CCE: Role of the Coach - 2

The Role of the Coach at CCE(
A CCE coach works with individual schools to help them and guide them through change. The coach’s role is to facilitate the change process, provide resources, and guide schools while helping to build the capacity of school faculty to do this work on their own.
How do we push schools and support them at the same time? How do we build trust, ensure that school reform is teacher driven, and introduce the necessary tools to initiate the complex process of change? These questions are at the heart of the day-to-day work of a CCE coach. As an empathic outsider, the coach is in a position to assess, assist and guide the process of change. As someone who knows the school well, the coach will be a consistent support until the school is able to independently sustain change.

A coach plays many roles in the school but his or her primary purpose is to be an agent of change. In this role, the coach mentors and supports educators to continually improve teaching, learning, and assessment. As facilitator, the coach asks challenging questions and offers strategies, but rarely offers prescriptive directions about how the school should undertake its change effort.

Why have a coach?

As a school engages in systemic change, it rapidly discovers the need for new skills and innovative strategies and structures. Every facet of the school is affected by change—from the schedule and organization of the building as a whole to how teachers engage their students. The demand for new knowledge is great, and conflict and tension are a natural part of the process. The coach provides knowledge and access to outside expertise as well as a balanced outside perspective. The coach can maintain a healthy distance from the challenges and tensions that exist for teachers and administrators. A coach is able to reveal ways of operating and ways of thinking that are unnecessarily rigid, by asking: “Why do you do it that way?” Bringing to the table knowledge of reform, as well as skills and tools as a facilitator, a coach provides resources and support to build the capacity of individuals within the school community. Coaches connect the school with other schools—helping it form alliances and “critical friendships” with colleagues and partner schools. Coaches are also in a position to advocate for policies at the district and state level which will support the necessary autonomy and resources for schools to create and sustain systemic change.

How to be an Effective Coach

In addition to an understanding of schools, teaching, learning, and a reform model, an effective coach possesses many other necessary characteristics. Some are learned, such as organizational skills for setting agendas, planning, clarifying goals and setting long-term goals. Other characteristics are personal qualities and interpersonal skills such as empathy, flexibility, and the ability to listen and respond to feedback. To be effective, a coach will want to: 
· Establish Credibility:
The initial goal of a coach should be to establish credibility within the school and to build trust and strong individual relationships with staff. This is a process that cannot be rushed and is an essential part to the coach becoming a trusted team member. It is important for the coach to be explicit about his or her role and to facilitate in a way that gives each member of the community a voice in setting goals, guiding discussion, planning, and creating new policy. Doing this not only establishes the coach’s credibility, it is also a stepping stone to the development of a democratic culture of discourse.  When starting work in a new school, a coach consciously spends time talking with as many teachers as possible about their perceptions and experiences, and engages with people in the halls during passing time and in the teachers room during lunch and breaks. Coaches need to be open and responsive to questions about their experience, philosophy and background.

· Maintain objectivity:

A coach’s feedback allows individuals and teams to see an issue they might ordinarily overlook.  It can also provide the kind of qualitative data that may facilitate solving or addressing a long identified school challenge. In some instances, the coach reflects back to the school by presenting information without judgment, analysis, or critique; it is the school’s impressions of what is occurring that are most valuable. In this role, the coach is a mirror who continually reminds schools of their vision, goals, and agreed upon plans. In other instances, the coach may offer more direct and explicit feedback including a recommendation for action. The coach weighs the nature of the problem and the strength of his or her relationships in the school when deciding how to offer feedback. 

For example, if a school is considering a schedule change that would prevent teams from meeting consistently, the coach may intervene by strongly reminding the school of their commitment to a collaborative model. On the other hand, when assisting the school in choosing professional development priorities for the year, the coach focuses on eliciting the group’s opinions and guiding their research into the best options.

No matter how accepted a part of a team a coach becomes, it is imperative to maintain objectivity. Joseph McDonald comments on measured feedback in his article “When Outsiders Try To Change From the Inside.”(
To be of use on the inside, an outsider must remain to some extent always an outsider, free of at least some of the systemic constraints that affect actual insiders. The reason is that his or her power to understand what’s happening depends on an ability to bring a critical perspective to bear on life as lived on the inside.

This critical perspective is one of the most valuable tools a coach can offer a school.

· Model strong facilitation:

As guides in planning meetings and professional development in the schools, coaches model the qualities of skilled facilitators. Transparent facilitation of meetings is a way to make such modeling even more explicit. Coaches talk through why they created the agenda as they did, and share their thinking about decisions they make as the agenda unfolds. They touch on the components that are essential to creating a productive climate such as setting ground rules, identifying end goals, creating agendas collaboratively, constructing framing questions, and ensuring everyone is heard during critical discussions.

· Be an active listener:

Active empathic listening means that not only do concerns and questions get aired, they are also seriously considered. Some concerns may require action while others may just need to be validated. While the coach should not become a repository for complaints and team meetings should not become gripe sessions, teachers often use a coach as a sounding board and may share things they do not have the opportunity or courage to share with other colleagues. Informal, unstructured opportunities for teachers to touch base with a coach can provide teachers with an exchange that is sorely needed.

The coach combines the skills of active listening and strong facilitation to help create an environment in which challenges that impact teaching and learning can be presented at team meetings for collaborative learning and problem solving. Whether an academic team is focused on looking at student work or a leadership team is addressing a knotty issue of decision-making, the discussions require courage and trust on the part of all participants if they are to result in improved practice. 

· Empower teachers to reflect on practice:

One way a coach serves as a catalyst for change is by empowering teachers to be reflective practitioners( and agents of change. Asking questions that prompt individuals to reflect, opening up channels of communication, giving feedback and written pieces to staff—these all help to create a culture of problem-solving and risk taking. Introducing metacognition is a strategy that allows teachers to become conscious of their ways of thinking and may allow them to examine their own behaviors. Thus, it has the potential for significant impact on teaching. For example, a coach might introduce the idea of double-entry notebooks in which immediate observations are recorded on the left side of the page and interpretation and analysis is filled in later on the right. The team agrees to experiment with the structure for a week and to come back with a record of student participation and questions on the left side. During their meeting, the coach guides them in looking for patterns—Who participates most? What kinds of questions do students ask?—and they record reflections on the right. The team decides to continue the practice for several more meetings, and some members introduce the log to their students as a literacy strategy.

· Understand the nature of change:

A coach must understand the nature of change and be comfortable with this slow and challenging process. The nature of systemic change requires a high degree of patience, comfort with ambiguity, and an ability to manage conflict. No matter how skilled, a coach can never eliminate conflicts that occur in a school. Changing practices, implementing new practices, and transforming the culture of a school all take a very long time. A useful strategy is to set small tangible goals so teachers see and feel progress and are able to participate in small victories over the course of the first year. The coach should seek out leverage points and capitalize on them in a way that demonstrates both possibility and progress to teachers. These successes will keep the faculty energized and invested in the work. In one school, a coach reinforced the discussions of student work that were occurring in grade level team meetings by creating round tables of best practices. Round tables were held several times throughout the year during full faculty meetings, and teachers shared examples of curriculum, lessons, or strategies they felt proud of in cross-disciplinary, cross-grade level groups. The sessions created a sense of shared purpose and vision and built a stronger professional community.

· Communicate effectively:

A coach must serve as a model for effective communication and constantly explore ways to improve communication school wide. The coach must clearly articulate goals, plans, and processes, and be skilled in clarifying ideas, summarizing discussions and keeping conversation focused on the outcomes set by the group.

Written communication also holds great importance and weight in a school community undergoing change. Although, over time, documenting meeting agendas and minutes should be a role shifted to a school-based person, the coach will probably need to perform the role initially to model the practice. It is important to instill the habit of reflective writing, keeping records of goals and long term plans. Often written documents that capture ideas, goals, or simply a record of significant meeting items, can provide the impetus for a shift in people’s thinking. A written piece can transform a difficult situation by outlining a complex problem on paper and allowing a faculty to more easily reflect on the issue.



Common Challenges to Coaches

Regardless of the experience, skills, and knowledge that coaches bring, they will inevitably face many challenges working with schools, particularly in the beginning. For this reason, the entry into a school is critical. There are difficulties that will arise unexpectedly, but there are certain challenges that can be expected from most schools engaged in restructuring. A coach should be prepared for such challenges as:

· Faculty resistance

· A traditional view of leadership

· Ineffective use of time 

· Lack of effective systems for communication 

· Faculty resistance

Many teachers are skeptical of outsiders and new initiatives for good reason. Often they have seen a plethora of programs, initiatives, and projects and feel that none have sustained change. A coach is likely to face a fair amount of resistance from teachers who perceive that the coach is coming to change them. The coach should emphasize building relationships and listening to the perspectives of individuals in the school. CCE suggests that a coach personify a skilled educator who will help facilitate change and create space for teachers to develop and share their expertise.

· A traditional view of leadership

The role of a principal has changed greatly over the past several years. The term “traditional leader” is used here to evoke the image of a principal who manages, maintains control, and has the final say. This principal does not see him/herself as an instructional leader and is removed from the realm of instruction, curriculum, and assessment. Systemic change requires that the role of the school head must be recast; this often means the principal must develop new skills and practices. The coach will sometimes face the challenge of working with a principal who has difficulty including teachers in a shared decision making process. This model of leadership ultimately leads to increasing conflict between the school administration and teachers, as one group blames the other for unsolved problems and a lack of momentum towards change. The tasks of leading a school community and teaching students are too complex for one person to manage alone. When educators believe that they share responsibility for leading and for student learning, then they are on their way to creating a community that works together to create an effective school. 

· Ineffective use of time

Time is one of the most desired commodities in schools. Despite its value, a coach may find many instances of time being used ineffectively. A growing number of schools have fought to create common planning time for teams of teachers to meet. Although in many schools this time exists, it is not always used for the purpose of improving teaching and learning. Often, common planning time is used either for individual teacher preparation or to discuss operational or discipline issues. It is a struggle to make the switch from a meeting focused on logistics and student behavior to one in which teachers are asking questions such as: Was this lesson successful? How can I teach this concept better? What supports do I need to implement for this student?

Once a shift is made in the purpose and content of team meetings, there may be still other issues with which to contend. Out of insecurity or resistance, some teachers may engage in the conversation only on a superficial level. These teachers are present, but for some, it will take inarguable evidence of the effectiveness of activities such as looking at student work in order to generate honest participation. Still others will remain uncooperative in spite of the productive use of time and usefulness of tools presented. 

The coach must work to foster teacher ownership in team meetings. The goal is a culture in which teachers are invested in meeting, create the agendas, facilitate discussion, reveal professional challenges, and meet several times a week, even without the presence of a coach or administrator.

· Ineffective systems of communication 

A major roadblock to the success of many schools, lack of communication can create tensions in a school that inhibit the possibility for dialogue and teachers’ willingness to invest in the whole school change initiative. Due to the fast pace of school life and the relative isolation in which people work, a school often does not have in place effective mechanisms for communication. On arriving at a school, a coach should not be surprised by the lack of information and understanding about coaching goals and a reform model. An early part of the coach’s work in the school may need to include instituting regular written and verbal updates from the administration and leadership team to the faculty and school community.
Leading from the Middle 

A CCE coach has the opportunity to play a crucial role in the life of a school—to be an ally who supports the school in making critical changes in its practice. Often schools are beginning the change process from a place of discouragement and fatigue. They have had more outside critics than allies, and they have struggled in isolation with minimal resources for too long. A coach who enters a struggling school with empathy, skills, and insight can help to create a more positive and productive culture.

In that sense, coaches are leaders, but they lead from the middle of the group—not from a podium at the front of the room. Leading from the middle, coaches model the skills of effective collaborative leaders, are transparent about their decisions, and roll up their sleeves to help with the work of school change. 

With a constant focus on building the school’s capacity to do the work themselves, the coach maintains a delicate balance between actively initiating change and supporting the sometimes tentative efforts of school leaders. Finally, the coach helps the school to cultivate new leaders and to fully share the responsibility for the new school vision among all members of the school community.

A Sample Coaching Day

7:45
Arrive at the school and check in at the main office—pick up any messages.

8:00-8:50 
Meet with the 8th grade team to continue a rotation on looking at student work. The math teacher brings a probability problem set.

9:00-9:30
Meet with the principal and in-house facilitator. The agenda includes reviewing the progress of teams and planning the leadership team agenda.

9:30-10:10
Seventh grade team meeting. The presenting teacher is absent, but another teacher volunteers to present a dilemma she’s been experiencing as she tries to use cooperative learning strategies.

10:10-10:30
Meet with a 6th grade teacher who asked for feedback on a curriculum unit she is planning.

10:30-11:00
The administrative team meets to review possible changes in the schedule for next year.

11:00-11:30
Join teachers in the faculty room for lunch.

11:30-12:10
Meet with the “specialists” team—P.E., arts, music to work on proposal for more integration of specialty areas into academic classes.

12:10-1:00
Sixth grade team meeting focuses on round robin sharing of final projects of an ancient civilizations integrated unit. 

1:00-2:00
Individual planning time in the library—edit notes from the day and highlight aspects of the self-study data to review with the leadership team.

2:15-3:30
Facilitate leadership team meeting—an ongoing review of self-study data and preparation to launch faculty study groups.



- End  -

An Effective coach is able to:





Establish credibility


Maintain objectivity


Model strong facilitation


Be an active listener


Empower teachers to reflect on practice


Understand the nature of change


Communicate effectively














( This document is excerpted from the Turning Points training document, The Role of the Coach and A Timeline for Implementation,written at CCE by Leah Rugen and Cheryl Jones. The full docuement is available online for CCE coaches in the Tools for Schools ( http://www.ccebos.org/tools/ ). It offers many more pointers and suggestions for ways to proceed.
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