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February 2013: Coaching for 
leaders – moral purpose or 
means to an end? 
 
‘Coaching is a new big thing in leadership’ – in 
fact, it pervades so much of what you’ll find in 
leadership programmes and in thinking that, 
that statement is probably well out-of-date.  
Many leaders participate in a coaching 
exercise during assessment and development 
centres, and you may have your own coach as 
you continue your journey leadership career. 
 
With all this emphasis, it must be that 
coaching is considered to be a highly useful 
tool in the leader’s kit – something that will 
help you achieve your aims and get things 
done, so it makes sense to find out about it 
 
Are you familiar with this pattern?:- 
 

As a thoughtful, conscientious (and 
ambitious) professional you identify 
an area for development (like 
coaching) and you get out there and 
find out about it – reading, going on 
courses etc.  The more you learn the 
more you apply it to your own 
situation – ‘I could use this to do X’, 
‘This would be the way to instigate Y’, 
‘If I set up a system of X and Y it would 
be a really good way of tackling Z’. 
 

We are used to operating in this way; there’s 
so much to do we are constantly assimilating 
new knowledge and applying it directly to 
what we need to achieve.  Our brains 

establish a supremely efficient production line 
for processing information and turning it into 
action to address the issues we have 
identified. 
 
And there’s a huge raft of issues that coaching 
might address.  For instance in the UK 
education system, School leaders’ responses 
in NCSL’s Leading Coaching in Schools (2005) 
suggested the following for starters: 
 

 addressing pupil behaviour 

 improving pupil performance 

 building teams 

 creating a success culture 

 growing the organisation 

 developing Assessment for Learning 

 improving the performance of teachers 

 conducting performance management of 
support staff 

 developing lesson planning 

 managing workforce reform 

 dealing with the negative influences of an 
individual 

 spreading good practice 

 supporting a new headteacher 

 creating an inclusive school 

 developing ASTs 

 supporting ITT, GTP and NQT status 

 responding to serious weaknesses. 
 
There’s no question but that you could walk 
into your first major whole organisational 
leadership role in a few months’ time and tell 
the staff that you were instigating a 
programme of coaching in support of one or 
more of these aims – of course not in a crude, 
imposing way, but with those clear aims in 
mind. 
 
So what’s wrong with getting on with it? 
 
In many ways, nothing – as long as you are 
using something in which you truly believe – 
which is part of your moral purpose, your 
headteacher self.  The principles of coaching – 
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of leadership too, I might suggest – are first 
and foremost about who you are.  What you 
do then becomes the natural outcome of that 
state of being.  So if what you do is to be 
really meaningful, truly authentic, it has to 
come from who you are. 
 
The principles of coaching are that 
 

 the agenda is that of the coachee, not the 
coach 

 the coachee has the ability within 
themselves to address that agenda 

 coaching is the joint responsibility of 
coach and coachee. 

 
In the instance of new headteachers with a 
long list of issues (like the one above) to 
address, taking on those principles is a big 
ask.  How can you be sure that the process is 
effective?  The reality is that it is proven to be 
so – otherwise coaching wouldn’t have the 
emphasis it does in education and beyond, 
wouldn’t be recognised as one of the most 
effective styles a leader can employ. 
 
Perhaps we could look at those three 
principles differently, as 

 distributed leadership 

 professional respect 

 shared accountability. 
 
Do they look different now?  Principles of the 
kind of leader you want to be? 
 
Two more questions to end with: 
 

 Do you see coaching as a style of 
leadership or a tool for leadership? 

 To what extent can you ‘trust the 
(coaching) process’? 
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