Dialogue in Coaching

Hillary Armstrong, in, “Coaching as dialogue: Creating spaces
for (mis)understandings” provides the following statements
around dialogue in coaching.

 We experience dialogue as movement and flow, an embodied
activity, movement between reflecting back, moving
forward, feedback, feed-forward, reiterating, and
leading somewhere, the destination clear when we arrive.

 Dialogue is transformative — everyone changes..not only
coachee, but the changes will be unique and particular,
therefore hard to generalize and capture.

» Taking a social constructionist view of the coaching
dialogue means a focus on process — listening, empathy,
questioning, making links, looking for patterns of
meaning, alternative ways of perceiving, noticing
exceptions — knowing that through this focus, learning
will be generated in and of itself.
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Michael Fullan emphasizes the role of collaboration and
relational trust in achieving deep and sustainable
improvement. Dialogue, in Fullan’s view, is the foundation of
meaningful partnerships. He asserts that leaders and coaches
must engage in “deep listening” — a process that goes beyond
hearing words to truly understanding the values, beliefs, and
emotions underlying them. This means approaching conversations
with curiosity and openness, enabling coachees to co-create
solutions rather than merely receiving advice. This aligns
with Armstrong’s notion of dialogue as a social
constructionist process, where patterns of meaning are
uncovered and new perspectives emerge.

Andy Hargreaves emphasizes the importance of emotional
intelligence in 1leadership and coaching. Empathy 1is a
cornerstone of effective dialogue that enables coaches to
connect with coachees on a human level, fostering trust and
psychological safety. Coaching is not just about solving
problems but about building relationships that inspire growth
and resilience. Coaches must balance inquiry with advocacy,
using open-ended questions to guide exploration while offering
support and affirmation. Armstrong’s idea of dialogue as
“listening, empathy, questioning, making links, and looking
for patterns of meaning” aligns closely with Hargreaves'’
emphasis on emotional connection. By demonstrating genuine
care and curiosity, coaches create spaces where coachees feel
valued and empowered to take risks.

Roland Barth, highlights the transformative power of honest
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and open dialogue in fostering a culture of continuous
improvement. Barth advocates for what he calls “collegial
dialogue” — conversations that are not only reflective but
also rooted in mutual accountability and shared purpose. This
perspective 1is particularly relevant in peer coaching
settings, where colleagues work together to enhance practice.
Armstrong’s assertion that dialogue 1s inherently
transformative — changing not only the coachee but also the
coach — 1is evident in these interactions. Coaches who engage
in collegial dialogue often find their own practices evolving
as they learn from their peers.
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Dialogue helps create conditions for growth rather than
rushing to solutions. Armstrong’s advice: “trust the
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process,” learning emerges organically through dialogue.
It's the process of going slow to go fast. Here is a coaching
dialogue that illustrates a dialog approach:

Coach: In our last conversation you shared some concerns about
student engagement. What are you finding?

Teacher: It’s been a bit of a challenge, honestly. I’'ve been
trying a few strategies to get more students involved 1in
discussions, but I'm not seeing the results I hoped for.

Coach: That sounds frustrating. Can you share more about what
you’'ve tried and what you’re noticing?

Teacher: Sure. I’'ve focused on open-ended questions and tried
pairing students for discussions before bringing them into a
whole-class conversation. But it still feels like the same few
students are dominating, while others just tune out.

Coach: It sounds like you'’re really focusing on giving
students a voice, but the participation isn’t where you want
it to be yet. When you say some students are tuning out, what
do you think is happening for them?

Teacher: I'm not entirely sure. Maybe they don’t feel
confident? Or maybe they’'re just not interested in the topics
we're discussing.

Coach: That's interesting. Not confident or not interested are
very different issues. Let’s explore those possibilities. Have
you noticed those students becoming more engaged in the past?
What was the difference?

Teacher: Hmm. I think when we’ve worked on projects that are
more hands-on or tied to real-world issues, I’'ve seen more
students get more involved.

Coach: It sounds like those activities resonated with your
students. They had interest and confidence.



Teacher: I remember one project where we analyzed a local
community issue, and even my quieter students had something to
say. It felt like they had a personal stake in the
conversation.

Coach: Thoughts on a similar learning activity you might plan?
Both topics and structures may have an impact.

Teacher: I need to give that more thought. The curriculum has
a lot to cover but I'm sure more engagement will positively
impact learning. I think I’'ll look into the next social
studies unit for a concept that has a connection with current
events. What did you mean by structures for engagement?

Coach: There are many different strategies that can be used to
encourage engagement from working in pairs, to cooperative
groups, purposefully chosen groups or random placement in
groups, and fishbowl where some debate while some observe and
then respond.

Teacher: There is a lot to decide.

Coach: What if you take some time to decide the curriculum
content and current connections you want to make and I'1l1l
gather a set of discussion/ strategies. We can meet soon and
put those together to create an idea to try?

Teacher: That sounds promising. I think it could give me some
good insights to tweak things as we go.

Coach: Absolutely. The process of trying, reflecting, and
adjusting 1is where the growth happens—for you and your
students and me.

Embracing dialogue means committing to listening deeply,
asking meaningful questions, and co-creating solutions. It
means trusting the process, valuing relationships, and
recognizing that transformation is a shared journey. As
Armstrong reminds us, the destination of dialogue becomes



clear only when we arrive — but the journey itself is where
the most meaningful growth occurs.



