It feels excruciatingly slow at first ... but little by little, the steps build momentum.


Paul Bambrick-Santoyo8





Paul Bambrick-Santoyo’s books Get Better Faster9 and Leverage Leadership 2.010 have had a manifest influence on the quality of teacher education in the UK. The coaching approach advocated in these books is directive: as the coach watches the teacher in action, they arrive at a decision about what the teacher could do to ensure greater student learning. This is centred around the idea that a more expert or knowledgeable colleague should diagnose an important change a teacher can make in their classroom to improve the learning of students, and then support the teacher to make this change. This support – given in the course of a feedback meeting – should include questioning, modelling, implementation planning and rehearsal.


At the heart of the model is the idea that coaches take teachers through the following steps when giving feedback:




	See it: model the target technique and support teachers to analyse the ‘gap’ between the model and their current practice.



	Name it: name the strategy teachers should adopt using concrete, shared language (for example, ‘wait time’ being short-hand for giving thinking time when you ask a question).



	Do it: use planning and rehearsal (sometimes called ‘deliberate practice’) to ensure the teacher successfully enacts the step with their students.






Central to this approach is the ‘action step’, a specific, granular change to a teacher’s practice, and something they should be able to implement in their teaching – with support – between one lesson and the next. This is influenced by the popularity and impact of Teach Like a Champion, where the ‘moves’ of teaching are front and centre,11 as well as the literature on high-leverage, evidence-based practices as an important focus for teacher education.12, 13




What are the strengths of this approach?


Anna likes the immediacy and efficiency of the approach: coaches spot a classroom problem, select the action step most likely to remedy it, and work with the teacher to make the change. Likewise, the cyclical, repeated nature of the process, where the coach observes the teacher and provides feedback every week, seems to be so much more powerful than the infrequent lesson observations employed when she trained as a teacher, or the one-off professional development sessions her school currently uses.


Anna also likes the idea of a second pair of eyes in her lessons. Even as an experienced teacher, she knows that she sometimes misses key events which happen in her classroom (in the previous chapter, we referred to this as problems with awareness). While she’s busy actually teaching the lesson, her coach can sit back and focus on student learning and what can be done to improve it. While this approach to coaching may be commonly called directive, Anna thinks of it more as supportive: the coach is there to carefully observe and be an expert guide for how to improve student learning in the room.


In addition, there are a number of key features that are central to the process which seem likely to help overcome the barriers to teacher change we discussed in the previous chapter. First, the idea of framing the process around a specific, definitive action step is important: teachers are faced with consistently high cognitive load,14 yet focusing on a single specific change every week looks like a great way of making change easy, even when teaching is hard.


Equally, the focus on a clear, broken down model in the ‘See it’ stage seems well designed to help teachers build insights around how learning works and increase their technical knowledge of the right steps to take to influence student learning. The focus on planning and rehearsal in the ‘Do it’ stage looks like a powerful tool to help teachers break bad habits and build effective ones. Clear modelling and planning, making teacher change granular, and accurate rehearsal seem vital for enabling teachers to make successful changes despite the stressful, busy and cognitively demanding nature of classroom teaching.







What problems might exist with this approach?


Others take a different view. In a section of the instructional coaching literature,15, 16, 17, 18, 19 there are two central criticisms, arguing that instead of being directive, coaches should:




	Protect teacher autonomy: the directive approach seems to be about forcing teachers to do things a certain way. This violates teacher autonomy, decreases motivation and prevents successful change.



	Use a personal discovery approach: the directive approach is likely to build inflexible teachers who are not able to respond to the complexities of classroom teaching, where adaptability is vital. Personal discovery by teachers of what to improve about their practice is the only way to achieve this.






Anna is not sure about these objections, but she knows from discussions with teachers at her school that some staff, particularly more experienced teachers, can find Bambrick-Santoyo’s model overly prescriptive, and can struggle with the relationship dynamic within an ‘expert-to-novice’ coaching structure. Anna herself has experienced leadership coaching from a more senior member of staff which felt a lot like being forced to act in the way that her coach thought best, even though Anna had clear, accurate – and often better – ideas. It is evident that teachers do not always require explicit instructions and guidance. Sometimes, they should lead the process of change.


Anna doesn’t want to adopt a coaching model that’s only suitable for half her staff. Surely there must be a model of instructional coaching that works just as well for her experienced teachers as it does for those newer to the profession? She decides to go back to the coaching literature and find out.










Facilitative instructional coaching




When we give advice, we are doing the thinking for our collaborating teachers, which is problematic ... when we do all the thinking, we decrease our collaborating teachers’ ownership of the solution and decrease their commitment to change.


Jim Knight20





Jim Knight’s model pairs the aim of training teachers to utilise evidence-based practices with a belief that teacher learning is best served through supporting teachers to solve their own classroom problems rather than directing them to solutions. In directive instructional coaching, the coach is free to lead the teacher in a particular direction, provided the teacher agrees; in facilitative instructional coaching, the coach’s role is to support a teacher to set their own goals.
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