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The Cognitive Coaching Process

Cognitive Coaching uses a three-phase cycle similar to teacher evaluation through clinical 
supervision: preconference, observation, and postconference. The primary difference between 
Cognitive Coaching and evaluation is that Cognitive Coaching uses these cycles for the sole purpose 
of helping the teacher improve instructional effectiveness by becoming more reflective about 
teaching. While the preconference requires a teacher to articulate the day's goals and the 
postconference calls for assessment, the teacher, not the coach, evaluates the lesson's success.

Rooted in the clinical supervision theories of Goldhammer and Cogan, Cognitive Coaching adds to 
clinical supervision the dimension of enhancing teachers' intellectual growth (Costa and Garmston 
1985, in press; Garmston 1990). It requires extensive coaching skills and teaches a set of strategies 
for creating a school environment that fosters teachers' abilities to make changes in their own thinking 
and teaching. The process supports informed teacher decision making.

The ultimate goal of Cognitive Coaching is teacher autonomy: the ability to self-monitor, self-analyze, 
and self-evaluate. In early cycles of Cognitive Coaching, the coach must draw these capacities from 
the teacher, but as the cycles continue, a teacher begins to call upon them internally and direct them 
toward an area of personal interest.



Christina Linder's Journal: Becoming More Aware of Students' Needs
The postconference inquiries forced me to look beyond what I had been content to call “gut instincts,” 
and realize that I was unaware in most cases of the motivations behind the decisions I made while 
teaching. Because I could not easily answer Dr. Garmston's questions, especially in the first cycles of 
coaching, the silences that followed seemed like reproaches. It was in these silences, however, that I 
could feel an emerging awareness bubbling just below the surface of my consciousness.
In the first coaching cycle, I 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. I found 
that when I asked for information, it came from a sincere desire for knowledge to supplement the 
areas of my newly discovered weaknesses, not the need to fill uncomfortable silences.
Even after only one cycle of coaching, some vague notions I had about my teaching style began to 
crystallize. I had always known that I would benefit from being more “organized,” but suddenly I 
realized that my real growth relied on much more than a clean file cabinet. I could see that I had the 
means to more precisely structure my approaches to teaching, but those skills had gone unrefined—
sacrificed to my more global, intuitive style. In learning to truly analyze my lessons, I found I could 
salvage bits and pieces that did work and redefine what didn't.

I had often suspected that specific student needs had been sacrificed at times in attainment of the 
broader goal. After a few coaching cycles, I learned to focus less on the “experience” that a lesson 
would produce and more on specific feedback I might expect from students.
The most exciting result of my Cognitive Coaching experience was the improved quality in teacher-
student interactions. I began to use discussion time more effectively, thinking in advance of how to 
ask one or two questions that directly addressed my learning goal, as opposed to my usual “shot-gun” 
techniques.

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

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

I am now aware of qualitative discrepancies, and each student is much more likely to benefit from my 
full attention regardless of academic ability.


