2 Reflections on Cognitive Coaching

Robert Garmston with Christina Linder and Jan Whitaker

Cognitive

ceently 1 acted as

cognitive coach to
two teachers at
Marina Village
School in K
Dorado Hills, California.
Christina Linder is an
8th grade teacher with

coaching can
help teachers
expand their
repertoire of

teaching a global, imuitive
styles, teaching style, and Jan
. Whitaker is a 7th grade
exploring teacher whose tcaching
untapped style is detail-osiented
and analytical. Both
resources teachers volunteercd
within for Cognitive Coaching:
rir difTe t teachine
themselves. their different teaching

( styles were not.i prereq-
7 uisite for partic: pation.
Despite the differences in their styles. C ogni-
tive Coaching served toth teachers. Cognitive
(u.uhmg. does not require a teacher to follow a
“formula.” nor does it present a preconceived
iemplate of “correct” instruction. Instead. it
supports teachers® existing strengths while,
cxpanding previously unexplored capacitics.
Cognitive Coaching is a process during which
teachers explore the thinking behind their prac-
tices. Each person seems to maintain a cognitive
map. only partially conscious, In Cognitive
Coaching. questions asked by the coach reveal to
the teacher arcas of that map that may not be
complete or consciously developed. When
teachers talk out loud about their thinking. their
decisions become clearer 1o them. and their
AWATCNCSS INCIeascs.

For example. Whitaker had becn extremely
curriculum-based in her approach to tcaching.
focusing the majority of her time and atiention on
the details of each activity. She was dispensing
knowledge and successfully keeping the students

(o 1ged. but. as she noted at the end of the

' «uiching expericnee, at the expense of some
aspects of the students” cognitive development
and personal growth,

At the opposite end of the spectrum, Linder
focused her weaching globally, with rich attention
paid to the affective domain. In encouraging a
focus that was more often than not subjective,
she taught through exploration. Leaming specific
facts was often sacrificed in attainment of the
broader goal.

As the two teachers went through the process
of Cognitive Coaching, they found themselves
drawing closer together in their thinking and
teaching styles, seeing the advantages of both the
detailed and the big picture. Although we met as
u group only at the beginning and cnd of the
project. the teachers informally
compared insights and notes about
their coaching experiences
throughout the four months of the
coaching process. They realized
that the couching process wis
building a bridge across their
differing styles. Though clearly
cach still favored her own domi-
Anant style. the Cognitive Couching
made way for alternative thought
processes,

The teachers
believed that
Cognitive
Coaching
seemed to
facilitate
access to the
“lesser used”
sides of their
brains.

The Cognitive Coaching Process
Cognitive Coaching uses a three-
phase cycle similar to teacher
cvaluation through clinical super-
vision: preconference. observa-
tion. and postconference. The
primary difference between
Cognitive Coaching and evalua-
tion is that Cognitive Coaching
uses these cycles for the sole purposs of helping ,
the teacher improve instructiorat effectiveness by Q&JQ
becoming more reflective ubout teaching. While
the preconference requires a teacher to anticulate
theday’s goals and the posteonference calls for
assessment, the teacher. not the coach. evaluates
the lesson’s success.

Routed in the clinical supervision theories of
Goldhammer and Cogan, Cognitive Coac hing
adds te clinical supervision the dimension of



enhancing teachers” intellectual '
“wih (Costa and Garmston 1985, in
\) ss: Garmston 1990), It requires
extensive coaching skills and teaches a
set of strategies for creating a school
environment that fosters teachers'
ahilities to make changes in their own ,
thinking and teaching. The process
supports informed teacher decision
making,

The ultimate goal of Cognitive
Coaching is tcacher avrtonomy: the
ability to self-monitor. self-analyze.
and self-evaluate. In carly cycles of
Cognitive Coaching, the coach must
draw these capacities from the teacher.
but as the cycles continue. a teacher
begis to call upon them internally
anu direct thent toward an arca of
personal interest, -

The Cognitive Coaching that
Christina Linder. Jan Whitaker. and |
experienced was unique in two ways,
First. we did not know one another
prior to beginning the |5rogmm. I was

1 part of the school or even the
wetrict s2>fT, but came from a univer-
sity and consulting practice. Second.
the coaching relationship was consul-

tative rather than reciprocal. In consul--

tative coaching. teachers need not
leamn the coaching skills themselves,
and a greater tendency exists for them
to cast the coach in the role of the
“expent.” With these cautions in mind.
we believe that our experience of
Cognitive Coaching can apply o
reciprocal or consultative arrange-
ments of peer or supcrvisory coaching
(Garmston 1987). To document the
changes in thinking, we kept private
journals of our reflections.

Diving In
‘Preconference discussions revolved
around four basic questions: (1) What
are your objectives? (2) How will you
know when you've reached your
“actives? (3) What is your plan? and
( what other aspects of your
“@ching do you want information?
These initial queStions were Tasy to

The ultimate

goal of Cognitive
Coaching is
teacher autonomy:
the ability to
self-monitor,
self-analyze, and
self-evaluate.

answer and clarified the objectives for
the day s lessom.

Each teacher requesied that 1 make
notes of student-teacher interictions.
Whitaker was interested in quantita-
tive information—how nmuny and what
kinds of interactions 1ook place.
Linde- was interested in a4 more quali-
tative aspect of her teaching and how
her students felt about a playful vet
sarcastic pattern of response she often
used with them.

Observations were unobtrusive and
did not increase the teachers' anxicty,
but my probing questions. para-
phrasing, and cffective (if uncomfon-
able) use of silence and wait time
during postconferences produced
distinct responses from the two
teachers. After the first conference.,
Linder wrote:

While Dr. Garmsion's picreing ques-
tions and silences caught me off guard,
I found our conference amusing. It
forced me 1o expose some of the weak-
nesses 1 had ofien suspected existed in
my teaching. The kind of Socrmic
dialogue that we engaped in forced me
10 be introspective in my analysis of the
day’s lesson.

For Whitaker. however, the initial
posteonferences were uncomfortable.
At first, she could not freely share her

thoughts. At her first posiconference. | -

felt a bit intimidated by the quickness
and brevity oof her responses. As
Whitaker wrote in her journal:

Bevanse of my persomality type. 1 o
more difficult time establishing trust in
the coaching process. | elt uncomton .-
able openmg my teachimg up tor such
intimate anadysis and not know ing
where this process would fead me.
When questions forced me 1 be more
introspective. Flended 1o shot down,

Both of the teachers initially tricd 10
find the “right™ answers to the ques-
tions that | posed. Linder noted:

We hoth knew that we oundered for
Teorrect answers™ rather than honest
amswers for twa reasons: (1) Neither
one of us noticed enough of our deci-
sion-making process while we were
teaching to mike wif-judgments, and
(2) Neither of us feh sure cnough of the
reasons behind Dr. Garmiston®s ques-
tions or what our uhimate goal was to
shape our answers into “acceptable™
units of information,

Whitaker said she “found the ques-
tions intellectuatly stimulating. yei
was torn between giving honest
answers and answers that a *pood”
teacher would give.™
Only one frustration surfaced.
during the first cycle of Cognitive
Coaching: both teachers wanted
answers. | had my own intemal
“'ruggle on this question:
How does the coach maintain a
coaching stance of mediating teacher
thinking while not hiding uscful infor-
mation? In both cases, | saw moments
where teachers wanted information and
were not able to produce ideas for
themselves (perhaps my questioning
was not skillful enough and/or perhaps
we were not deeply enough into a trust
relationship). In cach of the scttings |
moved to a direet stance of providing
information,

Why did I offer ideas instead of
maintaining a purcly mediative stance
at these points? 1 think for four
reasons: (1) The teacher asked for
ideas: (2) 1 responded with a qucry
that was nor successful in generating
teacher optiuns: (3) 1 then asked
permission to provide information:
and (4) 1 felt that at this carly stage, in
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~gder to develop a trusting and colle-
\) "ionship, my long-term goal of
{ ng the skills and habits of
teacher reflection necded to be
secondary to the teachers” immediate
aced to know,

Finding the Balance
After four months of working
together, we shared our journals. The
two teachers reported very different
responses to the mechanics of the
coaching process. yet cqually satis-
fying results: changes in teaching
styvle. expanded teaching repertoire,
greater power in planning lessons,
sreater student accountability, and
greater consciousness of teacher
tehaviors and options. As tle effects
of the Cognitive Coaching experience
cradually made their way to a level of
consciousness, both teachers found
that their teaching necded a greater
balance between the analytic and the
vitive styles. Furthermore. they had
io move closer to that balance.
In effect, the teachers believed
that Cognitive Coaching secmed to
facilitate access to the “lesser used™
sides of their brains. For examgie,
while Whitaker and Linder were asked
the same questions at the start of the

When faced with
self-analysis, the
teachers searched
every corner of
their minds, letting
feelings and ideas
surface that might
“wiave otherwise
gone untapped.

The postconference inquiries forced
me 10 look beyond what | had been
content !S call "gut instincts,” and
realize that | was unaware in most
cases of the motivations behind the
decisions | made while teaching.
Because | could not easily answer
Dr. Garmston's questions, 2specially
in the lirst cycles of coaching, the
silences that followed seemed like
reproaches. It was in these silences,
however, that | could feel an emerging
awareness bubbling just below the
surface of my consciousness.

In the first coaching cycle. | found
that I wanted answers given to me
instead of working out the questions
for myself. In the last cycle, however,
the reasons behind my questions"
changed. | found that when | asked
for information, it came from a sincere
desire for knowledge to suppiement
the areas of my newly discovered
weaknesses, not the need 1o fill
uncomfortable silences.

Even after only one cycle of
coaching, some vaque notions | had
about my teaching style began to
crystallize. | had always known that |
would benefit from being more "orga-
nized,” but suddenly ! realized that my
real growth relied on much more than
a clean file cabinet. | could see that |
had the mear: to more precisely
structure my approaches to teaching,
but those skills had gone unrefined—
sacrificed 1o my more global, intuitive
style. In learning to truly analyze my
lessons, | found | could salvage bits
and pieces that did work and redefine
whal didn?t.

| had often suspected that specific
student needs had been sacrificed at
times in attainment of the broader

“
Christina Linder's Journal:
Becoming More Aware of Students’ Needs

goal. After a few coaching cycles, |
learned to focus less on the “cxperi-
ence” that a lesson would produce
and more on specilic feedback {
might expect from students.

The most exciting resull of my
Cognitive Coaching expenience was
the improved quélily inteacher-
student interactions. | began 1o use
discussion lime more elfectively,
thinking in advance of how tn ask one
or two questions that dircctly
addressed my learning goal, as
opposed to my usual “shot-gun” tech-
niques.

Even more important, however, was
uncovering the great ineauity in my
interactions with various students. |
discovered that | had developed two
distinct patterns of response with my
kids. | offered limited feedback for’
both the very bright and the low-ability
students. Accurate, intelligent
answers were quickly acknowl-
edged—I knew that the student "got
it" so | moved on 1o someone who
“‘needed” me. Low-ability students
were also met with equally brief inter-
actions, but based on my feeling that
the students had not really attempted
to meet me haliway.

This left the middle-of-the-road
student for my full attention. Such
students could expect their answers
to be paraghrased and new questions
asked of them. They also received
consistent doses of praise as they
v-vked with me lo meet my expecta-
tionis.

| am now aware of qualitative
discrepancies, and each student is
much more likely to benefit from my
full attentiontegardless of academic

ability.
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Jan Whitaker's Journal:

Opening ts Creativity

The questions proposed by

Dr. Garmston raised an aware-’
ness regarding both weaknesses
and strengths in my teaching. By
asking for specific cues about
student learning, interaction, and
long-range 'goals. they made me
think about the lesson | had just
taught. Much of the discomfort 1
felt related to the feeling | have
when | am being evaluated.
Although confident that | am a
competent teacher, having an
observer in my class suddenly
raises feelings of self-doubt and
skepticism.

Prior to Cognitive Coaching, my
students dissected bits ot informa-
tion that eventually directed us
toward the broader picture. Once
a lesson was taught, that part of
the curriculum had been covered:
another chapter in the district-
mandated guide was complete. |
seldom considered the affective
comain of a lesson. Because of
Cognitive Coaching. | broadened
my level of consciousness,
concentrating on goals that
instilled craftsmanship, explored
creativity, and developed self-

. esteem.

After | experienced a few
Cognitive Coaching sessions, |
realized it wasn't the material that
was important, but how it caused.
thinking in my students, Missing in
my very detailed and organized
lessons was the opportunity for

- students to develop creativity,

craltismanship, application, anal-
ysis, and higher levels of thinking.
As a result of Cognitive Coaching,
I began to be more flexible and
questioned students in a way that
demanded a more introspective
analysis of the material. | valued
students’ input in designing
lessons, not only building rele-
vance into lessons but building
sell-esteem.

As a result of Cognitive
Coaching, I learned about teacher
response patlerns, use of praise
and criticism, and interaction with
individual students, as opposed to
whole-class interaction. Because
of my cognitive style, | was inter-
ested in information that gave
specific, quantitative answers, like
how many interactions were made
during a class period. My goal
was lo increase interactions with a
larger number of students. | inter-
nalized Dr. Garmston's methods
of collecting data, and while a
lesson was in progress, | could
make adjustments to include

different sludents practicing a _'

variety of questioning slrategies.

| began to s2e the classroom
as a big-screen movie from the
perspeclive of an interested audi-
ence instead of a shortsighted
director. As a concerned spec-
tator, 1 was able to provide neces-
sary guidelines, let students
search for their own answers, and
use the curriculum to direct us
toward a climaclic ending.

posteonference periods, Whitaker
felt the questions were designed 1o
clicit a personal response, while
Linder felt they foreed objectivity,
Linder wrote:

AS we now test the know ledpe and

insights wained from this expericnce,

the process has forced me to be more

analytical. Jan feels that Cognitive

Coaching has forced her to focus

on creativity,
When faced with self-analysis, and in
most cases what the teachers called
“self-remediation.” the teachers
searched every comer of their minds.,
letting feclings and ideas surface that
might have otherwise gone untapped.

Both Whitaker and Linder became
better thinkers and. therefore, better
teachers, by becoming more I ully
bicognitive (Guild and ‘Garger 1985).
To be bicognitive means to be able 1o
attend to both relationship and 1ask. 10
be both student- and teacher-centered.
Through Cognitive Coaching. the
teachers began to intemnalize and vse
with their students the coaching
hehaviors of gathering data. ques-
tioning. probing. and paraphrasing.
Clearly. Cognitive Coaching is a

powerful process for fostering colle-
giality. deepening reflective skills. and
developing cognitive autonomy. and.
as such, it deserves further study. First.
the nonroutine nature of teachers®
work requires complex. contextual
decision-making and an inquiry-
oriented approach to practice ( Lipton
1993). The reflection leamed through
Cognitive Coaching helps develop
problem-solving skills as teachers
cxamine their experience: generate
aliematives. and evaluate actions.
Sccond. current school reforms require
collaborative cultures where practi-
tioners reflect on their practice. Cogni-
tive Coaching increases comfort with
such professional inquiry and supports
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o be bicognitive
means to be able to
attend to both
relationship and
task, to be both
student- and
teacher-centered.

experimentation and continued profes-
sional growth. Finally. educators need
o model risk taking. open-minded-
ness, and continuous learning to create
schools that are communities of
learners. Cognitive Coaching
promotes these values,
\s & result of the Cognitive
iching experience, both Whitaker
Wd Linder have encouraged develop-
ment of other peer relationships within
their schools, They are enthusiastic
about extending and sharing their
knowledge of coaching both on-site
and at the district level. Having
personally realized the benefits of
intellectually rigorous coaching. they
are taking steps to learn how 1o cogni-
tively coach other colleagues. As
Whitaker noted in one of her final
Jjournal entries:

Cognitive Coaching riised to
consciousness a self-evaluation and
self-analysis procedure. 1 intemalized
questions that were asked of me and-
began asking them myself: How did
you know the lesson was a success?
How did you feel about the lesson?
How can you use what we have
discussed in future lessons? Questions
like these helped broaden my aware-
“wess of not only the success of my

(3 Audents, but the success of my

¥ waching.

Now. I am asking myscif. what can 1

do to help other teachers experience
this freedom and power in teaching? B
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