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Coaching has emerged as a significant development intervention in schools across such countries as Australia, the United

Kingdom and the USA and is used to help develop principals, teachers, and students while also supporting school

improvement and development. Many school leaders are committed to providing coaching to teachers and have endeavoured

to promote a culture of coaching in their schools, but many obstacles have emerged.

coaching  culture  leadership

1. Introduction

Recent years have seen a major reform in educational leadership with a more business-focused accountability evident and

performativity at the core of what school success entails . With the rapid development of economies and the continuous

updating of information, organisations are continuously reorganising, resulting in an increased quality of employee . Within

this new environment, a new type of leadership is required with coaching leadership being suggested as a suitable approach

for ‘improvement and development of employee capabilities’  (p. 92). Kegan and Lahey  call this a re-authoring process of

how organisations should be run, and schools as organisations are no different.

School principals play an important role in ensuring both the smooth running of schools and in addition effective teaching and

learning outcomes . However, they now find themselves facing a myriad of new emerging responsibilities that require this

business/performance style of leadership . Therefore, it is not surprising that in 2015, the Department of Education and

Skills recognised the need for the upskilling of school principals and offered coaching support to school principals through the

setting up of the Centre for School Leadership (CSL). The aim of coaching was to upskill Irish school principals to become a

‘more in-depth talented leader’  (p. 1).

2. Coaching as a Leadership Style

In recent years, coaching has emerged as a significant development intervention in schools across such countries as

Australia, the United Kingdom and the USA and is used to help develop principals, teachers, and students while also

supporting school improvement and development. While it is often seen in the corporate world as an executive leadership

development approach, in schools, it is being used in a range of different conversational contexts . Internationally,

many organisations including schools have aimed to demonstrate the positive impact coaching can have on enhanced

leadership performance. However, for Irish educational leadership, coaching as a leadership approach is relatively unknown.

While it may still be an approach under question , further empirical evidence is required to assess its impact.

3. Coaching Definition

Coaching has become a multi-billion-dollar industry worldwide , with many studies demonstrating its positive impact on

leadership and company performance . Coaching in leadership entails a one-to-one relationship between a

coach and a coachee, where one-to-one conversations take place. These conversations ‘facilitate development for a leader’

 (p. 582) and are designed to be an empowering process. Coaches use skills such as effective listening and the use of

probing questions with the aim to motivate the coachee to take responsibility for action. A further aim of coaching is to draw

out solutions to problems from within the coachee, thus enabling the coachee to draw out suitable solutions to issues they are
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presented with  that are best suited to the person’s own environment and experience. Thus, the coachee takes ownership

 of the problem they are dealing with, using their own skill set and resources. Coaching normally uses a framework or

model such as the GROW model which stands for Goal, Reality, Options and Way forward/wrap-up .

While there are many empirical studies that suggest that coaching can impact positively on the performance and self-

development of staff , leadership coaching is still gaining traction and may not be considered a leadership

style by and of itself. However, it may have merit as an approach to be used within a leadership style. Fay  suggests that

coaching is a significant strategy for bringing about change with Robinson  positing that many of the models of leadership

such as distributed leadership are at an early stage and therefore often lack an effective framework for delivering such a

model of change effectively. Leadership coaching can help manage such change in organisations and supports the building of

such leadership styles, for example helping to “deliver a co-operative approach to distributed leadership”  (p. 38). While for

some it may not be considered an independent model of leadership in its own right, it may compliment models of leadership

through the blending of coaching skills, within an overarching model such as distributed leadership or transformational

leadership models. Anthony  highlights how coaching contributes toward a more transformational type of leadership,

highlighting that coaching builds leadership capacity through the effective distribution of tasks. Thus, coaching when used in a

blended capacity with other leadership styles can be effective.

Berg and Karlsen  view coaching as a leadership style within the model of situational leadership and suggest that while

there may be many leadership styles and theories, in a coaching leadership style (CLS), the leader uses coaching skills as

the main method with which to achieve the desired results. This is similar to coaching in sports, where a coach enables an

athlete to transform physical and psychological strengths into improvements in performance. In a similar way in leadership,

the leader can coach the employee through empowerment and towards a type of self-leadership, building on their own

personal strengths. Coaching as a leadership style involves a “mutual partnership in learning” built on trust and relationships,

adjusting goals and constantly learning from the process  (p. 3). While there are debates of where leadership coaching sits

within the wider styles of leadership style, its application may support the implementation of various leadership styles.

Peterson (2011)  suggests however that there are some limitations on how coaching can be delivered effectively. These

include certain personalities that may make coaching difficult, such as staff who may have a fixed mindset and be resistant to

change, with others perhaps feeling they are being forced into coaching against their will, thus thinking the process lacks trust

and openness and the possibility that they may perceive coaching as a process that may be about manipulating staff towards

more output. He also posits that people with emotional and mental issues may pose a problem for a coach, resulting in people

refusing to engage in coaching and those who do not wish to be forced “to change in ways that others want them to change”

 (p. 547). While he also posits that often such people are the people who need coaching the most, it still leaves a challenge

for leaders to implement a coaching approach to leadership.

4. Creating a Coaching Culture in Schools

Culture has its roots in the corporate environment, often providing a notion of direction that would make an organisation more

efficient or a more stable learning environment . While as a general concept an organisational culture can be viewed as the

way we do things here , often set in rituals or symbols or historical processes, it can also include such things as values and

beliefs, and for schools, it often lies in ‘the commonly held beliefs of teachers, students and principals’  (p. 2).

Organisational culture stems from both espoused and enacted values and practices that are part of daily life .

According to Dewitt , schools are complex organisations, and leadership within a school is a complex one in itself. School

principals have a very important part to play in influencing school culture, and they need to be supported in strategically letting

go of the leadership by focusing on the development of school culture and in doing so support professional learning . Bush

 posits that the role of a school principal is vital for school success generally even including building a culture of well-being

in a school. Factors that influence a school culture include environment, personalities, values, beliefs, and the ontological
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(1)

viewpoint of many stakeholders resulting in many behavioural outcomes. Mc Govern  suggests that leadership theory does

not always translate into leadership practice and that a culture of collegial respect and mutual trust is required for leadership

practices to work. Thus, building a culture of leadership coaching in Irish school is a challenging one.

To compound this challenge, the field of education has no clear definition of what school culture looks like, often referring to

such things as ethos or climate. Despite this, effective school leaders help develop school cultures that embody shared values

and beliefs and promote caring and trust among all members . If culture is about ‘the way we do things around here’  (p.

3), then building a coaching culture is about embedding a conversational culture that contributes to a learning environment,

focused on constant improvement, where everyone feels confident and motivated in their roles .

Stolp  suggests that there is much empirical research to support the notion that culture correlates strongly with increased

student motivation and achievement and also impacts teachers’ productivity and satisfaction. Therefore, culture is an

important aspect of what happens in any school setting, as it sets a scene of how things are handled and also how they

contribute to school successes. It also suggests that in order to change a school culture, it involves understanding the current

culture, relationships and systems, which is an important precursor to looking at any potential change. It is also important that

the school vision would influence and impact any future change in the systems that make a school culture. These include

rituals, ceremonies, and routines with the suggestion that the school principal should develop such a vision, conscious of

current practices, but rooted in history , values and beliefs of what the school should be . Thus, seeking to promote such

a new initiative as coaching in schools, something that may not be rooted in school history, rituals, or systems, may present

with quite a challenge.

It is difficult to improve schools significantly; however, research has attempted to put forward ideas that do work. A system that

combines them successfully is complex with educators often disagreeing about how best to approach it .

The strategies suggested that do work and that help the concept of school culture of how people work together and make

them work better include the following:

The human resource approach rooted in psychology focused on the skills of educators (coaching as a process would be in

this category);

Formal structures and operations of schools rooted in sociology;

Political relationships amongst the school community;

Market mechanisms or economics based on school choice and monopoly;

School culture a concept rooted in anthropology .

According to Deal and Peterson , principals are at the core of any culture change, and considering implementing a change

without considering staff needs, goals and roles and the power of conflict and skills will have limited effect. In addition, trying

to embed a culture of coaching in schools where staff have limited understanding of coaching can certainly impact the

successful development of a coaching culture in schools.

For Van Nieuwerburgh , there are several issues and challenges for implementing a coaching culture:

The closed-door culture that exists in some schools resulting in a defensive approach from teachers about what happens in

their classrooms. In this circumstance, a coach–coachee relationship has not been formally established despite the use of

coaching skills having potential (active listening, well-structured questions, presence, empathy, in other words using a

‘coaching approach’).
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The relationship of coaching is well set out in training programmes such as those endorsed by the European Mentoring

and Coaching Council (EMCC) or the Institute of Coaching (AOC) with particular emphasis on ethical considerations to

ensure a referral on to qualified specialists should issues arise during the process. However, while these may be

considered adequate in most situations, they have a larger impact in school settings, especially where students may be

involved. Careful thought needs to be considered in an education setting to allow the development of staff and students in

an empowering way rather than through a means of control. Robinson  explains this as the careful management of the

dynamics of power and control, such as force, coercion and manipulation and that leaders should create conditions where

staff can think and act differently through empowerment rather than through a controlling environment.

There are critical skills involved in effective coaching and coaching skills development. Significant training and intentional

reflection is required in order to build an appropriate skill set amongst educational leaders. Such skills need to be raised

beyond the introduction to coaching that is often happening with university postgraduate programmes.

Positive psychology and coaching in education have some overlap. There is much to be gained from exploring how both

contexts could be integrated to encourage human flourishing and well-being.

Coaching culture in schools has emerged to describe how coaching is being implemented across an organisation. There is

an implicit assumption this is a positive development, but there is a lack of clarity about what a coaching culture actually

entails, especially in schools. Further research would be of considerable benefit to educators in order to develop a plan to

take coaching beyond the initial successful steps that have begun to emerge.

Many school leaders are committed to providing coaching to teachers and have endeavoured to promote a culture of

coaching in their schools, but many obstacles have emerged. Often, this is because they have not taken the time to

communicate a clear definition of coaching to the school and, especially, set up a clear structure for a coaching program.

Aguilar,  an education consultant and respected author on coaching, describes the 10 elements leaders who want coaching

to be effective and embedded in their school’s culture need to decide about: (1) a definition of coaching and vision statement,

(2) the context for coaching, (3) a coaching model, (4) goals, (5) the qualities of coaches to hire, (6) the coaching relationship,

(7) the coaching work, (8) communication, (9) evaluation of coaches, and (10) professional development for coaches. Aligning

these elements and communicating clearly the schoolwide decisions about how each element will function in the school’s

coaching effort is essential also.

However, in the Irish context, many of these aspects are missing from what is necessary in order to embed such a coaching

context . Training with school principals is somewhat ad hoc with a lack of accredited training and development for

principals. Coaching as an approach to school development is somewhat referenced in school documents such as the six-

step process for school evaluation and for school development and is a core remit within the Droichead training framework for

new teachers (from which a small number of teachers are training up in schools). However, a coaching approach from a

human resources management perspective  is something that school staff do not either understand or consider as an

approach to school management.
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