A whole-school approach to coaching

Ravens Wood School 

In the last year Ravens Wood School has seen a significant improvement in its GCSE results.  All staff use coaching as part of their continuous professional development and the culture of the school has developed to the point where staff feel responsible for their own learning and that of their colleagues. The school has developed a whole-school coaching programme as a result of which staff use a common language to discuss teaching and learning and to learn from and with each other.

School context
Ravens Wood is a large boy’s comprehensive school, with a mixed Sixth Form, in Bromley on the south-east edge of London. The head teacher is supported by two deputy heads and six assistant heads. There are heads of sixth form and of the lower school, seven heads of year and 112 fulltime teachers, including 23 heads of department. The 1389 students also have the support of eleven part-time teachers and thirteen specialist teachers.
Why coaching?

In 1999 the headteacher, Dr George Berwick, was concerned about student performance and specifically students’ learning, in the context of a large turnover of staff, particularly at head of department level. Dr Berwick, a trained and experienced coach, wanted to try to galvanise teachers’ learning and sharing of knowledge.  He is convinced that schools contain much tacit knowledge among the staff, which can be brought to the surface and made explicit and that this process (asking “what does the community know and how can we use it?”) within the school is a central ingredient in the growth of teachers. In particular, the school believes coaching can: 
· help develop a common language about teaching and learning;
· share the – often tacit – knowledge that exists among the staff;

· conduct effective CPD - it is used to grow staff by engaging them in learning chains;

· help spread good practice – e.g. what constitutes a good lesson;

· bring staff together and create an enquiring, problem solving culture; and

· train others to coach.

What sort of coaching is used?

The school uses a model in which the coach may be a subject expert or an expert in coaching depending on the purpose.  Topics for coaching are drawn from an audit of themes related to student achievement, delivery and organisation and learning partnerships. A core feature of coaching in the school is the idea of a ‘learning chain’ or triad.  This is an – often temporary – arrangement which links people with a focus on a specific activity.  One example is where a head of one department may become expert in formative assessment.  Line managers would then facilitate the organising of a learning chain involving the expert head of department in coaching other heads of department who then, in turn, coach members of their departments.  
A core principle for the school here is that the difference in status and expertise between two adjacent members of a learning chain should not be too great, so that the coachee doesn’t feel that s/he ‘will never be able to do that’.
How is coaching used at Ravens Wood?

Coaching is deployed in a variety of ways at Ravens Wood.  It has now become an established part of the culture and is used to:

· develop leaders both inside and outside the school with a particular focus on teaching and learning;

· develop Advanced Skills Teachers (ASTs) in peer coaching triads;

· develop a particular aspect of teaching;

· support ITT trainees; and
· support NQTs after an issue has been identified by a mentor or an AST.

The head sees it as his responsibility to provide the organisational structure and support for mentoring and coaching to take place. A coaching activity could be initiated in response to:

· a staff professional initiative;

· an aspect of ITE, Graduate Training Programme (GTP) or NQT training; or

· a request by a member of staff.

The senior management team (SMT) ultimately decides on priorities which are established in the context of the school’s learning environment. Where a mentor or an AST has identified an issue for development for an ITE, GTP or NQT teacher there will follow a discussion about whether the best approach is through expert or peer coaching or through a more collective approach.  

What takes place?

All coaching at Ravens Wood is based on a particular practical five-stage learning model:

1. Information gathering and sifting – this involves establishing current awareness – ‘where are we now and where do we want to be?’

2. Professional talk between participants 

3. Working in teams of three to identify targets, plan and implement strategies 

4. Map progress against the goals and undertake a further cycle of practice if needed

5. Participants then coach somebody else through the process because acting as a coach is a good learning strategy in itself

The model is underpinned by a number of important prerequisites, including:

· developing the knowledge and skills of the participants so that they can identify learning needs and participate in professional talk and planning;

· an organisational structure in school within which the coaching can take place;

· the resources to support the coaching activities; and

· the commitment of the participants to see it through.

The coaching is carried out in triads and the participants analyse the problem within the following framework:

· knowledge – establishing current awareness ‘what do you know?’

· social skills – how do you go about getting the skills and knowledge you don’t know already?

· what organisational structure do you need to set up?

· what resources do you have?

· what commitment do you have?

An example of a coaching triad

Rebecca Howard-Wearn and Michelle German, two experienced coaches, explained how coaching triads worked. Their example involved a triad of three ASTs undergoing further development in relation to the Thinking and Learning Schools’ Alliance/Outstanding Teacher programme.  It began with each participant carrying out an independent audit of their own needs, basing it on a 14-point audit list of topics which included:

· lesson planning;

· assessment;

· challenge; and 

· engagement.

The three teachers then met to share their intentions and to plan what comes next.   In this particular instance, Teacher 1 wanted to focus on lesson planning, specifically, flexibility within the overall plan.  Whilst the discussion took in several generic features of teaching and learning, each teacher retained her/his own focus.  They believe that what suits one person does not necessarily suit another.

During the professional talk phase, Teacher 1 was asked about the reasons for his choice and what he hoped to achieve. The triad then planned lessons together and identified foci for observation. Each teacher was then observed by the other two.  The teacher being observed provided the two observers with a lesson plan. In the feedback meeting, the two observers carried out coaching involving deep open-ended questioning – How far did you feel you accomplished your aim?  What would you change? During the debrief, the observed teacher reflected on whether his lesson plan had provided enough flexibility for the needs of his class.  
The coaches do not feel it is their responsibility to provide answers but aim to guide the coachee to a new understanding which then acts as a basis for a further round of sharing and planning followed by observation and feedback, which can be continued as necessary.  
Learning partnerships currently involve all heads of year and heads of department who participate in a coaching programme for the professional development of staff.   As teachers rise through the school, they maintain a professional development portfolio based on the 14-item audit system. Fifty percent of the teachers have now also been trained as coaches and, in some cases, mentors.

Networks and Links

The school is part of the Thinking and Learning Schools’ Alliance, works with London Challenge (the head teacher is also Chief Executive of another school, St Joseph’s Academy at Blackheath) and is involved in training initiatives with local schools – 58 schools in 2003-4 undertook training at Ravens Wood. 

How is coaching funded and resourced?

Through:
· the school budget; and 

· resources of the Thinking and Learning Schools’ Alliance, who have a full time professional in the school.

What obstacles had to be overcome?

The school was conscious of the need to avoid insularity and entered a network which extends to twelve schools in the UK and schools in Canada and Sweden. There was also some reluctance amongst staff to be observed. In some cases, there was an issue about the ownership of knowledge and a reluctance to share. The biggest problem was a huge staff turnover because of location and demographic factors. There are signs that this is slowing.

What skills and knowledge are needed?

The school has found that both the coach and the coachee need to:

· be willing to share knowledge and experience;

· be willing to listen;

· have good questioning skills; and

· take a long term perspective so as not to expect immediate results.

The school should be willing to make time and resources available and be committed to the development of a strong culture of coaching.

What are the benefits?

In December 2004:

· Ravens Wood is over-subscribed;
· members of the school community feel responsible for each other;
· the pastoral and academic sides of the school are more closely integrated;
· the school now has a disciplined way of developing its own knowledge, organisational and social capital; and
· the school’s examination performance has improved.

The recent Ofsted report notes that ‘improvement since the last inspection has been good’. Although GCSE results dipped in 2002-3 when compared with other similar schools, it rose to well-above average in 2004.
