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Preface 

This evaluation of incremental coaching was commissioned by Ambition School Leadership. 
The main aim is ‘to add to the system’s knowledge about the nature of incremental coaching 
through writing up and reflecting on the effectiveness of a number of case-studies where 
schools have used the approach as an important part of their strategy to drive school 
improvement’. 

The report is firmly rooted in research evidence but is written and structured in a way that is 
intended to provide not only an informative resource but also a practical guide for middle and 
senior leaders. It draws from evidence of incremental coaching in six schools, four primary and 
two secondary, in three different academy trusts. The evidence included structured interviews 
with a range of leaders, coaches and coachees in each of the schools and a survey of all the 
staff in those schools. The report took account of documentation provided by the schools as 
well as relevant published research.  

The approach to incremental coaching in UK schools is a good example of transatlantic 
knowledge transfer. The core text for the approach is the influential chapter two of Leverage 
Leadership by Paul Bambrick-Santoyo, a system leader in Newark, New Jersey. His assertion 
that ‘by receiving weekly observations and feedback’ (which we term incremental coaching), ‘a 
teacher develops as much in one year as most teachers do in twenty’1 deserves serious 
examination. This study looks at schools that are persuaded by the efficacy of this approach 
and have committed to it.  

The empirical evidence reported in this study, although not definitive, supports the finding 
that incremental coaching is a powerful – perhaps the most powerful – means of refining the 
skills and accelerating the professional growth of teachers and leaders while making best 
practice standard practice. As this and other research (see 4.1) shows, observation and 
incremental coaching that follow up other forms of training lead to far higher implementation 
of the training than the training alone. This is what makes the incremental coaching strategy so 
efficacious.  

In all the case study schools, incremental coaching was related not only to the needs of the 
teacher and class but to each school’s well-researched view of the principles of effective 
teaching that needed to be applied consistently across the school. Professional development 
and incremental coaching strategies were not open-ended but specifically related to each 
school’s pedagogical principles.  

This study found strong evidence to support the view that instructional incremental coaching 
undertaken competently, consistently and constantly provides the leverage to reduce the 
within-school variation that so undermines the performance of our system nationally and many 
individual schools.     
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Summary 

“I have found incremental coaching to have had a huge impact both on myself and 
the two people I coach. It is encouraging me to be more reflective and gives me 
incentive to continually learn and develop my practice.”  

      (Middle leader in a secondary school)  

 
Incremental coaching is a direct and powerful tool for professional development when 
undertaken in the context of clear strategies for instructional leadership and professional 
development. It can bring rapid and lasting benefits by enhancing the skills of teachers and 
their capacity to respond to the particular needs and dispositions of learners. It also benefits 
leaders at all levels in the school. 

The term ‘incremental coaching’ encapsulates a regular, frequent and ongoing cycle of 
observation and action-based coaching. The incremental coaching is a dialogue that typically 
includes review, praise, feedback, reflection, modelling, planning and goal setting. Essentially:  

 The process focuses on one action step at a time 

 Each step is followed up in subsequent observations until it is demonstrably 
embedded in practice 

 There is a minimal interval between observation and incremental coaching 

 The observation and incremental coaching events are planned into the organisation of 
the school 

 Incremental coaching is a disciplined activity which incorporates common elements 

 Coaches are trained in the process 

 Coaches are lead practitioners who have earned professional respect 
 

Where it has been adopted by a school, incremental coaching is the core process for 
developing the teaching workforce; it builds on other training and is central to continuing 
professional development (CPD), effectively transforming CPD to continuous professional 
development. 

One further characteristic, essential to the successful establishment of incremental coaching, is 
that it is developmental and non-judgemental. It is best when detached from performance 
management; indeed, perceptions of such a link are detrimental to the process. For this reason 
it is better if coaches are not the line managers of those they coach, and the outcomes of 
incremental coaching are owned by the coachee rather than management. At best, 
incremental coaching is presented as an entitlement for teachers: something that will support 
them in their work, enhance their skills and accelerate their progress towards professional 
mastery. Even when this stage is reached, it remains valuable, as demonstrated by leaders in 
education and other organisations and in a range of occupations. Incremental coaching has the 
potential to make teaching more effective, more satisfying and more successful, through its 
agency for professional and personal growth. Undertaken systematically across a school, it can 
improve instructional quality and consistency.  
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This account examines incremental coaching as practised in six schools – four primary and two 
secondary – in London, Bristol and Torquay. Three of the schools are Oasis academies; two are 
Ark schools and the remaining school is a secondary academy.  

The report is organised in five main parts which seek to answer the following research 
questions.  

1. What is incremental coaching and why is it important? 

This part considers the nature of incremental coaching and its potential for solving one of the 
biggest challenges for school leadership: reducing within-school variation in teaching. 

2. How do schools introduce and implement incremental coaching? 

This looks at how school leaders have introduced, organised and managed incremental 
coaching, the identification and training of coaches, and evaluates the incremental coaching 
process. 

3. What is the quality of the incremental coaching process? 

Analysis of survey and interview evidence which highlights factors that contribute to and 
detract from the value of the incremental coaching experience.  

4. What are the benefits of incremental coaching? 

This section evaluates the value added by incremental coaching – to teachers, coaches and 
leaders, pupils, and the school community – and discusses how its impact could be evaluated 
further. 

5. What is the future of incremental coaching? 

The report concludes by drawing on the views of coachees and leaders, in addition to sources 
beyond the schools, to reflect on the sustainability of incremental coaching and the enabling 
conditions.  

The report includes brief profiles of the six schools and a summary of the survey data. 

The reader should bear in mind that the schools in the sample were at different stages in their 
implementation of incremental coaching. At the time of visiting the schools, some had 
introduced the process only a few weeks or months earlier while others had embedded the 
process in their culture for a year or more. The findings, which are strongly positive, would be 
even more so if they were confined to the latter schools. But the spectrum of experience 
represented across the sample of schools means that the evaluation can better reflect the 
challenges and barriers that may be faced in introducing incremental coaching as well as the 
many successful scenarios. The examples which illustrate this report should be helpful to other 
leaders when planning their incremental coaching strategy.  
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Evaluation methodology 

The evaluation considered four main sources, as used elsewhere2 in evaluating coaching: 
coaches, coachees, organisational perspectives and documents in six contrasting schools. The 
evidence base also included a survey of participants that indicated the extent of agreement or 
disagreement with a range of positive and negative propositions. There were 128 responses to 
the survey, amounting to over 60% of the total teaching staff of the case study schools. Over 
30 face to face interviews with school leaders, coaches and coachees across the schools were 
recorded and transcribed. Lesson observations and coaching conversations were witnessed in 
some schools. Although no academic journal is devoted specifically to coaching in education, 
Google Scholar was used to identify and review relevant published research. 

Coaching methodologies and applications are subject to wide diversity, although coaching 

commonly is a goal-focused process with the coach helping the coachee to plan specific 

actions and then to monitor and evaluate progress towards those goals. Most research has 

focused on the characteristics of coaches and coachees and the process of coaching and says 

little about the efficacy of coaching. Grant (2013)3 found no standardised or commonly used 

measures of coaching efficacy but cited evidence that that coaching can be a very effective 

human change methodology (p43).  

This study found compelling evidence of the benefits of instructional coaching, the main 
approach used in the sample schools. It was not practicable to employ randomised controlled 
trials (RCTs) which, in any case, are subject to debate about their application to ‘real world’ 
organisational contexts (Briner and Rousseau 20114). Grant (ibid. p53) questioned whether an 
RCT in testing the efficacy of coaching is inevitably and objectively better than a qualitative 
case study approach owing to the highly diverse applications of coaching activity. He suggests 
that ‘goal attainment scaling’ may provide one useful measure of efficacy (p34).  

In the case of incremental action coaching, the specificity of coaching objectives – one action 
point at a time – and regularity of coaching allow action steps and their implementation to be 
tracked and impact assessed directly, as with the formative assessment of and feedback to 
students. Most of the case study schools systematically recorded the assimilation of coaching 
actions and thus were able to demonstrate first order effects on the quality of teaching 
(section 4). 

The mixed methods approach taken to this evaluation allowed triangulation of the evidence, 

qualitative and quantitative. Researchers (for example, Cross and Lynch 19885) have used 

various ‘pyramid’ models to relate coaching to performance enhancement. A four-level model 

of incremental coaching and its benefits as covered by this evaluation is shown in Box 1. 
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Box 1. Incremental coaching benefits model: a framework for evaluation 
 

    
 

Results 
 

 
School benefits 

   

Impact on 
teachers and 

teaching: skills, 
attitudes and 

behaviours 

 
Effect on pupils’ 

learning and 
progress 

 

Professional and personal 
benefits 

   Benefits of the coaching (Section 4)  

  
‘Buy-in’: 

engagement 
with coaching 

Quality of 
coaching and 
attributes of 

coaches 

Focus, 
reflection, self-

efficacy  

 
Process 

quality and 
effects  

 

  Quality of the incremental coaching process (Section 3)  

 
 
 
 

Nature of 
incremental 

coaching  

School 
leadership, 
culture and 

climate  

Selection, 
training and 
matching of 

coaches; 
organisation of 

coaching 

Knowledge 
based 

instructional 
priorities: the 

school’s 
pedagogy 

Input 
factors 

 Fundamentals of engagement (Sections 1 and  2)  

    
 
 

 

 

The outcomes shown depicted by the input-process-outcomes model (Box 1) are the keys to 
coaching efficacy. The most demonstrable are the acquisition by teachers of new skills that 
have been shown by research6 or other evidence7 to have a positive effect on pupils’ progress 
and attainment. The impact of incremental coaching on teachers and teaching is considered a 
first order effect, with the effects at one remove on pupils and schools being second order 
effects. First order effects are the more susceptible to causal conclusions.    
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1. What is incremental coaching and why is it 
important?  

“Improving the performance of serving teachers will need to be the major 
component of every country’s strategy to improve teacher quality.” 

        Dylan Wiliam 20148 

1.1 The challenge for school leaders 
 
A crucial challenge for all schools is to enhance the skills, and thereby the effectiveness, of 
their teachers. In the range of professional development strategies adopted by schools, 
incremental coaching claims to be particularly effective in accelerating teacher development. 
This research examines the nature of incremental coaching and seeks evidence that it helps 
improve teaching and students’ progress. The key questions are: 

 What is incremental coaching? 

 What difference does it make to the effectiveness of teaching and the progress of 
students? 

Dylan Wiliam (ibid) has charted elegantly the logical chain which links raising educational 
achievement with improving the quality and skills of teachers so as to make their teaching 
more effective. The argument, supported by research evidence, goes like this: 
 

 First, we have to raise educational outcomes, both to ensure that every child and 
young person can be the best that they can be, not just for personal fulfilment but also 
to ensure that our economy can compete with the rest of the world. The UK’s failure 
to keep pace with the higher-performing nations in the PISA league necessitates a 
change of strategy. The notion of a self-improving system puts the onus on the 
profession, but what should be the focus, and which strategies are most efficacious?  

 

 Raising standards depends much more on the quality of teachers than the quality of 
schools. Barber and Mourshed9 embedded the truism that no education system is 
better than the quality of its teachers (or, as has been argued10, teaching). It is well 
established (OECD11, Reynolds12 2008, TDA 200913) that the variation in effectiveness 
of teaching within schools is far greater than the variation across schools. Students can 
make three times more progress with the most effective teachers than they can with 
the least effective (for example, Sanders and Rivers 199614 and others). In England, the 
teacher effect on students’ progress is much greater than the school effect, yet the 
quality of schools tends to dominate national policy agendas.   

 

 Faster progress can be made by improving the teachers we have than by replacing all 
the least effective ones (Wiliam3 and others). The emphasis must therefore be on 
teacher improvement. School improvement case studies and research have shown the 
importance of conditions such as contact with more effective teachers (Jackson and 
Breugman 199915), leadership with a close and direct involvement in promoting and 



10 
 

participating in teacher learning and development (Robinson et al. 200816) and a 
strong professional learning culture (Kraft and Papay 201417) in enabling average 
teachers to become highly effective relative to teachers in an unsupportive climate.  

 

 Teachers improve their skills rapidly in their first two or three years but 
improvement is much more limited thereafter; the effectiveness of some even 
decreases (Kaft and Papay, ibid.). There is persuasive evidence that it can take about 
10,000 hours (or ten years) of deliberate, focused and guided practice to become 
expert across a wide range of human endeavours (Syed18 etc.). Why should teaching 
be an exception? 
 

 Observation, evaluation and feedback are essential in helping improve performance, 
but only if they take account of how the recipient receives and uses it. The quality of 
the relationship between those giving and receiving feedback is crucial in determining 
whether feedback has a positive effect. Feedback that causes an emotional reaction is 
likely to be unhelpful. This is commonly the case where observation and feedback are 
linked to accountability functions. Where observation-based coaching is 
developmental, promoting reflection and subsequent action, comparing the 
individual’s performance with their previous performance – not with others – and 
giving the recipient ownership of the process, it is likely to be much more productive.  
  

The problem with much observation, evaluation and feedback in schools today is that they 
serve – or are perceived to serve – functions of accountability for performance rather than for 
development. Such activities are generally undertaken by managers: those in a position of 
power over the recipient. They are linked with monitoring, appraisal and performance review. 
They are often not undertaken in the spirit of coaching. They do not promote what 
Carol Dweck calls ‘growth mindsets’. ‘A growth mindset allows each individual to embrace 
learning, to welcome challenges, mistakes and feedback, and to understand the role of effort 
in creating talent. When coaches have a growth mindset, they present skills as acquirable; 
value passion, effort, improvement (and teamwork) not simply natural talent, and present 
themselves as mentors and not just talent judges.’ (Dweck 200919) 
 

1.2 Incremental coaching and claims for it 
 

Coaching has been defined in various ways. Sarah Fletcher (2009) 20 has provided a succinct 

summary of the issues in the context of education. The definition of coaching as ‘a structured 

one-to-one learning relationship between coach and coachee aimed at developing 

competence and improving performance in the coachee’ (Wisker et al. 2008) 21 is sufficient for 

this discussion.  

 

‘Incremental coaching’ (or ‘action coaching’) is a term coined22 for the approach to observation 

and feedback advocated by Paul Bambrick-Santoyo in Leverage Leadership: a practical guide to 

building exceptional schools.23 He cites an example of a school where every teacher is 

observed and receives face-to-face feedback every week. The teachers develop rapidly and get 

exceptionally good results. Bambrick-Santanyo comes to similar conclusions as Dylan Wiliam 

regarding lesson observations based on criteria and observation schedules. “They share a fatal 
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flaw: at their essence they are judgements of teacher quality. Whatever the merits (or 

accuracy) of these judgements, they neglect a more relevant question: How can teachers be 

coached to improve student learning?” (Ibid., p63). “Effective observation and feedback,” 

Bambrick-Santanyo writes, “isn’t about evaluation; it’s about coaching.” Thus school leaders in 

his highly successful North Star Academy Schools in Newark, New Jersey are committed to 

weekly 15-minute short observations of each teacher, combined with weekly 15-minute 

feedback meetings for every teacher. At each feedback meeting the teacher is given “direct, 

readily applicable feedback. The next week, the coach checks that the feedback has been put 

in place and looks for further areas for improvement, thereby building a cycle of improvement. 

The result is a set of observations meant not to evaluate24 but to coach – a change that makes 

all the difference.”   

The point about frequent feedback and opportunities to practise is that they lead to rapid 
development. Bambrick-Santoyo asserts that “by receiving weekly observations and feedback, 
a teacher develops as much in one year as most teachers do in twenty.” Imagine what levels of 
mastery are possible if incremental coaching is continued throughout a career – as indeed it is 
in many other occupations – from sport to surgery - requiring high and continually improving 
levels of skill. Responses from the staff of schools surveyed showed a broad consensus of what 
incremental coaching should and should not consist of (Box 2).  
 

Box 2.     Incremental coaching . . . 

What it should be: What it should not be: 

 

 An entitlement to professional coaching 

 For everyone (equitably) 

 Aimed at supporting your development as a 
teacher and leader 

 Responding to your needs and the needs of 
your pupils 

 Undertaken non-judgementally 

 With minimal but regular periods of 
observation 

 Leading to planned coaching conversations 

 For which time is allocated  

 About what is working well and a single 
action step 

 Unobtrusive, and ‘low stakes’  
 

 

 Another way of monitoring teaching 

 Linked with performance management 

 An expectation of more work 

 An aspect of line management 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  
From interview and survey evidence. 
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We shall consider the efficacy of incremental coaching in section four, but an example from a 
case study school in England reinforces Bambrick-Santoyo’s claim of accelerated improvement 
(Box 3). 
 

Box 3. Interview with a primary teacher in her third year 

Q. How does your coaching happen? 

 
My coach comes in and does a 10-15 minute observation weekly on Tuesday and feeds back 
straight after. I can then try out what we have discussed on Wednesday. At the moment, he is 
looking at my warm-up and input over the first 10 minutes. Then at the feedback we will talk 
about what went well, and then what he calls ‘little tweaks’ rather than ‘even better if’. Then he 
looks at any other points related to the Teachers’ Standards. We always go through those three 
stages.  
 
Sometimes the tweaks are: “You would be even better if you just do this”. Other times, “You’ve 
done this, can we move it up to the next step?” So, for example … modelling a piece of writing for 
the children … at first it was about “Can you get more modelling in . .?” now, “Can you model 
against your steps to success ..?” then “Can you model against the ‘steps for success’ and the 
planning you have done?” So, each time, it is moving something on. 
 

Q. Has it improved your skills? 

 
Definitely, really small things where you need someone else to come in and guide you, saying 
“Have you tried this?”, “Have you tried that?” I thought it was going to be huge things that would 
take a very long time, but it’s really small, really effective and takes a small amount of time. After 
only a few weeks already I feel so much more confident and I can see my teaching is already 
better. It is too early to say the children are making faster progress, but their learning is improving. 
Those on the periphery are being pulled in and do a bit more work and understand it. 
 

 

Incremental coaching as evaluated here is focused coaching, based on observation and 

informed by research and the school’s requirements, to help develop specific aspects of the 

educator’s practice. As such, it resonates with specialist coaching as defined in the TDA 

National Framework25, although a significant element of mentoring may be involved for new 

teachers and those in career transitions. Collaborative coaching or co-coaching also applies 

where coach and coachee have professional equivalence. Our evidence suggested that such 

reciprocal coaching was underdeveloped in the case study schools although a number of those 

participants surveyed would welcome more of it.  

 

Bloom et al. (2005)26 recognised that effective coaches move between facilitative and 

instructional approaches in their coaching. Incremental coaching has a strong element of 

instructional coaching. This involves assimilating and applying new knowledge, and is enriched 

by reflection and modelling, but is not primarily a mechanism for knowledge creation27. The 

missing ingredient here is observation as a basis for coaching. As Bambrick-Santanyo asserts; 

“When school leaders take the football approach to training teachers, observing them in action 
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and paying close attention to their actions – such as how they respond when students stumble 

over challenging questions – they revolutionise their impact on teaching and learning.”28  

 

The incremental approach to observation and feedback-coaching has features in common with 

the ‘marginal gains’29 approach to enhancing performance. Each seeks small improvement 

increments – action steps – which quickly aggregate to significant changes in performance. 

 

2. How do schools introduce and implement 
incremental coaching?  

2.1 Leadership conviction 
 
All the school headteachers, principals and executive principals interviewed were converts to 
the concept of incremental coaching. They were convinced that incremental coaching was key 
to helping teachers individually to be the best they could be. They had read 
Leverage Leadership, seen incremental coaching in operation – either in schools in England or 
in the USA, used coaching in various ways in their own leadership experience, and had been 
persuaded of its efficacy. One headteacher, for example, found the book was very much in 
tune with his thinking and went hand in hand with material such as Doug Lemov’s Teach Like 
a Champion30 and with the school’s data-driven teaching and learning cycles. “The coaching 
model excited me. I went to New Jersey and visited a number of ‘Uncommon Schools’. I saw 
the coaching in action. I saw the classrooms and saw the materials before introducing it here. 
What we do here is very top down but it has to be and you see the impact.” He revealed that 
in his previous school there was much talk about coaching being really important. There was 
an inset day on coaching, a coaching manual and creation of triads. “A couple of them worked 
but there was otherwise no impact.”  

Some of the headteachers had previous career experience in a different profession where 
coaching was normal business practice. One had been surprised that professional coaching 
was not more deeply embedded in education as an important strand of professional 
development (Box 4). 

Another headteacher, who had encountered the model through the Future Leaders 
programme, found when visiting a particular Ark school that “they do things like putting 
people’s incremental target up on their door. They have a lovely system. Anyone visiting the 
classroom in any capacity is encouraged to give the teacher feedback on the target (but not on 
anything else).” 
 

Box 4. Why an executive head was persuaded of the power of incremental coaching 
 
“I have been in education for 12 years. Before that I was in industry which is much more 
used to the process of coaching. I have been arguing for coaching rather than insets. In my 
view the only way in which you get better at something is by watching someone else do it 
and standing alongside someone. You don’t improve an athlete by talking to them about 
things in a room. You improve them by having one-to-one coaching, observing what they 
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are doing, correcting their techniques and showing them how to improve. I don’t 
understand how we will ever improve teachers unless we do that. I was further persuaded 
by the arguments of Bambrick-Santoyo and the adoption of the technique by Ark 
academies.  
I see incremental coaching as an entitlement. If we can make this catch on, I think we will 
look back on a day when teachers went into their room, and no one came in for months at a 
time – apart from to observe – as an anathema. What a sad and lonely place that was, 
almost as if the system was setting people up to fail, in my mind.”  
        (Executive principal) 

2.2 Getting started 
 
When introducing a new initiative, it is essential to understand and take account of the school 
climate when deciding how to go about it. The staff of schools that have been through the mill 
of critical inspection and remain under scrutiny may not warm to further more monitoring and 
intervention. Nor do they want a greater workload or yet another initiative thrust upon them. 
In this they are supported by their professional associations, which in recent years have been 
party to national agreements about formal classroom observation regimes for the purpose of 
performance management. Several schools in the sample had strong union representation, but 
did not encounter opposition when introducing developmental incremental coaching (see 
Box 5). 

Schools generally recognised the challenge of overcoming the suspicion that arose through a 
significant overlap in the perceived purposes of observation. This was exacerbated when the 
people doing the coaching were line managers who had not been able to shed their previous 
‘observation for accountability’ (monitoring) role.  

All the school leaders had strategies for introducing incremental coaching. These included: 

i. Instant implementation (‘just do it’), in very small primary schools  
 

ii. Start with newly qualified teachers (NQTs) and expand from there (Box 5) 
 

iii. Pilot with a cross section of staff then move to scale (Box 6) 
 

iv. Make incremental coaching part of the non-negotiable culture from the beginning for 
new schools, such as free schools, whereafter it grows organically 

 
The ‘just do it’ model was possible in a small (one form entry) primary school, where the 
headteacher and early years leader were the only coaches. The headteacher explained to staff 
what they were going to do. The observation and coaching cycle started the following week 
and has been well received.  

Several benefits accrue from approaches ii. and iii. Coaching can be established initially as part 

of the support to which NQTs are entitled (ii.) and grown in subsequent years. A pilot (iii.) can 

involve volunteers, a cross section of staff selected because of need or likely responsiveness, 

or a specific group such as a representative of each department. The effect is to introduce 

incremental coaching by diffusion, with other staff learning about it from the pilot 

ambassadors and their coaches. Done effectively, the message soon permeates the school that 

incremental coaching is a good thing, beneficial to teachers and their work. This prepares the  
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ground for whole-school implementation. 

 

 

 

The observation and coaching intentions normally stemmed from top leadership and were 

promulgated first with senior leaders and then the rest of the staff. The challenge is as much 

about allaying fears as it is about extolling benefits. In one, very challenged, large primary 

school and children’s centre, the assistant headteacher is frank that: “It is early days for the 

coaching model, but if we had tried a year ago the staff could not have coped with another 

change. But we have now built a different culture” (Box 7).  

Box 5. Getting started in a primary school 
 
“Across this large primary academy, we are finding it is going well having introduced it only 
three months ago with the NQTs. We discussed and researched it within the senior 
leadership team. They read the Leverage Leadership chapter two. We talked to colleagues at 
another school which had been doing incremental coaching for longer. Then we introduced 
it at a staff meeting, with some NQTs acting as advocates. It has gone down very well.”  
         
                                                                                                                   (A primary school leader) 
 

Box 6. Getting started in a secondary school 
 
“Initially we piloted incremental coaching and found it worked and had an immediate 
impact. I talked to staff about the need to improve our effectiveness. I have never worried 
about how to introduce it, I simply did it, not spending huge time worrying about reaction of 
staff. Incremental coaching is really important to what we are aiming to do. The staff here 
are exceptionally open to improving; they universally want to improve. People thought it 
was great. No hesitancy. It was completely removed from performance management. I laid 
my cards on the table. From the performance management perspective, we still have three 
observations a year and we still grade. But coaching observations should be about 
improvement. That’s why every teacher has an in-class coaching session (as the school 
terms an observation) and a follow-up (out of class) coaching session every week. It is now 
established as part of the culture. We can still do performance management as a totally 
separate process.”          
                                                            (Principal) 
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Box 7. The experience of a primary coaching leader 
 
“One of my most nerve racking moments was going into the staff meeting to launch it cold. 
It was not the big sales job I feared it would be. I had already been doing incremental 
coaching ‘under the radar’ with NQTs: 15 minutes’ observation and then 15 minutes’ 
coaching conversations. They were already quite used to people coming in and observing 
them. It was really easy when it came to the staff meeting because NQTs could talk about 
their experience. 
Colleagues doing the coaching expected more resistance or fear, just because of the history 
of the school, especially by the teachers who had been through the journey. They actually 
tend to be the ones who grasp it in both hands and take it in the spirit in which it is meant. 
We were careful when launching it to stress ‘it’s not evaluative; it is to improve your 
practice’.”       
                                                                                     (Assistant principal – teaching and learning) 
 

 

The introduction of incremental coaching was most successful where it was seen as intended 
for the benefit and development of teaching staff, rather than an additional accountability 
measure, linked directly or indirectly to appraisal. Evaluation evidence shows that most 
coachees in the sample of schools recognised and trusted this separation (Box 8), particularly 
in schools in which incremental coaching was well established. The respondents include some 
teachers in their NQT year, where coaching may be coupled with mentoring and not 
unconnected to assessment of their competence. Where concerns arose about a teacher’s 
capability, incremental coaching tended to be replaced – not supplemented – by an individual 
support programme.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* A summary of survey data is provided at the end of this report. 
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2.3 Who are the coaches? 
 
In three of the four case study primary schools, the major coaching role was undertaken by a 
senior leader, usually an assistant headteacher responsible for teaching and learning. These 
‘coaching leaders’ had no responsibility for a class. In the other school, coaching was mainly 
undertaken by the headteacher, with the early years’ leader coaching two staff working with 
the youngest children. In the smaller schools, it is harder to detach coaching from line 
management responsibilities but possible to achieve some separation in practising the two 
different functions. In the secondary schools, the headteachers had appointed a senior leader 
to lead and coordinate the introduction of incremental coaching, while continuing to champion 
and participate in it. The coaching leader was an assistant headteacher with responsibility for 
teaching and learning.  
 
Half the secondary coachees had senior leaders as their coaches (Box 9). There was a 
consensus among coachees that it was preferable for the coach not to be the line manager of 
the coachee, since the line manager usually has a more direct quality assurance responsibility 
for performance. 
 

As one middle leader said: 

“My first coach was an advanced skills teacher which was very beneficial to my 
teaching. I now have an SLT member and I find myself considering their managerial 
views on me before I answer questions, which has reduced the effectiveness of the 
coaching.” 

 

 

The larger primary and two secondary schools each had a small team of coaches, usually 

including senior leaders and lead practitioners. One secondary school describes the 

arrangement as follows (Box 10): 

8%

8%

34%

19%

22%

7%

2%

Box 9. Roles of secondary school coaches as identified by 
coachees

Principal or headteacher

Vice principal

Assistant principal/SLT member

Lead practitioner

Faculty, department or subject
leader

External coach

Other
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Box 10. Identification of coaches in a secondary school 

 
“An assistant principal leads the coaches. They include everyone on the senior leadership 
team, and a team of five lead practitioners who also take on coaching role as a big part of 
their job. The lead practitioner team is dedicated to improving teaching and learning within 
school. They have significant leadership skills and are outstanding teachers. They were 
recruited externally into those roles. They also record lots of video clips while observing. 
When we do the Teach Like a Champion (TLAC) training, staff see it being done by experts 
within the school, so in training sessions we can say ‘watch so-and-so using this technique’. 
We model and practise techniques in the coaching sessions. So coaching and training are 
closely linked.” 
        (Secondary principal) 
 

 

Coaching in two one-form entry primary schools is led by a non-class-based instructional 
leader (assistant principal) (Box 11).  
 

Box 11. How it works in a small primary school 

 
“An instructional lead teacher coaches by visiting every class teacher and spending ten 
minutes a week observing each in their class. The coach will identify one area they feel that 
teacher could improve on. They will meet the teacher the same day. They will have a 
conversation about what they saw, probably illustrating it with a video taken on an iPad in 
the class. The two will reflect on what they have seen. This will lead to an action step – 
something to develop over the next week. Then they discuss and practise the action. So if, 
for example, it is that you need to think about how to position your body so that you are not 
blocking out half the class, we discuss it, show some videos, reflect on it and then we go and 
walk through it in practice in the classroom. This gives teachers the chance to rehearse 
something.” 
                 (Primary executive principal) 
 

 

2.4 Training of coaches 
 
Approaches to training varied between the school organisations. Many of the coaches were 
middle or senior leaders that had received some previous coaching training, often as part of 
middle or senior leadership development programmes or qualifications. Some were familiar 
with the ‘GROW’ model.31 Like many models, the value lies more in how it is used than in the 
model. The minimal approach to training used within the sample schools was to ask coaches to 
study the ‘set text’ – chapter two of Leverage Leadership. This sets out the basis for effective 
feedback in six steps (Box 12). Responses to the survey showed that 25 of the 31 coaches 
(81%) had read this passage and 15 of the 97 coachees (who were not also coaches) had also 
read the chapter. 
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Box 12. Six steps to effective feedback (from chapter 2 of Leverage Leadership, p78) 

 
1. Provide precise praise. Start off the meeting with one or two pieces of precise praise from 
your observation 
2. Probe. Ask a targeted, open-ended question about the core issue 
3. Identify problem and concrete action step. Identify the problem and send a clear, 
measurable, observable action step that will address this issue 
4. Practice. Role play or simulate how the teacher could have improved the class 
5. Plan ahead. Design or revise upcoming lesson plan to implement this action 
6. Set timeline. Determine time by which the action will be accomplished 
 

 
 
Senior staff in three schools had been trained in the observation-feedback system by Paul 
Bambrick-Santoyo, either in the UK or USA, and some senior leaders had visited his 
Uncommon Schools to see the process in action. Another group of schools, the most recent 
adopters, were making extensive use of a consultant education coach both to train coaches 
and to coach them in coaching. Coaches spoke very positively about the value of this expertise 
as did those coachees whose coaches had been coached by the consultant. Most of the senior 
leaders and coaches interviewed professed to use the ‘six steps’ approach to coaching 
feedback, although there are really seven steps. Typically the process began with a review of 
the previous action step. Perceptions of coachees about the use of some of the steps were 
surveyed (see section 3, Box 22).  
 

2.5 Organisation of incremental coaching 
 
There was considerable variation in the organisation of incremental coaching, with more 
ad hoc arrangements being evident in schools that had adopted the approach more recently, 
such as during, rather than at the beginning of, a school year. The main organisational 
challenge is to provide time for coaches to observe and for coaches and coachees to meet. In 
the three smaller primary schools, these demands were met by the main or only coach, a 
senior leader, having a timetable in which the coaching and teaching-learning development 
role was not eroded by having any other significant teaching duties.  

In one secondary school, the coaching was undertaken by senior leaders, an assistant 
headteacher (who led the coaching and took on the lion’s share), and lead practitioners whose 
timetables made allowance for incremental coaching duties. In two other schools, the 
arrangements were more fluid, with coaching meetings often taking place after school or in 
lunch breaks or non-teaching time. Such arrangements were less conducive to sustaining the 
regularity and centrality of incremental coaching. Overall, the coaching/feedback sessions for a 
large minority of the survey respondents (40.6%) were not timetabled or in other ways 
scheduled (Box 13).  
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The survey confirmed the range of arrangements used across the group of six schools. The 
greatest consistency was in the time span of observation and coaching sessions (Box 14). 
Nevertheless, extremes were reported. Coaching sessions averaged five minutes for four 
respondents and up to an hour for two others. 

 

Box 14. Length of observation and coaching elements 

 Mean  Median Mode SD 

What is the typical duration (minutes) of 
observation? 

17.2 15 15 8.2 

What is the typical duration (minutes) of feedback? 19.8 20 20 10.4 

 

The interval between observation and coaching is likely to be important in order that the 
window of the lesson observed and the action point are clear in the memory of both 
participants, and that action can be taken as soon as possible. Coachees’ responses to the 
question: ‘How soon does coaching dialogue follow the observation (typically)?’ gave the 
following responses: 

 
 The same day:   48 responses, 37.5% 
 The next day:   35 responses, 27.3% 
 The same week:  34 responses, 26.6% 
 Other:   11 responses,   8.5% 
 

2.6 Links between the coaching agenda and the school’s 
pedagogy 
 
The substance of incremental coaching combines the development of individual skills with the 

school’s expectations of effective teaching. Some of the schools had a school or organisation-

59%

41%

Box 13. Are coaching sessions 
scheduled/timetabled or do they happen more 

informally?

Scheduled Informal
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wide pedagogy: for example, the Ark ‘rubric’; the Oasis eight pillars and the 62 skills of 

Teach Like a Champion.  

 

As one school leader explained: “Ark have created a rubric called the ‘great teaching rubric’ so 

we try to align all the coaching points with that rubric in order that we can identify what is 

needed, for example, in professionalism, assessment and planning. If it is an issue that is more 

planning-related, the instructional leader will do some co-planning and sit down and plan with 

the teacher and go through the planning process at the same time.”  

 

In each of the schools, to different degrees, there was a set of non-negotiables for teaching 

and a hierarchy of what you focus on as a coach. For example, if a coach visits a science lesson 

and sees something that is unsafe, they shouldn’t worry about differentiation but raise the 

safety issue. A headteacher explains the hierarchy. “The first thing we are looking for is: are 

they meeting the non-negotiables? For example, our simple expectation – is there a ‘do now’ 

on the board when people come in? This can lead to a very simple coaching conversation. 

“Next time I come in, I want to see a ‘do now’ and let's talk about why it is important.”  

So after that, we work through to the topic of the term which at the moment in this school is 

differentiation and the approach to differentiation we have developed with staff. We have a 

preferred technique and will guide and help people to apply that. But if you are troubled with 

behaviour, there’s no point in talking about differentiation.” 

 

Box 15. The autonomy of coaches 

 
“We have approaches to behaviour and a general approach to teaching based on a learning 
cycle – an approach to thinking about your lessons, planning your lessons, delivering your 
lessons – which explains the things we want to see. But then we leave it up to the coaches 
to use their experience and their knowledge to decide the fundamental question outside 
non-negotiables. ‘Which is the most important thing in your teaching that you need to be 
working on now?’ Can we define that? What will move your teaching forward? If it is to 
stand still while you are speaking, face the students and speak more slowly, then that is 
what you are working on. Because otherwise students are not engaging in your lessons, 
because you are talking to the board.”  
                         (Primary school principal) 
 

 

The headteacher illustrates the type of coaching conversation that might ensue from the 
example in Box 15.  
 

‘What you want to do is face the students when you are speaking, then next time 
around …’ 
 ‘Did you do it?’ (Did I see it?) 
‘Yes I did.’ 
‘Did it make a difference?’  
‘Yes, it did.’  
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‘That was awesome …’ 
So we quickly build a feeling of why this is important.  
 ‘So let's work on the next thing.’ 
 
Or you might judge: 

‘Yes you did do it, but I want to see it again next week; it’s so important just to focus on 
this between now and next week, I don’t want to introduce another thing.’ 

 
The headteacher comments: “That is where the coach’s judgement is so important. We are 
learning that coaching in this way is a skill, and it is going to have to be trained and developed 
because different people are doing it in different ways. Some are being too broad, others are 
being too demanding. We want to avoid the conversations in which one thing follows another 
thing follows another thing, which doesn’t feel supportive but overwhelming.” 
 
One coaching leader in a different school echoed this view about the importance – and 

difficulty – of coaching conversations, an aspect in which he and his other coaches would like 

more training. His group of schools have commissioned a specialist to train and coach their 

coaches and embed the six steps to coaching set out in Leverage Leadership. One school with a 

large coaching team has made a start using internal facilitation but planned to organise expert 

training for all the coaches at the beginning of the next school year. The coaching leader 

remarked: 

“We (coaches) need to be observed feeding back. Sometimes, when everyone is under 
pressure, you hear someone saying, ‘Well that was not good enough; it needs to be 
like this.’ That is not at all what we want. We shall be paired next term, one of us 
watching the other coaching, and vice versa. The difficulty lies in ensuring that the 
pairs are not in a line manager relationship.” 

3. What is the quality of the incremental coaching 
process? 

Evidence was sought to illuminate the following questions: 

3.1 How well has the implementation of incremental coaching been accepted?  

3.2 What are the characteristics of coaches? 

3.3 How well does the coaching process reflect principles of effective action 
coaching? 

3.4 What tensions arise? 
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3.1 How well has the implementation of incremental coaching 
been accepted? 
 

Four out of five practitioners (who gave scores of 8, 9, 10) clearly welcomed the adoption of 
incremental coaching (Box 16).  

 

 

The great majority of comments by coachees – many of whom also have leadership roles – 
about the adoption of incremental coaching are strongly positive.  

“Although initially sceptical, I have grown very used to the regular coaching and 
feedback sessions and genuinely get a lot from them. I feel my teaching has grown and 
I am better able to reflect on how to develop as a teacher without feeling judged or 
vulnerable. However, my coach is amazing.” (Primary teacher) 
 
“I think it is very valuable as it allows me to feel respected and supported within the 
academy. It allows me to feel confident in my role as middle leader and classroom 
practitioner to ensure that the pupils are reaching their potential in my subject.” 
(Secondary middle leader) 

 

“I have really embraced the coaching that I have received, and I have enjoyed and 
gained from the experience.” (Secondary school teacher) 
 
“It has been very useful for me to begin a new career with a thoughtful and helpful 
coach who understands the daily demands on a teacher, is not judgemental and offers 
advice in the spirit of collaboration to make the school better. I consider myself very 
lucky to have had two coaches during my training years who were personally 
committed to improving my practice and my effectiveness as a teacher.” (Primary 
school NQT) 
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“I have experience of being a coach and being coached in various other models but the 
incremental model has seen the most immediate and effective impact on my teaching 
and the progress of students. Because it only focuses on small step-changes, it is easier 
to implement.” (Experienced secondary school middle leader)  

Only ten of the 128 respondents were less welcoming of the introduction of incremental 
coaching in their schools, scoring five or fewer points in response to this statement (Box 14). 
Two did not give reasons but comments from the others tended to reflect one of four issues:  
 

 Being paired with an inexpert coach or one whose own teaching was not rated highly 
by the coachee  

 Being coached by someone who did not teach a related subject (it should be ‘more 
domain-specific’) 

 Feeling under scrutiny by being coached by a line manager 

 That engagement should be voluntary and/or reciprocal 
 
Examples:  

 
“I find it stressful and it feels like I'm being constantly monitored and checked up on.” 
        (Primary teacher) 

“The coaching I receive has a detrimental effect on my effectiveness in the classroom, 
as it means that I spend a disproportionate amount of time planning artificial lessons 
in order to meet the arbitrary requirements imposed. The fact that my coach is also 
my head of department (who is therefore responsible for PM) means that it is not a 
conversation between disinterested equals, which I believe effective coaching should 
be.”  
        (Secondary teacher) 

 
Such reactions, which indicate a trust or confidence issue are likely to erode the effectiveness 
of incremental coaching, although it is possible that some respondents were experiencing 
mentoring, monitoring or some other form of support. One respondent wrote of coaching: 
“It’s good; more focused around the development of a particular aspect. But I should like to 
know where it sits in terms of performance management.” 
 
The survey tested the issue of being monitored through two contrasting statements: ‘Coaching 
feels like being inspected,’ and ‘Coaching in my school is about development, not 
accountability’ (Box 17). Two thirds of respondents (scoring 8, 9 or 10) were assured of the 
developmental intent. 
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Increasingly, schools are gauging teachers’ effectiveness through a combination of outcome-
related evidence such as progress data relating to the pupils they teach, scrutiny of pupils’ 
work, examination of planning, preparation, assessment and marking and student voice 
evidence. There is little doubt that the apparent reduction in formal observation has been 
influenced by Ofsted’s approach to evaluating teaching more through secondary evidence than 
judging its practice in lessons.  
 
The strength of the coaching relationship is crucial to the success of incremental coaching. In 
all the schools, coaches were allocated coaches by senior leadership on the basis of 
perceptions of best fit, operational requirements and the specific needs of the coachees. 
Responses were quite unsure or ambivalent on whether they should choose their own coach 
(Box 18), and most did not want to change their coach (Box 19).  
 
The findings suggest that schools should be ready to change coaching pairs where the 
relationship is not working or there is a lack of confidence or professional respect. This should 
be rare if coach-coachee pairs are chosen well and the quality of the process is assured.  
 
The following sentiment, echoed in different ways by the interviewees and large majority of 
those surveyed, reflected the dominant view. 
 

“My coach is very helpful, listens well and looks for things that really help to improve 
my practice. He is very approachable and I enjoy my coaching experience. I think 
having small things to improve each week is really helpful.”  
       (Secondary school teacher) 
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3.2 What are the characteristics of coaches? 
 
Much research has focused on the coaching relationship in different occupations, particularly 
between employees and managers. Gregory and Levy (2011)32 have discussed the importance 
of: individual consideration in leadership; trust; coach empathy; a strong feedback 
environment and regular coach-coachee interaction for high quality coaching relationships. 
They point out that each of these six predictors is in the control of the coach (p85). Passmore 
(2011)33 identified six themes, including the coach’s attributes and the coach’s behaviours and 
the important elements within each (Box 20). 
 

Box 20. Key behaviours of executive coaches (Passmore26) 
 
The attributes of the coach: 

 Coach experience 

 Coach is affirming 

 Coach is non-judgemental 

 Coach is trustworthy 

 Coach is independent 

The coach’s behaviour: 

 ‘Common sense’ confidentiality 

 Holding emotions 

 Challenge and support 

 Problem-solving 

 Setting take-away tasks 

 Being non-directive 

 Using self as a tool 

 Developing alternative perspectives 

 Questioning, listening and reflecting 

 Staying focused 

 Being empathetic 
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Dagley34 reported executives’ experience of exceptional coaching represented by themes such 
as: engagement, which requires credibility, empathy, respect and professionalism; deeper 
conversations and insight, and responsibility for skilful challenge (as well as support). Some of 
the coaches interviewed in the current study identified a wish for further training in ‘coaching 
conversations’, reflecting the theme above. 
 
Coachees surveyed responded well to coaches they could trust, respect and learn from. Trust 
builds over time through such traits as honesty, candour, confidentiality and other aspects of 
professionalism. Respect comes through recognition of the coach’s knowledge and experience 
and the perception that they are expert and credible at what they do, particularly teaching and 
leadership, and competent in the skills of coaching.  
 
Coachees responded very positively when some important traits were explored, such as 
whether their coach: is a good listener; has a friendly and approachable manner; is open and 
honest in their communication and is an excellent teacher (Box 21). They tended to disagree 
strongly with the propositions that their coaches: talk too much; are judgemental or had little 
of value to offer. Many positive comments about incremental coaching emerged from the 
survey, which endorsed the positive views of incremental coaching from interviewees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The conversations that I have had are useful and productive. I place a high priority on 
these as they are constructive way of moving my practice on. This old dog can learn 
new tricks.” 
       (Secondary middle leader) 
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“I find the incremental coaching to be very beneficial to my own personal 
effectiveness. First of all, my coach makes sure that I know that I am doing something 
right, and gives me a lot of praise and confidence in myself for things that are going 
well. Secondly, my coach gently raises issues which may need to be addressed, and 
leads me in conversation to help me realize for myself what needs to be done to 
improve. Thirdly, it feels great to know that someone is focusing on me and thinking 
about how I can become better. Fourthly, my coach has often told me that our 
discussions have also benefitted his practice. With this support, I am doing things in 
my lesson that are beneficial to the learning of my students.”  

          (Lead practitioner) 

3.3 How well does coaching reflect principles of effective 
developmental coaching? 
 
The survey included statements relating to ‘six steps to effective feedback’ in 
Leverage Leadership and the ‘review’ step (Box 22). The mean agreement scores associated 
with the positive statements were highest in relation to praising and reviewing progress. 
Identifying an action step, the key outcome of incremental coaching, does not score quite so 
highly although the schools produced much evidence of this happening. 

“Coaching has allowed me to reflect on my practice regularly and apply in small steps 
what I would like to change and improve in my teaching and management of the 
class.” 
        (Primary teacher) 
 
“I now have a bank of action steps that are easy to implement alongside one another 
to ensure I am successful in a range of aspects in my lessons. These steps are also 
tailored to me and my class.”       
        (Primary teacher) 

 

Box 22. Seven steps to 
effective feedback 

Survey statements Mean 
agreement 
score (1-10) 

1. Review progress We always review progress from my last action 
step. 

7.84 

2. Provide precise 
praise* 

My coach always finds something to praise. 8.91 

3. Probe* My coach asks probing questions. 7.51 

4. Identify problem and 
concrete action step* 

I normally identify the problem for myself. 7.45 

Each observation results in only one action step. 7.38 

5. Practice* Coaching includes modelling and practising. 6.95 

6. Plan ahead* I apply what I have learned to future plans.  8.60 

7. Set timeline* We never set a timeline for actions. 3.49 

 
* Denotes one of the six steps described by Bambrick-Santoyo. 

The aggregate percentage of respondents who gave ‘strongly agree scores’ (of 8, 9 or 10) for 
the action step statement was 59% (see Box 23). This could be a useful indicator to track the 
future refinement of incremental coaching skills. 



29 
 

 

 

 

The changes (‘even better if’ points) recommended by respondents include: more training for 
coaches; ensuring that feedback happens as soon as possible while ideas are still fresh; 
adhering to the earmarked (‘locked in’) time for coaching and joint planning; peer observation 
of the coach by the coachee; and coaches (in secondary schools) who have some knowledge of 
the coachee’s subject. 

 

3.4 Tensions in the coaching agenda 
 

“The practicalities of implementation are always the key blockers, after the suspicion 
that it is all a cunning plot or a fad. It is up to leaders to keep expounding and proving 
the benefits.”35 
 

The research identified some real and potential barriers to full acceptance of the incremental 
coaching by a minority of teachers in some of the schools. These include: 
 

 Motive: When linked – or perceived to be linked – to performance management, 
coaching is unpopular to the point of being stressful and counter-productive. 
Confidentiality, trust and a non-judgemental approach are basic principles that must 
be upheld. Coaches and coachees must come together as equals to form a professional 
learning partnership. The coach should welcome observation by the coachee and the 
opportunity of reciprocal feedback or coaching. 

 Variation in the competence and skills of coaches, both in relation to coaching and 
perceptions of their own practice. While there was much praise for the skills and 
approach of most coaches, there were exceptions. Coaches need to be expert 
practitioners and recognised as such by their colleagues. They should not be limited to 
individuals. Many of the most effective and valued coaches were recognised as well as 
titular leaders of teaching and learning in their schools.  
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 Organisational defaults: The most pernicious of these were observation and coaching 
events that did not happen, were given low priority or eroded teachers’ personal time; 
undue rigidity, for example when the observed lesson was dictated by the coach’s 
commitments rather than the coachee’s needs, and the lack of a clear agenda for 
coaching. Several coaches commented on the lack of dedicated time to undertake the 
coaching and feedback. 

 A tension between coaching in the school’s instructional principles and domain-
focused coaching. 

 

What are the benefits of incremental coaching? 

4.1 Research into the efficacy of coaching 
 
While there is a significant and growing academic and research base for coaching, there are 
few research studies of its impact on the quality of teaching and pupil performance. Grant36 
has pointed to ‘goal attainment scaling’ as a potential measure of efficacy of a process which 
currently lacks a common language to describe coaching outcomes and explore return on 
investment. Cordingly et al.37 reviewed studies designed to investigate whether and how 
collaborative CPD – including observation and feedback, partnerships between external 
specialist and teachers, building on existing knowledge and practice and peer support – 
impacted on teaching and learning. The review found that collaborative CPD was linked with 
improvements in teaching and learning, many of which were substantial. Positive outcomes for 
teachers included, for example, greater confidence, a greater commitment to changing 
practice and willingness to try new things, and enhanced knowledge and practice. Positive 
outcomes for pupils included measured improvements in student performance. Coaching has 
been shown greatly to increase the implementation of training (see section 4.6). 
 
In their comprehensive review of research on coaching based on more than 200 research 
publications, Corwin and Knight38 concluded that there was evidence of an association 
between coaching and teachers’ increased job satisfaction, implementing new teaching 
practices, a positive increase in teachers’ efficacy and – since teacher quality is one of the most 
important variables affecting student achievement39 – an impact on student achievement. Less 
is known about how well coaching improves the specific teaching practices that increase 
student achievement. But it can be argued that if coaching focuses on skills that are known to 
have a large effect size in terms of students’ attainment, the ‘missing link’ becomes more 
tangible.  
 
The evidence of efficacy collected for this evaluation of incremental coaching related to six 
aspects: 

4.2 Value of the process 
4.3 Benefits to coachees’ practice and for coaches   
4.4  Benefits to students’ progress  
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 4.5 Benefits to the school in terms of improvement 
 4.6 The role of coaching in applying and embedding training 
 
 4.7 Inspection findings 
 4.8 Other evaluation threads: student views and cost benefits  

 
 

 
 
4.2 Perspectives of the value of the incremental coaching 
process 
 

The value of incremental coaching is a cumulative judgement: the aggregation of its benefits to 
coachees, coaches, students, the school and ultimately the system (aspects 4.1 to 4.4 above). 
These will be covered in the sections that follow. A first approximation of its value is shown by 
coachees’ responses to the question of how much they welcome the use of incremental 
coaching (Box 24). Almost three-quarters (73.5%) of respondents scored the statement 8, 9 or 
10. 
 
The great majority of respondents commented positively on their incremental coaching 

experience, but a few articulated why they were more negative. One example of each type of 

response is reproduced below. 

“I have really enjoyed my incremental coaching experience. I have had two coaches 
over this sixth month period and both have been really positive regarding my teaching 
and have both brought different ideas to support my development. There have been 
no surprises, we have agreed areas to develop, I have had time to implement ideas 
and they have been reviewed. The process has been very helpful and I have enjoyed 
conversations with both of my coaches as they have asked 'probing' questions and 
made me really reflect on my practice.”  

        (Secondary middle leader) 
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“I am a dedicated professional and very self-reflective. Whilst I appreciate that you can 
always learn from others and footballers for instance are coached on a daily basis ... I 
find the regularity of the coaching sessions too much to bear. When you consider that 
incremental coaching has no end date, it is indefinite, so no matter what your teaching 
is like, you will always be asked to perform for your colleagues who have their own 
teaching strategies and preferences […] This detracts from the real focus of the 
students […] I have not asked for coaching. I do not necessarily feel that I need 
coaching and everyone is being coached to the same principles – our creativity, natural 
abilities and ownership of our own destinies as practitioners are being compromised.  
Nobody can showcase every positive thing that they do as a teacher in ten minutes 
and so there will always be a target. Isn't that deflating? I'm afraid that with the other 
pressures of marking, assessment and scrutiny, incremental coaching is yet another 
burden that keeps me awake at night after being up far too late preparing a lesson in a 
certain way to impress somebody else's agenda.”     
        (Secondary teacher) 

 
The first respondent has, on average, weekly incremental coaching of 20 minutes’ observation 
and 15-20 minutes’ feedback; the second every two weeks with 10 minutes’ observation and 
15 minutes’ feedback. The contrast brings out differences between a sense of some ownership 
of the process in the first, who writes positively of an ‘agreed agenda’, and the perception of 
the second respondent – who is coached by a senior leader – that he/she needs to put on a 
performance for the coach rather than maximising the learning of the students. We return to 
the first example. 
 

“My coaches have both been very easy to get along with, have not been judgemental, 
have provided as many positives about my teaching as negatives (which I think, is why 
I have enjoyed my experience), have been easy to talk to and have listened well. I have 
also been confident that the things we have discussed regarding my development have 
been kept confidential … The process has not been seen as a chore, I think this has 
been one crucial thing that has kept me really interested. It has not been overbearing 
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in terms of workload and has been 100% linked to the aims of teaching and learning 
within the school.”  
       (Secondary middle leader) 

 
4.3 Benefits to coachees’ practice and to coaches 
 
The survey provided strong affirmation of benefits to coachees’ practice, whether as teachers 
or leaders, as acknowledged by respondents (Box 25).  
 

 

 
Coaches in the case study schools kept track of the impact of incremental coaching on 
coachees in terms of the action points and their absorption and implementation. Their 
methods ranged from informal, confined to the coach and coachee, to more rigorous tracking 
systems in which the action point was recorded, followed up and subsequently overtaken by a 
new action point. In half the schools, such information was collected by the coaching leader 
and used to track the progress of the coaching pairs and impact, or value added by the 
incremental coaching activity (Box 26). It is owned by the coachee and the coach and is not 
part of appraisal and performance management (unless the coachee wishes). 
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Box 26. Illustrative coaching tracker (adapted from tracker provided by Torquay Academy) 
 

Date Class/time Action step Progress from previous 
step 

Coaching notes 

Week 2 9AB 1. Use a timer to keep up 
the overall pace 
 

No observation 1. High level of 
interest praised 
2. Clear 
instructions 
provided 

Week 3 9AB 2. Practice the routine at 
the end of the lesson 

Better timing; pace has 
improved 
 

1. Greater 
teacher energy 
2. Routine 
modelled 

Week 4 9AB 3. Do not let the 
students opt out. Use 
the cold call strategy 

Calm end to the lesson 
with clear routine 

1. Ending praised 
2. Strategy 
discussed 

 

The tracker in one school was set up in Google Docs and completed by every coach in the 
school after each coaching event. The record for each teacher could be accessed by that 
teacher and their coach, and only the coaching leader could access the master spreadsheet so 
as to monitor the effect of the incremental coaching strategy. Unlike most CPD activity, logging 
the action points and resulting development of teachers’ skills and techniques provides a ready 
and reliable basis for impact and a means of evaluating efficacy. Does the development 
experience translate into practice? In those schools where coaches kept such records, the 
evidence of ‘goal attainment’ provided a strong indicator of impact. 
 
Interviews with coaches and coachees confirmed that the detailed action points tended to 
relate to the school’s instructional policies. Questioning and discussion, for example, included 
such techniques as ‘cold calling’ (Lemov), ‘wait time’ and aspects such as the style of 
questioning. Starts of lessons typically included ‘silent start’ routines. 
 
A survey of coachees asked them to identify up to four aspects that they had been coached on. 
Choice of the aspects was informed by the interviews with a cross-section of staff in the six 
schools. There were 508 responses out of a possible 512 (Box 27). The pattern is unsurprising 
but was undoubtedly influenced by priorities in the sample schools. At the time of the survey, 
for example, one was focusing on differentiation; another on behaviour management and 
pupil engagement. 
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Incremental coaching for leaders is no less relevant than for teachers with full teaching loads. 
Examples included these from two secondary middle leaders: 
  

“I feel that by having the opportunity to be coached through middle management 
scenarios which are happening in my role allows me to develop my leadership capacity 
and also gain confidence at implementing change and holding people to account 
within the department.”  
       (Secondary middle leader) 

 
“The coaching has been really great this year, mine has focused more on my leadership 
of my department, as to classroom teaching, but this was following my coach agreeing 
that my classroom practice is strong, and I wanted to further develop my leadership 
skills. The coaching has undoubtedly improved both my classroom and professional 
practice.” 
       (Secondary middle leader) 
 
“As a leader of teaching and learning, my coaching entails all aspects of school – 
however, it is about my performance and how that can improve to impact on whole-
school aspects.” 
       (Secondary senior leader) 

 
Interviews recorded in all the schools gave case study examples (Boxes 28 and 29) of how 
incremental coaching had helped teachers in their development.  
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Box 28. Impact of coaching in a secondary school 

 
“A subject teacher was really struggling. Lessons were characterised by screaming and 
shouting with children making very little progress. Coaching focused first on pupils’ 
behaviour. This led to rapid and visible transformation in lessons, something to behold. 
Walk by the classroom now; you would say ‘that’s a great lesson’. Look at pupils’ books; it all 
triangulates. Twelve months ago that was not the case. A number of staff were struggling 
and on the point of and sinking in the school; they are now lead teachers in their areas.” 
                          
                                                                                                                                              (Principal) 
 

 

The coaching in one school was said to attract ‘a particular type of staff to the school’ so 

people are queuing up to come and know full well that coaching is part of it. One of the 

benefits is that teachers who want to improve come to the school to learn. They know they 

will be coached every week and that doesn’t trouble them. They want to be better. The 

headteacher quotes Dylan Wiliam as saying: “Every teacher needs to improve, not because 

they are not good enough but because they can.” The school will invest the time and effort to 

ensure that you will become a better teacher. 

 

Box 29. Primary SENCO (and reception teacher): experience of coaching 

 
“The coaching is very positive. The coach comes in every week for 20 minutes. Initially it was 
a general observation, since when there has always been one element we were going to 
focus on. This was good because if it was more than one thing it would be difficult to show 
the change in a short space of time. It was good to focus on just one element in order to 
improve my practice and become a more reflective practitioner. My coach always observes 
the same class: circle time with reception on Wednesday afternoon. My last focus was to 
scan the room, for example and make sure everyone was on task. Feedback was on the 
Thursday, quite immediate. Another example was using higher order questioning skills and 
using partner talk: choosing what is the most valuable questioning and planning the partner 
talk within the questioning. I haven’t had any formal appraisal observations here so I gather 
that the coaching has replaced that. We have masterclasses every Monday after school, 
often providing a forum for professional dialogues.” 
 

 

Incremental coaching has much in common with the marginal gains approach to improving 
performance. Marginal gains theory shows how small improvements aggregate and together 
can result in significant improvements. The evidence for rapid and substantial benefits to 
teaching practice is overwhelming. Schools can readily give examples of how incremental 
coaching has helped transform teachers whose practice moved from being a cause for concern 
to very strong in a matter of months. In some cases, this has saved teachers from leaving the 
profession (for example, Box 30). 
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Box 30: Transforming confidence and effectiveness 

 
“‘A’ was a primary school NQT whose confidence was very low. She worried about 
everything. Initially a lot of the coaching was about how well she was doing before more 
cautiously getting into the regular observation and drop-in visits. Low level misbehaviour 
was an issue. She probably had one of the toughest classes, a year 3 class which, when in 
year 2, was a class no-one wanted to cover. Initially we looked at her own pedagogy, the 
way she was modelling work, some of the language she was using, which was passing over 
children’s heads. There were some very damaged children in that class, some very tricky 
customers. Anyone would have found them hard to teach. Now her teaching is so good that 
she keeps the children engaged. They are being catered for; they are being taught; 
differentiation is fantastic. I support her in the planning. One thing that was going on was 
low-level misbehaviour. She had so much to think about and observe that I don’t think she 
was picking this up. This is where another pair of eyes is useful. Some children were tapping 
– just a small thing but distracting. We worked out how to deal with this and other 
diversions and within two or three weeks they had been eradicated. Now those children, 
rather than not listening, are making rapid progress. The problem was dealt with before it 
spread to more of the class, as it so easily could have. That teacher would be absolutely fine 
if we walked in now, after just a couple of months of incremental coaching.” 
        (Primary assistant principal) 
 

 
One quarter of the responses were from coachees who were also coaches. Many of them 

gained additionally from operating in both roles and appreciated the confidence invested in 

them. Three coaches explain: 

“It feels as though my good practice has been recognised, shared and even celebrated, 

while also helping me to continue to develop. It has been a hugely positive experience 

for me, both as a coach and a coachee.”  

         

“I enjoy the process, as I am a coach and understand the process. I think student 

progress benefits from better practice if the coaching is secure and delivered in the 

right way.” 

        

“I have found it extremely helpful in my own teaching and particularly in my 

development as a coach. This will now hopefully allow me to empower others to coach 

effectively.” 

Coaching a coach puts a premium on coaching expertise, for several coaches mentioned 

shortcomings in the coaching they or others experienced. As one coach wrote: “The process of 

coaching has been very valuable for me as a coach. I would like to receive more structured 

feedback from my own coach.” Some coaches stated a need for more training to support their 

development and felt that staff would benefit from understanding why coaches are chosen to 

be coaches. Some expressed a view that senior leaders should not necessarily be coaches 

unless they were well-equipped for the role. One echoed the view of several coachees in 

calling for reciprocal coaching. 
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“I would suggest possibly reducing the frequency of ‘drop-ins’ and replacing them with 

an element of peer observation of the coach by the coachee. I think this would remove 

any possible feelings of ‘expert’ versus ‘observed’, and also further improve the 

process of sharing good practice.”  

       (Secondary senior leader) 

4.4 Benefits to students’ progress 
 
The evidence suggests that a large majority of those surveyed believed that incremental 
coaching benefited pupils’ progress (71% agreed at the level of 8, 9 or 10 – Box 31). It is a 
second order effect, not susceptible to direct causal analysis. But within the school, it is 
commonplace to track the rate of progress of pupils in different classes and subjects.  
 

 

Respondents to the survey were invited to add a comment about the value of coaching to 
professional effectiveness and the benefits to pupils. 
 

“I have found coaching highly valuable and I have seen improvements in my teaching 
and the levels of engagement from the children.”  
        (Primary teacher) 
 
“I find coaching a positive experience that has had an impact on my practice and on 
the children's learning.”  

         (Primary teacher) 
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“The focus is always on the children – 'How can we help that child?' – and not on the 
current ‘skill level’ of you as a teacher, and that kind of blame-free discussion is 
incredibly productive. It encourages reflection and so its effects ripple out across your 
practice.” 
            (Primary middle leader) 
 
“I am (more) mindful of the structure of my lessons and ensuring all students are 
engaging with the learning because the differentiation is more effective.” 
        (Secondary teacher) 

 
For some, there is not yet evidence of impact on pupils, but better listening must be a start … 
 

“I can deliver lessons more effectively, but I have yet to see any impact on the progress 
of students, as most of my coaching has been based on ensuring they're listening 
when tasks are being explained.” 

         (Secondary teacher) 
 
The correlations shown in Box 32 vary from moderate (0.40 to 0.59) to strong (0.60 or over) or 
very strong (0.80 or over). These should be taken as no more than broad indications that 
coachees believe that benefit to their practice in turn benefit pupils’ progress. The answers to 
statement 17 are likely to have been influenced by following on from statement 16, with which 
they are very strongly correlated. The individual responses to the virtually identical statements 
17 and 48 which were widely separated in the questionnaire are were not totally consistent 
but nevertheless had a strong correlation of 0.781. It is reasonable to infer that the more 
efficient and effective teaching that results from coaching provides leverage for raising 
achievement. 
 

Box 32 
Correlations between perceived 
effects on teaching and pupils’ 
progress  

17. There are 
benefits for 
pupils’ 
progress. 

48. 
Incremental 
coaching 
benefits 
pupils' 
progress. 

53. I believe coaching helps raise 
achievement.  

15. I welcome the use of 
incremental coaching by my 
school. 

0.730 0.754 0.729 

16. There are benefits to my 
practice. 

0.888 0.667 0.695 

32. I apply what I have learned to 
future plans. 

0.669 0.547 0.600 

47. I generally learn something 
from our coaching 
conversations. 

0.703 0.557 0.537 
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4.5 Benefits to the school  
 
The survey showed a strong perception that the incremental coaching was beneficial to the 
school’s improvement (Box 33); it was central to school improvement strategy in all the 
schools. Many individual comments endorsed this view. For example: 
 

“Incremental coaching is a valuable tool for developing and refining whole-school 
teaching and learning strategies in lessons. It gets you to think carefully about a 
particular strategy and the best way to use it rather than trying to cover everything in 
one go. It's also a very good learning process for the coach if you are 
observing/coaching a skilled teacher.” 

        (Secondary senior leader) 
 

 

 

“It is invaluable for every member of the school and has really improved us as 
practitioners.” 
       (Primary middle leader) 
 
“Incremental coaching is a valuable tool for developing and refining whole school 
teaching and learning strategies in lessons. It gets you to think carefully about a 
particular strategy and the best way to use it rather than trying to cover everything in 
one go. It's also a very good learning process for the coach if you are 
observing/coaching a skilled teacher.” 
       (Secondary senior leader) 

 
“The theory behind incremental coaching is fantastic and I can see the benefit to 
whole-school improvement.” 
       (Primary senior leader) 
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There was less consensus about whether coaching had improved knowledge transfer in the 
school (Box 34), although the pattern of responses varied from one school to another. This is 
likely to be due to the confidential nature of coaching conversations. The schools had other 
ways of sharing knowledge through learning communities and professional development 
sessions. For the schools in general, new knowledge was introduced and shared across staff 
through other professional development mechanisms, such as training events, ‘twilight 
meetings’ and lesson study. Incremental coaching was the mechanism that ensures the 
subsequent implementation of the knowledge, skills and understanding that the school has 
decided to absorb.   
 

 
 

There was greater consensus that incremental coaching had helped to make the school a more 
open professional learning community (Box 35). Visits to the schools showed that staff were 
largely comfortable with visitors to their classrooms. In one secondary school, all the 
classroom doors were open throughout the school day.  
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In the sample schools, incremental coaching has been particularly powerful in promoting 
consistent application of school policies, particularly those related to teaching where the 
school has set out certain pedagogical expectations.  
 
There were also strong responses to questions about whether practitioners would value 
career-long coaching and whether they would recommend it to others. Almost 80% said that 
incremental coaching remains beneficial, even for expert teachers and leaders. 
 
Incremental coaching does not seem to be a barrier to staff recruitment. If anything it is an 
incentive. As one headteacher said:  
 

“The type of person that wants to come here is someone that wants to challenge 
themselves and wants to get better. We recently put out a general advert and about 
50 people turned up. I talked to them at the beginning – and after saying all the 
enticing things about how nice it is to work here – I made it clear that: ‘If you come 
here, it is very hard work; we have the highest expectations; this is how you mark 
books; these are the things we do and don’t do. You will be coached every single week. 
You’ll have in-lesson and out-of-lesson coaching sessions because we can all get 
better. A proportion of those in the room showed they didn’t want to come near us: 
too hard work. But many were interested.” 
 
 
We interviewed someone from another school. 
“I hear that we have to do certain things certain ways in the lessons, is that right?” 
We say: “Yes.”  
“And I believe you have to mark the books in a certain way …” 
“Yes.”  
“I believe I have to go to a coaching session each week. Is that right?” 
“Yes.” 
“Oh good! Sounds really good, really supportive.” 

 
To put incremental coaching into perspective, the survey also asked respondents how they 
rated incremental coaching in comparison with other commonly used forms of professional 
development (Box 36). 
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4.6 The role of coaching in implementing training 
 
The power of action coaching is that it is used in conjunction with a clear pedagogical agenda 

developed and communicated through professional development sessions. Coaching that 

follows training transforms the value of the training by maximising implementation of the 

desired practices and skills. The rate of transfer of training into classroom practice has been 

shown to be greatly enhanced when the training is followed by coaching. Drawing from a 

number of randomised control-style studies, Showers (1983)40 concluded that 75% of teachers 

who received peer coaching successfully transferred the skill presented at a professional 

development session compared with transfer by 15% of the teachers who had not received the 

coaching. Knight’s (2004)41 report that 70 of the 82 teachers (85%) who had received coaching 

following a summer professional development session were implementing the new teaching 

practices in their classrooms which, compared with Showers’ (1983) work on the 

implementation of the rate of implementation of high quality of professional development 

without coaching represents a 70% increase in teacher implementation (Box 37). The research 

on instructional coaching endorses this approach to facilitating change, improving instruction 

and transforming school culture, three of the claims made in Jim Knight’s (2007) readable 

overview of the approach36. 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Formal observation (e.g. for appraisal

Working groups such as lesson study, PLCs, triads…

Feedback from learning walks

Professional development staff meetings (e.g.…

Out of school courses &conferences

Staff training days

Departmental, year group or key stage meetings

Moderation meetings

Regular incremental coaching

Less effective More effective

Fo
rm

s 
o

f 
C

P
D

Box 36. Relative effectiveness of professional development

Mode

Median

Mean



44 
 

 

Our evidence suggests that incremental coaching, as practised in the sample schools, fulfils 

these claims. One case study school, for example, reflects this model of what it terms ‘Teacher 

Effectiveness Training’ through a combination of generic input followed by more specific 

subject workshops and coaching. The aim of ‘Every Lesson Every Day Good or Better’ is 

supported by a team of peer-to-peer, subject specialist teacher coaches and external 

consultants.  

 
4.7 Inspection findings 
 
Coaching observations and feedback have been recognised as contributing to the quality of 
teaching and implicitly to the improving standards of the four schools that have been 
inspected (Box 38). The other two case study schools had not been inspected since becoming 
academies.  
 

Box 38. Ofsted citations related to improving teaching through aspects of coaching 

 

 Time given to reflect on lessons 

 Filming of lessons so that staff could review their teaching and where appropriate adapt 
or change their practice  

 The use of an instructional leader at the forefront of improving the quality of teaching 
through observing each teacher frequently and setting and reviewing targets for 
improvement 

 Supporting teachers thorough a comprehensive training programme to meet their 
needs – they work in pairs to reflect on their own teaching and share ideas of how to 
improve – resulting in teachers developing their skills at a faster rate 

 Staff have begun to see the benefit of reflecting on their own work in order to make 
further improvements 

 Leaders check and improve the quality of teaching rigorously – linked to a wide-ranging 
training and development programme 
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 Action coaching and a focus on evidence-based research; consequently staff are taking a 
lead on improving their own practice 

 

4.8 Other evaluation threads: students’ views and cost benefits 
 

One participant group, students, is an indirect beneficiary of professional coaching. They are 

known to be perceptive judges of teaching and what most helps them learn, and could be 

expected to notice changes in teaching approaches. It would be interesting to know whether 

students had any useful perspectives on, or awareness of, effects of coaching. This study did 

not investigate this area but it would be something that schools could follow up in the 

interests of student voice. The research did survey the perceptions of teachers about the 

effect of having lessons observed by coaches (Box 39). Fewer than half (responses 1, 2 or 3) 

thought they did not, but many were unsure or inclined to believe they did act differently. The 

possibility of participants who most valued the coaching process being more inclined to 

disagree that pupils acted differently during observations was tested and found to have only a 

low negative correlation (r = -0.253).   

 

 

The adoption of incremental coaching requires a significant investment of resource by the 

school. Different schools have different approaches including, for example: using planning, 

preparation and assessment (PPA) time for coaching; giving the coaches and coachees 

timetabled time; building coaching loads into the responsibilities and non-contact time for 

middle and senior leaders; and using the resource gained through innovative staffing and 

initial teacher training arrangements. Typically, they reduced attendance at out-of-school CPD 

events except for those which matched the school’s priorities, and related the coaching closely 

to in-house training events. Crucially, all the headteachers considered the coaching an 

indispensable investment which had a priority claim on resources. The more successful 

arrangements aimed to have a relatively small number of coaches for each of whom coaching 

was a significant or, in some cases, a full-time responsibility. This gave coaches greater 

flexibility in deciding which lessons to observe and track. Participants were less satisfied when 

coaches were constrained by only seeing lessons when there were gaps in their own teaching 
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rather than those for the coachees wanted another view. For at least one school, the heavy 

investment was considered to be a strong contributory factor in substantially improving the 

overall quality of teaching and a 20% improvement in results over a 12-month period. 

 

5. What is the future for incremental coaching? 

5.1 The nature and power of coaching 
 
The incremental coaching evaluated in this study was mainly concerned with improving the 
quality and consistency of teaching but included elements of leadership coaching. Bloom et al. 
(2005)42 have classified several dimensions of coaching: 
 

 Facilitative. Building on the coachee’s existing skills, interpretations and beliefs. Helps 
the coachee construct new skills, interpretations and beliefs that will form the basis for 
future actions 

 Instructional. The coach shares their experience and craft wisdom with the coaches by 
using traditional teaching strategies. These may include modelling, providing resources 
and direct instruction 

 Collaborative. This strategy falls between the core strategies of instruction and 
facilitation because the coach is constantly in both modes 

 Consultative. The coach as consultant possesses resources or expertise that will 
benefit the coachee and his/her school 

 Transformational. Knowledge, skills or ways of acting are gained in incremental steps. 
As successes are found in new approaches, the coachee’s thinking is transformed 

 

Incremental coaching as seen practised in the case study schools may be seen as being 
instructional – particularly with new and inexperienced teachers – with a substantial 
transformational element. Knight and Cornett (2008)43 have concluded that ‘instructional 
coaching will encourage teachers to adopt new teaching practices and increase the likelihood 
that teachers will use the practices with a higher degree of quality inside the classroom, when 
compared with teachers who do not receive coaching support following professional 
development.’44 As we have seen earlier, this reinforcement of professional development 
through coaching provides powerful leverage for changing practice.  
 
There is nothing vague or diffuse about effective incremental coaching. It has an agenda – the 
school’s as much as the coachees’ – for example, by being rooted in the school’s pedagogical 
principles or instructional priorities. It is evidence-informed, being based on direct observation 
of teaching or leading. It is progressive and cumulative. It is mastery-orientated, through 
repeated observation and follow-up of action steps. And it is relentless. In the case study 
schools, incremental coaching is seen as a fixture not a fad. 
  



47 
 

5.2 Readiness to have ongoing coaching 
 
Interviews with school leaders explored whether they wanted their incremental coaching to 
continue. Their responses were unanimously positive, whether they were leading outstanding 
schools or schools on a steep journey of improvement from a low base. One (primary school) 
headteacher said: “Access to coaching should be part of the job. If you look at any world-class 
athlete, they don’t win the medal, the cup or the league, without the support of ongoing 
coaching.” The headteacher of a secondary school echoed this:  
 

“Do I see action coaching continuing in perpetuity? The simple answer is ‘yes’ – 
finances aside. It’s embedded; it’s what we do as a school. Coaching will get stronger; 
coaches will get better each year; teachers will get better …” 

        (Secondary principal) 
 

An experienced middle leader in a secondary school that had recently adopted incremental 

coaching was in a good position to compare the approaches to coaching she had experienced 

through her 12 years of teaching. Some were less productive than others. (Box 40).  

Box 40. Experience of coaching, warts and all 

 
“The whole time I have been here we have always had some form of coaching: peer 
coaching at one point, then external consultants, then something else. But I have never had 
a coaching model that is as effective as this one. It should be part of teachers’ professional 
development but much depends on the model that is adopted. Because previous coaching 
models that we have done as a whole school have not taken off, they have not been seen in 
a positive light. They have taken up time; you don’t really see the impact; sometimes they 
have been taken very negatively. Whereas with this approach, the benefit is that despite the 
negative that it does take up additional time, you can see the results immediately, which 
motivates you more. So within a week I will have been observed; I get feedback; I know 
what I have to do, and I will be observed again. You feel like you’re getting somewhere.” 
 

 

Asked if there is a point when one reaches mastery as a coach or teacher at which coaching 

needs to change, she replied: “Top professional football players can have a bad game every 

now or then but don’t stop training. I don’t think you ever reach the top of your game where 

you can say ‘That’s it; I’m a master!’ because unless you continually reflect and try new things, 

and because different students present new challenges and different classes require different 

ways of working, I think you can always learn from each other.” 

An executive headteacher of three primary schools where incremental coaching is well-
established was adamant that coaching continued to be relevant and important even to highly-
effective practitioners (Box 41) but that the focus would evolve. 
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Box 42: The changing focus of ongoing coaching 
 
“As teachers become expert, they still have coaching. The focus changes. With first-class 
teachers you have to coach them through to find the answer themselves. Show them the 
video footage; ask good questions and say ‘OK what could we do to improve this further?’ 
We are not playing the game for Ofsted; we are searching for continuous improvement. ‘I 
saw this. Let’s have a look. How might it be if you did it this way?’ We also take it further as 
a school by having a focus on action research. There’s a real commitment to research 
projects by every member of staff. Six of them recently presented their findings at an 
international conference at the University of York. Ours was the only school presenting; the 
rest were academics.”  
       (Primary executive principal) 
 

 

The great majority of respondents to the survey agreed or strongly agreed with the statement: 
‘I would value career-long coaching’ (Box 42). Examples of comments about the value of 
incremental coaching included: 
 

“I value the focused and ongoing professional development incremental coaching 
provides. I feel that if all staff fully engaged in the process then all students would see 
the benefits of improved teaching and learning.” 
       (Secondary middle leader) 
 
“I believe the coaching I have received has made me the teacher I am today and will 
allow me to continually improve within my career.”  

(Primary NQT) 
 

 

 

0.8 0
2.4 1.6

6.3 5.5

18.9 19.7

6.3

38.6

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

P
er

ce
n

ta
ge

 f
 r

ep
o

n
d

en
ts

 (
N

=1
2

8
)

Strongly disagree Strongly agree

Box 42. I would value career-long coaching



49 
 

The evidence shows that coaching needs to be tailored to the needs and developing role of 
those being coached. Instructional coaching may be less relevant to new school leaders, for 
example, than organisational coaching. Some views of teachers and leaders at different stages 
of their careers reflect the notion of differentiated coaching approaches. 
 

“As a trainee teacher, the incremental coaching model has been of great value in 
setting weekly development goals and I have received the support and wisdom of 
experienced teachers who are more than happy to share their knowledge but who at 
the same time are open to you exploring your own teaching style. It benefits the pupils 
and the school by allowing teachers to share best practice, and by stopping them from 
becoming complacent or falling into a rut with their teaching.” 
       (Primary NQT) 
 
“As a leader of teaching and learning, my coaching relates to all aspects of school; 
however it is about my performance and how that can improve to impact on whole-
school aspects. 
       (Secondary senior leader) 
 
“The process of coaching has been valuable for me as a coach. I would like to receive 
more structured feedback from my own coach.” 
       (Secondary middle leader) 

 
Coaching of headteachers was in some cases undertaken by coaches external to the 
organisation, in others by experienced educators and former headteachers; not usually by 
more senior executives in their school organisations (Box 43). The latter are more likely to 
provide mentoring for new headteachers. 
 

Box 43. Leadership coaching 

 
“Leading a school, you still need that reflection space and someone to prompt you in your 
thoughts. I think it is crucial. Tennis champion Andy Murray must get some benefit from 
changing his coaches from time to time, but always has a coach. I had a coach last year who 
worked for Lloyds Bank. We were matched up through ‘Teach First’. It was great to have his 
input as someone from a different field. He spoke about how he coaches people. Our 
conversations were around developing my leadership capabilities, for example, how I was 
working with other members of staff; how I was dealing with challenging issues. I don’t think 
I have ever said so much. His perspective was entirely different to mine. He was driven by 
money. But that made it really interesting.” 
        (Primary school principal) 
 

 

The nature of the coaching may change in time as the balance of the agenda shifts from the 
needs of the school to individual needs. For example, as coaching becomes more embedded in 
the strategy for developing professional practice in schools, it has the potential to evolve to a 
greater measure of cognitive coaching, the mission of which ‘is to produce self-directed 
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persons with the cognitive capacity for high performance, both independently and as members 
of a community’ (Costa & Garmston 200245).  
 
As their coaching model matures, schools will also need to consider their response to the 
significant minority of respondents who favour a greater measure of peer or reciprocal 
coaching and the opportunity to observe their coaches.  
 

There is also the question of whether the same level of coaching remains applicable to all. 
Although the 2016 Olympic Games illustrated the continued role of sports coaches with top 
performers, there may be a small proportion of teachers and leaders for which the regularity 
and nature of the observation and coaching regime may be inappropriate. As incremental 
coaching becomes a part of standard practice, there may be scope and justification for 
tailoring the coaching to individual needs and roles, through considered differentiation; 
introducing more reciprocal coaching and broadening coaching to include other dimensions 
such as organisational coaching. Perceptive leadership should discern when more tailoring to 
the individual is needed. This point reportedly was made by England national rugby coach 
(Box 44).  
 

Box 44. Another perspective 

 
Stephen Jones, England national rugby union coach, said that every team has the same 
make-up. There were the ten percent who didn’t need coaching, who would be better off 
without it; 80 percent who the coach ought to be able to improve from decent to good, 
good to great and so on, and ten percent who needed prodding and pushing to get to an 
acceptable level. It is the latter 90 percent who interest him.1 
 

 

5.3 Conditions for success 
 
The findings of this study show that the conditions for the successful introduction and 
embedding of incremental coaching are well-established and the experience of the case study 
schools provides a number of evidence-based learning points. Some conditions for success are 
set out below. 
 
i. Strong instructional leadership. The school benefits from having clear, research-informed 
instructional principles on which teaching is based. These principles, whether adopted from 
elsewhere, adapted from a range of sources, or grown from within based on the best available 
evidence need to become part of the DNA of the school. The instructional principles in our 
case study schools took different forms, the Ark rubric, the Oasis pillars, the techniques 
expounded in ‘Teach Like a Champion’, for example, informed by research such as that of 
John Hattie and colleagues. The principles espoused by these schools amounted to non-
negotiables, promulgated through training and coaching. Instructional coaching needs to be 
rooted in a school agenda but responsive to individual practitioners’ needs.  
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ii. An effective professional development strategy. Traditional CPD events have low 
implementation rates. Incremental coaching provides a powerful tool which is designed to 
embed new or better practices, drive joint practice development and maximise consistency 
across the teaching workforce of a school. There appears no better mechanism for maximising 
the application and implementation of training and professional learning events within a 
coherent staff development strategy.  
 
iii. Effective communication. The school must be open about what it is doing and why. It 
should be clear about the challenges, opportunities and potential benefits, and realistic about 
the demands on practitioners and how these would be supported or resourced.  
 
iv. Operational organisation. The school should not try to add one thing without discarding 
another. Observation and coaching require investment in time and training and need to be 
properly programmed. They cannot be sustained if they are squeezed into the interstices of 
the routine school day without being efficiently costed, planned and timetabled. There is 
double the demand on coaches, who need but do not always receive allocated time to 
undertake the role.  
 
v. Coaching champions. The best practitioners have credibility among the staff. If coaching is 
important to them, it becomes important to the rest. While coaching is extraordinarily 
beneficial to new and inexperienced teachers, it should not be seen as relevant only to them 
‘because they need it.’ The best school leaders do not expect more of others than they do of 
themselves. They should be at the forefront of coaching – and being coached. 
 
vi. Carefully selected and well-trained coaches. The selection and training of coaches is 
crucial. The coaches hold the key to the success or failure of the policy. If a practitioner values 
their coach, they will make the most of their coaching and become advocates. It is a mistake to 
introduce large-scale coaching with huge variation in the quality and skills of coaches. The 
school needs to invest, as some did, in developing coaching skills – including coaching 
conversations, and coaching the coaches.  
 
vii. A preferred coaching model. The seven-step (six plus one) approach based on the 
Bambrick-Santoyo model was used as a basis by the schools illustrated here and works well for 
instructional and transformational coaching.  
 
viii. Carefully formulated coaching pairs which are changed if necessary: One of the biggest 
tensions arising in the case study schools is that which can arise when the coach is also the line 
manager. When linked (in reality or perception) to performance management, coaching is 
unpopular.  
 
ix. Evaluation of the changes in teaching, learning and students’ progress that can be 
attributed to or associated with coaching. The action coaching records shared between 
coaches and coachees provide a valuable starting point in monitoring the efficacy of coaching 
(see earlier references to goal attainment). Formative assessments and pupils’ feedback on the 
effectiveness of their teaching can provide further evidence of impact.    
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x. Quality assurance of the effectiveness of coaching arrangements: Knight46 identifies a set 
of issues central to instructional coaches and coaching, adapted below: 
 

 Fear of engagement with the coachee: What matters, he writes, is that a) coaches start 
by listening to and respecting the teachers with whom they are interacting, and b) that 
they communicate that – more than anything else – they are another teacher willing to 
help 

 Find the right starting point: Coaches should not be unfocussed in their efforts with 
teachers. They should focus on high leverage practices that truly respond to teachers’ 
most pressing concerns 

 Retain sight of the big four – these are identified as:  
o Behaviour: coaches can help teachers create a safe, productive learning 

community for all students by guiding teachers to articulate and teach 
expectations, effectively correct behaviour, increase the effectiveness of 
praise statements, and increase students’ opportunities to respond 

o Content knowledge: coaches need to know how to access standards for 
courses and how to help teachers translate those standards into lesson plans 

o Direct instruction: coaches understand and help teachers with powerful 
instructional practices that teachers can use to help students learn effectively 

o Formative assessment (and feedback): coaches need the knowledge to help 
teachers become assessment literate 

 An emotional connection: A partnership approach has at its core a deep belief that we 
are no more important than those with whom we work and that we should do 
everything possible to respect that equality. This approach is built around the core 
principles of equality, choice, voice, dialogue, reflection, praxis – for example, giving 
meaning by encouraging reflection on ideas and then putting those ideas into practice, 
and reciprocity.  

 Encouraging implementation: the coach has the dual role of encouraging the teacher 
to refine his or her practices until they embody validated critical teaching practices 
while providing support as a critical friend 

 Accelerate learning through the most effective actions: these include observing, 
providing feedback, collaborating, modelling and providing support 

 

Crucially, the corporate ambition and professional ethos of the school outweighs the sum of 
the success factors listed above. Getting ‘buy-in’ from staff and pupils, what Andy Buck 
(2016)47 has described as ‘building discretionary effort’, is central to whole-school efforts to 
reduce within-school variation and maximise results. Buck writes of the importance of culture, 
‘the way we do things around here’, and climate, ‘how it feels to work in a team, supported 
and challenged as well as trusted.’  
 
The inspection report on one of the smallest schools in the sample captured its climate thus: 
‘Leaders are quick to recognise and praise the good work of staff and pupils and are alert to 
situations where people need more advice and guidance. Because staff benefit from supportive 
feedback, a climate has been created where everyone is trying hard to make the school even 
better’ (Ofsted). In this instance, the headteacher is also coach to most teachers, who do not 
feel threatened by such managerial oversight. It works because of the culture and climate. 
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A culture where colleagues are always in and out of each other’s classrooms is far more 
productive in knowing what is actually going on in classrooms than set-piece lesson 
observations. Feedback provides a mechanism for adding value to lesson drop-ins, but 
purposeful incremental coaching, as Andy Buck says, ‘elicits the areas of strength, a single area 
for improvement and some strategies to try’ followed by another ‘short drop-in a week later 
when there can be some discussion about the progress that has been made … Over time, this 
incremental process enables teachers to develop mastery in the full range of basic classroom 
skills and pedagogies that will lead to improved classroom delivery and improved outcomes for 
pupils.’ (ibid) 
 

5.4 Concluding comments 
 
Incremental instructional coaching has been introduced successfully by all the schools studied 
in this evaluation, which range from outstanding to demonstrably improving. The approach is 
endorsed strongly by the school leaders and most of their teachers. There is compelling 
evidence of the capacity of this approach to bring about rapid step-wise improvement and 
greater consistency in the quality and effectiveness of teaching. Teachers and schools believe 
that student learning and outcomes are improving as a result, although more longitudinal data 
would be needed to corroborate this.  
 
Research suggests that the efficacy of incremental coaching in improving teaching makes it a 
powerful tool in the drive to the within-school variation in teaching that continues to hamper 
student outcomes at school and national levels in England. To be most effective, the process 
needs to meet a number of conditions for success (see 5.3 above) and coaches need to be 
trained and effective in their role. Too much in-school variation in the quality of coaching is 
damaging to the confidence of those being coached and trust in the strategy.  
 
There is a wider issue, to which David Hopkins has referred when considering networking and 
innovation as part of the journey for schools to become great.  
 

“Although the current focus on networking and between-school collaboration is 
essential for large scale systemic change, it may ironically have the perverse effect of 
deflecting attention from the importance of focusing on within-school variation […] 
Without a direct focus on within-school variation, it is unlikely that we shall see a 
further transformation in standards.”48  

 
He argues for the necessity of establishing ‘a school-level improvement process’ and sets out 
what he considers to be the necessary organisational features for reducing in-school variation. 
These include use of data, workshops on teaching and learning strategies – including 
demonstration and modelling, and partnership teaching, modelling and peer coaching – many 
of the themes of Leverage Leadership and the approaches to improving teaching found in the 
case study schools.  
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Some approaches to school-to-school learning, joint practice development and professional  
learning groups and communities which are well established in the self-improving school 
system in England may be key to schools becoming outstanding. But schools which neglect the 
fundamental goal of achieving high levels of in-school consistency of practice and reducing 
within-school variation do so at their peril. The fundamental link that has been established 
between training, incremental coaching and improving the quality and consistency of 
instruction should not be ignored.  

Responses to the survey  

Box 45. Responses to statements on a ten point scale from 1=strongly disagree to 10=strongly 
agree (N=128) 

‘Positive’ statements Mean Median Mode SD Skew* 

35. My coach has a friendly and approachable manner. 8.94 10 10 1.72 -2.02 

36. My coach is open and honest in their communication. 8.94 10 10 1.76 -2.25 

39. My coach always finds something to praise.  8.91 10 10 1.69 -1.83 

42. I am comfortable with my coach observing my work. 8.77 10 10 1.94 -1.87 

54. Coaching remains beneficial, even for expert teachers and 
leaders.  8.74 10 10 1.72 -1.69 

15. I welcome the use of incremental coaching by my school. 8.61 9 10 1.91 -1.83 

16. There are benefits to my practice. 8.60 9 10 1.88 -1.78 

32. I apply what I have learned to future plans. 8.60 9 10 1.76 -1.93 

40. I believe my coach is an excellent teacher. 8.49 9 10 1.91 -1.31 

17. There are benefits to pupils' progress. 8.33 9 10 2.12 -1.34 

30. My coach is a good listener. 8.32 9 10 2.18 -1.65 

20. I value our observation and coaching process. 8.31 9 10 2.13 -1.51 

23. There are benefits to the whole school in terms of its 
improvement. 8.27 9 10 2.03 -1.45 

47. I generally learn something from our coaching 
conversations. 8.27 9 10 1.98 -1.64 

49. Coaching helps make our school a more open professional 
learning community.  8.18 9 10 2.02 -1.33 

53. I believe coaching helps raise achievement.  8.18 8 10 2.01 -1.21 

19. I would recommend incremental coaching to all teachers 
and school leaders. 8.16 9 10 2.04 -1.21 

48. Incremental coaching benefits pupils’ progress. 8.16 9 10 2.12 -1.30 

21. I would value career-long coaching. 8.13 8 10 1.96 -0.98 

55. I consider a 'little and often' approach to professional 
learning to be very valuable. 8.06 8 10 2.10 -1.16 

26. Coaching in my school is about my development, not 
accountability. 7.87 9 10 2.47 -1.17 

34. My coach always reviews progress from my last action step. 7.84 9 10 2.43 -1.08 

51. Coaching promotes consistent classroom practice across 
the school.  7.80 8 10 2.27 -1.19 

45. My coach asks probing questions. 7.51 8 10 2.60 -1.06 
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27. I normally identify the problem for myself.  7.45 8 8 1.80 -0.62 

28. Each observation results in only one action step. 7.38 8 10 2.59 -0.92 

29. Coaching includes modelling and practising.  6.95 8 10 2.80 -0.81 

25. Coaching has improved the willingness of staff to share 
knowledge and learn from one another. 6.91 7 6 2.29 -0.46 

44. Coachees should be able to choose their coaches. 4.85 5 5 2.47 0.38 

 

Responses to statements on a ten point scale from 1=strongly disagree to 10=strongly agree 
(N=128) 
 

‘Negative’ statements Mean Median Mode SD Skew 

52. The pupils act differently when a coach is observing. 4.30 4 1 2.86 0.33 

24. Coaching feels like being inspected. 4.11 3 1 2.95 0.61 

33. We never set a timeline for actions. 3.49 2.5 1 2.58 0.88 

37. Coaching feels more about managerial control than 
professional growth. 3.09 2 1 2.61 1.36 

18. Incremental coaching will deter teachers from applying to 
my school. 3.02 3 1 2.09 1.18 

50. Incremental coaching stifles creativity and innovation in 
teaching. 2.98 2 1 2.39 1.39 

43. I would prefer a different coach. 2.52 1 1 2.65 1.77 

31. My coach talks too much. 2.51 2 1 1.96 1.70 

46. I get little encouragement to reflect. 2.50 2 1 2.17 1.95 

38. My coach is judgemental. 2.33 1 1 2.17 2.03 

22. Regular coaching is a waste of my time. 2.05 1 1 1.74 2.32 

41. My coach has little of value to offer me. 1.74 1 1 1.42 2.94 

 

*Note: Skewness is given as a statistic (calculated using the Excel function) indicating the 
distribution of the data-sets, most of which were highly asymmetrical, rendering standard 
deviation less useful. The degree of skew is an indication of the strength of response to each of 
the statements, along with the mean and other statistics. Rule of thumb interpretation49 is: 

 If the skewness is between -0.5 and 0.5, the data are fairly symmetrical 

 If the skewness is between -1.0 and -0.5 or between 0.5 and 1.0, the data are 
moderately skewed 

 If the skewness is less than -1.0 or greater than 1.0, the data are highly skewed 
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