
Coaching  Without  Haste:  Why
Listening Can’t Be Rushed
In coaching—whether you’re supporting a teacher, leading a
professional  learning  team,  or  working  with  a  school
leader—listening is foundational. And yet, in the name of
productivity, efficiency, or simply staying on schedule, we
can too easily slip into haste. “We nod instead of reflect. We
respond instead of inquire. We react instead of understand.”

A Harvard Business Review post titled, “Are You Really A Good
Listener,”  highlighted  the  conscious  effort  good  listening
requires.  Jeffrey  Yip  and  Colin  M.  Fisher  reviewed  117
academic  papers  on  workplace  listening  from  individual
conversations  to  team  and  large  meetings  and  found  that
listening is far easier to describe than to display. They
identified five of the most common and damaging causes of that
failure: haste, defensiveness, invisibility, exhaustion, and
inaction.

“Listening with haste can be worse than
not listening at all. When you respond to
people too quickly, they’re likely to

feel frustrated, demeaned, or
unimportant. And when you miss the

message because you’re hurrying, you may
also make decisions based on incomplete
information, which can further demotivate

your team.”   

(Yip and Fischer)
One insight especially stood out to me—the role of haste in
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undermining effective listening. That immediately brought to
mind implications in coaching. As coaches, we can fall into
the “haste” trap. We and our coachees have busy schedules,
there is a list of outcomes we’re working toward, and as
coaches  we  often  have  a  strong  sense  of  what  a  teacher
“needs.”  When  we  rush  a  conversation—finishing  sentences,
jumping to solutions, or interpreting questions as pushbacks—
we miss crucial signals and undermine trust.

Haste might sound like:

“What if you just tried…”

“We don’t have time to worry about that now.”

“I think what’s really going on is…”

“Let’s talk about what to do, ”

Even  when  our  suggestions  are  good  or  well-intentioned,
offering them too soon short-circuits the deeper exploration
that leads to teacher growth and ownership.

Christine Miles, the author of, “What’s it Costing You to Not
Listen,” joined me on a podcast and identified the lack of
training most of us have in how to listen.

“The biggest barrier is that most people aren’t taught how to
listen. Only 2% of people worldwide have any type of listening
training. I have a master’s in psychology from an Ivy League
school in the States. I’m a certified family therapist from a
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renowned facility, and I have zero years of formal listening
training. How can you do something well when you’ve never been
taught how to do it? We’re relying on our instincts. We’re
relying on our brains to cooperate with us.  Often, we fail,
and we don’t even realize it. The first barrier is that we
don’t even know what good listening looks like. Even though I
think educators can be better at it naturally, that doesn’t
mean they’re doing it to the proficiency that they could be.
Not only to be better connected and build trust and all those
wonderful things on a human level, but to actually solve the
right problems. Until we really understand and get to root
cause, we can fix a lot of the wrong problems.”

“Resist the urge to interrupt. Research
shows that interruptions are almost

always poorly received. Your first job is
to understand the message and intent of
the speaker. Respond only after that job

is done.”

(Yip and Fischer)
In  a  recent  podcast,  Radical  Listening  in  Coaching,  I
described that “radical listening isn’t easy, especially in
fast‑paced environments where time feels tight and pressures
are  high.  …  When  we  lean  into  radical  listening,  we
communicate  trust,  respect,  and  belief  in  a  teacher’s
capacity.” Those words capture the heart of coaching without
haste. When we resist quick fixes and instead create space for
deep  listening,  we  show  our  teachers  that  we  trust  their
insight—and believe in their strength to grow. That belief is
the soil in which real learning takes root.
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Building  Professional  Growth
Plans  Around  Intelligent
Failure
Throughout my career, I’ve often been frustrated by school,
district, or state requirements that were intended to support
improvement but ended up as little more than a paper chase.
Professional Growth Plans (PGPs) frequently fall into this
trap.  In  some  systems,  teachers—concerned  they  might  be
evaluated against their PGP outcomes—choose minimal, “safe”
goals. Too often, a PGP created in May or September ends up
forgotten until the following spring, pulled from a drawer
just before an end-of-year review. What should be a powerful
opportunity for educator learning often becomes a missed one.

Encourage Hypotheses

Over the past few years, I have had the opportunity to work
with several schools internationally and in the United States
to  explore  how  changing  their  PGP  process  could  increase
educator learning from activity. The guideline begins with
planning  backwards  from  desired  student  learning  outcome
goals.
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Steps 3 and 4 in the planning process are hypothesis-driven.
In step 3, teachers form a hypothesis about what students need
to do—the student learning production behaviors—to reach the
desired outcome. In step 4, they hypothesize what teacher
actions  will  best  generate  those  student  behaviors.   The
process of forming a hypothesis, implementing the actions of
the hypothesis and collecting evidence along the way that
either supports or challenges the hypothesis, produces teacher
learning.

A hypothesis is an “educated guess” that emerges from a set of
underlying  assumptions.  It’s  a  belief  that  taking  these
actions  would  create  a  desired  outcome.  Articulating  and
justifying assumptions starts the learning process. The growth
plan should outline the path that the teacher will take to
investigate  the  hypothesis.  When  an  implemented  plan
identifies the hypothesis as faulty, a new learning may lead
to a modified hypothesis. So, learning from faulty or proven
hypotheses can continue the drive to increased teacher and
student success.

Encourage Intelligent Failure

A recent post from The Learning Curve, “How to Find Success
With the 4 Conditions of “Intelligent Failure,” introduced me
to the work of Amy Edmondson, a professor of leadership and
management  at  the  Harvard  Business  School,  and  her  four
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criteria for failing intelligently. These are failures that
teach  us  something  new  or  improve  us  in  some  fashion.
Intelligent failures are seen as necessary and even desirable
in settings where learning and innovation are important.

“Whereas I am in favor of minimizing the
basic failures and trying to catch and
correct all the problems that lead to
complex failures, I think it’s a good

idea to have more intelligent failures.”

(Amy Edmondson)
According to Edmondson, to call a failure intelligent, it must
meet four criteria that I see closely tied to approaching
professional growth plans through a hypothesis approach.

Criteria #1 – Be in pursuit of a goal.

This fits with my backward planning process that always begins
with desired outcomes for students.
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Criteria #2- New Territory; I am not sure what to do.

Criteria #3-  Not a random guess but hypothesis driven

These two criteria identify why I describe professional growth
goals being different from what I sometimes call discipline
goals. With discipline goals, the educator knows what to do
and sets a goal to drive their performance to carry out the
practice.

Discipline Goal Example

I know that feedback needs to be timely, so my goal is to
return students’ work with feedback within 3 days of the time
they have submitted it.

With professional growth goals, I have an idea about what
might work to reach my goal.

Hypothesis Goal Example:

I want to increase student learning and mastery by having
students invest more continued effort applying feedback that
they have received on their first drafts of assignments. I am
wondering if my feedback was more inquiry based, (providing
questions  rather  than  suggestions)  if  it  would  trigger
reflection on the students’ part and increase their agency and
engagement in continued learning.

Criteria #4- Failure small as possible; Just big enough to
learn from it.

In most cases with professional growth hypothesis plans, the
worst thing that could happen is that progress toward the goal
was  not  achieved.  There  is  very  minimal  chance  that  a
practitioner’s  plan  would  achieve  less  than  the  current
practice. Observation and collection of evidence throughout
the process would lead to modifying or dropping the hypothesis
along the way. While perseverance is important, so is knowing
when to modify or walk away from a hypothesis.



“If you want to have more intelligent
failures in your life, in your work,
essentially, you have to think like a

scientist. They have trained themselves
to not just tolerate failure but to
really welcome the lessons that each

failure brings.”   

(Amy Edmondson)
If you are coaching someone in framing their professional
growth plan, these questions from Edmondson provide a good
starting point.

What am I really hoping to achieve? What would be a
clear indicator of progress?
What do I currently know about how to achieve that goal?
What do I not know?
What might I try next?

When  we  frame  professional  growth  plans  as  a  space  for
thoughtful experimentation rather than performance evaluation,
we  empower  educators  to  learn  boldly.  Intelligent  failure
isn’t a setback—it’s the path forward.


