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and recognized that he wanted to gain clarity as to why she had 
not implemented the required instructional processes and that 
this information could inform him as to next steps. The format of  
the remedial plan was negotiable. In the end, though, he was very 
intentional that in his supervisory conversation Tonya would be 
required to follow a clear remedial plan that would result in her 
implementation of  differentiated instructional techniques.

In this example of  a supervisory conversation, Enrique was 
still very intentional regarding his goals and what was non-
negotiable. At the same time, he remained open-minded about 
why Tonya was not using the expected instructional techniques, 
and he was willing to negotiate specific steps for remediating the 
problem.

Although a supervisory conversation is directive in nature, 
as Enrique’s story illustrates, it is still possible to incorporate ele-
ments from coaching conversations into the process.

A visionary leader monitors his use of  obligatory language. 
Frequent use of  “I have to,” “I should,” “I must,” or “I need to,” 
sends the message that the speaker considers most activities 
strictly as chores and obligations. Listeners may become unmoti-
vated or feel that their work is not valued by the school leader.

EXPRESSING POSITIVE INTENT

Meaning is always embedded in language, even if  the meaning 
does not emerge from the actual structure of  the sentences you 
speak. By paying attention to the words you choose, you may posi-
tively or negatively influence the feelings and thinking of  others 
with whom you are communicating. As soon as you speak, your 
words convey either a positive or negative intention to the listener.

Consider the following examples:

Do you have any 
objectives for 
today’s lesson? 

versus What objectives have you 
developed for today’s lesson? 

Have you thought 
about your meeting 
with Joe’s parents? 

versus What options are you 
considering for your meeting 
with Joe’s parents? 50      COACHING CONVERSATIONS

What do you notice about each of  the questions? What feel-
ings might the language in the questions on the left evoke versus 
the questions on the right? In what ways do the questions on the 
right differ from those on the left? What are the intentions for each 
question?

Negative language is everywhere in school environments, 
such as “Have you thought about how much your suggestion will 
cost?” “Did you check references before you hired the new teach-
ing assistant?” “Even a substitute teacher could have figured that 
out!” Questions that begin with did you or have you require, at best, 
a one word response: yes or no. These close-ended questions and 
negative remarks may also cause the listener to feel defensive, 
frustrated, inadequate, and dependent.

Notice that the questions on the right stimulate discussion 
and include positive intentions about the person being ques-
tioned. For example, “What objectives have you developed for 
today’s lesson?” encourages the teacher to discuss her lesson with 
her supervisor and also conveys that her supervisor has confi-
dence (positive intent) that the teacher has developed a lesson 
plan with clear and explicit goals. 

When educators learn to use positive language, they commu-
nicate the standard(s) to be met while affirming efforts and skills. 
Coaching conversations focus on positive language that provides 

Did you finish the 
agenda for today’s 
staff  meeting? 

versus What goals have you set for 
today’s staff  meeting? 

Will the report be 
done by Friday? 

versus As a conscientious school leader, 
what methods are you using to 
gather the information you need 
for Friday’s report? 

Are your students 
ready for the state 
tests? 

versus As a teacher who always puts his 
students first, what strategies are 
you considering to ensure their 
success on the state tests? 

Students, have you 
finished your book 
reports?

versus Because this is your first long 
project, what questions do you 
have that will help you complete 
your book reports on time?
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Column 1 Column 2 Column 3 Column 4 Column 5

Exact Words Underlying  
Worry/Fear

Care About? Where is the  
Win-Win

(Sweet Spot)?

How to Start?

What are some of  
the exact words the 
person uses in the 
complaint?

Think deeply about 
what could be the 
underlying fear, 
worry, or emotion 
that is really behind 
the concern.

Flip the fear, worry, 
or emotion to create 
a positive statement 
about what they care 
about.

What does this tell you 
about a strength or 
positive characteristic 
the person has that 
you could also agree 
with?

What is a way to start 
a conversation, seeing 
the complainer as 
having a legitimate 
perspective, and 
speaking about what 
they really care about?

Teacher complains 
about project-based 
learning. Kids don’t 
like it; too hard; too 
much time; hard to 
grade; too irregular in 
the outcomes.

Worry: grading too 
complex; not enough 
teacher control over 
the learning and the 
outcomes.

Teacher cares about 
students getting 
consistent learning 
outcomes.

Leader cares about 
students getting 
consistent learning 
too. Sweet spot is 
redefining broader 
outcomes for students.

I’m wondering if  you 
are worried that kids 
won’t get the same 
learning they used to. 
Let’s talk about that.

REFRAMING RESISTANCE EXERCISE

Think about a person (colleague, school parent, friend, or family member) who is complaining to you about an issue.
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Appendix D
Reflective Feedback Framework for Coaching Conversations

Challenge/Issue/Goal Clarifying Questions
Value or Value  

Potential Statements

Reflective Questions  
or Possibilities

(Move to Action)

 


