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A Concern for Connection 

The carrot and stick may, on occasion, prod people to meet minimum standards, but only high-trust 

connections can inspire greatness. Such connections free up teachers to take on new challenges by 

virtue of the safety net they create. 

 

Such a connection was evident when Roxanne was asked to coach Nicole, a novice teacher, after Nicole 

received a disappointing performance evaluation from her principal. Knowing that the first meeting was 

likely to be filled with negative emotions and resistance, Roxanne decided to focus on expressing 

empathy for and understanding of Nicole's experience. 

 

She was glad she did. When Roxanne walked into her room, Nicole burst into tears, exclaiming, "I don't 

want to lose my job! I'm trying to do this right! It just isn't working!" Roxanne honored that distress by 

celebrating Nicole's obvious desire to be a good teacher. "I hear your fear and frustration," Roxanne said, 

"because you really want to be successful." That simple reflection opened the door to a long conversation 

about Nicole's feelings, needs, and desires. By staying in this frame, rather than by trying to fix the 

problem, Roxanne was able to roll with Nicole's resistance until she could establish a life-giving 

connection. 

 

On the basis of this connection, Roxanne worked with Nicole to create a professional development plan 

that enabled her to turn things around. Through more detailed planning and mental rehearsals of how to 

transition students between one lesson and the next, Nicole increased her self-efficacy as a teacher. 

 
A Concern for Competence 

By appreciating a teacher's current level of competence, coaches value the natural learning processes of 

those they coach. Encouraging teachers to clarify what they want and need, to build on their strengths, 

and to experiment in the service of mutually agreed-on goals empowers them to take more initiative and 

responsibility for their own learning and professional development. 

 

Janet did just that. When she was selected to lead Creekside Elementary School, the central office told 

her she needed to get things under control because "the inmates were running the prison." Years of 

hands-off leadership had given the teachers permission to do whatever they wanted; the central office 

sent her in as the new sheriff in town. 

 

However, Janet decided to take a different approach. At the first staff meeting, she announced that she 

was going to institute a peer-coaching program and that everyone had to participate. Staff members 

groaned and rolled their eyes as names were drawn out of a hat to determine who would be paired with 

whom. Then Janet gave the first assignment: "I want you to interview each other about your best 
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