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INTRODUCTION


In the ever-changing landscape of education, now more than ever before, schools need instructional coaches who know how to support teachers and students through varied teaching and learning challenges. Although instructional coaching isn’t brand-new, ambiguity still exists around the role of an instructional coach. The crux of instructional coaching should be a daily, intentional, and purposeful engagement with all learners in the school community to support teaching and learning in innovative and transformational ways. Instructional coaches need their own supports to determine how to fulfill this function each day. As instructional coaching expert Jim Knight (2007) states, coaching is “one of the most unpredictable professions in education; each day brings surprises, new challenges, and successes” (p. 19).


As we embark on the journey of instructional coaching, we must identify drivers that will not only support the work of an instructional coach but also aid in transforming the role of instructional coach in the same way classrooms are being transformed. You might ask, “Shouldn’t I just follow a coaching framework, prescriptive model, or cycle?” While instructional coaching frameworks, models, and cycles are helpful for defining the overall work of an instructional coach, we live in a dynamically changing educational context that is often unpredictable and that requires innovative approaches daily. Classrooms are being transformed into learning studios, libraries into learning commons, and brick-and-mortar schools into virtual learning spaces. Teacher professional learning is on demand, self-directed, and personalized. Teachers access, deliver, and facilitate content, curriculum, and instruction in various blended online and off-line media. Students are expected to develop skills to solve local and global problems that have yet to arise, and become the next generation of leaders and entrepreneurs. All these conditions, and more, require that instructional coaches know how to quickly determine how to best support teacher effectiveness throughout changes in education. The drivers presented in this book provide foundational guidance that helps drive this action because they are not framed inside a rigid structure or in a prescriptive fashion the way frameworks, models, and cycles often are. The works and research of Adam Grant (2014), Carol Dweck (2007), Susan Cain (2012), and Don Beck and Christopher Cowan (1996) also provide new insights into how people live, work, collaborate, and view the world.


Based on these changing demands and this emerging information, I’ve identified a set of seven drivers for effective daily instructional coaching—catalysts that will support and guide coaches through this ever-changing educational landscape.


1.  Collaboration


2.  Transparency


3.  Inquiry


4.  Discourse


5.  Reverberation


6.  Sincerity


7.  Influence


Coaches can create a sense of inspiration, compassion, empowerment, and empathy around instructional coaching when they apply these drivers on a daily basis. These daily drivers work to produce successful outcomes not only for coaches but also for principals, teachers, students, and parents.


About This Book


This book explores the seven drivers of instructional coaching to build on, refine, and innovate ways that instructional coaches work and communicate with teachers. These drivers will help illuminate the importance of the teacher’s role in student learning, and the importance of instruction.


Chapter 1 explores the driver of collaboration. Coaches should share their expertise, practices, and purposes daily while embracing diversity and dissonance among the educators they serve. They can lead the development of a school community in which collaboration with all learners makes coaching an expectation and a safe, normal, and critical part of the teaching profession and the school and district culture. Chapter 2 dives into the driver of transparency. Coaches hear a lot about creating buy-in and trust. There is no better way for coaches to genuinely create trusting, positive, and collegial environments than to establish a culture of transparency about their intentions, their goals, and even their own flaws and mistakes in teaching and learning. Once coaches create a culture of transparency, they can begin to implement the driver of inquiry by asking questions with the purpose of changing the cycle of thinking and learning, which is the focus of chapter 3. Chapter 4 concentrates on the driver of discourse—the art of purposefully choosing language norms to convey that coaches value all stakeholders as people and value their ideas and perspectives. Chapter 5 centers on a driver that I call reverberation: a meaningful two-way oscillation of feedback that coaches fuel with trusting relationships and consistent dialogue. Coaches push themselves to become the best versions of themselves and encourage teachers to do the same through the instructional coaching driver of sincerity, the focus of chapter 6. And finally, chapter 7 explores the driver of influence, through which coaches can catalyze change efforts in education.


Throughout these chapters, I will draw on powerful and groundbreaking conclusions of the latest research on growth mindsets from Dweck (2007), communication from Cain (2012), and sociocultural psychology from Grant (2014), which all lend support to the efficacy of the seven daily drivers. I will share daily behaviors, practices, and tools that help define the role of an instructional coach. Reproducible tools appear throughout the book to guide readers and offer opportunities to reflect on new learning, explore new ideas, and create actions that immediately put new learning into practice. Visit go.SolutionTree.com/instruction to download the free reproducibles in this book.


About the Coach’s Role


This book is for everyday instructional coaches, ranging from novice to veteran. The seven drivers can transform any instructional coaching or leadership capacity. An important underlying concept of this book is that coaches need to act on the seven daily drivers with humility. They must not get caught up in the official title or status of the instructional coach; they should instead focus on the unprecedented support they will provide to teachers using the drivers. Dacher Keltner, Deborah H. Gruenfeld, and Cameron Anderson (2003) explain that people who boldly claim status inside an organization are not the ones who most readily and reliably attain and hold power; the best leaders lead from behind the scenes, not loudly out in front. Additionally, while people often perceive personality (especially extroversion) to be a crucial factor in leadership efficacy, Corinne Bendersky and Neha Shah (2013) find, “Whereas personality may inform status expectations through perceptions of competence when [teams] first form, as group members work together interdependently over time, actual contributions to the [team] are an important basis for reallocating status” (p. 387).


The seven drivers connect instructional coaching concepts to quantifiable actions that work to make a difference in how coaches support teachers. Each driver will help provide direction and energy to our daily practice and journey as instructional coaches. Each chapter highlights a driver and contains instructional coaching stories, illustrations, tools, and connections to research in education and psychology. Some suggestions in this book challenge the status quo of instructional coaching, which I’ve observed as including an undefined function of supporting teachers with limited resources, support, and leadership. The drivers in this book build on time-tested research and on the latest psychology research to help inspire actions that transform the coaching role. I encourage you to deeply reflect throughout each chapter, apply the ideas to your own coaching context, and ask yourself what might be holding you back from implementing innovative solutions to improve teaching and learning.
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COLLABORATION




Coaches can establish a diverse, inclusive, purposeful, and collaborative community when they take the temperature of the school climate and invite people who have differing views to the table.





Dismissive responses to attempts at collaboration arise all too commonly in schools. Take, for instance, the teacher who walks into a team meeting ready to create a vision with her teammates and is met with cynical team members who say, “I don’t have time for that right now.” The teammates also give nonverbal cues that they are too busy; after all, they have papers to grade, copies to make, and preparations to complete for the next day. Consider also the instructional coach who brings her ingenious idea to the principal, who meets her with an impassive attitude because the principal feels overwhelmed with his to-do list of managerial tasks. Additionally, imagine the district leader who has experienced success in trying something new and different and shares the strategy with the district instructional team, which turns down the idea immediately, saying it is not scalable and, therefore, would not work at a systems level.


Coaches often meet heavy resistance to collaboration because their schools have had an impermeable culture of continuing with practices that “work,” without questioning their validity, even when circumstances have changed. Lack of collaboration quickly leads schools to extinguish ideas or prevent people from ever sharing their ideas in the first place. When this happens, urgency, creativity, and zeal at best occur in small pockets but will not exist at an organizational level. Collaborative malpractice transcends the school building and permeates other aspects of the organizational leadership structure.


It’s easy to shift the blame for collaborative malpractice to the school building’s culture, mandate overload, or lack of time, but a hard look in the mirror could reveal something surprising. We all contribute to a noncollaborative culture when we continue to only respond to urgent requests and react to the multitude of tasks required of us. Always prioritizing the actions that allow us to simply cross things off the required to-do list takes away more and more collaborative opportunities. Instead of having teachers spend all their energy on trying to cross more off their mandated to-do list each day, schools should empower teachers to take innovative risks and invest in creating connections and relationships.


Teachers and instructional coaches must venture into new and unexplored territories in order to create highly functioning, creative, and impactful teams. Essentially, I am asking coaches to transform collaboration in a way that breaks traditional molds by promoting diversity, embracing dissonance, and ensuring balance. Coaches who value and act on diversity and inclusion and who encourage divergent ways of thinking while nurturing trust and accountability will begin to produce the outcomes required to positively change the landscape of teaching and learning. Coaches have a unique opportunity to influence the culture and context of their school. Their inherently consultative role affords them the freedom and flexibility to approach their work differently. This chapter will explore strategies instructional coaches can use to promote diversity within collaboration, leverage dissonance to strengthen collaborative outcomes, and balance social interactions within collaboration.


Diversity


We often think of diversity as relating to demographics, but experiences based on race, gender, age, and so on may not necessarily be the only kind of diversity that is important for the coach-teacher team dynamic to learn from. Diversity also encompasses a range of educational roles, ideas, perspectives, and instructional approaches. Creating diverse environments is important not only because it helps build stronger communities and organizations but also because diversity impacts the way our brains function. A study comparing diverse groups to more homogeneous groups finds that diverse groups demonstrate higher levels of innovation, creativity, and problem solving than less diverse groups (Phillips, Mannix, Neale, & Gruenfeld, 2004). Diverse groups outperform more homogeneous groups not only because they bring an influx of new ideas but because diversity prompts team members to process information differently and to consider different ways of working (Phillips et al., 2004). According to researchers Katherine W. Phillips, Elizabeth A. Mannix, Margaret Ann Neale, and Deborah H. Gruenfeld (2004), even though people often feel more comfortable with others who are like them, like-mindedness hinders the exchange of different ideas and the intellectual processes that arise from disagreements. Generally, people prefer to spend time with other agreeable people. But this unchecked affirmation does not always produce productivity and problem solving. Facing unfamiliarity takes more cognitive processing because it demands conflict resolution and emotional-energy expenditure. Through this cognitive struggle, new ideas emerge, and people learn from one another in unexpected ways and discover new solutions.


If we recognize that diversity builds stronger collaborative thinking and innovation, why do schools have difficulty addressing diversity in working relationships? I would argue the answer to this question has to do with the fact that when emotions and dissenting opinions mix together, acting on decisions becomes more complex and time consuming. Additionally, because teachers are already strapped for time, it seems more efficient for them to sync up with the teacher friend next door who will validate their opinion or practice. Teachers find comfort in sharing with a colleague who shares their beliefs. However, when we choose to surround ourselves only with those who agree with us or who reinforce or validate our beliefs, rather than those with diverse experiences and opinions, we develop an implicit bias.
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