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Introduction
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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!














Theory [image: A drawing of a lighted bulb in a circle.]


[image: Four boxes with terms Introduction, Theory, Practice, Implementation written in them.]

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.
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