
Podcast: Exploring the Why of
Instructional Coaching

Simon Senik’s advice to focus communicating the WHY of your
organization before the how and what has a direct application
to  a  staff’s  understanding  of  “why”  an  investment  in
instructional  coaching  would  be  made.  Decisions  about  a
coaching  model,  the  selection  of  coaches,  the  training
provided  to  coaches,  as  well  as  the  expectations  for
administrators, coaches, and teachers should all be connected
to the program’s “WHY.”

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!

Podcast Transcript:

Steve [Intro] (00:00)
Welcome to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast. As
instructional coaches and school leaders, you have a challenge
to  guide  continuous  teacher  growth  that  promotes  student
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success. This podcast looks to support you with strategies
from our experienced guests and insights that I’ve gathered
across  many  years.  I’m  thrilled  you’re  here.  Thanks  for
listening.

Steve (00:27)
Exploring the why of instructional coaching. While assisting a
high school leadership team in the midst of initiating some
instructional  coaching  opportunities  with  their  staff,  I
uncovered the need to explore if the why of their coaching
plan had been communicated to their staff. Several of the
teacher leaders were on a revised schedule that now created an
opportunity for them to provide coaching to their colleagues
or to arrange opportunities for their colleagues to coach each
other. But teachers were not responding to the availability of
the coaching, even though all the assurances of autonomy, and
non-evalutive  communication  were  presented.  From  earlier
conversations with the leadership group, I could identify what
they  wanted  to  achieve  with  the  coaching  process,  but  I
wondered if the staff knew or questioned what was the purpose.
Those thoughts triggered me to connect with Simon Sinek’s work
on the “why.” The golden circle concept introduced by Sinek is
built on the insight that successful leaders and organizations
start by communicating why – the purpose, cause, or belief
that inspires them to do what they do. The why represents the
core beliefs of an individual or an organization. It’s the
reason that they exist, the purpose that drives every action
and decision.

Steve (02:13)
The “how” refers to the processes or the methods that are used
to realize the why. These are the specific actions taken to
embody  the  core  beliefs  in  the  way  they  operate  or  the
strategy strategies that they employ. The “what” encompasses
the  products,  services,  or  roles  that  an  organization  or
individual provides or performs. It’s the tangible outcome of
the why and how. The what is the outcome of the why and the



how. The what is the visible proof of the entity’s belief and
methods  in  action.  Sinek  argues  that  most  people  in
organizations operate from the outside in, focusing on what
they  do  without  giving  much  thought  to  why  they  do  it.
However,  most  inspiring  leaders  in  organizations  do  the
opposite. They start with why. The why attracts people who
share those values. I had realized from my time in this school
with  the  administrators  that  there  was  a  desire  for  more
students to have more learning experiences that engage them in
greater autonomy, ownership, critical thinking, and problem
solving. I posed these two questions to the principal: One,
what do you want to make happen for your students or for some
of  your  students  that  isn’t  happening  now?  Two,  how  many
teachers know what that picture is. The principal decided to
pose  the  why  question  to  his  administration  and  teacher
leaders.

Steve (04:08)
Students gaining something that they currently are not gaining
is  a  reason  for  change  in  the  teaching  learning  process.
That’s the why. Among his leaders, there was a clear common
message that they wanted students to gain joy and fun in
learning,  investment  in  learning,  student  ownership  and
engagement,  connecting  learning  to  their  futures,  critical
thinking, being challenged. Then the team moved to the second
question, how many teachers know what that picture is? Now, a
substantial amount of uncertainty emerged. A realization arose
that  there  was  a  need  to  explore  the  staff’s  views  and
thinking in order to decide the next action leaders needed to
take. They mapped out a plan for small group discussions with
staff  in  order  to  find  out.  Engaging  staff  in  ongoing
reflection is a key. It’s got to be more than simply telling
the staff what the why is. Here are some questions I gave the
leadership team to explore in their future as they plan for
the  administrator  and  the  coach’s  next  round  of  actions.
First, who are the teachers that agree with the why and have
ideas to implement to make it happen? Instructional coaching



for this group would provide the support and encouragement to
experiment  with  their  ideas,  implementing  hypotheses  and
learning with other colleagues about ways to achieve the goal
with their students.

Steve (06:02)
Secondly, are there teachers who agree with the why, but they
really don’t know what they would do to achieve the goal with
their students? Instructional coaching needs to provide these
teachers with learning opportunities. They may want time to
observe  peers  who  are  being  successful  in  generating  the
desired  student  engagement  activities.  Professional
development might provide possible instructional approaches.
As these teachers decide on approaches to try, instructional
coaching  can  support  them  with  modeling,  co-teaching,  and
reflection. Lastly, are there some staff who either disagree
with the desired why or simply are not willing to invest in
changing their current practice? In the short term, these
unwilling staff members are not a focus of the instructional
coaching  activities.  As  school  leaders  focus  on  a  bigger
conceptual change, encouraging and celebrating with teachers
who are gaining the process on the desired goal is key to
establishing a new culture and expectations. In my work, I’ve
always used the backwards planning approach to coaching. So
taking a look at the desired learning outcomes we wanted to
achieve, then figuring out what students needed to do in order
to  gain  those  skills  those  elements  of  knowledge,  those
attributes. Then, looking at what teacher actions would be
taking  to  assist  students  in  implementing  those  learning
behaviors.

Steve (08:00)
And then lastly, what’s the support that we would provide
teachers in order to carry out our backwards process? That’s
where coaching would fit in. As I took Sinek’s thinking and
overlaid it over mine, I realized that why was really about
the learning outcomes. How was really about teacher actions



and  student  learning  production  behaviors.  And  the  what
becomes the coaching support, professional development, and
learning  communities  working  with  colleagues,  all  of  that
support of “what” to drive the “how” of teacher and student
actions to achieve the “why” – student learning outcome goals.
By  starting  with  a  why,  a  school  ensures  that  every
stakeholder understands and is aligned with the overarching
goal,  thereby  increasing  engagement,  commitment,  and  the
willingness  to  invest  in  the  necessary  changes.  Applying
Sinek’s  thinking  to  the  implementation  process  involves
constantly linking back to the core purpose throughout the
development  and  execution  of  instructional  coaching.  This
means that decisions about coaching models, the selection of
coaches, the training provided to coaches, and the methods of
feedback and assessment that are made are all fundamentally
connected to the why. I’d love to hear your thoughts about
connecting Sinek’s work with the important why to our work
with instructional coaching.

Steve (09:58)
You  can  always  reach  me  at  barkleypd.com.  Thanks  for
listening.

Steve [Outro] (10:05)
Thanks for listening, folks. I’d love to hear what you’re
pondering. You can find me on Twitter or LinkedIn at Steve
Barkley, or send me your questions and find my videos and
blogs at barkleypd.com.

Podcast: Coaching in Response
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to  a  Teacher’s  Concern  or
Problem

It’s  common  for  coaches  to  be  pulled  into  quick  problem
solving when teachers share a problem or concern. There is
much to be gained by coaching slow initially, to seek real
understanding, in order to go fast later. In this podcast,
Steve  shares  some  of  the  reasons  and  models  a  coaching
conference with a teacher who illustrates her commitment, her
willingness  to  be  vulnerable,  to  maximize  learning
opportunities  for  her  students.

Read Mike Sturm’s article, “Seek First to Understand” here.

Subscribe to the Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud podcast on
iTunes or visit BarkleyPD.com to find new episodes!

PODCAST TRANSCRIPT
Steve [Intro]: 00:00 Hello and welcome to the Steve Barkley
Ponders Out Loud podcast. Instructional coaches and leaders
create the environment that supports teachers to continually
imagine,  grow  and  achieve.  They  model  an  excitement  for
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learning  that  teachers  in  turn  model  for  students.  This
podcast is dedicated to promoting the important aspects of
instructional leadership. Thanks for listening.

Steve: 00:28 Coaching when a teacher presents a concern or
problem. In earlier blogs and podcasts, I’ve discussed the
importance of coaches going slow to go fast. The reason is to
generate real understanding. Mike Sturm, writing in a blog
titled, “Seek First to Understand,” reflected on his thought
that this habit identified in Stephen Covey’s, “The Seven
Habits of Highly Effective People,” may be the most important
habit. He wrote, “the essence of this habit is a temperament
that favors curiosity, open-mindedness empathy and patience,
all rolled into one. In order to really seek to understand you
cannot have already judged a person or situation.

Steve:  01:34  You  need  to  develop  a  desire  to  understand,
meaning a desire to see things from other’s point of view, to
see their reasons and feel the way they feel.” You’ll find the
link to Sturm’s blog in the lead-in to this podcast. When
providing a coaching workshop, I frequently illustrate this
point with the following activity. I ask participants on the
workshop, how they would respond to this scenario: A fifth
grade teacher tells you that she believes reading aloud is an
important component of her reading workshop time, but she
doesn’t use it often because students don’t listen during the
reading they fidget. And they’re seldom able to respond to
questions  that  she  asked.  When  I  asked  participants  to
generate some of the questions they might ask this teacher,
they frequently come up with a list like this: What are you
choosing to read? How long are the passages?

Steve: 02:43 Where are the students seated when you read? What
do you see and hear the students do it? I then share some
questions  that  I  might  begin  with.  What  benefits  do  you
believe reading aloud offers? Which of these benefits do you
think are most important to your students? Are these benefits
important to all of your students are more important to some?



How much do you want to invest in making read aloud lessons
work effectively? Why? I asked the participants to compare
their  initial  questions  with  the  ones  that  I  offer.  They
generally identify that my questions are asked in order to
uncover an understanding of the teacher’s thinking about the
read aloud strategy and her commitment to wanting it to be
effective. Most of their questions are driven by a desire to
problem  solve  quickly.  In  other  words,  going  fast.  If  I
uncovered that the teacher doesn’t understand the value of the
read aloud to her students, my coaching focus should be on
that rather than on fixing a problem. The teacher may not even
be interested in solving the problem. Time spent on getting a
strategy the teacher doesn’t value implemented, is likely a
waste of both of our time. Time spent understanding going slow
is what allows us to go fast later. I recently had a teacher
share a concern from her classroom during a coaching workshop.
I  think  it  illustrates  going  slow  and  focusing  on
understanding. Listen in, see what you think. So Catherine,
give me a quick little introduction to yourself and and the
students you’re working with there.

Catherine: 04:47 So I teach grade two. This is my fourth year
in grade two. I have a very interesting class this year where
more than half are very high achievers and the other half are
quite behind grade level. So they’re being supported in many
ways, but the issue that I’m running into is that I have two
friends in particular who are what I would characterize as
defiant  children.  And  that  means  that  at  the  slightest
provocation, they will go into a pout that can last for 15
minutes to two hours. And it can be something as small as
coloring a window on their picture that they meant to leave
white or as big as being asked to sit back into their carpet
spot and refusing publicly in front of the class and getting
into a power struggle in that moment.

Catherine: 05:44 What I’m really struggling with is my desire
to get into power struggles with them, which I know I will



lose, which is not productive for anyone. But the biggest
concern I have is their loss of learning from all of the times
when I must allow them to opt out. And the times when I do
decide to argue the point or address the issue, the other 14
or 15 children in the class are losing out on their learning
time as well. And it is a severe loss of time. The behaviors
are very, very intense. And I had a child like this last year.
He was a boy. This year, they are both girls. And I feel like
that is also allowing that behavior to escalate within the
classroom to a point where it really becomes not only a time
suck, but also just a complete source of frustration for me,
for them and for the other students in the class. And so I’ve
really been working to find strategies that allow deescalation
of those situations and me to have enough background knowledge
from their families to really understand what’s going on. Both
of them have very I would venture to say solitary home lives.
They have working parents who are not home when they get home.
They have siblings that they do not have good relationships
with, and they are very fiercely independent as a result of
that, but also very much adult-focused for attention.

Steve: 07:24 I want to try what I think I might be hearing as
a hypothesis, but I think I’m hearing two of them. So I want
to try both of them. I’m hearing a hypothesis that says you
believe you have to learn a lot more about those two kids in
order for you to put the program together that’s going to
successfully help them.

Catherine: 07:50 That is true. And I have taken steps to
address that already. So I’ve had parent meetings this week
with both moms and we are gathering observational data from
the counseling staff as well, to my own observational notes,
which  I’ve  been  taking.  So  I  do  feel  like  we’re  taking
positive steps in that direction.

Steve: 08:08 So you have a team that’s going to jump on that
and work on that with you. Okay. And then here’s the second
hypothesis I think I heard. You think you need a a band-aid in



the meantime.

Catherine:  08:28  Yeah,  I  need  a  tourniquet  to  stop  the
bleeding.

Steve: 08:41 Yeah. So the tourniquet is not going to solve the
problems for those two kids, but you need it.

Catherine: 08:51 Yeah. And then we’ll work on how we do the
long-term solution. That makes sense to me.
Steve: 08:56 And part of a struggle that you’re dealing with
is the impact that the tourniquet has on the two kids’ loss of
learning while you’re putting it on because you feel it’s
needed for the rest of the class.

Catherine: 09:20 Exactly right. So if I do the quick fix, they
lose their learning time. If I do the not quick fix, everyone
loses their learning time. So I feel caught between a rock and
a hard place.

Steve: 09:32 And so as much information as you could have
about what’s happening is probably helpful in you determining
whether a strategy that you’re working with – I’m don’t even
want to say whether it’s working is whether it’s whether it’s
acceptable to you.

Catherine: 09:58 Yeah. Because there are things that I can do,
but they have consequences for everyone, myself included and
how I feel about my teaching at the end of the day. So there’s
a lot of emotion wrapped up in the midst of it too.
Steve: 10:18 So I’m wondering if a initial observing spot for
us is pre a strategy, or are you at the point where you’ve got
a strategy and you’d like the observing to occur around that
strategy?

Catherine: 10:37 So I’ve been trying to utilize two positive
choices. You can sit with us on the carpet, or you can come
sit where you’re comfortable, but you must have your eyes on
the teacher. I’ve been trying to say, take a break in the safe



space and use a timer two times, and then you must rejoin the
class. I’ve been trying to use direct non-judgmental language
around, “I see that you are frustrated. Is it time to take a
break?” Or, “I see that your head is down, please put your
head up and listen,” so that it’s not imbued with judgment and
emotion.

Steve:  11:19  Are  you  attending  to  make  the  decision  what
you’re going to do in advance or you attending to make that
decision on the spot as a as an occurrence happens?

Catherine: 11:31 Mostly on the spot.

Steve: 11:35 So I’m wondering if a starter spot would be, you
pick the time that you think might be most valuable for me to
be  observing,  paying  some  attention,  and  maybe  it’s  even
something I do over a couple of days at the same time, or at
different times so you would know, but if all I did was
record, you’d let me know the two students. So I’d record what
the student did, how you responded, how I saw that student
respond, and how I saw the rest of the class respond. That
give a starter?

Catherine:  12:16  Yeah,  I  think  so,  because  I  think  also,
they’re two different kids, right? There’s no reason that
saying this to one of them is also going to work for the
other. So I think having that ability to track, especially the
other kids’ reaction to0 in the mix, I think is an important
part of it.

Steve: 12:35 So how about if I stopped in several times – say
I started on Monday and I did it several times till Friday,
and we sat down Friday and I put down in front of you what I
collected and we could take that into a debrief?

Catherine: 12:54 I think that’d be great. I think it would be
important to vary the times of day, because my schedule has
lots of specials at different times. Like I have days where I
have a longer morning and I would be curious to know what kind



of stamina issues are at play here too. Like, if they’ve
already  been  learning  for  an  hour,  do  they  react  in  a
different way than if they’d been learning for 40 minutes and
it’s just a 40 minute contained lesson?

Steve:  13:20  So  if  I  record  the  time  that  I  did  the
observation, you’d be able to reflect back as to what happened
prior to that time. That’d be another piece of information for
you to have.

Catherine: 13:32 Yes.
Steve: 13:34 Okay. Thank you very much.

Steve:  13:37  This  teacher  illustrates  the  ultimate  of
professionalism in teaching. She was open to being vulnerable,
to share her desires, her thinking, her frustrations, all for
the purpose of providing her students with the best possible
learning opportunities. As coaches, we need to do everything
possible to create the environment that promotes this kind of
professionalism. Adam Grant, in his book, “Think Again,” gives
a wonderful explanation of the power of listening. He wrote,
“The power of listening doesn’t lie just in giving people the
space to reflect on their views. It’s a display of respect and
an expression of care. Listening as a way of offering others
our scarcest, most precious gift – our attention. Listening
well is more than a matter of talking less. It’s a set of
skills and asking and responding. I encourage you to keep
growing your skills in seeking understanding in listening for
understanding  and  in  promoting  teacher  vulnerability  and
professionalism to maximize student learning opportunities.”
Thanks for listening in.

Steve  [Outro]:  15:23  Thank  you  for  listening.  You  can
subscribe to Steve Barkley Ponders Out Loud on iTunes and
Podbean. And please remember to rate and review us on iTunes.
I also want to hear what you’re pondering. You can find me on
Twitter @stevebarkley, or send me your questions and find my
videos and blogs at barkleypd.com


