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Synopsis


A book for anyone working in education with an interest in understanding and developing coaching with purpose. Explore how coaching creates supportive relationships between colleagues, provides educators with opportunities and space to be valued, seen and heard, and personalise professional learning and development. With over 30 international case studies of coaching, in combination with unique perspectives drawn from research and practice, this book will enable you to experiment with and evaluate coaching in your own context. The expertise and insights offered will ensure that coaching supports professionals to make autonomous, situated decisions, find their niche and utilise their talents, and enhance wellbeing and feelings of hopefulness in education communities.
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Foreword


Most of us dedicate a lot of time to trying to get better. We may be trying to cook the perfect omelet, or improve our parenting, or play Beethoven’s Hammerklavier Sonata, or lose a few pounds, but right now, most of us, I suspect, are trying to get better at something. In fact, the act of getting better, learning how to do something new, to notice aspects of life we’ve never seen before, or how to improve at the things we do every day, that act is so common to humanity that I suspect it is a universal longing in people. No matter where we are, or who we are, most of us want to be better parents, spouses, teachers, people. And when we get better, when we are able to see or do more, it can feel joyful.

My experience, at least, reveals that learning is life-giving and something we want to share with others. I remember when I first learned how to use an internet browser (it was Netscape) to get on the internet. It was such a joy to be able to find so much information at my fingertips. I was teaching a course on contemporary authors, and each week I used to spend an evening at the Toronto Library doing research on the author we were going to study. After the internet, I could learn in a few minutes what it used to take me an entire evening to discover.

Part of the fun of learning how to use Netscape was sharing it with my friends because when they saw how the internet could help them do what they wanted to do, they, too, felt the joy of learning. They would enthusiastically thank me for sharing this new amazing tool just as I had thanked my mentor who helped me get access to the internet. My Netscape experience reveals a lot about how learning and getting better work. It is joyful and life-giving to get better, and it is also joyful and life-giving to share that learning with others.

Since getting better is such a huge part of our lives, we naturally seek out ways to get better at getting better. One of those ways, and perhaps the most popular one, is to work with a coach. In the past decade, interest in coaching has exploded. Most people recognize, as Atul Gawande wrote in 2011, ‘Coaching done well may be the most effective intervention designed for human performance’ (Gawande, 2011). Today, we can get coaches to help us with just about anything. There are nutrition coaches, sleep coaches, wilderness survival coaches, and lucid-dreaming coaches. In fact, coaching is so ubiquitous that there probably should be coaches that help us choose our coaches.

Many coaches work in professional fields, such as education. In fact, coaching is one of the most popular forms of professional learning in education globally today.

Some approaches to coaching are grounded in the research, traditions, and writing on forms of conversations that help people get better. Other approaches, unfortunately, appear to be hastily constructed to cash in on a popular trend. Educators can find it difficult to know how to distinguish between snake oil and a powerful force for change. That’s why I’m so grateful for this wonderful book, Coaching with Purpose, by Rachel Lofthouse, Trista Hollweck, and Jasen Booton.

In Coaching with Purpose, the authors don’t propose one simple approach to coaching. They provide us with a wealth of resources so that we can make our own sense of coaching. This shouldn’t be a surprise because sensemaking is one of the authors’ foundational concepts. The book contains four sections so that we can understand the traditions, research, and lived experience of coaching in four different ways:

Part 1. Foundational Concepts revealing coaching as a mutually humanizing relational and reflective practice fostering agency, trust, and professional growth;

Part 2. Lived Experiences and Insights where the authors discuss their own successes and challenges designing and implementing coaching;

Part 3. Case Studies from over 30 educational settings showing the power and diversity of coaching, and;

Part 4. Context, Efficacy, and Change describing the potential for coaching in educational settings.

Lofthouse, Hollweck, and Booton describe and draw upon many different models and traditions of coaching, but there are some key ideas that recur throughout the book. For the authors, coaching is a human-centered, dialogical way of interacting that helps people achieve purposeful goals so they can make lasting improvements in teaching, learning, and organizational culture. The authors also describe a variety of pathways to those goals, describing several different coaching models. Finally, the book demonstrates the power of learning communities as many of the ideas in the book come from the CollectivED network of educators.

At its heart, Coaching with Purpose is about what truly makes coaching effective—relationships, reflection, and meaningful conversations that lead to real growth. Lofthouse, Hollweck, and Booton don’t offer a one-size-fits-all solution. Instead, they provide a rich, research-based exploration of coaching that honors the complexity of learning and change.

This book reminds us that coaching, when done well, is a profoundly human endeavor. It’s not about imposing solutions but about partnering with others to make sense of challenges, build trust, and create lasting improvement. Whether you’re a coach, a teacher, or a leader, Coaching with Purpose offers insights that will deepen your practice and expand your understanding of how coaching can transform education. If you’re serious about coaching, this book deserves a place on your shelf—but more importantly, it deserves to be put into practice.

Jim Knight

February 2025

Gawande, A. ‘Personal best’. The New Yorker. (3 October 2011)

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/10/03/personal-best










Introduction


Choosing to read a book about coaching has the potential to change you, change others and change organisations. It is not the act of reading that matters; it is the agency you have as a reader to determine what you are curious about and how open you are to provocation, support and challenge. Indeed agency underpins coaching, too, influencing what learning we bring to it and take from it, in either role. We invite you to bring agency to your encounters with this book.

You will find that this book is not a quick read, and actually it might warrant slow reading. It has certainly come about slowly: it has taken over three years to write and is based on many more years of work. We open the book by setting the scene on coaching in education and the significance of purpose. We provide insights into how our individual roles in coaching, teaching and leading and in supporting teachers’ development and learning have been influenced by encountering coaching and how this has been influential in forming our understanding and evidence base. As co-authors we have invited fellow members of the coaching community, many of them part of the CollectivED network, to share examples of coaching, and they make a unique contribution to this book, and we feel really privileged to have explored, discussed and reflected upon these contributions. The book concludes with a focus on coaching context, coaching efficacy and purposeful change.

As you encounter this book it is worth recognising its origins. As co-authors based on both sides of the Atlantic we have shared the writing process and see this book as a way of sensemaking from our own knowledge and experience related to coaching in education. Our knowledge originates from four key sources, all of which have been drawn on in our writing:


	our engagement with the coaching literature, both peer-reviewed and professional sources


	our own systematic research in the field of coaching in education, as doctoral students, as academics and pracademics, as individuals, in collaboration with each other and in wider project teams


	our engagement with practitioners and researchers currently working in the field, primarily through CollectivED, of which we are all members, but also through our work with organisations such as Growth Coaching International (based in Australia) and Instructional Coaching Group (based in the USA), Erasmus+ research and development projects with European partners and the ICSEI community (International Congress on School Effectiveness and Improvement)


	our own direct practice as coaches, teachers, school leaders and teacher educators, in education advisory roles, as programme leaders of professional development and master’s and PhD level courses in coaching, and as supervisors and examiners of postgraduate scholarship and research related to coaching.



In addition to our pre-existing knowledge and experience, writing this book has itself been a research process. We have gathered new accounts of coaching in education, we have undertaken thematic analysis and we have been in conversation with current coaches and leaders. This has been undertaken in line with ethical approval gained from Leeds Beckett University.


Navigating the book



The book is written in four parts. Each part is introduced with key elements to look out for and a summary of the chapter contents. Many of the chapters include ‘encounters’. Each encounter is an example of coaching in an educational setting. There are a small number of coaching encounters that are returned to several times across the parts of the book. This is because we use them to illustrate key developments or ideas which reflect the progress of our work on coaching.

In part 1 we explain the use of our term ‘learning encounters’ and introduce the ways that we have experienced, researched and built community through our encounters with coaching in education. We provide definitions, a brief history and theoretical underpinnings of coaching in education and acknowledge a range of coaching approaches, skills and stances. We also focus on purpose and use this as a way to explore the roles that coaching can play.

In part 2 we draw on our own lived experiences and how we have encountered coaching as researchers and practitioners. In each chapter in this section we reveal more detail about coaching approaches, the intended purposes of coaching, the design and difficulties of implementation and the tensions and affordances that emerge.

In part 3 we extend the evidence base by sharing a wide range of case studies of coaching gathered through the extended CollectivED community from diverse education contexts. These examples are presented as individual encounters and organised under themes that emerged through our analysis of them.

In part 4 we focus on context, coaching efficacy and change. These 3Cs are significant if the potential of coaching to support positive and purposeful improvement is to be realised. We need to situate and adapt coaching in more sensitive ways, not just add it as another burden, we need to make sense of its actual impacts, not just account for it in simple metrics, and we need to understand the educational ecosystems that coaching intersects with and can shape over time. Finally, we draw together key themes and insights from the four CollectivED focus groups that were held to discuss the chapters on context, coaching efficacy and change to make connections between their coaching and purpose.

As you read the book you will find that the chapters have different styles. This is partly because of our shared writing process, but also because they have different origins and evidence bases, and serve different functions. Some chapters provide historical context, exploring how coaching in education emerged over time, and include our own narratives of engagement with coaching. Some chapters are heavily rooted in research, giving insights into how coaching has been studied and developed using research methodologies and analysis, and drawing on a wide literature base. These chapters therefore also provide windows into the expanse of further possible reading. Others create opportunities to learn from the curated case studies of an international and cross-phase coaching community, with the integrity and authenticity of their individual voices maintained. Some chapters articulate our sensemaking or synthesis in relation to contemporary issues of coaching in education.

Considering we describe our own encounters with coaching through research and practice in part 2 of the book using the metaphors of ‘kaleidoscope’, ‘patchwork quilt’ and ‘wayfinding,’ it makes sense that the varied chapter styles and foci reflect a complex and dynamic collage of ideas and encounters. We provide ‘endnotes’ at the end of each chapter. The endnotes are a reflective space. We add final thoughts as co-authors, and in some endnotes include reflections from members of the CollectivED community. We have added possible talking points for you to use in conversation with others and ideas for action. References are provided at the end of the book. Writing from different geographical contexts, we have encountered some differences when it comes to some wording and spelling. For any shared writing in this book we defer to using standard British English spelling and phrasing, but you are likely to notice that we also include the original spelling used by the authors in our quotations. We have done our best at the start of each section of the book and in the chapter endnotes to offer you, our readers, a golden thread that we hope helps to stitch this coaching story together.

Our book is a call to action and advocacy for coaching. Even a well-researched and hopefully well-read book is just a text. The difference it can make is in the hands, minds, hearts and actions of its readers.
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Part 1
Coaching in education



What to look out for in part 1




In this section you will encounter:


	an exploration of CollectivED as a space of reflection, gathering, inspiration and learning


	a discussion on how coaching is defined in CollectivED and the broader literature base, along with some of the approaches, frameworks and models used in education


	a description of the roots, history and theoretical underpinnings of coaching


	an outline of core coaching elements, skills and principles, and an introduction to conceptual tools to support sensemaking


	an examination of purpose and what this means for coaching in education.





We open this book by sharing some of the ways that we have encountered coaching as educators in our multiple roles and contexts. These have been formative learning encounters. Our engagement in coaching spans decades, and while the current use of coaching across education settings fascinates us, we acknowledge the significance of the history of coaching and the theories that have underpinned its development or explain its impact. Coaching is often advocated to support educational change, but it is not always defined with clarity. This may be because a short definition cannot summarise what is a complex activity, or perhaps because as coaching has become branded it is used as a means of commerce and for organisational and policy influence. We illustrate a range of coaching approaches in part 1, seeking out similarities and underlying principles that might help create a coherent sense of what coaching is (and what it is not). We are not interested in coaching in education sustaining and perpetuating hierarchy or silos.

As educators there are motives and values which give meaning and purpose to our work. To accept the status quo is to believe that what we have created and sustained so far is enough for the future. It would be an anomaly for educators to not want to see new communities empowered by learning, the talents of individuals nurtured and scaffolded to create promising futures, and to lead and contribute to organisations which have a positive impact on society. We have deliberately considered the title ‘Coaching with purpose’ and dedicate a whole chapter in part 1 to what we mean by ‘purpose’. This matters because if we invest in coaching, we invest in people, and people have the power to bring about purposeful change. But not all change has equal merit. Coaching may be a popular addition to education, but we do need to be conscious of the opportunities that it affords and the impacts of the changes that result.

Coaching is an activity that allows for the individual. It gives them a protected space, a chance to think and focus, a source of inspiration for future decisions and actions. While it should be person-centred, coaching is not individualistic and it is not an indulgence. Coaching might be experienced as a privilege, but one that is not unique to a few. Coaching can create a growth zone, personally and professionally. Despite its potential, the adoption of coaching in education should not herald another round of non-negotiables, add further burdens or lessen the choices that individuals have. Engagement in coaching should be possible but not obligatory. Coaching can also create growth zones in organisations, through developing shared understanding, shared ambition and shared purpose. We see growth as a desirable outcome of coaching and we value the opportunities for divergence rather than the safety of convergence as it continues to develop.

In part 1 we set our foundations for the book in five relatively short chapters. The chapters can each be read separately or combined to get the full understanding of what we mean by our book title ‘Coaching with purpose: Learning encounters for educational change’. Whereas chapter 1 explores the idea of ‘learning encounters’, chapters 2, 3–4 focus on coaching in education, and chapter 5 examines ‘purpose’. We hope that together they create an opportunity for you to revisit and build on your existing knowledge and experience of coaching in education.
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