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Introduction

More than 20 years ago, Art Costa and Bob Garmston
developed a process called Cognitive Coaching to support
teachers in a manner very different from the traditional
practices in public education. Their intention was to move
beyond a behaviorist philosophy that often focused on
instilling behaviors in a teacher’s daily practice. In this
practice, monitoring and evaluation were based on compliance with desired behaviors. Checklists were common
as principals, with clipboard in hand, checked off teacher
behaviors. Teachers’ words and actions were commonly
scripted, followed by a conversation in which the principal praised the correct behaviors and talked to the teacher
about the missing behaviors.
Cognitive Coaching was a breath of fresh air to professional practice. It is grounded in the belief that the thought
processes of the teacher drive the practice. Instead of seeking compliance, Cognitive Coaching develops thoughtful
professionals who are self-directed. The Cognitive Coaching process is not rote or directive, but instead uses structures for supporting the teacher’s own planning, reflecting,
and problem-resolving. It is a set of tools designed specifically to enhance performance by supporting the teacher’s
internal thought processes.
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The 20 years of research on coaching teachers with this
methodology has shown the following significant results
(Edwards, 2005):
• Cognitive Coaching is linked with increased student
test scores and other benefits for students.
• Teachers grow in teaching efficacy.
• Cognitive Coaching impacts teacher thinking, causing them to be more reflective and to think in more
complex ways.
• Teachers are more satisfied with their positions and
with their choice of teaching as a profession.
• School cultures become more professional.
• Teachers collaborate more.
• Cognitive Coaching assists teachers professionally.
• Cognitive Coaching benefits teachers personally.
As Cognitive Coaching is more widely used in educational institutions, it has become clear that the skills and
methods have an application beyond teacher supervision.
Teachers realize that the process works well with students
and enhances their thought processes. Principals find
that Cognitive Coaching can be used in meetings to assist groups in working at higher levels and in being reflective in their practice. The skills of Cognitive Coaching also
are useful with parents in conferring about their child’s
progress. Cognitive Coaching is a process that assists any
group or individual in becoming more self-managing,
self-monitoring, and self-modifying. These applications
are described in our previous book, Cognitive Coaching:
Weaving the Threads of Learning and Change Into the Culture
of an Organization.
As practicing educators working with principals across
the nation and internationally, we have been dismayed by
the lack of authentic support for principals. Although institutes, conferences, and workshops are held on a frequent
basis, there is little or nothing that reflects job-embedded
© 2006 Hawker Brownlow Education CG0698
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professional development. Principals are typically given
the keys to the building, a pat on the back, and wishes
of good luck. They are probably the least supervised of
all school professionals and yet are among the most vulnerable. Their work is a critical factor in student learning.
We believe that the current situation constitutes a crisis in
leadership in public education. Without a well-developed
support system for principals, more will struggle and
some will fail. More students will be affected. Robert Marzano’s research on school and teacher impact on student
achievement informs us that up to 20% of the variation
in student achievement is based on school-related factors
(Miller, 2003). Who can better address those school factors
than strong principals? Who will want to become a principal? Professionals will question whether the demands of
the job are worth the sacrifices.
We write this book as a manifesto—calling for a rethinking of the structures and processes to ensure the success and leadership of principals. That success, we believe,
drives the success of teachers and students. Principals are
being asked to do more and more with less and less. Our
experience indicates that when principals are supported
by coaching, it impacts their efficacy, consciousness, interdependence, flexibility, and craftsmanship. They are
also able to internalize the processes for supporting teachers, students, and parents in those same five domains. If
school systems are truly committed to raising the achievement of all students, they must make the same commitment to principals. All principals inherently deserve an
ongoing system of support, tailored to their unique needs
and those of their schools. Although we realize that coaching principals is not a cure-all or even a simple process, we
are certain that it will make a difference to all stakeholders
in schools. We draw from the Capistrano Unified School
District in California, using the wisdom of the Chinese: “If
you want one year of prosperity, grow grain. If you want
10 years of prosperity, grow trees. If you want 100 years of
© 2006 Hawker Brownlow Education CG0698
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prosperity, grow people” (Lovely, 1999).
We believe that if a rigorous system is developed for the
Cognitive Coaching of principals, many of the same gains
that have been achieved for teachers will be achieved with
principals. We advocate Cognitive Coaching for all principals, not just those new to the profession.
This book develops a vision of coaching through the
consideration of six major themes:
Chapter 1, “The Evolving Principalship: The Challenges Ahead,” explores the changing nature of the principalship, focusing on the current state of the principalship,
new visions emerging for the future, and how we can support principals in moving toward those new visions.
Chapter 2, “Cognitive Coaching for Principals,” describes the intentions, purposes, and processes of Cognitive Coaching. It serves as a review for those familiar with
Cognitive Coaching, and is an introduction to the model
for supporting principals for those who do not have a
background in coaching.
Chapter 3, “The Effect of Supporting Principals With
Cognitive Coaching,” offers a view of how a principal’s
life might change if Cognitive Coaching were a routine
part of the support system. One action research project is
described in detail as a means of depicting the possibilities
of coaching principals.
Chapter 4, “Who Should Provide Cognitive Coaching
to Principals?”, provides guidance to districts that want to
incorporate Cognitive Coaching into the support system
for principals. Decision points and questions to consider
are outlined for reflection and action.
Chapter 5, “The Thinking of a Principal’s Cognitive
Coach,” gives the reader insight into the metacognition of a
Cognitive Coach. Understanding how a coach thinks is the
key to developing the skills and capabilities of coaching.
Chapter 6, “Options and Structures for Providing Cognitive Coaching to Principals,” explores the various ways
a system might implement a coaching program for princi© 2006 Hawker Brownlow Education CG0698
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pals. It offers key implementation questions for consideration and a variety of delivery models.
We invite you to explore the ideas of this book and consider how they might make a difference in your school.
Theodore Roosevelt once said, “This country will not be a
good place for any of us to live in unless we make it a good
place for all of us to live in.” We believe that is true for
all members of the school community. Cognitive Coaching has been recognized as a means by which to support
students, parents, and teachers. It must become an institutionalized process for principals as well.
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The Evolving Principalship:
The Challenges Ahead
Imagine yourself as the superintendent of a school district. You are very familiar with the large body of research
pointing to the principal as the key player in the success
of a school for both its teachers and its students. Your current principals seem highly stressed, and some are even
burned out. As you search for the best and the brightest
to fill principal positions, you find fewer and fewer leaders attracted to the job. In fact, in the last 5 years you have
seen talented people choosing to leave as well as new
principals failing at their jobs. How can you increase the
attractiveness of the job and make sure that those coming into the job will be successful? If great principals, like
great teachers, are developed and not born, then as a wise
superintendent you will be thoughtful and strategic in
providing processes by which to enhance the growth and
development of all principals.
The face of the principalship is changing; so too are the
faces occupying the principal’s office. One reason is the
massive retirement of baby boomers. U.S. Labor Department studies show that more than 40% of school principals will soon retire, and 42% of school districts also report
a shortage of highly qualified candidates for principal
openings (Savoye, 2001). The successful future of public
7

2
Cognitive Coaching
for Principals

Humans don’t get ideas; they make ideas.
—Art Costa and Robert Garmston

Cognitive Coaching supports individuals and workplace cultures that value reflection, complex thinking, and
transformational learning. Leaders influence and develop
the values, beliefs, assumptions, and ways of working in
an organization. The context of leadership may vary, but
the results of leadership have predictable patterns. An authoritarian leader creates a culture of fear and compliance.
A laissez-faire leader creates a culture of chaos and uncertainty. A leader who intentionally uses Cognitive Coaching
creates a culture of thoughtfulness and self-directed learning. What are the elements and constructs used by such a
leader? This chapter provides a framework for the basic
constructs of Cognitive Coaching of principals. Principals
and principal supporters who choose to embrace this way
of working will benefit from taking more extensive training in the principles and practices of Cognitive Coaching
(Center for Cognitive Coaching, 2005).
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The Mission of Cognitive Coaching
Developed in 1984 by Arthur
Costa and Robert Garmston, Cognitive Coaching is a model that guides
a leader’s actions. “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” (Costa & Garmston,
2002, p. 16). Missions define an institution’s purpose and reason for existing. Cognitive Coaching assists leaders in defining their
purpose and role as leaders. Each word in the mission
statement clarifies a way of working with intentionality.
The verb produce suggests that leaders must be results
oriented, with a focus on outcomes for the individuals
they lead. A leader who does not intentionally strive for
clear expectations in the work of his or her followers is
unlikely to have significant impact. Cognitive Coaching
focuses on impact by assisting the leader in identifying the
results that he or she is striving for and clarifying the success indicators and strategies for doing so. The cognitive
coach also assists the leader in examining data, reflecting
on its meaning, and committing to action for the future.
Self-directed persons are one of the outcomes of a leader
who holds the mission of Cognitive Coaching in the forefront of his or her mind. Costa and Garmston define selfdirectedness through three distinct yet intertwined qualities: self-managing, self-monitoring, and self-modifying.
The self-managing person is able to articulate goals and
intentions. He holds a clear vision for his own achievement and is strategic in planning for goal achievement.
Self-management includes specificity about indicators of
success. A person with skill in self-management is deliberate about considering prior knowledge and experiences.
She is careful to control the tendency to leap to action, inThe mission of
Cognitive Coaching
is to produce selfdirected persons
with the cognitive
capacity for high
performance both
independently and
as members of a
community.
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