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Becoming an Exceptional Coach 
Teaching is a complex activity, as is coaching teachers. But it has proven to be one of the most promising 
approaches to eliciting genuine pedagogical change. Teachers who think at higher levels produce students 
who are higher achieving, more cooperative and better problem solvers. It is the invisible skills of teaching – 
the thinking processes that underlie instructional decisions – that produce superior instruction. Discover how 
cognitive coaching capitalises and enhances teachers’ cognitive processes and can improve your capability 
for coaching others to be successful in their work.

Sessions 1–2
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Becoming an Exceptional 
Coach 

Becoming an Exceptional 
Coach 

Building Success in Others 
Gavin Grift 

Hawker Brownlow/Thinking Collaborative
ggrift@hbpls.com.au

Building Success in Others 
Gavin Grift 

Hawker Brownlow/Thinking Collaborative
ggrift@hbpls.com.au

Paired Verbal Fluency

1. Designate A and B.

2. After given a topic, person A will talk on that
topic and person B will listen.

3. When signaled, person A will stop talking
and person B will start talking on the same
topic, but not repeating anything that has
already been said.

© 2015 Cognitive Coaching Seminars®

Agenda

• Welcome

• A Rationale

• Teacher Performance
System

• Coaching is…

• Deliberate Practice

• Self Directedness

• Situational Flexibility

• Structured Conversation

© 2015 Cognitive Coaching Seminars®
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CCS® 

Thinking 
Collaborative

Thinking 
Collaborative

Five Levels of a HRS
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A Competency-Based System

Standards-Referenced Reporting

A Guaranteed & Viable Curriculum

Effective Teaching in Every Classroom

Safe and Collaborative Culture
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High Reliability 
Organisations 

How organisations operate when accidents or 
failures are simply too significant to be tolerated …

They take proactive steps to prevent failure and 
ensure success.

Support Functions 
Intention Support

Transform Thinking Coach

Form Ideas Collaborate

Inform Consult

Conform Evaluate

Informal Survey 
5 Completely development
4 Both, but development is most 

important 
3 Development and measurement are 

equally important
2 Both but measurement is most 

important
1 Completely measurement 
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Level 2 Critical 
Commitment

Effective Teaching in Every Classroom

A teacher performance system whose 
primary purpose is teacher development

Informal survey of teachers:

A Scale for Improvement

A Scale for Improvement
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Teachers have written, instructional growth 
goals.

• Coaching should come with this

• Coaches monitor and support work on
goals

Leading Indicator 2.5

Leaders ensure that teachers are 
provided with job-embedded 
professional development that is 
directly related to their instructional 
growth goals.

Picture Synectics 
• Team is given a person

• Round robin brainstorm of
characteristics

• Sentence completion:

“(Our person) would make a good
coach because ________.”

“(Our person) would NOT make a good 
coach because _______.”
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OBSERVING COACHING

Partner “A”

Observe the coach 
and record 
behaviors

Partner “B”

Observe the planner 
and record evidence 
of thinking

A Scale for Improvement

Innovating 
(4)

Applying 
(3)

Developing 
(2)

Beginning 
(1)

Not Using
(0)

Target 
Strategy

Adapts and 
creates 
new 
strategies 
for unique 
student 
needs and 
situations.

Engages 
students in 
the strategy 
and 
monitors 
the extent 
to which it 
produces 
the desired 
outcomes.

Engages 
students in 
the strategy 
with no 
significant 
errors or 
omissions.

Uses 
strategy 
incorrectly 
or with 
parts 
missing.

Strategy 
was called 
for but not 
exhibited.

Coaching Supports This 
Area

Teachers often have written, instructional 
growth goals

• Coaching should come with this

• Coaches monitor and support work on team
and individual instructional goals
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Seven characteristics 
critical to lead second order 

3. Engaging staff in on going review of the
most promising practices for improving

student learning

Seven characteristics 
critical to lead second order 

6. Demonstrating flexibility in meeting the
different needs of teams.

Three Types of 
Practice… 

1.Automaticity

2.Flow

3.Deliberate
Practice
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Automaticity

Occurs with a task that is carried out with 
minimal mental effort, possibly even without 

conscious thought.

Engagement = Top Performance

Often lose track of time during 
“Flow”

Deliberate Practice
• Is highly structured.

• Aims to improve performance.

• Is not motivated by pleasant experiences,
monetary rewards, or social recognition.
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Deliberate Practice
• Involves repetition and isn’t

necessarily pleasurable.

• Seeks feedback on
performance.

• Is highly mentally
demanding.

• Employs highly focused and
specially designed practice
activities.

• May involve a coach to give
feedback and help design
practice activities

Deliberate 
Practice

1.Continually challenging
yourself 

2.On the edge of comfort
and failure with the 
challenge

3.Engaging in the constant 
pursuit of excellence and 
growth.

Supporting 
Neuroscience

Two key findings over the past twenty years in 
the study of thinking on our ability to change 

practice from the field of brain research found:

1. Expectation Shapes Reality

2. Focus is Power

Neuroscience of Leadership 2006
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Supporting 
Neuroscience
Expectation Shapes Reality

In a study in 2005 by Robert C. Coghill
and others found:

“expectations for decreased pain produce 
a reduction in perceived pain (29%) that 
rivals the effects of a clearly analgesic 

dose of morphine.”

Supporting 
Neuroscience
Expectation Shapes Reality

“The mental expectation of pain relief 
causes the person to repeatedly focus 

his or her attention on the experience of 
pain relief, so that the brain’s pain-relief 

circuits are activated, causing a 
decrease in the sensation of pain. 

People experience what they expect to 
experience.”

Supporting 
Neuroscience

Focus is Power

Cognitive scientists have known for 20 years:

The brain changes internally in response to
environment changes

The brain changes internally is a direct
result of where an individual puts his or her 

attention. 

The power is FOCUS
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Supporting 
Neuroscience

Focus is Power

“Insight is when we new connections are 
being created.  These connections have 

the potential to enhance our mental 
resources and overcome the brain’s 

resistance to change.” 

Neuroscience of Leadership 2006

Supporting 
Neuroscience

Focus is Power

So to achieve change in practice we need 
to make a deliberate effort to hardwire 

an insight by paying it REPEATED 
ATTENTION…

In Summary

Our practice will improve when we 
focus on the:

1. How

2. And make a commitment to FOCUS
on getting better at it

3. Then practice
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Connect, Extend, 
Challenge
• CONNECT: How are the ideas and

information presented CONNECTED
to what you already knew?

• EXTEND: What new ideas did you
get that EXTENDED your thinking in
new directions?

• CHALLENGE: What is
CHALLENGING in your context?

Others could have done with one…
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Enhanced Performance

Overt Behaviors

Internal Thinking
Process

Cognitive Coach s
Strategies

The Mission

The mission of Cognitive Coaching is to 
produce self-directed persons with the 

cognitive capacity for high performance both 
independently and as members of a 

community.

A self-directed person is… 

SELF-MANAGING

Knowing the significance of and being inclined 
to approach tasks with clarity of outcomes, a 

strategic plan, and necessary data, and 
drawing from past experiences, anticipating 
success indicators, and creating alternatives 

for accomplishment.
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SELF-MONITORING

Having sufficient self-knowledge about what works, 
establishing conscious metacognitive strategies to 

alert the perceptions for in-the-moment indicators of 
whether the strategic plan is working or not and to 
assist in the decision-making processes of altering 

the plan and choosing the right actions and 
strategies.

SELF-MODIFYING

Reflecting on, evaluating, analyzing, and 
constructing meaning from experience and making 

a commitment to apply the learning to future 
activities, tasks, and challenges.

THINK-PAIR-SHARE

What is your hunch about some of 
the possible benefits of increased 
self-directedness in your work?
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Support Functions 
Intention Support

Transform Thinking Coach

Form Ideas Collaborate

Inform Consult

Conform Evaluate

F
ou

r 
S

up
po

rt
 

F
un

ct
io

ns
F

ou
r 

S
up

po
rt

 
F

un
ct

io
ns

• All four support functions
should be focused on self-

directed learning.

• A professional is conscious
about the criteria utilized to
make decisions about which
support function to use when.

• Cognitive CoachingSM is the
most effective in the long 

term for developing internal 
capacity for self-

directedness.

Cognitive CoachingSMCognitive CoachingSM

CollaboratingCollaborating

ConsultingConsulting

EvaluatingEvaluating

is transforming one’s 
thoughts in order to 
change behavior.

is forming and reforming.

is informing.

is the process of 
conforming.
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Key Concepts / Key Ideas
Say Something

Key Concepts / Key Ideas
Say Something

• Designate A and B.

• Read first paragraph, silently and
simultaneously.

• When finished reading, A summarises
the paragraph.

• Continue the process switching
roles with each paragraph

• Know one’s intentions and
choose congruent behaviours

• Set aside unproductive patterns
of listening, responding and
inquiring

• Adjust one’s style preference

• Navigate between and within
different support functions

Pg. 3

1.Look for Opportunities

2.Name and shame unhelpful thinking

3.Know your intentions and choose
congruent behaviours

4.Develop your situational flexibility

5.Start small, think big

6.Practise, practise, practise
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AutobiographicalAutobiographical

InquisitiveInquisitive

SolutionSolution

Listening Set-AsidesListening Set-Asides

CCS® 

STRUCTURED CONVERSATION

1.What is your name?

2.Where did you go to school?

3.What did you like best about school?

4.Thinking about the teachers you’ve had in the past, what
teachers have had a strong influence in your life?

5.What were some of the factors that influenced your decision
to go into education or to be related to the field of education?

6.What do you like best about being in or related to education?

7.When you are asked a question about your work, how do
you usually respond?

Center for 
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Personal Goal Setting

What might be a goal to support your 
continued growth as a coach for the next 
month?

How will you utilise what you’ve learnt today? 

--Marilyn Ferguson, 
The Aquarian Conspiracy

A belated discovery, one that causes 
considerable anguish, is that no 

one can persuade another to 
change. Each of us guards a gate 

of change that can only be 
unlocked from the inside. We 

cannot open the gate of another, 
either by argument or emotional 

appeal.
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ggrift@hbpls.com.au
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1

Chapter 1

The Power of Cognitive Coaching
Gavin Grift

Becoming a Cognitive Coach
Cognitive Coaching is the single most powerful professional learning experience I have ever 

had as an educator. So powerful, in fact, that I chose not only to apply it in my work as teacher, 

coach and leader but also to devote my career to it. I am now a Training Associate with Thinking 

Collaborative, where I am privileged to perform Cognitive Coaching regularly in schools and 

facilitate the Cognitive Coaching eight-day seminar to educators across Australasia.

So what is behind the power of Cognitive Coaching? The answer is both simple and complex. 

The simple answer is that Cognitive Coaching has the potential to change your identity as an 

educator. It certainly changed mine. Prior to embarking on my Cognitive Coaching journey, my 

identity as a support provider in education was that of consultant, and I was quite successful in 

my career at a relatively young age. Both the system I worked within and my experiences had 

taught me that success came from working hard, learning as much as I could and then applying 

this knowledge. The more I learnt about effective teaching and learning, particularly if it aligned 

to the priorities of both the school and the government system I worked in, the more success-

ful I became. The more I knew, the better I perceived myself to be. The more I knew, the more 

success I had. So what was the problem? 

Gavin Grift

, Assessing the Whole Child Teachers 
as Architects of Learning ,
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2 

TRANSFORMATIVE TALK

The problem was that my approach didn’t necessarily translate into success for others. I may have 

impacted positively on students, parents and colleagues – and of course I hope that I did – but 

deep down I’m sure it was more out of accident than design. I had no idea how to grow others. 

This is the complex part. 

If you believe, as I do, that the heart of the work we do as educators is to build success in others, 

then my identity as consultant was more of a hindrance than help. While I wanted others to suc-

ceed as a result of working with me, I was certainly not focused on building self-directedness in 

others. In fact, this went back to the way I operated as a classroom teacher. I came to realise that 

the very things I thought were assisting students might have actually been getting in the way. 

Costa and Garmston (2006, p. 21), the pioneers of Cognitive Coaching, explain their work 

through the metaphor of a stagecoach that takes valued persons from where they are to where 

they want to be. This was especially illuminating to me. The first key words I was drawn to in 

this metaphor were ‘valued persons’. How did I show my students and colleagues that I valued 

them? The second key word was ‘taking’. How did my work support taking a person from where 

they were to where they wanted to be ?

Of course, consulting is both a necessary and powerful support function, but I am now able to 

weave it into a more powerful framework. After nearly eight years of working as a Cognitive 

Coach and as a Training Associate for this work, my identity has shifted to a default of Cognitive 

Coach.

Six insights for transformative talk
In this introductory chapter, you will learn six insights to support you in using talk as a trans-

formational tool for working with others. Each insight will draw from the work of Cognitive 

Coaching and from my own experiences in the field. They will provide you with ideas for deep-

ening your learning and application of Cognitive Coaching by challenging you to think about 

how the maps, tools and skills we learn in the training can be used to serve the students and 

colleagues you work with every day.

Synonyms of the word insight include vision, perception, understanding, intuition and compre-

hension. This fits with what I want to share. The insights are based on my perception of what 

is most useful for true comprehension in coaching; they come from my own understanding and 

intuition about what Cognitive Coaching is and how it supports the growth of others; and my 

hope is that they will help the reader to create a broader vision of what Cognitive Coaching can 

do for them. 

The six insights are oulined in this chapter under the following headings:

1. Look for formal and informal opportunities to coach
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3

CHAPTER 1 – THE POWER OF COGNITIVE COACHING

2. Name and shame unhelpful thinking

3. Know your intentions and choose congruent behaviours 

4. Develop your situational flexibility

5. Start small but think big

6. Practise, practise, practise

Each insight has been structured with a definition (what) and tips for implementation (how). 

The insights are not listed in an order of importance. They are not intended to be used as a 

recipe, but rather to serve as a catalyst for thinking and action. 

1. Look for formal and informal opportunities to coach

What?

Formal Cognitive Coaching occurs when you coach using one or more of the three mental maps 

that Cognitive Coaches employ to structure the coaching conversation; these are the Planning 

map, the Reflecting map and the Problem-Resolving map (Costa & Garmson 2006, p. 34). 

People tend to associate formal Cognitive Coaching conversations with planned and cyclical 

opportunities for coaching. 

In contrast, informal Cognitive Coaching describes those occasions when you are coaching 

without cognitive attention to any of the maps. In essence, you are coaching with the purpose of 

mediation and subsequent self-directedness. Informal coaching is more likely to happen outside 

of the teacher observation structure within a school.

Many participants in Cognitive Coaching training sessions will state that they just can’t find 

the time to coach. While it is true that some staff don’t have the influence to build coaching 

structures into the culture of a school, it is also true is that all of us have coaching opportunities 

presented to us everyday. Working in schools is highly interactive; we know that as soon as we 

pull up in the car park it’s ‘game on’. We are always interacting, whether with students, staff, 

parents or members of the wider community, and this provides us with many opportunities for 

coaching. In fact, any social interaction is an opportunity for us as Cognitive Coaches to practise 

becoming a mediator of thinking.

How?

It takes a heightened level of consciousness to remind ourselves of the opportunity to coach. As 

Costa and Garmston (2006, p. 135) explain: ‘To make personal change, one must be conscious 

of one’s own inner workings’. When we start to see interactions as opportunities to coach, we 

commit to our maps and tools with more rigour.
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4 

TRANSFORMATIVE TALK

 If you think over the conversations you’ve had at work in the past week, I’m sure you can think 

of many instances where informal or formal coaching could have been useful. In the following 

example, compare the words of a coach who does not have a heightened state of consciousness 

with those of one who does. Both scenarios describe a conversation that informally evolves in 

the staffroom when most teachers are in class.

Scenario 1

Colleague:

Coach: 

In the first version of Scenario 1, the coach didn’t realise this was an opportunity for coaching. 

The colleague was reaching out in a heightened emotional state and showed definite signs of 

being stuck. However, instead of utilising knowledge of the Problem-Resolving mental map, the 

coach ploughed into a sympathetic, autobiographical response, and the opportunity for mediat-

ing thinking was lost.

Scenario 1 revisited

Colleague:

Coach: 

Colleague: 

Coach: 

Colleague: 

In the revised version of Scenario 1, the coach seized on the opportunity for mediation through 

a heightened consciousness of what was being said. They then used knowledge of the Problem-

Resolving map to honour the coachee’s existing state and create awareness of a possible desired 

state – a process that Cognitive Coaches know as pacing (Costa & Garmston 2006, p. 194). This 

exchange represents a coach who sees their default identity as Cognitive Coach – in other words, 

as mediator of thinking – and applies a formal coaching conversation to an informal exchange 

in the staffroom. Such work can only occur when a coach is keenly aware of the impact their 

response behaviours will have on others. 
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5

CHAPTER 1 – THE POWER OF COGNITIVE COACHING

2. Name and shame unhelpful thinking

What?
Cognitive Coaching requires the highest level of attentive listening. In his influential work on 

the seven habits of highly effective people, Covey (2004, p. 235) argues that ‘empathetic com-

munication’ – seeking to understand rather than be understood – is a critical strategy of high 

achievers. Empathetic listening is also paramount during a coaching conversation, where build-

ing self-directedness for the coachee is key. However, many things can get in the way. Unhelpful 

thought processes that surface during the process of listening are one such obstacle to attentive 

listening. 

In this context, unhelpful thinking can be defined as those creeping thoughts that take you away 

from being truly present with your coachee. In order to put this unhelpful thinking aside, it is 

important to recognise unhelpful thoughts that are surfacing (name), then disregard them or 

find another way not to follow that train of thought (shame). Naturally, your ability to do this is 

enhanced by maintaining the heightened state of mind already discussed.

How?

If you have experienced the Cognitive Coaching Foundation Seminar, you will recognise the 

set-aside strategy as a valuable mental model for naming and shaming unhelpful thinking while 

promoting the empathetic and attentive listening needed to effectively coach. The set-aside 

strategy encourages us to disregard unproductive patterns of listening, helping us to respond and 

inquire more successfully. Effective mediators of thinking are able to both recognise and eschew 

distracting thoughts – known as set asides – in order to more successfully serve the person being 

coached. As Cognitive Coaches, we are encouraged to resist the urge to become:

• autobiographical. When what we hear reminds us of a situation that we have 

experienced, we respond in ways that bring the focus of the conversation onto us 

rather than the person we are coaching. 

• solution-focused. When we believe we have the best or only solution to the situation, 

the solution becomes ours rather than the coachee’s own. Again, this makes the 

conversation about us, minimising opportunities for the coachee to build their self-

directedness. 

• inquisitive. When what we hear alerts us to a curiosity we have, it takes our listening 

and therefore our thinking away from the person we are coaching. 

Below is an example of how these three set asides can easily slip into an interaction. It takes the 

form of a meeting between a principal and her Cognitive Coach.
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Scenario 2

Principal:

Coach:

Can you hear yourself in the above example? How can we begin to break these natural and 

habitual ways of responding and inquiring? 

Here, the power of the paraphrase is critical. Instead of drawing attention onto themselves, the 

coach reiterates their coachee’s problem in different words, in this way both showing their empa-

thy for the speaker and prompting self-directed problem resolution. In some ways, paraphrasing 

is more of a listening skill than a verbal one, as to do it well requires 100 per cent focus on the 

coachee. Examine the same scenario again, but where the coach uses paraphrase as a tool to set 

aside the temptation to become autobiographical, solution-focused or inquisitive.

Scenario 2 revisited

Principal:

Coach: 

Principal: 

Coach: 

When a Cognitive Coach is deliberate in their intention to coach, then they must focus on the 

thinking of their colleague without becoming distracted by the inevitable thought processes that 

can sometimes be obstructive. A knowledge of the above three set asides, coupled with a com-

mitment to utilising paraphrasing in response behaviours, will ensure greater proficiency in your 

development as a coach. 
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3. Know your intentions and choose congruent behaviours 

What?

Effective Cognitive Coaches develop four capabilities, as taught during the Cognitive Coaching 

Foundation Seminar. Costa and Garmston (2006, p. 401) define these capabilities as being about

how one uses knowledge and skill. For the coach, these metacognitive func-

tions include knowing one’s intentions and choosing congruent behaviours, 

setting aside unproductive patterns of listening and responding, adjusting 

personal style preferences, and navigating within and among various coaching 

maps and support functions. 

Knowing your own intentions and choosing congruent behaviours is essential in building 

momentum, confidence and skill in the art of coaching. When a coach is truly clear about what 

they want out of a conversation, they can more readily use the tools and capabilities of Cognitive 

Coaching to support coachees in achieving their desired outcomes. Put simply, this insight asks 

coaches to act in accordance to their purpose.

How?

People who are starting on their coaching journey often confuse what they want to achieve with 

the application of the maps, tools and skills of coaching. One example of this occurred while I 

was coaching a Year Six teacher, who on this occasion was modelling the formula for calculating 

the area of a two-dimensional shape. He had a shape drawn on the board and proceeded to pose 

a set of mediative questions to the students: ‘What might be some ways we can work this out? 

What do you think this shape asks us to do? What might be some reasons for needing to work 

out the area of shapes?’ 

As the lesson went on, the teacher became more and more frustrated, as the responses he was 

receiving were low level at best and in many cases non-existent. The question-and-response 

session also took up valuable time at the beginning of the lesson and didn’t allow for much 

‘applying’ time. 

So what happened? During our Reflecting conversation, it became clear this was a case of his 

intention not matching his behaviour. When I asked him what he was trying to achieve, his 

response was simple: ‘I wanted them to know that length times width will give you the area of a 

two-dimensional shape.’ If this was the case, it would have been better for him to have just told 

the students the formula and modelled it for them. Then, later, he could explore for deeper levels 

of thinking and connections through mediative questions. 
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Examples of a mismatch between how we communicate and what we want are evident in many 

contexts. Another example of a mismatch follows.

Mismatch

Match

A Cognitive Coach develops the capability to act on their intention. To repeat, during Cognitive 

Coaching, you are taking a valued person from they are to where they want to be. If your incli-

nation is to tell the the coachee where you think they should be, could be or ought to be, then 

DON’T COACH! The trick is learning to recognise this in yourself so you can act in a way that 

is congruent to your intentions. 

Develop your situational flexibility

What?

Patterson et al. (2012)  discuss the importance of being alert to what is happening in the moment 

when conversations go from routine to crucial. They remind us to base our approach on pur-

poseful consciousness of what we observe in others, whether these observations are emotional, 

physical or behavioural. Similarly, Costa and Garmston (2006) refer to the concept of situational 
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flexibility, which describes our ability to react according to the varied roles and responsibilities 

we take on in our job. They write:

Skillful coaches may depart from Cognitive Coaching periodically to conduct 

these other forms of interaction (collaborating, consulting and evaluating). 

Because they continually strive to consummate their identity as mediators, 

however, they consciously return to the beliefs, values, principles, maps and 

tools of Cognitive Coaching as their default position. (Costa & Garmston 

2006, p. 279)

So, while we strive to have Cognitive Coaching as our default identity, we also develop the skill 

of responding according to what we notice – from both a physiological and emotional perspec-

tive – as well as through a deep understanding of what our role asks from us at particular times. 

Cognitive Coaches learn to read a situation and respond accordingly, but in a way that continues 

to build the capacity of others to be successful. 

How?

The following story, about my experience with a principal with whom I have worked as 

Cognitive Coach for the past five years, provides an instructive example of how to develop and 

implement situation flexibility.
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Gavin and Stella’s story

 Coaching: 

 Collaborating:

 Consulting:

 Evaluating: 
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5. Start small but think big

What?

Start where we you can and take it everywhere you can. Many participants get excited by the 

possibilities Cognitive Coaching can bring them, but then become frustrated by the uptake 

when they go back to their schools. Regardless of the role someone holds in a school, Cognitive 

Coaching provides participants with the opportunity to help others become successful, both 

independently and as part of a community. It just takes commitment to start where you can with 

what you have. In essence, from little things big things grow.

For commitment to happen, a Cognitive Coach must attend to the state of mind of efficacy. 

People who are efficacious are likely to be resourceful, energetic, and confident. Furthermore, 

they are aware of what Covey (2004, p. 83) identifies as a key characteristic of proactive people: 

the ability to devote their energies within their circle of influence, in this way focusing on ‘the 

things they can do something about’. 

How?

As a Cognitive Coach, it’s important to see every interaction as an opportunity for mediation. 

In this way, we can commit to utilising the maps, tools and skills for coaching on an ongoing 

basis. This is the same regardless of whether we are employing Cognitive Coaching in our pro-

fessional lives – with students, colleagues or community members – or within our private lives, 

with partners, children, relatives and friends. 

One successful strategy for starting small that I have both observed and undertaken is to 

approach a coworker (either a trusted colleague, or one with whom you are seeking to develop 

higher levels of trust) to work with you on developing your coaching practice. This is not only an 

opportunity to develop coaching skills that will enhance your capability as a support provider, but 

also allows you to support your colleague in their work to be successful. In this way, it is genuinely 

a win-win situation for both the coach and the coachee. 

At the beginning of my journey as a Cognitive Coach, immediately after completing the 

Foundation Seminar, I held an informal meeting for my colleagues on the topic of ‘What is 

Cognitive Coaching?’ Twenty coworkers attended, and I provided a 30-minute overview of what 

the work involves. At the conclusion of the meeting, I asked whether anyone there was interested 

in being coached. 13 people volunteered, with participants ranging from principals and teacher 

leaders to experienced teachers and graduate teachers. 

I committed to meeting with these colleagues at mutually convenient times throughout the year 

to conduct Planning, Reflecting and Problem-Resolving conversations. I collected participant 

data, conducted Reflecting conversations and took surveys to build evidence of success for both 
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the coachee and myself. The data in turn provided an opportunity for me to discuss the benefits 

of Cognitive Coaching with the school leadership team, and this became the first step towards 

building a more reflective and collaborative culture. Through starting with what I felt able to do 

and then committing to doing it, I developed my skills and belief in the work. 

I have spoken with participants during Foundation Seminars who have used Cognitive 

Coaching in a variety of ways, but always with the intention to create success. This leads me to 

the last of the six insights – which, while seemingly an obvious one, is perhaps one of the most 

critical in developing as a coach. 

6. Practise, practise, practise

What?

For our book Teachers as Architects of Learning (2013), my co-author and I researched what it 

takes to learn something deeply. We found that one of the most prevalent strategies for learning 

is to ‘do it’, ‘apply it’ or ‘have a go at it’, as this leads to greater commitment and therefore success. 

The more we do something, the more we refine our skills, both through the learning experi-

ence itself and through reflecting on the learning experience. This holds true when it comes to 

developing our capabilities as a Cognitive Coach. 

How?

There are many ways we can practise our Cognitive Coaching skills. Below are ideas I’ve col-

lected from participants who have demonstrated growth in their ability to coach. They are 

practical methods that encourage commitment to the maps, tools and capabilities of Cognitive 

Coaching.
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• Seek out opportunities to coach
One thing that eff ective Cognitive Coaches do is fi nd opportunities to coach 

throughout the week and commit to making the most of them. I have seen this play 

out in diff erent ways. Strategies could include the following:

 Utilise refl ection time at the end of a lesson to apply mediative questions.

 One afternoon a week, engage in Refl ecting conversation with a colleague on 

their day, lesson or role.

 Isolate a skill (such as pausing, paraphrasing or posing questions) and devote a 

portion of the day to applying it.

 Review your timetable, breaking down the week and highlighting key times, 

meetings, lessons and other opportunities that lend themselves to possible 

practice of Planning, Refl ecting and Problem-Resolving conversations (e.g. 

parent meetings, leadership reviews, school mentoring programs and so on).

 If you participated in the training with a colleague from the same school or 

neighbouring area, invite them to join you for regular practice. If there are more 

than two of you, it could be benefi cial to practise with the involvement of a 

meta-coach. 

• Watch television
Watching television with heightened consciousness as a way to build your coaching 

can be both fun and eff ective in building your skill set. Here are some ways to achieve 

this:

 Look for examples of response behaviours that align to Cognitive Coaching 

capabilities such as paraphrasing, questioning and states of mind. Watching 

Oprah Winfrey interview people, for instance, is a great way to build awareness 

of the skills we use to coach.

 When you see an opportunity for Cognitive Coaching, stop the program 

or turn off  the television, then say aloud or write down a paraphrase and a 

mediative question that you think fi t the scenario. (You might want to ensure 

you are alone in the house so that the rest of your family don’t think you’ve 

totally lost your marbles!)

 Record yourself coaching, play it back through the television and conduct a self-

mediated Refl ecting conversation. By doing this, you can explore the reasons 

that you feel and act the way you do about a conversation. It was through this 

strategy that I saw how often I nodded in agreement with the coachee, leading 

me to work on being more ‘still’ during formal conversations. 
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• Target someone
To get the most out of Cognitive Coaching, it is good idea to organise regular, 

ongoing practice with at least one willing coachee. If you can do this in both your 

professional and personal lives, it will provide you with a chance to refi ne those skills 

on a regular basis. Some tips include:

 Explain to a colleague, friend or family member about the training you have 

been doing. Let them know that you are working at building your capacity to be 

a mediator of thinking and to assist others in becoming more self-directed. 

 Request permission from this person to help them plan, refl ect or work though 

problems in a Cognitive Coaching capacity. 

 Ensure that you continue to refl ect on the coaching practice in order to learn 

more about the process and how it is serving both you and the coachee.

 Utilise your learning guide if you need to, at least until some of the mediative 

questions and principles of paraphrasing becomes more automatic.

These strategies are just some of many that successful Cognitive Coaches undertake to continue 

their commitment and development. All the training in the world will make little difference 

unless we look for opportunities and apply the maps, tools and skills we have learnt on a regular 

basis. As Arthur Ashe, the first African American to win the Wimbledon men’s singles title, 

once said: ‘To achieve greatness, start where you are, use what you have, do what you can.’
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Teachers of Architects of 
Learning: How to strengthen 
your use of explicit instruction

“Learning is not attained by chance; it must be sought for with ardour and attended to with diligence.” 
Abigail Adams 

Ask a room full of educators how they would defi ne explicit instruction and you will typically get a 
range of different responses. In this session, participants will develop a shared understanding of 
what explicit instruction is and how the inclusion of this has a signifi cant impact on the teaching 
and learning process. Benefi ts will be shared as participants refl ect on their own teaching through 
the introduction of four key elements of explicit instruction.

Session 3
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Strengthen Your Use of Explicit Instruction

Please stand if the statement made 
is “just like you”!
Please stand if the statement made 
is “just like you”!

“Learning is not attained by chance; it must 
be sought for with ardour and attended to 
with diligence.” 

Abigail Adams
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Most 
Important 
Point

Most 
Important 
Point

• Reflect on the six 
functions and select 
Most Important Point 
(MIP).

• Join an eye contact 
partner and share your 
MIP
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Chapter 6

Consider Explicit Instruction

Learning is not attained by chance; it must be sought for with ardour and 

attended to with diligence.

Abigail Adams

A Working Definition

According to Boyles(2006), explicit instruction is a process that involves telling, showing and 

lastly guiding until independence is obtained. The goal of explicit instruction is to release 

responsibility of learning over to the learner through carefully planned, systematic learning 

experiences. By the very nature of the use of the word ‘explicit’, the instruction offered is 

direct and unambiguous (Archer and Hughes, 2011) . Characterised by scaffolding, explicit 

instruction ensures the learner clearly understands the instructional target and is provided 

with practice opportunities and feedback until mastery is achieved.

Rationale

“You don’t know what you don’t know.” We have heard this a lot during our time as educators 

and believe it fi ts aptly here as a rationale for why we need instructional support through 

the learning journey. There are many schools of thought about the use of explicit teaching 

compared with more “open” approaches to learning but we don’t see them as separate. Even 

within a more fl exible learning arrangement, there becomes the need for explicit instruction. 

We defi ne this as simply a form of instruction to assist the learner working throughout the 

learning process. The key word here is instruction. A teacher’s role within the learning journey 
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is to instruct the learner on what to do next, what to do again and what to refi ne. When a 

learner is truly stuck or lacks the independent learning strategies to move on in their learning 

then providing this instructional support becomes imperative. Our goal as effective teachers is 

to be metacognitive with the learning and to communicate this with the learner.

There is a strong correlation between this exemplar and Chapter 7(Consider Modelling and 

Examplars).

Strategies to Consider

As outlined earlier in this chapter there are many ways in which we might provide instructional 

support to our students. The following explicit instruction framework might assist you in 

identifying some elements that promote successful instruction in your own practice:

• Generate attention – Clarify the learning purpose of the instruction by guiding 

focused attention to the essential elements of the learning. Cater for learning 

preferences and abilities when instructing by repeating instructions and providing 

instructions in a written and verbal form

• Memorise learning – Assist students in memorising what they are learning through 

chunking information, provide feedback to shape or guide their learning to 

encourage further development and to avoid the development of misconceptions, 

and structure sequential learning experiences and the teaching of memory 

strategies such as mnemonics

• Replicate the learning – Give students the opportunity to practise what they have 

learned. Scaffold this process by (sometimes) gradually encouraging independent 

performance

• Demonstrate learning – Give students the opportunity to demonstrate what they 

have learned to reinforce the learning and provide insight as to their level of mastery 

or transfer

In summary, a teacher should generate attention to the learning, memorise the learning, 

replicate the learning and demonstrate the learning and through the process articulate ways in 

which this can be done for the learner.
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Putting the Learning in Context

Consider the following scenario where we outline the same learning experience in two 

different ways; one that is inclusive of the consideration for explicit instruction and one that 

isn’t.

Jane is utilising a 90-minute morning block to teach her Year 6 students how to construct a 

provocative introduction to the construction of a persuasive text. It became evident through 

the teams’ common assessment that all students were having diffi culty with this aspect of 

persuasive writing.

SCENARIO ONE

Jane explains to the students they are going to focus on introductions to persuasive texts as 

their fi rst attempt showed that they were not up to standard. She introduces them to the three 

criteria for effective introductions:

• There is a provocative statement included (she defi nes “provocative”).

• The author states their position on the topic.

• The author outlines personal and practical reasons why they hold this position.

She asks students to craft a new paragraph based upon these three elements in their draft 

books. They are allowed to use the same topic as their fi rst attempt. Jane roves the room 

answering questions, supporting those who struggle to get started and providing feedback 

on where she thinks they might need help. Early fi nishers are asked to read from a selection 

of persuasive texts from the reading box. With 20 minutes to go she asks the students to 

share some of their new paragraphs with the whole class by explaining what changes they 

made and why. Jane is happy with the changes she has observed.

SCENARIO TWO

Jane explains to the students that their fi rst attempts in writing persuasive texts illustrated 

that they needed to work on the opening paragraph or the introduction. She explains that, 

while some students included some elements on the whole, they were lacking and needed 
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more work. She shares that what she intends for the lesson is for the students to self-assess 

where they think they were strong and weak and then make modifi cations to their opening 

paragraphs.

She introduces them to three things that she wants them to remember when constructing an 

opening paragraph:

• There is a provocative statement included (she defi nes “provocative” and gives an 

example of a provocative statement).

• The author states their position on the topic (she provides a related example).

• The author outlines personal and practical reasons why they hold this position (she 

provides specifi c examples).

She then asks a student to volunteer their fi rst attempt paragraph. By using the interactive 

white board, she shares her thinking with her students as she compares the elements to this 

text. She explains why she thinks she should make changes to the text and which parts. She 

does this for only one of the criteria.

Then the students are asked to take their work back to their table and check the opening 

paragraph against these three criteria. Students are asked to record their refl ections in their 

thinking journals or on the paragraph itself. After 20 minutes Jane asks the class to share 

some of their observations. She records them on the white board. On a new piece of paper 

students are asked to now have a go at re-framing their opening paragraph, taking into 

account what they just heard reminds them to keep the three elements in mind. With 15 

minutes to go she asks students to leave out on the table both their original and new opening 

paragraph. She asks students to walk around looking at different examples making notes on 

what changes were made and why. She asks for their thoughts in the last fi ve minutes of the 

lesson and then shares what she hears is the learning that is taking place in the specifi c area 

of constructing an opening to persuasive text.

Which scenario do you believe lent itself to deeper levels of learning and was more 

representative and considerate of the learner? Why might this be so? How might this relate to 

this consideration?

When it is Missing

When “explicit teaching” is missing from the teacher’s approach, the learning environment 

may show some of the following symptoms:

• Learners are unclear of what thinking and processes are involved to undertake the 
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task successfully.

• Learners may miss an opportunity to see what successful thinking looks and 

sounds like when working through a task.

• Learners fi nd it diffi cult to get started on a task or apply what has just been explained.

• Learners perceive and/or feel that the teacher doesn’t really explain things properly.

• Learners struggle to apply new approaches to challenging learning tasks leading to 

a lack of growth in their learning and the results that follow.

• Teachers tend to spend time discussing “what” has to be done with little focus on 

“why” learners are doing it and how it could be done.

• Limited connections are made between the content of a lesson and the personal 

experiences of either the teacher or the learner.

• Disproportionate amounts of time are spent between doing the task and “learning”-

centred dialogue.

When it is Evident

A learning culture, where explicit teaching is mindfully considered and applied, will show 

evidence of:

• students who engage in the task and become aware of what they need to replicate 

or practise in order to get better

• students who have tools and “mental” models for working through more complex 

tasks

• a working understanding of what it looks like and sounds like to be successful 

within a specifi c task, assignment or process

• dialogue that centres explicitly on the “learning” and what is intended to be 

understood

• plenty of opportunities for

 paying attention to the learning

 developing strategies to remember key aspects to the learning

 opportunities for applying the learning though guided practice

 utilising thinking and concrete models to support the learning, for example, 

posters, charts, recorded dialogue, work samples, sharing of internal thinking 

processes and exemplars

Think and Reflect
1. In what ways might you increase the use of explicit instruction for your students?

2. When you think about the explicit instruction needed for your students, what might 
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you perceive as their greatest learning needs?

3. If you were to ask your students about the explicit instructions they would most 

benefi t from, what do you think they might say?

Suppor ting Ideas and Research

Parker, M. & Hurry, J. (2007) “Teachers’ Use of Questioning and Modelling 

Comprehension Skills in Primary Classrooms”. Educational Review, 59.3, pp. 299–314.

This research study found that modelling and questioning practices were more effective if 

teachers explicitly taught students what they were doing while they were doing it. The key 

was the explicit teaching that went on while demonstrating a skill or strategy.

Archer A.L. & Hughes C.A. (2011) Explicit Instruction: Effective and Effi cient Teaching. 

New York: The Guilford Press.

Detailed examples and explanations of explicit teaching practices, including lesson plans. A 

very practical resource.

Hattie, J. A. (2009) Visible Learning. London: Routledge.

Hattie summarises some interesting work on direct instruction on pages 204–207 and makes 

an important distinction between the very effective direct instruction and didactic teaching. He 

articulates well the elements of direct instruction.

Marzano, R. (2007) The Art and Science of Teaching: A Comprehensive Framework for 

Effective Instruction. Melbourne, Victoria: Hawker Brownlow Education.

In this comprehensive study and explanation of research-based instructional strategies, 

Marzano outlines many ways in which we can be explicit in our instruction, supporting some 

of the key ideas in this chapter. Specifi cally Chapter 1 and Chapter 3 provide research and 

tips to ensure that students understand what we want them to learn and how to develop 

generative knowledge.

Danielson, C. (2007) Enhancing Professional Practice: A Framework for Teaching. 

Alexandria, VA: ASCD.

In Domain 3: Instruction, Danielson outlines through Domain 3a, indicators for how effective 

teachers communicate with their students. This supports the concept of explicit instruction as 

we have defi ned it.
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professional learning communities (PLCs) and learning-centred leadership.

Collaborative Teams That Transform 
Schools: The Next Step in PLCs
Laurel Hecker, Janelle Wills, Jan Hoegh, Phil Warrick, 
Robert Marzano, Tammy Heflebower, Gavin Grift
• 9781760017484
Collaborative Teams That Transform Schools: 
The Next Step in PLCs is groundbreaking. It 

offers teachers and school leaders a practical, comprehensive 
model for building successful professional learning communities 
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its authors to present a clear and compelling look at the future of 
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Transformative Collaboration:
Five Commitments for Leading a 
Professional Learning Community
Michelle Jones, Colin Sloper, Tonia Flanagan,
Janelle Wills, Alma Harris, Kylie Lipscombe, Gavin Grift
• 9781760017477
The authors of this book have cumulatively 

supported over 1000 schools to cultivate the collaborative 
culture required to meet the academic and social needs of every 
student. Transformative Collaboration: Five Commitments for 
Leading a Professional Learning Community is the outcome of 
this experience, and takes you beneath the surface of the school 
as professional learning community (PLC) to explore the critical 
commitments that leaders must make to truly transform school 
culture and get the results students deserve.
HB7477 • $39.95

A Handbook for High Reliability Schools
Sonny Magaña, Fred Pleis, Janelle Wills, Jan Hoegh, Julia 
A Simms, Pamela Livingstone, David Livingston, Phil 
Warrick, Robert Marzano, Tammy Heflebower, Gavin Grift 
• 9781760012779
Dr Robert Marzano and his co-authors help you to 
transform your school into an organisation that 
takes proactive steps to prevent failure and ensure 

student success. Using a research-based fi ve-level hierarchy along 
with leading and lagging indicators, you’ll learn to assess, monitor 
and confi rm the effectiveness of your school. This revised Australian 
edition of A Handbook for High Reliability Schools has been adapted 
by Dr Janelle Wills, director of the Marzano Institute Australia, to align 
with Australian educational policies and practices.
MRL2779 • $29.95

Teachers as Architects of Learning
Gavin Grift, Clare Major • 9781743308806
Teachers as Architects of Learning provides the 
reader with the chance to become an architect for 
successful learning, introducing platforms to support 
the construction of a successful learning experience. 
The book encourages educators to raise their 
consciousness of how they can best support learning, 

regardless of the level or subject that they teach, taking key educational 
learning theory and synthesising it for the formulation of research-
based teaching considerations and explicit strategies.
HB8806 • $35.95

Transformative Talk
Gavin Grift • 9781760011734
Transformative Talk: Cognitive Coaches Share Their 
Stories is designed to assist aspirant Cognitive 
Coaches in developing their coaching capabilities. It 
draws upon the insights and experiences of Cognitive 
Coaching training associates and agency trainers who 
are “walking the talk” in their own lives and careers. 

With contributions from coaching professionals as well as a foreword by 
Cognitive Coaching founders Arthur L. Costa and Robert Garmston.
HB1734 • $35.95
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Collaborative System of Support 
Chris Weber, Tom Hierck, Garth Larson, Colin Sloper, 
Gavin Grift • 9781760017897
Collaborative Systems of Support has the 
potential to revolutionise the way we think about 
teaching and learning. It outlines how when we 
fluently and comprehensively address the core 
support, more support and specialised support 

needed for differentiated, individualised and personalised learning, 
it is possible to meet the needs of every single student who we 
serve in our schools.
HB7897 • $35.95
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Groups at Work: Strategies and 
Structures for Professional Learning
Laura Lipton, Bruce Wellman • 9781760017385
Thoughtful application of this toolbox will change 
the dynamic of your meetings resulting in greater 
satisfaction, stronger relationships and higher 
quality collaborative work. This indispensable 
resource for developing skilful groups includes 

more than 78 fi eld-tested strategies for structuring time-effi cient, 
task-focused meetings and work sessions. Each strategy 
description includes clear directions for application, including 
necessary materials, time frames and suggested group size.
MRV7385 • $42.95

Power Standards
Larry Ainsworth
Power Standards is a step-by-step, practical manual 
that explains how educators can distinguish the 
Power Standards – standards absolutely essential 
for student success – from those that are “nice 
to know”. Standards have become a critical focus 
for schools and, in striving to cover everything, 

educators admit to teaching many standards only superfi cially. In 
addition, educators often consider all standards equal, when in fact 
certain standards are more important than others. 
BKD5549 • $39.95

The Presenter’s Fieldbook: A Practical 
Guide, 2nd Edition
Robert Garmston • 9781929024889
This is a practical, hands-on resource full of ideas 
and success-proven strategies will not only put 
you at ease when you’re the focus of attention, but 
actually help you improve the effectiveness of your 
presentations. You’ll refer to this self-help guide over 

and over again as you learn to present, strengthen your presentation 
skills, or improve the effectiveness of your instruction. 
CGP4889 • $59.95

Lemons to Lemonade
Robert Garmston, Diane Zimmerman • 9781760011628
Lemons to Lemonade: Resolving Problems in 
Meetings, Workshops and PLCs is the playbook 
you need you promote civil, productive discourse, 
detailing: How to prepare yourself to facilitate the 
discussion and keep it on task; Best practices 
for quashing conflict with wounding pride; and 

Methods for dealing with “frowners”, “interrupters”, “subject changers”, 
“humorists” and other time wasters. With Lemons to Lemonade you 
will never lose another opportunity for problems to get solved by the 
combined powers of capable minds.
CO1628 • $21.95

Assessing the Whole Child: Creating 
Powerful Portfolios and Student Led 
Conferences
Gavin Grift, Jane Satchwell • 9781741700428
A step-by-step approach is used to understand 
the context, develop the content and celebrate the 
results of the use of portfolios and their integral 
role within powerful student-led conferences. The 

underlying principle of this process is the use of metacognition in 
the classroom, which enables students to take genuine responsibili-
ty for their learning. 
HB0426 • $59.95

Cognitive Coaching: Developing Self-
Directed Leaders and Learners, 3rd Edition
Robert Garmston, Jane Ellison, Carolee Hayes, Arthur Costa 
• 9781760013646
In this greatly expanded and extensively updated 
edition of a widely popular resource you see how 
teachers’ individual and collective capacities for 
continuing self-improvement are strengthened over 

time through Cognitive Coaching. You gain essential skills, protocols, 
guidance, research and resources to use when implementing 
Cognitive Coaching principles and values in your own school setting. 
CG3646 • $75.95

Intentional Interruption: Breaking 
Down Learning Barriers to Transform 
Professional Practice
Lisa Ain Dack, Steven Katz • 9781743307489
Steven Katz and Lisa Ain Dack explain the secret 
to getting unstuck: interrupting the status quo of 
traditional activity-based professional development 
to help educators embrace permanent changes 

in thinking and behaviour. They outline a process-grounded in 
psychological research-for real professional learning that ultimately 
leads to improved student achievement
CO7489 • $28.95

Peer Coaching to Enrich Professional 
Practice, School Culture, and Student 
Learning
Pam Robbins • 9781760016111
How can educators work together more 
effectively to improve professional practice in 
a way that enhances student performance? 

The answer involves combining collaborative activities and peer 
coaching. This book describes how any school can implement 
these proven practices and experience positive changes in 
teaching, school culture and learning.
115014 • $36.95
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