Coaching for problem-solving and decision-making

Hayes Park Primary School 

Teachers and leaders at Hayes Park believe that their school-wide approach to the use of coaching to tackle leadership issues has begun to make a difference to the whole school culture. The coaching model in use at Hayes Park has helped to embed ownership of school improvement and the development of the school aims amongst all staff. They also believe that coaching has begun to make a difference to their professional learning and their students’ achievement.

The school context

Hayes Park is a large outer-London primary school with 712 pupils currently on roll (Jan 05).  37% of pupils are from ethnic minorities (nearly doubled since 2002) and 25% are EAL pupils (doubled since 2002.) The number of SEN pupils (19%) and FSM pupils (19%) has also doubled since 2002. The school has twenty-five full time teachers, four part time teachers and fifty support staff. There are three parallel classes of thirty pupils in each year group. The school has curriculum leaders and teams for each national curriculum subject and a full range of extra-curricular activities. There is a big emphasis on home-school links and the school’s central role in the community.
Why coaching?

The aim of the coaching, according to the head teacher, Dr Neil Suggett, is to empower teachers so that they can tackle problems for themselves. He regards this as a form of distributed leadership.  Coaching is pervasive throughout the school, and not simply used as a pragmatic response to specific problems. The idea of coaching is now widely accepted by the school staff so that it has become quite natural for teachers to wish to be coached.

Coaching in the school began at Easter 2004.  Twelve Hayes Park School teachers and three teaching assistants (TAs) volunteered for coaching and attended school-based coaching programmes. The three TAs were all designated strand managers for the three areas:

· teaching and learning;

· behaviour; and

· support and management.
The head teacher is a trained executive (leadership) coach and has been coaching for four years.  

What sort of coaching is used at Hayes Park?

The school uses the GROW model for its coaching.  GROW stands for:

· G – goal – What’s the issue? What would you like to achieve by the end of this session?

· R – current reality – Where are we now? What’s going on?

· O – options – What are the options? 

· W – will – How committed are you to this particular option? Can you scale it on a scale of 1 to 10?  If you only give it a 7 what do you need to do to make it into a 10?

This coaching model is based on the principle that the coach is responsible for the process of coaching and the coachee is responsible for the content. Yet the goals for coaching are always in the context of the school development plan, which ensures appropriate responsibility and accountability for the coaching at the school.

The head teacher believes that the personal dimension is important:

“Coaching also aims to help teachers tackle the question ‘How do I make my working life better?’ as well as tackle problems.”

How is coaching used at Hayes Park?

There are a number of foci for coaching.  The main one is to help staff to tackle a leadership challenge, such as the one facing the teacher in the example below. Coaching is also used for:

· staff undertaking a change of role, including teaching assistants (workforce remodelling);

· supporting NQTs; and

· heads of year reviewing and refining practice in relation to students’ performance.

The senior coach, Deb Barlow, identified a number of specific reasons for staff wanting to be coached at Hayes Park, including helping them to:

· improve decision making;

· become more effective managers; 

· solve their own problems, for example handling meetings or dealing appropriately with parents;

· develop and improve their own teaching styles, for example, by adopting more effective questioning styles;

· develop effective team working; and

· develop their problem solving approaches.

Coaching is an ongoing process in the school. Eighteen staff have now volunteered and been trained as coaches through the LEA coaching programme. 
Staff wishing to be coached come forward to the senior coach and say ‘I want to be coached in…’.  Coaching is regarded as a significant contributor to CPD in the school and the head teacher is in fact also the CPD coordinator.   In addition to the school development plan, the annual staff development review provides an opportunity for staff to identify their coaching needs. 

The school’s intention is to continue training coaches so that all staff can coach and are capable of being coached.  
What takes place?
All participants in coaching activities are volunteers.  In this coaching model, observation is not used as a matter of course in coaching activities although it is used in some circumstances, such as NQT coaching.
Feedback from the coachee about progress with the implementation of her/his plans comes to the coach during follow up sessions at which another goal is set and further coaching takes place to draw out possible options. 

An example of coaching for problem-solving

In one example of coaching the school SENCO left and Rachel, the Teacher in Charge of the Specialist Resource Provision for children with ASD, suggested it would be an opportune time to set up a whole-school inclusion team. These ideas were unfamiliar to many of the staff and so the approach had to be structured very carefully.  She approached the senior coach (deputy head) and undertook a series of coaching sessions to plan the way forward.  The challenge was to address the differing perceptions of staff and deal with the following key issues:

· how to address the different starting points of staff;
· how to be positive and affirming and let people see that the new approach was open to change;
· how would immediate decisions impact further down the line; and
· how to phase in the new structure.
The new strategy has been very effective and very much in tune with
workforce remodelling.  The majority of teachers and teaching assistants
have responded positively to the new arrangements.

The coaching sessions were invaluable in devising the inclusion strategy.
The coach supported and at the same time probed knowledge and understanding of the situation with questions like, 'What do you want to achieve?' or 'How might you go about that?’.  The coaching was strongly reflective and aimed to make the options visible and available to the coachee.

Subject Expertise

For NQTs, the school adopts a twin track approach in which the appropriate instruction and modelling is provided by experts in the school such as lead teachers, while coaches prompt reflection by asking questions such as ‘What did you think about…’, ‘How could you use…?’ and ‘What did you want to happen by ...?’.  All NQTs also have an induction tutor who is not a member of their year group and acts as mentor to her/him.  
In one case, a teacher coached a NQT who had identified an issue about the approach she was using to teach comprehension.  The teacher was concerned that there were barriers to the learning of some children in the class.  The approach she used involved one child writing a sentence for a friend.  The friend had to read the sentence, understand it and talk about it to the first child.  Her concern was that some children were not picking up on the activity.  In the feedback session the teacher and the NQT agreed that some children were more visual in their learning than others but they recognised that visual cues could be distracting. The NQT was prompted: ‘How can you engage your more visual learners without distracting the whole group?’  She suggested grouping the children at tables in a way which minimised this possibility, perhaps videoing the children’s interactions to look more closely at what was happening.  According to the teacher: ‘Coaching makes you think about what you really need and how you can achieve this.’

What skills and attributes are needed?

The senior coach’s experience has led to the belief that coaching works best when the coach:
· is very focused and is able to continually relate each stage of the activity back to the coachee’s goal;

· is a good listener and can pick up the nuances of the coachee’s talk;

· is patient and a good judge of when to ask a question and how to ask it;

· can formulate questions in response to the discussion with the coachee;

· can rephrase questions and prompts when there is a silence;

· avoids putting forward any answers; and

· avoids preset questions.

There are strong beliefs about the role of the professional learner too. Effective coaching also depends on the coachee’s willingness to be open and honest and the coachee’s willingness to put their plans into action.

In this school, essential preconditions for effective coaching are seen to be: 

· establishing trust between coach and coachee; and 

· maintaining confidentiality.  

Teachers believe that a major school factor in effective coaching is the school culture. Coaching is seen to be effective when the school aims to empower the staff so that coachees feel they have ownership of their decisions. The school has a tradition of openness and of trying things out.

Resource Needs and implications

The costs of coaching and training are borne by the school’s supply budget.

What are the barriers?

To be an effective coach, the school believes that there is a need for ‘proper systematic training’. This is an expensive investment which the head teacher believes is worth it in terms of the positive outcomes for practice and for pupils.
Allocating realistic time budgets is also tricky, as coaching is not a quick fix option and sufficient time has to be allocated to do it properly.

Networks and Links

The school has benefited from the support and encouragement of the local authority which runs the training courses – and which in turn regards the head teacher and the school as a pool of coaching expertise to which other schools can turn.

Outcomes of the coaching and mentoring

There is a strong perception in the school that coaching is helping to improve pupil outcomes. A recent Ofsted report is very encouraging. The staff are also clear that coaching has given them ownership of their professional portfolio and empowered them to take risks and try out new approaches. Coaching has also helped to embed new approaches to teaching and learning. It has enabled the successful remodelling of the work of TAs and increased the commitment of staff to developing the school’s aims.
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