
Balancing  Complexity  and
Simplicity:  The  Coaching
Challenge

Throughout my years working as a staff developer and coach to
teachers and administrators, I have emphasized the importance
of supporting educators by simplifying complex concepts while
still  respecting  their  intricacy.  For  an  instructional
strategy  or  facilitative  technique  to  be  learned  and
practiced, it must be broken down into a sequence of simple
steps.  Without  this  simplification,  the  learner  cannot
effectively  begin  the  process.  However,  it  is  equally
important  to  acknowledge  the  complexity  of  teaching  or
leadership practices, as failing to do so may cause learners
to abandon the process when they encounter challenges.

This dilemma is well illustrated in the Joyce/Showers research
on implementing new teaching practices.
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The research indicates that studying a theory, hearing how it
is  done,  observing  it  being  modeled,  and  practicing  in  a
controlled setting provide a “simple” starting point. In this
context, participants can successfully execute the strategy
during  the  workshop.  However,  for  the  strategy  to  be
effectively implemented in the classroom and impact student
learning (which is more complex) or implementing with staff to
drive change, ongoing coaching support is necessary.

Effective instructional strategies are essential for fostering
a  productive  learning  process.  However,  the  way  these
strategies are presented to teachers can significantly impact
their  implementation  and  success.  To  optimize  both
understanding  and  application,  it’s  crucial  that  teaching
strategies  are  presented  as  both  complex  and  simple.  The
complex presentation provides a thorough understanding of the
strategy’s  theoretical  foundations  and  nuances,  while  the
simple presentation offers a clear, step-by-step guide for
initial implementation. This dual approach empowers teachers
to grasp the full scope of a strategy and gradually master its
application in their classrooms.

This statement by Joyce and Showers illustrates the need for
combining simple practice execution with the complexity of the
classroom.
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“Athletes do not believe mastery will be achieved quickly or
easily. As teachers, we have often behaved as though teaching
skills were so easily acquired that a presentation, workshop,
or demonstration could ensure classroom performance. To the
extent, we have communicated this message to teachers we have
probably misled them.”

As  an  example,  consider  teachers  building  their  formative
assessment practices through the simple and complex lens.

Research and Value:

Formative assessment involves using various methods to monitor
student learning and provide ongoing information that can be
used by instructors to make teaching decisions and by students
to focus their next learning behaviors. Research highlights
the  value  of  formative  assessment  in  increasing  student
engagement, motivation, and achievement. It allows teachers to
identify learning gaps, adapt instruction to meet students’
needs, and enhance the learning experience.

Complexity in Classrooms:

The  complexity  of  formative  assessment  lies  in  its
multifaceted nature. It encompasses a range of techniques,
including  questioning,  discussions,  peer  assessment,  self-
assessment, and the teacher’s and students’ use of information
gained. Implementing formative assessment effectively requires
teachers to skillfully integrate these techniques into their
instructional  practices,  interpret  student  responses,  and
adjust  their  teaching  accordingly.  This  complexity  can  be
daunting, especially for new teachers.

Simplify initial classroom application

Start  Small:  Begin  with  one  or  two  formative  assessment
techniques. (questioning practices, exit tickets, self-check
activities) Gradually expand repertoire as you become more
comfortable.



Communicate  with  Students:  Explain  the  purpose  of  the
formative assessment practices you are implementing to your
students.  Emphasize  that  it  is  a  tool  for  learning,  not
evaluation.

Monitoring and Feedback: Consider debriefing the information
gained from the assessment with your students. How are you as
a teacher using the knowledge to guide instruction. How can
the students use the information?

Reflection and Adjustment: Reflect on the effectiveness of the
formative assessment techniques you are using. How well did
they provide insights into student learning for you and your
students. This is a great spot to reflect with a coach. The
coach observing students as you employ the strategy or share
the results can add insights for your decision- making.

By presenting teaching and leading strategies as both complex
and  simple,  educators  can  build  their  confidence  and
expertise. This balanced approach ensures that they not only
understand the underlying principles but also have practical
steps to follow, leading to more effective and meaningful
implementation.  Ultimately,  the  journey  of  mastering  key
strategies  is  ongoing,  requiring  continuous  reflection,
adaptation,  and  support.  Embracing  this  duality  allows
educators to grow professionally while enhancing the learning
experiences  of  their  students,  fostering  a  culture  of
continuous  improvement  and  excellence  in  education.
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