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Abstract
This study examined coaching models as a strategy to enhance teacher effectiveness. Coaching is increasingly being utilised as an approach in schools as a professional development strategy for staff to contribute to the improvement of student learning outcomes, and, as such, is deserving of appraisal for its effectiveness.

The research involved case studies of three selected schools in a broad qualitative study. Data was collected from principals and participants via individual interviews using semi-structured questions. Interviews with principals focused on the background to their school’s involvement with staff coaching, the rationale, aims and objectives for their involvement, perceived progress to date and future directions.

Interviews with teacher participants in the coaching programs commenced with an open-ended, broad question aimed at determining their understanding of their school’s coaching program. This was followed by semi-structured questions based around the development, implementation and evaluation of the staff coaching program in question.

The perceptions of the principals and participants in the three coaching programs were used to ascertain the nature of the coaching programs, matched against contemporary definitions of coaching programs. This was intended to provide a bench mark reference point from which to evaluate the coaching programs in terms of their separateness from and/or similarity to mentoring and consulting.

With coaching being a relatively new phenomenon in schools, the study intention of this study is to provide a baseline of research data on the usefulness of coaching interventions as mechanisms for staff development and in turn enhanced student achievement.

Finally, implications for practice and further research in the area of staff coaching programs in schools are described.
2.0: LITERATURE REVIEW

Definitions of coaching

Definitions of coaching abound and professional coaching would benefit from a standardised definition of coaching (Skiffington & Zeus, 2006,). That no such agreed definition of coaching currently exists creates both dilemmas and opportunities for researchers in the field of coaching.

Grant (2003) contends that coaching is at the crossroads, having reached a pivotal point in its development. On the one hand, many coaches whose primary training was in the proprietary coaching systems taught in many of the commercial coach training schools, are now seeking to ground their practice in a theoretically-grounded evidence-based approach. Alternatively, individuals whose primary training was in evidence-based organisational and human change are stepping forward as professional coaches. 
On a finer point of definition, the difference in meaning by the terms mentoring and coaching has important ramifications for coaching in schools programs. This is especially pertinent given that the terms, mentoring and coaching are frequently used interchangeably when applied to the school context.

It comes as little surprise then that there is contestation in the literature as to an agreed definition of difference between what is mentoring and what is coaching. For example, the difference between the two has been explained as mentoring being a process whereby a more experienced individual seeks to assist someone less experienced, with coaching referring to forms of assistance relating more specifically to an individual’s job –specific tasks, skills or capabilities, such as feedback on performance (Hobson, 2003). 

Alternatively, coaching can be viewed as being either directive in nature or non-directive (Fielden, 2007). This view of coaching has directive coaching as a form of coaching whereby the coach teaches and provides feedback and advice – akin to mentoring (Hobson, 2003). Non-directive coaching on the other hand requires the coach to listen, ask questions, explore and probe and allows the person being coached to find solutions to problems. Consequentially, this blurs the distinction between coaching and mentoring in that coaches can either merely assert their expertise (arguably a form of mentoring) or focus on enabling individuals to go beyond their previous boundaries.

For some the matter of difference between mentoring and coaching does not seem to be that important. For example, Sir John Whitmore (2006), the creator of the GROW model of coaching seems only mildly concerned.

‘Coaching can be ‘hands on’ and it can be ‘one step removed’; either way I call it coaching. Whether we label it coaching, counselling or mentoring, if done well, it’s effectiveness will depend in large measure on the manager’s beliefs about human potential.’

(Whitmore, 2006, p.13)
In the absence of an agreed definition of coaching, and how it differs if at all from mentoring, for the purposes of qualitative research, evaluating coaching interventions and programs is fraught with limitations.

With this in mind, the field of behavioural psychology, influential in the development of contemporary professional life and executive coaching is a useful reference point in drawing together the disparate definitions of coaching. 

‘Behavioural coaching is a structured, process-driven relationship between a trained professional coach and an individual or team, which includes: assessment, examining values and motivation, setting measurable goals, defining focused action plans, and using validated tools and techniques to help coaches develop competencies and remove blocks to achieve valuable and sustainable changes in their professional and personal lives.’

(Skiffington & Zeus, 2006, p6)

The importance of defining coaching and in clarifying differences between coaching, mentoring and even counselling is clearly laid out in the work of Palmer & Stough (2008) in their ground breaking research and development in the field of emotional intelligence. They argue that:

Coaching is not about imparting expert knowledge in a particular field. Instead it is about guiding individuals in self-directed learning and development. The coach may not have specific expertise in the area of influence of the person, but they are able to assist the individual in maximizing their influence.’

(Palmer & Stough, 2008, p.4).

This definition of coaching does not rule the possibility of the coach having expertise in the area of coaching with a given individual, rather that it is unnecessary at the very least and unimportant at the most. By extension, this implies that coaching exhibits some important differences to that of mentoring.

The work of Bloom, et al, (2005) explicitly supports this contention:

Coaching is not mentoring, although effective mentors use coaching skills and strategies…..a mentor is an organisational insider who is a senior expert and supports a novice….a coach is typically from outside the organisation and is not necessarily senior to the coachee….coaching is not supervision, but effective supervisors coach a lot…..a supervisor has the authority to give direction; a coach does not.’

(Bloom, et al, 2005, p.9-10).

Returning to the generic definition of behavioural coaching as described by Skiffington & Zeus (2006), important fundamental features of coaching include structure, process and outcomes in a climate of coachee empowerment. Underpinning features of coaching today is a number of identified theoretical models of coaching. Those grounded in the behavioural sciences include appreciative coaching, reflective coaching and cognitive coaching. Other types of coaching include observational coaching and peer coaching - increasingly being used in the workplace.
In terms of practical models of coaching are concerned, many models exist, though the GROW Model, initially developed by Graham Alexander in 1984 and popularised by Sir John Whitmore (Skiffington & Zeus, 2006), has been one of the most influential practical models of coaching, particularly in life coaching. The GROW Model consists of a four part process – Goals, Reality, Options and Will (Whitmore, 2002). 

Dembkowski et al, (2006) extended Whitmore’s concept of coaching being a four part process into a seven-part process in what they called the ACHIEVE Model of coaching. The seven stages of the ACHIEVE coaching model being – Access the current situation, Creative brainstorming of alternatives, Hone goals, Initiate options Evaluate options Valid action programme design and Encourage momentum.

Bloom, et al (2005), approaches the issue of the nature of coaching, as it applies to school leadership development, through the development of what is called Blended Coaching. That is, there is a place for both facilitative coaching and instructional coaching:

Many educators have been trained in cognitive coaching, which provides participants with a strong set of facilitative skills…..cognitive coaching makes a clear distinction between the coaching role and the roles of consultant and collaborator….this model suggests that each of these roles has its place, but each function is distinct, with the cognitive coaching role as default.’
(Bloom, et al, 2005, p57)

The existence of a blended model of coaching, in some ways a compromise model of the two forms of intervention – coaching and mentoring, sheds little light on the extent to which coaching as a practice may differ from mentoring. In fact it argues that mentoring is a form of coaching.
Irrespective of how one defines coaching and the practical processes of coaching, there is substantial agreement on the core capabilities of what constitutes effective coaching. Dembkowski, et al, 2006), provide a comprehensive overview of these, identifying seven core capabilities of executive coaching. These being – rapport building, deep listening, creative questioning, giving effective feedback, clear goal setting, intuition (a difficult to define capability, yet one which is inductive, drawing on past experience and knowledge to interpret present, and predict future actions) and presence (another hard to define capability, but one that is linked to a person’s personality in that others are drawn to those who possess presence). 
Overview of academic research on coaching
Such an overview is problematic – primarily for the reasons of lack of consensus as to what is coaching and what is not coaching. In addition, given coaching’s relative infancy as a tool for individual and organisational development, precious little research exists. In a comprehensive literature review of academic research on coaching from 1937 to 2003, Grant (2003) concludes that we are witnessing the development of a healthy theoretical debate and an academic discussion on core facets of professional coaching. Grant argues that these debates are crucial to the ongoing development of theoretically-grounded, evidence –based approaches to professional coaching as they emerge over time.

Grant (2003) further observes that that discussion articles dominate the literature and concludes that more empirical research is required. That is, future research may do well to focus on the evaluation of coaching by following established research methodologies, including random assignment to intervention and control groups and group-based research as opposed to single case studies. Further, it would be useful to see an increasing emphasis on objective quantitative outcomes measures as well as investigating the relative efficacy of different approaches to coaching.

Research findings on the effects of coaching programs in schools
It is extremely difficult to locate evidence of the types of research studies into the effectiveness of coaching programs in schools that would meet the scientist-practitioner criteria called for by Grant (2003). Such research is in all probability being undertaken as this report is being written; nonetheless, little of it is currently available.
Nonetheless, what research evidence exists, points to the positive value of coaching programs in schools. The National College for School Leadership (NCSL) in the U.K.(2006) cited two extensive studies into effective continuing professional development (CPD), (Cordingley, Bell et al, 2003, 2005) that found strong evidence that coaching promotes learning and builds capacity for change in schools. In particular, the studies pointed clearly to the value of teachers learning with and from one another.

These studies informed the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) in the development of the National Framework for Mentoring and Coaching in the U.K.

In Victoria, some schools are using, or considering using coaching programs to develop the professional skills and competencies of their teaching staff. Research findings on these initial forays into coaching in schools are practically non-existent to date.

As such, this case study research project is one of the first of its kind and an early contributor to the research literature on coaching programs in Victorian schools.
3.0: METHODOLOGY
Qualitative Research

This research takes a collective case study approach to investigating the coaching programs in three schools in the Southern Metropolitan Region of Melbourne. Advantages of the case study method to this research project are its applicability to real-life, contemporary, situations and its public accessibility through written reports (Yin, 1983).

A broad qualitative methodology has been applied using semi-structured interviews of the principals and selected teachers from each school to collect data.  This method enabled the collection of large amounts of expansive and contextual data fairly quickly and immediate follow up, if needed, for clarification and omissions (Hughes, 1996; Van Manen, 1990). 

The interviews of principals consisted of an open initial question relating to the background for their school’s embarking on a staff coaching program. This was followed by semi-structured questions related to the rationale, aims and objectives of their involvement in a staff coaching program and perceived progress to-date and future directions. 

Teacher participants were selected by the principal of each school due to their involvement with the coaching programs.  Interviews with teacher participants in the three case study schools commenced with an open-ended question aimed at determining their understanding of their school’s coaching program. This was followed by semi-structured questions based around the development, implementation and evaluation of the staff coaching program in each respective school.

Three government schools were chosen from Southern Metropolitan Region, Melbourne. Of these, two were primary schools and one was a secondary college. The three schools in the case study had chosen to implement coaching programs independently of each other, with no direct links between any of the schools insofar as their coaching programs were concerned. That is, this research adopted a case study approach to the examination of three separate staff coaching programs that operated in three separate schools. 

Critics of the case study approach are of the view that the study of a small number of cases does not lend itself well for the drawing of generalisations and is of limited reliability. Advocates extol its capacity to provide rich understandings of complex issues. For example, researcher Robert K.Yin sees value in the case study approach as an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context; when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident; and in which multiple sources of evidence are used (Yin, 1983, p.23).

This study is limited in size to what can be achieved within a 10,000 word research project. Consequently the participant sample consists of three case study schools, two primary schools and one secondary college in the Southern Metropolitan Region of Melbourne.  The setting, Southern Metropolitan Region, has been chosen for convenience

Data Collection

The methodological approach to data collection and analysis selected consisted of a broad qualitative methodology using face-to-face interviews to collect data.  The interviews were semi-structured and consisted of a series of questions. Question order and wording was designed to be broadly consistent for each interviewee however allowed for flexibility to ask follow up questions or seek additional information.

The interviews took place at the respective schools in settings that were negotiated and mutually convenient and comfortable for both interviewer and interviewee.  Data collection therefore took place in close proximity to the situation and context of the phenomenon being studied, adding strength to the study (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

Participants were interviewed once in a one-on-one, in-person interview and for a period of approximately one to two hours at their own school, a setting which was chosen by each participant.  The interview format, time and setting were discussed by telephone with the respondent prior to the interview.  Interviews were transcribed by the researcher.  The researcher made notes during the interview which were read back to, and checked by, each participant to ensure accuracy.

The researcher is also a school principal who has extensive experience and training in the field of coaching.  This has both advantages and possible disadvantages.  The advantages include understanding the field of inquiry, language, setting and being able to establish rapport and gain trust with the participants.  The disadvantages are that the respondents could feel threatened and become defensive in speaking frankly to a principal.  Keeping names and comments confidential was therefore very important.  It was very important to establish trust with the participants.  It should also be noted that researcher effect, the researcher’s presence, as a colleague and/or fellow principal, could have biased the responses (Burns, 1997).  This was minimised by being aware of, and continually examining, the possibility of bias and by remaining objective, for example, by sticking to objective questions, avoiding making any judgements or putting forward or implying an opinion on the subject being discussed.  In addition, interview statements were quoted exactly and paraphrased carefully to reflect the original meaning.

Research Questions

1. To what extent does school-based staff coaching programs differ from mentoring programs?

2. To what extent does coaching contribute to the professional development of teachers?

3. In what ways does coaching in schools contribute to an improvement in student learning?

Interview Questions
The following questions were used in interviews with all participants.  In addition, follow up questions were asked where appropriate, such as: Could you explain that?  Do you have examples to illustrate your comment?
1. 
What do you understand your coaching program to be?

2. 
What is your role in the program?

3. 
What training have you received for your role?

4. 
What do you understand coaching to be in terms of your program?

5. 
What do you perceive the achievements to be of your program to date?

6. 
What do you see as the major challenges still facing your program?

7. 
What are your suggestions for possible program improvements?

8. 
What do you see as the greatest strengths of your program?

9. 
How does this coaching program differ to the way that you have learnt and taught previously?

10. What have you gained from your participation in this program?

Limitations of the study

This study is limited in scope and size to a 10,000 word report.  As such, only three case study schools were involved.  The effects of this limitation were minimised by heterogenous sampling, ie, selecting schools with different types of coaching programs and selecting schools from both the primary and secondary sectors. 

This study is limited in that, due to the small size and scope of the research project, the triangulation of theory, method, measures or observers is not used.  

The capacity to generalise findings from this study is limited by the small nature of the study and use of a case study approach, the intent of the study is to examine and investigate specific coaching programs, not to make broad generalisations of any findings (Creswell, 1994).  Trends in the findings are identified however and results are compared with other research.

Due to the small size of the case study, there are limitations in replicating the study (reliability) in another context – this is reduced in this study by providing detail in the research report, for example on how participants were selected, any researcher bias or central assumptions.  

4.0 : RESULTS

Introduction

The three case study schools, two primary schools and one secondary college operated three separate and unrelated staff development coaching programs in 2007. For the purposes of this study, the research results from the three schools will be presented separately under each of the following headings:

Overview of Coaching Program – primarily focusing on the goals and direction of the program as articulated by the principals. In the case of the secondary college, the overview will be the views of the program co-ordinators who were delegated this task by the principal.

Coaching V Mentoring – this relates to a fundamental challenge in evaluating coaching programs in schools. For coaching in schools to develop, it is important to differentiate where possible, between coaching and other professional development interventions such as mentoring as the basis for evaluating the effectiveness of coaching interventions. As such, these findings will inform discussion on Research Question (1), ‘To what extent does school-based staff coaching programs differ from mentoring programs?’

Coaching Program Outcomes – this deals with the perceived achievements of the individual coaching programs in the three participant schools. This is directly linked to Research Questions (2) and (3) of this study. ‘To what extent does coaching contribute to the professional development of teachers?’ and ‘In what ways does coaching in schools contribute to improved student learning?’ 

Issues surrounding each school’s evaluative processes and tools for their respective coaching programs will also be presented in this section.

CASE STUDY SCHOOL (A)
Participants in the research study

The principal, four peer coaches and four teacher coaches at a medium sized outer metropolitan government primary school in Melbourne.

Overview of Coaching Program

The principal initiated the idea of implementing a peer coaching program in 2007, following a Schools Network conference on coaching in schools in 2006. The project was titled ‘High Expectations for Teachers and Students’ with the aim being as follows:

‘Supporting the enhancement of the Department of Education & Early Childhood Development’s (DEECD) Performance & Development Culture with a specific focus on pedagogy.’

The program involved coach training sessions prior to the commencement of the 2007 school year led by an educational consultant trained in coaching. The training program introduced teachers to models of coaching, the benefits of coaching and key coaching skills.

Peer coaches were selected by the principal, using the following criteria:

‘Prospective peer coaches demonstrated high interest in the notion of coaching, were effective teachers, respected, with a mix of Leading Teachers, Expert Teachers and Accomplished Teachers.’

Peer coaches were trained on site by the educational consultant (with coaching expertise) utilising a modelling approach featuring the use of recorded coaching sessions on DVD for workshop activities. The training program was held over three days with an initial introductory session followed by a whole day of coach training and a wrap up session on the third day.
The coaching program became known as ‘Peer Coaching in the Classroom’. The coaching process involved three sessions between the peer coach and the classroom teacher. These were:

1. pre-visit (intention and processes discussed)

2. classroom visit (coach observes, records observations on the area of teaching that the classroom teacher had identified as being their coaching focus. The visit, it was stressed was to be non-intrusive)

3.   post visit feedback (peer coach provides non-judgemental feedback on what they saw in the classroom lesson with respect to the area/skill of teaching designated by the classroom teacher as being the focus for the coaching program. This process was intended to facilitate teacher reflection as the basis for the development of a personal action plan for professional development in the designated area of pedagogy.

The peer coaching program was to include two cycles of the above practice with each teacher – one in term 2, to be followed by the second cycle in term 3.

The principal intended that the program be reviewed following the completion of the two cycles, with necessary modifications to be incorporated for the 2008 program, in consultation with the peer coaching educational consultant.

All teaching staff were included in the program with teachers being allocated one of four peer coaches. The peer coaches were themselves allocated a coach from the team of four peer coaches. The principal, whilst not a peer coach, was also allocated a peer coach.

Coaching V Mentoring
(a) Principal’s perspective

The principal saw the role of coach in terms of being a non-judgemental expert in teaching who elicited self-reflection in the teachers via the application of deep questioning techniques.

‘Coaches need to be properly trained…..being non-judgemental and using clear questioning techniques, that’s very important.’

Central to the coaching process was the lesson observation by the coach as the basis for the follow up coaching discussion with the coachee.

‘The peer coaching program is very structured with the three coaching session structure, including the classroom observation visit......I made it clear to them that what area of teaching they picked to be coached in, I didn’t want to know. That was between themselves and their coach.’

(b) Coaches perspective

The four coaches interviewed, all saw the coaching process in terms of providing non-judgemental feedback on what they witnessed in the classroom.

‘It’s a two-way process of assisting staff to think about and analyse the classroom and how their behaviour is impacting on the kids learning……providing feedback on what coaches are doing which allows them to make their own assessments of what needs to improve…..coach’s viewpoint can be asked for (non-judgemental)…feedback after classroom visit, I would tell them what I’d seen…it’s a confidential process where a colleague is supported by a another colleague to improve a specific area (their choice) to improve.’ 

(c) Coachees perspective

Essentially all coaches interviewed agreed that the coaching was a process whereby the coach promoted self-reflection as a mechanism for professional growth. A strong feeling of self-empowerment in the coaching process was evident in all responses.

‘Coach is a third party observer to help you improve your practice…..coaching is about having the coachee establish something they want to work on, not being told what to do…. My coach encourages me to think about a lot of things….coaching is a second pair of eyes to assist me in my development.’

Coaching Outcomes

(a) Principal’s perspective

Professional development of teachers – whilst a formal documented review of the coaching program had not been undertaken, the principal felt that the program had contributed to the professional growth of staff and that it would continue in a refined form in 2008. 

‘Not one of the coaches have said to me it wasn’t a good idea and worth persevering with…I’ve kept out of the individual teachers coaching program – I think that’s important for the integrity of the program….there’s so much going on it’s hard to keep up with everything and I suppose some of the teachers (coaches) might be feeling a bit anxious about it all, but others have really taken to it.’

Student learning outcomes: - given the relatively short duration of the program and the lack of assessment tools available to determine the impact on student learning, the principal did not attempt to quantify any student learning outcomes achieved.
‘It’s only early days as yet…. It’s very difficult to actually measure specific student learning achievements due to the coaching program.’

(b) Coaches perspective

Professional development of teachers – coaches were in the main ambivalent about the impact of the coaching program on teachers. They found it largely difficult to quantify growth made due to the coaching program, though most saw it has having seme benefits.

‘Good in the sense that it makes you stop and think…..it brings staff closer together…..it makes each teacher seriously think about where they’re at….I leant a lot just by watching the coachee in the classroom…I don’t think there has been a huge impact as yet, more so though on the coaches given the training they’ve done…I don’t know, I think it’s made a little bit of an impact…time wise it’s hard, we have only had two sessions over two terms and ideally you would have had it running all year long to get more out of it.’

In terms of impact on themselves, the coaches were very positive.

‘Brilliant, it’s made me realise how much I’ve still to learn about my own questioning skills ..... and how to deal with different personalities……the actual coaching process itself gives you a better understanding of teachers feelings and so on within the classroom.....it helps you think about your pedagogy and you get great ideas by working with the coachee….great for learning communication and interpersonal skills and building relationships with staff skills.’
Student learning outcomes: - coaches found it difficult to make any firm judgements with respect to the impact of the coaching program on student learning, beyond the view that they hadn’t witnessed any significant impact.

‘No, I don’t think so, except for this one teacher who, while they’ve had a great rapport with their students had poor classroom organisation and that’s improved because of the coaching program and that must be good for the students….probably too early, one of those gradual things….it’s early days yet and hopefully in teaching practice it will filter its way through….I don’t know how we might measure this…..getting reliable data is going to be a challenge.’
(b) Coachees perspective

Professional development of teachers: – coachees were generally rather pessimistic in their view of the impact of the coaching program on their professional development.

‘I don’t think there’s been much difference for me. I did it twice last year and have only briefly spoken about it…..people I’ve spoken to haven’t overly appreciated it. Over fifteen months I’ve had, what six hours of coaching – that’s not a lot….it hasn’t really changed much for me, just provided added pressure with someone in my classroom taking notes……I want to head out of the classroom in five years, so I’d rather have a coach to help me with leadership…a broader focus on my aims at the start would have been beneficial....I can see some value in coaching and mentoring but then I’m not a very reflective person, so I don’t know…it’s been very good as it’s helped me to reflect more.’

Student learning outcomes: - coachees were consistent in their view that it was difficult to identify specific student learning achievements for a number of reasons.

‘Too early to tell….no impact, they didn’t know what was going on. I didn’t change. It could have had a lot of impact with some tweaking….it probably helped my kids but it’s hard to tell how.’

CASE STUDY SCHOOL (B)

Participants in the research study

The principal, DEECD literacy specialist coach and four classroom teacher coaches at a medium sized outer metropolitan government primary school in Melbourne

Overview of Coaching Program

The principal, in consultation with the DEECD decided to implement the Literacy Improvement Team (LIT) Initiative at the school so as to address the issue of low school results in the statewide Achievement Improvement Monitor (AIM) tests for children in Years 3, 4, 7 and 9 in English and Mathematics in 2006. The school had been identified as having lower than expected literacy results in the AIM tests for children and the DEECD had developed a coaching intervention model to support schools that were targeted for improvement.

By participating in LIT, in years 3-6  the school had access to one of 45 literacy specialists assigned to small teams of schools for the year, working in the targeted year 3-8 levels of schooling.

The school was one of three schools who shared the literacy specialist on a rotational weekly and fortnightly basis throughout the year.

The role of the literacy specialist was consistent with the DEECD guidelines for the program, that is to:

1. coach and mentor teachers in a one-to-one situation

2. participate in the ongoing professional learning program

3. apply knowledge of other relevant DEECD initiatives in working with teachers

4. utilise data effectively

5. assist schools to implement practices that sustain improvement

6. communicate effectively with stakeholders and the community
Literacy specialists were given intensive facilitator training over two weeks prior to commencing in the assigned schools.

According to the principal the program was highly successful in terms of improving literacy outcomes and as such was to be expanded in 2008 to launch it in to mathematics.

Coaching is a multi-level, literacy based initiative here and we are about to launch it into mathematics….. I must say that the DEECD have done a great job with this project and it’s tweaked our literacy program. It provides a much needed document trail.’

Coaching V Mentoring

(a) Principal’s perspective
The principal saw coaching and mentoring as somewhat interchangeable strategies, though invaluable either way to the school.

Our literacy specialist does the coaching here, including mentoring. I don’t make too much of the distinction because she combines the two really well. She initially went into the classrooms and began by modelling and working beside the teachers. It took the teachers six months to really accept her as a mentor/coach. She initially had the teachers simply asking her to just tell them how to do it, especially when they saw her talent. She challenged them to work things out for themselves and now they are much better at doing this.’

(b) Literacy specialist’s perspective

The literacy specialist saw the role as being multi-faceted, one on the one hand involved modelling of good practice, observing the classroom teachers at work and encouraging the teachers to reflect on their practice and develop and implement improvement strategies in the area of literacy. On the other hand the role required a close working relationship with the principal to ensure that the program met school needs.

The coaching involves a lot of observations of teachers……discussion is a big part of the process…..as is modelling in the classroom….trust is the key and rapport is essential….often coaching ends up as personal coaching – DEECD isn’t opposed, but they’re not really interested in that either….when I model lessons, some teachers take notes for their benefit and I’m calm with this as I’m not afraid of making mistakes.’

(c) Coachees perspective

A central recurring theme of what the ‘coaching’ actually was for each of the coachee teachers was the view that the literacy specialist worked side by side as a supportive partner in a learning process about literacy teaching.

‘A coach is someone who can work side by side with you, not watch me, but work with me on a common goal….always suggesting valuable things, being very good at that…. because the literacy specialist is working with me, not telling me what to do, the coaching is very powerful….coaches are people who support us and extend us to great things by sharing great strategies with us and getting us thinking about how we can use them… great at asking questions and getting me to reflect.’
Nonetheless, not all coachees were completely sold on the idea of modelling as an excellent coaching strategy.

‘I’m not sure about the value of modelling. It could work, but for me I don’t know.’

The importance of promoting reflection was repeatedly mentioned.

‘The coach is there to assist us in any literacy area and help make us more reflective – that’s valuable, and make us better teachers.’

Coaching Outcomes

(a) Principal’s perspective

Professional development of teachers – the value of this took some time and the principal suspects that teacher resistance and a misunderstanding of the role of the literacy specialist was contributing factors. Nonetheless, by year’s end the principal was confident of positive professional development by teachers.

She challenged teachers to work things out for themselves and now they are much better at this, examples being that teachers are on their own initiative building their literacy skills by moving into the use more and more of such tools as anchor charts and rubrics......I’m noticing a lot more professional discussions between staff in the staffroom and at staff meetings…..I go into the classrooms and whilst I don’t surveillance the teachers, they all know that I’m on about the following question –“What’s your next learning goal and how are you working on it? Some teachers have found this a bit hard, but they have all accepted it.’ 
Student learning outcomes: the principal was enthusiastic that a number of student learning outcomes had been achieved, such as some, yet to be confirmed AIM result improvements, students attitudes to learning literacy had also improved.

‘I visit the classrooms and I can see the buzz in the kids work and have noticed improvement in some kids work.’

Literacy specialist’s perspective: -

Professional development of teachers: - the literacy specialist was particularly positive with regard to teacher professional development, citing teacher responsiveness to her support and their enthusiasm to take risks with their teaching.

I think at this school there seems to be a lot more dialogue around teaching practice and willingness for teachers to explore new ideas to improve literacy teaching.
Student learning outcomes: there appeared to be significant anecdotal evidence of student literacy improvement, though in terms of AIM data the literacy specialist was ambivalent, feeling that there was not as yet sufficient data available and that some question marks hung over the value of the AIM data.

‘from my observations there seems to be significant improvements in general literacy skills of children in years 3-6, but there’s not enough data in yet to be conclusive about it. AIM data has to be treated carefully as in some places to mention the word ‘data’ can demoralise teachers.’

(b) Coachees perspective

Professional development of teachers: all coachees reported that the coaching program had made a significant contribution to the professional development of teachers, both individually and collectively. Importantly, they reported that it had created a momentum of enthusiasm for growth and learning amongst staff.

‘My coach empowered me on an alternative path in my career by taking on teaching in Year 4, especially as I was quite insecure….other teachers were a bit jealous at first that we had the literacy specialist as our coach. However, over time it has generated more professional discussions and teachers are more on the same path. Teachers will approach her (the literacy specialist) even though she isn’t their coach……one on one with my literacy coach hasn’t changed the way I’ve taught, but it has changed my expectations of the kids…..people have been excited about the coaching…..The coaching has helped me to develop more realistic expectations of my lowest two achieving students …… the coaching has provided me with knowledge of how AIM is assessed and I’m teaching writing more explicitly and questioning much better….. more broadly, I’m getting used to having feedback and am more comfortable with that and am growing in confidence….gives us a common focus with similar strategies… the main thing is that we are all on the same page in literacy and it appears to be working.’
Student learning outcomes: - there was significant agreement that student learning had been enhanced because of the literacy specialist coaching intervention strategy. Precisely measuring the improvements remained a challenge for the participants with the majority referring to general student achievements such as attitude with little quantifiable data available.

‘My kids now love writing and they write novels. My rapport with the kids  is very good and the work we have done on the Habits of the Mind has impacted on the kids thinking in their class work….having different expectations now for the lowest achieving kids in reading has impacted positively on their learning. From my observations they are actually now achieving a lot more than before….. the AIM results are up and confidence in writing has gone up, with the kids confidence growing and this is reflected in their classroom work and attention.’
CASE STUDY SCHOOL (C)
Participants in the research study

School based consultant coach and a Learning Team Leader (Leading Teacher) at a large outer metropolitan government secondary college in Melbourne.

Overview of the Coaching Program

The college principal provided a brief overview of the program, describing it as a work in progress that involved a shift of culture in teaching and leadership at the college. The essence of this change was an emphasis on transformational relationship building influenced by the work of Dr George Otero, Centre for Relational Learning, New Mexico. 

The two college participants in this research study were interviewed together and provided the following overview of the program.

‘There is no documentation as yet. Nonetheless much has been achieved to date. Earlier in the year the eight Learning Team Leaders plus the school based consultant coach attended a three day Australian Government Quality Teaching Program (AGQTP) briefing on projects designed to Improve School Leadership, a major focus for the AGQTP. From this the college distilled a two part project. One component was to be the development of Transformational Relationships (at the leadership level to begin with, and then to filter across all staff) and the second was to be a coaching program within the eight member staff Learning Team Leaders.

The school based consultant coach was to work with the principal class team and the Learning Team Leaders in the delivery of the program.’

The school based consultant coach was appointed to the new position at the discretion of the principal on a one year appointment.

‘My role is to work with the Learning Team Leaders and liaise with the Assistant Principals ….my position evaporates at the end of the year and I’m comfortable to be evaporated. I’m a catalyst helping people create ‘mind space’ My coaching role is to address the issue of teachers being bogged down in their existing daily roles such as behaviour management…..broadening their teaching horizons.’
Coaching V Mentoring
(a) School based Consultant Coach & Learning Team Leader’s perspective
Both expressed a similar view of the coaching roles of participants. That is that the coaching involved a shared journey and one which led to empowerment of others.

Coaching entails common work, common risk and common vision….. it is a shared journey and from the coach’s perspective an empowering one for both the coach and the coachee.’

The Learning Team Leaders coaching role was defined further as assisting teachers with their own home group issues.

‘It started with our eight Learning Team Leaders doing it well then having buddy teachers to work with.

The school based consultant coach expressed the view that while he was in a coaching role at the school he had not specifically used a particular coaching model in his work.

‘We haven’t deliberately used a coaching model. I’m just trying to model people’s gifts and strengths. Initially I had the authority to meet with and coach the eight Learning Teacher Leaders every week. I did that and got an immediate response and built a relationship with each person….meetings were very open ended and people were spooked so I backed off and started modelling behaviours  as a way of coaching.’

The Learning Team Leader articulated a coaching role that incorporated the provision of helpful advice to teachers struggling with specific tasks. This proved to be very helpful according to feedback she received.

There are two teachers in my Home Group, high in enthusiasm, but relatively inexperienced. Both were having problems in achieving goals in their work with others. For example, one was struggling to secure support with her fundraising initiatives. I gave some coaching, making suggestions on how to deal with the problems and they took it up. I don’t intervene as they have to learn from it. In essence we are trying to build a culture of team work based on strong teams.’

Coaching Outcomes

(a) School based Consultant Coach and Learning Team Leader’s perspective

Professional development of teachers: this has proven to be a challenging issue due to workload matters for staff and initial resistance from the assistant principals.

‘Earlier in the year the assistant principals worked outside the loop – perhaps because they didn’t attend the AGQTP three day training program and this was very frustrating for us. However after a meeting with the principal some movement has occurred, though they are still two steps away from the change….teachers get bogged down with welfare issues and so do the assistant principals and this has proven to be a stumbling block for change, so now I’ve volunteered to take on a welfare role to ease the burden on others (school based consultant coach).’

Whilst not able to quantify professional development gains by teaching staff, both participants were confident in their assessment that the desired cultural shift was gaining momentum.

‘The organisation is starting to ‘pop’….some scepticism has existed about the role of the school based consultant coach, however I think that is beginning to diminish…the whole of staff are increasingly taking responsibility for their roles and this is a very positive shift….there’s no data on this , but it’s our perception from meetings that that there is an increasing willingness of staff to approach us for guidance and there’s a lessening of comments such as, ‘you’re the co-ordinator, deal with it.’…..we’ve got considerable proof that our (team building) strategies work and people have the will to contribute….there’s a sense of there’s something different and let’s give it a go……I see a shift for the middle ground, that this approach is helpful and will be more open and supportive than before…you have to listen to people and they will respond.’
Student learning outcomes: neither participant could identify any student learning outcomes that had been achieved to date. There had been no specific focus on student learning outcomes or on the collection of data relevant to an assessment of that to date.
5.0: DISCUSSION

Introduction

The information provided by the principals and participants in the three case study schools in this research project is used in this section to ascertain, within the research limitations of the study, the contribution that the various coaching programs have made to the professional development of teachers and by extension, to the learning outcomes of students.
Implications and issues for further research are also suggested.

The discussion is set out in sections relating to each research question.

Research Questions

To what extent do school-based coaching programs differ from mentoring program?

Whilst all participants in the research project clearly articulated their perceptions of coaching as a process and provided detailed information of how their respective programs operated, it remains difficult to define the difference between coaching and mentoring as they apply to the schools in this project. That is in no small part due to the problematic nature of defining coaching in its own right as evidenced in the literature review.

In the case of the two primary schools involved, the coaching programs, in different ways, involved the coach as an expert in teaching and learning as being an important pre-requisite for their coaching role. This is at odds with the view that the coach is not required to be an expert in the field of work of the coachee (Skiffington & Zeus, 2006; Palmer & Stough, 2008).  Conversely, it coincides with the view of Bloom, et al, (2006), that blended coaching is a meld of the two.
That the transaction of advice was integral to the coaching process was clearly evident in the coaching program of School (B) whereby;

‘Our literacy specialist does the coaching here, including mentoring.’

(Principal, School B)

In this program the modelling of exemplary literacy lessons was central to the coaching/mentoring process. Essentially, the literacy specialist provided expertise in literacy, drawing on coaching strategies to support teacher development.
In a somewhat similar vein, at School (A) the coaching program was built around a classroom visit by the coach to witness an area of classroom practice the coachee teacher had selected for self-improvement. Interestingly, the coach had been trained in providing non-judgemental feedback following the classroom visit. Presumably their coaching challenge was to do this in a non-advisory (mentoring) way.

Clearly, the two schools had in place different versions of external support for classroom teachers, the common feature being a one-to-one relationship in operation between the classroom teacher and a third party person (coach). 

Insofar as School (C) is concerned, difficulties arise because the study sample was limited to the school based consultant coach and one Learning Team Leader. Feedback from these two participants does not contribute greatly to a clarification of the difference between coaching and mentoring and whether it mattered:

‘We haven’t deliberately used a coaching model. I’m just trying to model people’s gifts and strengths.’

(School based Consultant Coach, School C)

A useful line of inquiry on this issue may lie in an analysis of the key features of the coaching process at the three schools:

Words such as non-judgemental, listening, reflecting, empowering, feedback, goal setting, self-improvement, trust, rapport, explore, dialogue, support and confidentiality peppered the conversations that I had with all participants.

These words are very much the language to be found in almost any book on coaching that you may pick up. It is certainly the language of the International Coach Federation (ICF), one of only a handful of internationally recognised coaching program accreditation organisations, in an explanation of what they define as the eleven core coaching competencies (ICF, 1999, p 1-4).
This creates the dilemma of whether to view the three coaching programs as non-coaching interventions which drew on coaching strategies or as examples of what is described as blended coaching programs (Bloom et al, 2005). As it is as yet early days in coaching for each of the three case study schools – having only been in operation for up to a year, with limited coach training, little in the way of program review and lack of consistency of understanding of the coaching process by participants in all programs – this is an important area of future clarification for them all.
To what extent does coaching contribute to the professional development of teachers?

The lack of any formal evaluation process on the impact of coaching on the professional expertise of participant teachers creates major problems in assessing any such potential impact. Data was anecdotal and perception based, with no documentation available for analysis.   Feedback from the interviews conducted presented a somewhat mixed response.

In the case of school (A), the principal, in acknowledging no data had been formally gathered or recorded on the impact of coaching on participants; felt that it probably had contributed, though no specifics were forthcoming. The coaches were ambivalent, citing the lack of evaluative data as a blocker to making firm judgements, though they felt that the coaching program had helped unite staff and created a climate of reflection.
Interestingly, the coachees did not fully share the coaches optimism – they were in general agreement that the coaching had not taught them a lot (in the way of pedagogical skills), though they conceded that it had created a climate of reflection for them. This is particularly interesting in that it suggests some variance between coaches and coachees as to the aims of the coaching program for the coaches. It certainly alludes to the dilemma of definition surrounding coaching. In terms of Bloom, et al’s (2005) model of blended coaching, the program may not have fulfilled its aims with respect to instructional coaching, whilst achieving some success in the domain of facilitative coaching (enhancing reflection).
The coaches perceptions on their professional growth, when evaluated in terms of behavioural coaching models (Skiffington & Zeus, 2006), indicate little more than growth in terms of just one coaching strategy (reflection) and unsurprisingly, no consequent pedagogical goal achievement.
The coaches assessment of the impact of the coach training on themselves and their subsequent coaching practice with peers was far more promising. Almost universally they were positive in their praise of the impact on themselves, citing the development of effective coaching strategies and enhanced communication skills as significant professional growth indicators for themselves. This is quite intriguing when compared with their assessment of their coaching interventions with their peers, which was significantly less positive. Perhaps the coaches, whilst being aware of a personal impact of the coaching on themselves as coaches, undervalued their impact on others and/or had not received evaluative feedback on the impact of the coaching on their peers.
The nature of the coaching program also, which involved only three sessions in total between the coaches and the coachees, made it difficult to quantify possible achievements of the coaching intervention. Most models of coaching involve a great deal more coaching sessions than three (Bloom et al, 2005; Dembkowski et al, 2006; Skiffington & Zeus, 2006; Whitmore 2002,).
In the case of school (B), while no formal evaluative data on the impact of the coaching intervention had been undertaken, all participants were of the opinion that the coaching program had made a significant impact on teacher professional development in several important ways. The principal had observed that teachers were engaging in a greater number of professional discussions than before and that they were more independent in their teaching. The literacy specialist (coach) had noted an increase in teacher enthusiasm and a willingness to learn new literacy teaching skills as well as noting greater engagement amongst staff in professional discussions. 
For their part the teacher coachees echoed the sentiments of the principal and the literacy specialist/coach – they felt the coaching program had created a ‘momentum of enthusiasm’ and an increase in their literacy teaching skills. Most importantly, they had grown to accept feedback more positively, were now on the same page in their literacy work and had learnt deep questioning skills. The ‘momentum of enthusiasm’ is an interesting phenomenon – one that can frequently occur with a new initiative and it will be interesting to see whether this most important organisational attitude for improvement is sustained in the future. On the face of the limited data available, the impact of the literacy specialist would seem to have been positive both in terms of literacy skill enhancement and developing professional camaraderie amongst staff. The literacy specialist was clearly a coach in the coach/mentor paradigm (Bloom et al, 2005) and as such this particular coaching intervention sheds little light on the impact of coaching interventions that steer clear of being interchangeably instructor/facilitator.

Evaluating the impact of the coaching intervention program in school (C) is problematic for several powerful and limiting reasons. Firstly, the cohort of participants in the study did not include the recipients of the coaching, bar one Learning Team Leader. Secondly, by admission of the two participants, there was no documentation on the program, nor any progressive evaluation of its possible impact – though it was very early days in to the program (less than six months). Thirdly, the coaching program seemed to be evolutionary in nature, with no specific structure or coaching model in place.

The participants were hopeful in their assessment of the program to date – they sensed a cultural shift which in their opinion was observable. Communication between staff had improved, with some teachers actively seeking advice where previously they may not have and that teamwork was improving. It should be noted that school (C) had also contracted the services of Dr George Otero to lead the school in relational transformation, this focusing in part on the enhancement of teamwork and communication between staff members. There was little evidence available to the researcher as to any direct connection between the coaching program and the relational transformation initiative, though it appeared that there was an implicit connection. Consequently, any impact of the coaching program in terms of teacher professional development is extremely difficult to make.
In what ways does coaching in schools contribute to improved student learning ?
The feedback from the three schools differed widely. In that in the case of schools (A) and (C), none of the participants from both schools were prepared to identify any student learning outcomes as a result of either coaching program to date. Reasons cited included the lack of time that the program had been operating, the nature of the program made it difficult to quantify student gains and the fact that no data on student learning outcomes had been gathered.

School (B), on the other hand, presented a rather different perspective. The principal, on regular visits to classrooms had noted an increase in enthusiasm amongst students in their literacy lessons, the literacy specialist felt that from her observations general literacy outcomes were on the improve. She hastened to add though, that there was as yet no data on the AIM results to indicate whether the program had been successful in this respect. Interestingly, she was prepared to qualify the potential value of AIM results, nonetheless. This was at odds with the DEECD intention for the program which had AIM result improvements as a high priority and the literacy specialist was an employee of the DEECD with that specific objective as one of the aims of her role.
Coachee teachers were effusive in their praise of the program, citing evidence such as enhanced writing and thinking skills in their students, with lower achieving students in at least one class now performing better. AIM results were claimed to be up, though the literacy specialist was cautious about this, as already acknowledged.

Conclusion

Ultimately the improvement of student learning outcomes is the major goal of schooling. To this end the professional growth of teachers is vital. This case study research project has focused on coaching interventions with teachers as a starting point to ascertaining the value of coaching to ultimately lead to improved student learning. The simplest assessment that can be made from the evidence that has informed this study is that we are still some considerable way from being able to confidently assert that coaching of teachers does make an identifiable difference to student learning. Notwithstanding the very small sample of schools in this research project, a number of reasons for this can be forwarded.

Firstly, as a professional development strategy for teachers, coaching in schools is still very much in its infancy. Schools are trialling and implementing staff coaching programs in the face of a paucity of valid research data available to support the efficacy of such interventions. Schools are also grappling with definitions of coaching as much as the rest of the professional world and indeed the coaching fraternity. This creates complexities and challenges for researchers – what is that they are actually evaluating, is it coaching or something else, such as blended coaching which critics might claim it is not coaching but something else - a hybrid form of coaching and mentoring. Advocates would argue that it brings together traditional teaching (instructing) with the use of facilitative strategies (coaching) in a uniquely beneficial way.
Secondly, the coach training programs vary enormously in depth and quality. In all three cases cited in this research study, it appears that coaches received little more than a maximum of two days training in coaching theory and practice. This, it could be suggested, implies that coaching is relatively simple to learn and would hardly warrant the increasing interest of tertiary institutions in providing comprehensive courses leading to diplomas and degrees in coaching. Furthermore, the efforts of such umbrella coaching organisations as the ICF are over the top and unwarranted in seeking rigorous theoretically based courses including substantial practical training in coaching. Alternatively, and more plausibly, in their eagerness to improve the quality of their teaching and learning practice, the case study schools may have allowed themselves to be somewhat overwhelmed by their enthusiasm for coaching and have introduced coaching programs with a minimal amount of coach training incorporated.
Thirdly, the three schools appear to have implemented their coaching programs with less than a comprehensive change initiative strategy plan in place. For example, some staff appear to have been made only partially aware of all the details of the coaching initiative prior to its implementation. Also, little in the way of a documented, cyclical action plan for the implantation-review-refinement-implementation of the coaching programs appears to have been developed by any of the schools. With such an innovative and different approach to teacher professional development, it would seem appropriate to have devoted more time and resources to this aspect of the initiative.

Notwithstanding these limitations, the program most closely allied to the blended coaching concept of Bloom, et al (2005) would seem to have had the greatest overall positive impact on teacher development and student learning outcomes. The validity of this impression is very limited given the scope of the research project, its methodology and the reliability of the evaluative data available from the schools.
It is, nonetheless, interesting and hopeful in some respects. It certainly gives credence to the notion of blended coaching as an intervention strategy worth persisting with and devoting more research attention to in the future. This is not to say that non-instructional types of coaching are not worth persisting with - far from it. In fact it could be argued that the blended coaching model evident in this study appears the most successful largely because it is in many ways familiar territory for teachers – that is teachers as experts and, as such, require less training in the use of instructing strategies (mentoring) than for facilitating strategies (coaching). It does suggest that the application of coaching strategies to the teaching and learning environment has promise.
Perhaps the most consistent feature present in all three programs was the one-to-one support for teachers provided by the coaches. Whilst the coachees in school (A) were sceptical of any new teaching skills imparted by their coaches, they were in agreement with all other coachees that the coaching partnership had been beneficial in a variety of other ways, such enhancing reflective thought and questioning skills and raising motivation and communication. The positive impact of the individual coach could not be entirely dismissed. This is consistent with the research findings that demonstrate a positive influence of one-to-one career coaching. Studies have found that one-to-one career coaching has been shown to significantly enhance staff retention, with a Return On Investment (ROI) of 100 percent (Skiffington & Zeus, 2006, p.4). 
Central to many coaching interventions is the provision of one-to-one support for coachees, and whilst this is not unique to coaching, it is a promising starting point to any evaluation of the merits of coaching programs. 

Research Directions

Perhaps the most critical research direction for coaching in schools in the coming years is the development of evidence-based coaching programs. Grant (2003) argues as much when he says:
If coaching is to become a widely respected cross-disciplinary profession whose primary purpose is to enhance well being, improve performance and facilitate individual human and organisational change, then it must rest on a solid foundation….being one of shared empirically-validated knowledge, a rigorous peer-reviewed publishing process, a common language and clear and explicit links to the wider knowledge base.’

(Grant, 2003, p4)

To this end, the development of a scientist-practitioner model of professional coaching holds considerable promise (Grant, 2003). Such a model, based in the behavioural sciences, has its critics (O’Gorman, 2001). Nonetheless, it has contributed significantly to the professionalisation of the behavioural sciences (Shapiro, 2002). Such a move would not require coaches to be significant producers of research (Parker & Detterman, 1988), but that they would be better placed as competent consumers of research, with their coaching practice enhanced because of their ability to utilise related research. 
A particularly interesting potential new research direction in schools is in the area of coaching for emotional intelligence and its link to cognitive learning. Emotional Intelligence (EI) as popularised by Goleman (1996), has created interest in an increasing number of schools in Victoria, via the work of Dr Ben Palmer, Professor Con  Stough and Swinburne University of Technology, Australia  (2008). The Genos EI-Enhancement Methodology is evidence-based, outcome focused and research grounded (Palmer & Stough 2008). It can be applied to one-to-one coaching, group coaching and process facilitation or skills training. 
Schools with their focus on student learning outcomes would be an excellent research environment to evaluate the potential impact of coaching for EI enhancement for student learning improvement in both cognitive and affective skills. Such research has the potential to contribute to a reframing of what we value as student learning and indeed how we can validly measure student learning in what is now being identified as emotional intelligence. In so doing, such research would by definition invite an appraisal of current teaching practices – that is the teacher as instructor, the teacher as mentor and the teacher as coach.
Of most importance is that the level of evidence-based, credible research into coaching interventions in our schools needs to accelerate and soon. To not do so invites a scenario of pseudo-coaching programs proliferating across our schools with the very best of intentions but with dubious outcomes. This would do our children a great disservice.
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