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The power of coaching in the 
professional learning and 
development of school leaders: 
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critical insights from a systematic 
review
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School leadership has been shown to have a profound influence on students’ 
experiences and outcomes. Following the success of leadership coaching in 
industry, coaching has started to feature as a mechanism in the professional 
learning and development of school leaders. However, to date, evidence of how 
the various elements of coaching are embedded in the professional learning and 
development of school leaders is limited. To fill the lacuna of research in this 
area, this study aimed to conduct a systematic literature review of coaching as a 
form of the professional learning and development of school leaders, based on 
papers published in peer-reviewed journals between July 2014 and July 2024. The 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses guidelines 
were used, and the work was framed within Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems 
theory. An overview of the concept of coaching and its development in the context 
of the professional learning and development of school leaders was provided. 
The methodology used in the study was then described, before the research 
evidence on coaching in the professional learning and development of school 
leaders was reported and discussed across five thematic findings, illuminating 
the factors that may advance the success of coaching as well as those that may 
impede it. Gaps in the literature were identified that may inform further research 
on this important topic.
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1 Introduction and background

Emily (50) is in her second year as a school principal and feels overwhelmed. Each morning 
when she looks in the mirror before leaving her home, she wonders why she ever thought she 
would be suited to principalship, without ever really knowing how much was involved. Her deputy 
principal is on sick leave. She feels that a not-inconsiderable portion of her teaching staff is 
underperforming, and she is unsure how to address the issue. Her initial attempt at raising the 
issue succeeded only in alienating the staff, and the entire episode and her approach now fill her 
with regret. She regularly receives complaints from parents regarding student discipline, teaching 
and learning in the school. She often feels guilty that some of the students in her school are not 
receiving the educational experience that she feels they deserve or that she envisioned when she 
applied for the job. Very negative comments have been posted about the school on social media 
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and in online reviews, with one she has read stating that the school “has 
gone downhill since she took over.” She fears that staff retention may 
become a serious issue for the school. The sport and PE facilities at the 
school require urgent attention after years of neglect, but the school has 
financial and budgeting difficulties. A nearby school with state-of-
the-art facilities and new buildings has been growing in student numbers 
year on year. A fundraising drive that Emily spearheaded has been 
unsuccessful and has left her feeling rather embarrassed. She feels 
unsupported by her middle leadership team, particularly by someone 
whom she recently promoted. A colleague and dear friend with whom 
she taught in the school for 20 years has not spoken to her since she was 
passed over for the same promotion. She was taken aback by the 
adamant tone of the resistance she had been met with, when she 
attempted to open discussions with staff, parents and the Board of 
Management on the topic of some of the schools’ long-held distinguishing 
features, traditions, admissions policy and ethos, being revised to better 
reflect the changing demographic realities of their context. Recently, a 
board of management member has resigned because of the suspension 
of his friend’s child.

She has been informed that the Department of Education will carry 
out a “Whole School Evaluation” inspection of the school next week. 
Meanwhile, her mother, who lives alone but nearby, has been diagnosed 
with dementia. Her daughter has announced that she and her husband 
will emigrate. Emily’s health has suffered since she took on the role of 
principal 18 months ago, and she has withdrawn somewhat socially. She 
has not played tennis in months, and she seldom has time to go for a 
walk. While her husband is a great support, she often feels lonely. She 
worries greatly and does not sleep well. Although she maintains a 
composed demeanor and carries herself with confidence, she knows that, 
for the first time in her life, she is finding it difficult to cope.

When it comes to the complexity of the demands of school 
leadership—a mere flavor of which is provided in the above fictional 
but all too recognizable portrayal of “Emily”—it is clear that there is a 
pressing need for effective, targeted supports that can foster school 
leaders’ professional learning and development to build leadership 
capacity in a way that is context-informed and human-centered. There 
is also a need for a comprehensive framework by which the demands 
on school leaders can be presented, understood and analyzed in a 
structured, rigorous way that encompasses the range of interactions, 
forces, concerns and issues that can impact the performance and well-
being of school leaders. We will briefly discuss how these needs have 
become all the more urgent in recent years.

Rates of attrition among school leaders have been a cause for 
concern, with just 50% of school leaders in the US remaining in the 
role long enough (typically at least 5 years) to make a positive change 
(Lackritz et  al., 2019). School leader turnover is a significant 
international issue (Simon et al., 2019) and is greater in higher-poverty 
areas (Sun and Ni, 2016). Performance-impacting issues, such as 
burnout and stress that requires medication, have been making 
headlines in mainstream media as a crisis in school leadership (Perna, 
2023). Incivility and a toxic workplace culture have been partly 
attributed to deficiencies in school leadership performance (Mannix-
McNamara et al., 2021). Concern over the impact of school leadership 
is well placed, given the significant impact that school leadership has 
on school and student outcomes (Leithwood et  al., 2020; 
Schleicher, 2015).

However, addressing attrition in school leadership is a complex, 
multilayered issue. School leadership is challenging and demands the 

skillset of a highly effective CEO combined with the knowledge and 
experience of years as a classroom teacher and all that it entails, not 
least an understanding of the needs of young learners in society today 
and how teachers, schools and the educational system can serve them 
best. Undoubtedly, school leaders operate in highly complex 
environments characterized by myriad interactions at multiple levels. 
For example, Gray et al. (2022) and Schleicher (2012, 2015) noted 
that the past 20 years have seen a shift in school leadership 
professional development from theory-based management and 
administrative training toward developing a wide and complex set of 
skills informed by leadership theories such as instructional, 
distributed, situational, transformational and leadership for learning. 
Over the same period, academics and policymakers have been 
increasingly concerned about issues impacting the well-being and 
performance of school leaders, resulting in high attrition rates as they 
attempt to grapple with significant and rapid changes in the societal 
and educational landscape (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Igu et al., 2023; 
Lackritz et al., 2019; Su-Keene and DeMatthews, 2022) and recover 
from a range of impacts arising from the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Brown et al., 2021).

Although governments have attempted to address these issues by 
investing in the professional learning and development of school 
leaders (Schleicher, 2012, 2015), some have been critical of much of 
the available professional development of teachers and school leaders 
as encompassing a performative agenda, where professional judgment 
and authenticity can be subordinated to the performativity agenda and 
what Ball refers to as “cynical compliance” (Ball, 2003, p.  226). 
However, certain salient features of highly effective professional 
learning and development of school leaders have come to the fore—in 
particular, collaborative models, which consider professional learning 
as a process that can develop skills, competencies, identity and 
knowledge (Netolicky, 2016), with coaching identified as one such 
model (Darling-Hammond et al., 2022). Many districts, such as in the 
US, Europe, Singapore and Australia, have invested in coaching for the 
professional learning and development of school leaders (Klar et al., 
2020; Schleicher, 2012, 2015). To date, there has been no systematic 
literature review on coaching for the professional learning and 
development of school leaders.

The origins of the word “coaching” reveal connotations of 
journey, destination, and guidance (Online Etymology Dictionary, 
2024), while the modern practice of coaching unlocks potential by 
helping people learn through dialog and reflection, rather than 
teaching them (Whitmore, 1996). Definitions of leadership coaching 
in the field of education differ from those in industry in that coaching 
in the former has one common ultimate goal: enhancing student 
experiences and outcomes (Creasy and Paterson, 2005; Damore and 
Rieckhoff, 2021; van Nieuwerburgh et al., 2020; Wise and Cavazos, 
2017). Leadership coaching describes a dyadic relationship in which 
the coach and the coachee/client work together toward the coachee’s 
goals. Usually, time-bound, context-specific actions arise from the 
interplay between feedback and reflection (Hayes and Burkett, 2021). 
The key is the skill of the coach, who guides and transforms the 
client’s thought process and meaning-making toward an informed 
and conscious enactment of leadership and capacity-building 
(Huggins et al., 2021; Lackritz et al., 2019)—a collaborative endeavor 
of mutual dialog and collective efficacy (Hollweck and Lofthouse, 
2021; Lofthouse, 2019). Coaching can be  an effective method of 
professional development for leaders due to its distinct strengths, 
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among which are its focus on setting and achieving bespoke goals, 
enhancing the leader’s self-awareness, improving the leader’s habits 
and quality of reflection and enhancing communication and 
relational awareness, adaptability, resilience and problem-solving 
(Boon, 2022; van Nieuwerburgh et al., 2020).

To effectively conceptualize and examine how coaching can 
support school leaders across a myriad of interactions across multiple 
domains over time, a structured, practical and comprehensive 
framework is required. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) and Bronfenbrenner 
and Morris’ (2007) ecological systems theory underlines the 
significance of the complexity of influences and interactions by 
positing how child development exists within multiple layers of 
interacting systems, such as at family, school and community levels as 
well as across broader social, cultural and political contexts. 
Undoubtedly, school leaders are positioned at the nexus of such 
complex systems, which are overlaid by concerns for learners and 
professional colleagues in the foreground and families and 
communities in the background, set against prevailing educational 
policies and administrative practices within wider sociocultural, 
economic and political influences. Our framework therefore draws on 
Bronfenbrenner’s work to situate coaching as a potential intervention 
or set of interventions that can support school leaders across the 
ecologies in which they live and work.

This paper is both timely and necessary as it reports on the key 
findings of a systematic review of international research on coaching 
in the professional learning and development of school leaders1 as a 
means of overcoming the challenges of developing and retaining 
effective school leaders (Lackritz et al., 2019; Roberts and Gonzalez, 
2023). First, an overview of the concept of coaching and its 
development in the context of the professional learning and 
development of school leaders is provided. Second, the methodology 
employed in the study is outlined. Third, the research evidence on 
coaching in the professional learning and development of school 
leaders is reported and discussed under five thematic findings, 
illuminating the factors that may advance the success of coaching in 
this context as well as those that may impede it. Finally, emerging 
themes are identified, as well as gaps in the literature, which inform 
proposals for further research.

In conducting the systematic literature review on coaching in the 
professional learning and development of school leaders, the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 
(PRISMA) guidelines were used. The objectives are as follows (Page 
et al., 2021):

	 1	 To carry out a rigorous systematic review of coaching as a form 
of the professional learning and development of school leaders.

	 2	 To synthesize a complex, broad and extremely varied field in 
the literature on coaching for the professional learning and 
development of school leaders into discernible, relevant and 
useful categories for analysing, reporting and discussing the 
literature review findings.

1  While the term “professional learning” is often understood to reflect a 

job-embedded, reflective, experiential and collaborative model (Scherff, 2018; 

Stewart, 2014), it is often used interchangeably with “professional development” 

in the literature; therefore, both terms are used in this review.

	 3	 To consider the evidence of what the field of coaching may offer 
to the continuing professional learning and development of 
school leaders and how policymakers can maximize 
this potential.

The research question for this review is as follows: What does the 
literature say about coaching as a form of professional learning and 
development for school leaders?

2 Review framework

We argue that framing the work within the field of positive 
psychology (Seligman, 2007; Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) 
and locating it within Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model of 
human development provides an effective, holistic framework with 
which the problem can be explored. Researchers in teacher and school 
leadership development have found Bronfenbrenner’s approach useful 
in representing an interface through which the various factors across 
domains or ecologies that impact a school leader’s reality can 
be  expressed (Buchanan, 2020; Shah, 2023). The theory has also 
provided a useful lens for research in the field of business leadership 
coaching (Peesker et al., 2021).

Today’s school leaders need to be developed and equipped to lead 
learning “under conditions of complex, rapid change” (Fullan, 2007, 
p. 12) by guiding innovations, improvements and advancements in 
teaching and learning (Fullan, 2016), although school leadership 
preparation and development programs have been ineffective 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2022). Bronfenbrenner’s theory is therefore 
highly relevant in framing and interpreting the complexities of school 
leadership. By considering an ecological systems theory framework, 
the potential to foster a more inclusive, situated, responsive and 
interconnected approach to school leadership that addresses the 
diverse needs of all participants can be highlighted. We argue that 
coaching is uniquely positioned to enhance school leadership 
effectiveness through dialog and guided reflection (Bush-Mecenas 
et  al., 2020; Goff et  al., 2014; Hayes and Burkett, 2021; Wise and 
Cavazos, 2017). We  contend that an ecological systems theory 
approach provides a comprehensive framework that can inform future 
research and the design of coaching models and interventions.

However, critics of ecological systems theory argue that in 
attempting to represent complexity succinctly, it over-simplifies the 
influences on the individual, suggesting that the theory’s focus on 
context neglects the interrelated influences of proximal processes 
(reciprocal interactions), personal attributes and time. Bronfenbrenner 
addressed this with a later model.2 As Rosa and Tudge (2013) 
explained, Bronfenbrenner was keen to make the individual’s own 
participation in their development explicitly a central feature, which 
is also a defining feature of coaching and positive psychology 
(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Whitmore, 1996). Our 
ecological framework for the coaching of school leaders is presented 
in Figure 1 and includes a key focus on reciprocal interactions and 
proximal processes across each of the ecologies—namely, the 

2  Bioecology and the process–person–context–time model (Bronfenbrenner 

and Morris, 2007).
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microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the macrosystem and 
the chronosystem. How these ecologies may pertain to the 
development of a school leader is introduced in the illustration and 
discussed in due course.

3 Methodology

In formulating a review framework and methodological approach, 
sources from the fields of coaching (Cidral et al., 2023; Grover and 
Furnham, 2016) and school leadership development (Daniëls et al., 
2019) were consulted. Systematic literature reviews provide a 
methodological approach for mapping out and categorizing existing 
research on a particular topic, whereby data are appraised and results 

are synthesized comprehensively, transparently and unbiasedly (Grant 
and Booth, 2009). To ensure the transparency, validity, replicability and 
rigor of the review, the PRISMA statement was used to identify and 
analyse what the literature reveals about coaching in the professional 
learning and development of school leaders (Moher et al., 2009; Page 
et  al., 2021)—a method that is applicable to educational research 
(Sohrabi et al., 2021). In line with these guidelines, further research was 
consulted for guidance on the presentation and synthesis of qualitative 
data, including the ENTREQ statement (Tong et al., 2012).

The inclusion and exclusion criteria that formed the search are 
summarized in Table 1.

Both discipline-specific and multidisciplinary databases were 
consulted, including Academic Search Complete, British Education 
Index, ERIC (ProQuest), Education Source Ultimate and APA 

FIGURE 1

Ecological framework for the coaching of school leaders.

TABLE 1  Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

A scope of focus limited to coaching as the primary focus (including online/virtual coaching and team/

group coaching) as a means of professional learning or development for school leaders

Empirical studies presented in journal articles published between July 2014 and July 2024

Peer-reviewed articles published in English

Full-text access

Empirical, conceptual and descriptive peer-reviewed research from academic sources, published in 

English

Qualitative and quantitative research articles

Having the term “coach*” in the title, abstract or subject

A focus on primary and secondary education

Databases: Academic Search Complete, British Education Index, ERIC (ProQuest), Education Research 

Complete (EBSCO), APA PsycInfo (EBSCO)

Studies considering school leaders’ use of coaching staff 

members as their main focus

Studies pertaining to sectors outside primary and secondary 

education

Studies that are not peer-reviewed

Studies that define coaching in a manner not consistent with the 

definitions offered in the literature pertaining to coaching in the 

context of developing school leaders

Studies that do not include a specific focus on school leadership

Gray literature, doctoral theses, books, chapters, conference 

proceedings and editorial notes
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PsycInfo. The keywords searched included “coach*,” “school leader*,” 
“educat* lead*,” “principal,” “professional development” and 
“professional learning.” The search return was considerable; therefore, 
these terms were limited first to the title, abstract and subject terms 
across the broad concept of coaching and then to the broad context of 
school leadership, followed by the construct of professional 
development. Each of these search strings was bracketed in a chain 
using a combination of the operators TI (title), AB (abstact) and SU 

(subject), and each was linked with the AND operator. The Boolean 
operator NOT was used to exclude records referring to coaching in 
different contexts, such as sports or literacy coaching. The database 
search strategy is shown in Figure 2.

The search yielded 555 identified records, of which 196 were 
excluded based on their titles because they were not deemed relevant 
and 185 duplicates were removed. The remaining 174 records were 
assessed for eligibility, and a further 138 were deleted. Of the 

FIGURE 2

Library database search.
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remaining 38, one review was added that had been sourced from a 
citation search. The article selection process is shown in the PRISMA 
flow diagram in Figure 3.

A breakdown of the types of research represented is shown in 
Table 2.

Supplementary Table S1 presents an article review matrix of the 
extracted data that includes the following: year of publication, author(s), 
article title, publication title, objectives, country/countries, sample size, 
method, coaching approach, key findings and themes, as identified in 
our Ecological Framework for Coaching of School Leaders.

4 Results

The methods used were checked against the PRISMA 2020 
checklist items (Page et  al., 2021). Patterns were codified and 
categorized (Boland et al., 2017; Saldana, 2013) into the themes that 
emerged from the analysis and mapped into a more logical 
categorization, facilitated by our Ecological Framework for the 
Coaching of school leaders. These themes are as follows:

	•	 Microsystem: Direct coaching interactions and how they can 
inform the school leader’s role-clarity, self-efficacy, leader 
identity, agency and openness to learning.

	•	 Mesosystem: The potential of coaching in supporting school 
leaders across interconnections with the school environment 

including relationships, trust, wellbeing, resilience, self-awareness 
and reflection.

	•	 Exosystem: Influences of coaching on school leader’s interactions 
with school/institutional policies and their evolution in the 
context of school culture, strategy formation, instructional 
leadership and leading change.

	•	 Macrosystem: The potential of coaching in supporting school 
leaders to negotiate broader societal and cultural factors 
including education policy, governance and the nature of the 
provision of the coaching itself.

	•	 Chronosystem: Finding time for coaching and other temporal 
factors and considerations across micro-time (the “here and 
now”), meso-time (regularity and consistency) and macro-time 
(historical events and societal/cultural shifts).

4.1 Microsystem: direct coaching 
interactions and how they can inform the 
school leader’s role-clarity, self-efficacy, 
leader identity, agency and openness to 
learning

“Each morning when she looks in the mirror before leaving her 
home, she wonders why she thought she would be  suited to 
principalship, without ever really knowing how much 
was involved.”

FIGURE 3

PRISMA flow diagram showing the article selection process.
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At the microsystem ecological level, coaching in the professional 
learning and development of school leaders provides a structured 
process whereby a school leader can engage with real-life adult 
learning in the areas of role clarity, self-efficacy, identity and agency. 
Andragogy, Knowles’s (1980, 1984) adult learning theory, conceives 
adult learners as being autonomous, motivated and self-directed 
and seeking growth-orientated learning that is experiential and 
context-informed. Zepeda et  al. (2014) claims that professional 
development for principals, while focusing on goals and problems, 
often neglects to consider the context or prior knowledge and 
suggests that coaching is a viable solution. The reviewed literature 
reveals that coaching can provide real-world learning that is 
relevant, goal-and solution-focused and useful in leaders’ daily 
practice and that can build on the specific prior knowledge of the 
individual (Aas and Flückiger, 2016; Boon, 2022; Celoria and 
Roberson, 2015; Irby et  al., 2023). Coaching builds leadership 
capacity because it is “job-embedded, instructionally focused, 
collaborative, supportive and ongoing” (Flückiger et  al., 2017, 
p.  614). Many of the coaching processes we  see in education 
originated in business organizational contexts—notably, Whitmore’s 
(1996) goal-orientated GROW model (Aas and Flückiger, 2016; 
Boon, 2022; Flückiger et al., 2017; Igu et al., 2023). Lofthouse (2019) 
refers to the collaborative dualism of coaching, whereby productive 
progress is achieved through skilled questioning on the part of the 
coach and dialog based on curiosity, active listening and reciprocity. 
The resulting enhanced self-awareness increases confidence and 
motivation (Boon, 2022).

According to Bandura, “self-efficacy refers to beliefs in one’s 
capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to 
produce given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p.  3). The literature 
suggests that coaching is highly effective in enhancing school leaders’ 
self-efficacy because it improves their ability to predict or examine the 
outcomes of their performance in a way that informs their behavior/
decisions on an ongoing basis and is intrinsically related to motivation, 
perseverance and resilience (Boon, 2022; Igu et al., 2023; Lewis and 
Jones, 2019; Sardar and Galdames, 2018; van Nieuwerburgh et al., 
2020). Role clarity refers to the knowledge regarding expectations 
associated with one’s role (Aas et al., 2020) and is positively related to 
successful goal-orientated coaching, self-efficacy, resilience, 
adaptability and leading teams (Brandmo et al., 2021).

Research suggests that coaching facilitates identity formation in 
reciprocal interactions at the microsystem level, which is highly 
beneficial to early-career leaders whose leadership identity is in the 
early stages of development (Boon, 2022; Celoria and Roberson, 2015; 
Cosner and De Voto, 2023; Simon et al., 2019). Celoria and Roberson 
(2015) outlined that learning and identity creation happen at the 
intersection of the social and the individual, while group coaching has 
been effective in fostering leader identity through personal and 
contextual feedback from other leaders (Aas and Flückiger, 2016; Aas 
and Vavik, 2015; Brandmo et al., 2021; Flückiger et al., 2017).

An important area for development in the coaching of the 
professional learning and development of school leaders is the 
question of agency. School leaders of today need to grow as agentic 
professionals capable of negotiating the complex organizational and 
social terrain in which they lead in a way that affords them the 
maximum capacity to bring about positive influence through goal-
focused self-regulation (Grant and Atad, 2022). An advantage of 
coaching and group coaching over other forms of professional 
learning is that coaching is ecologically sensitive (Andrews and 
Munro, 2019). Priestley et  al. (2015) explain that an ecological 
approach to agency involves one’s capacity to engage with the 
surroundings and make decisions based on a skilled negotiation 
between one’s personal capacity and the constraints or demands of the 
environment. Bronfenbrenner’s ecologies, which scaffold the findings 
of this review, can offer much in the design of coaching interventions 
that seek to enhance the capacity of school leaders to engage creatively 
with their environments as agentic professionals (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979; Bronfenbrenner and Morris, 2007; Miller, 2018). Coaching can 
influence a school leader’s intellectual independence, moral purpose 
and cultural responsiveness as well as the confidence and agency 
needed to lead transformative change (Bush-Mecenas et al., 2020; 
Flückiger et al., 2017; Goff et al., 2014; Simon et al., 2019; Weathers 
and White, 2015; Wise and Cavazos, 2017). Coaching conversations 
as reciprocal interactions (proximal processes) at the microsystem 
level can enhance self-awareness in school leaders, and through an 
apprenticeship of observation, they can learn to emulate the skills of 
active listening, effective, empathetic questioning, use of data and 
guided opportunities for growth among their own interactions beyond 
coaching sessions, with members of the school community. Coaching 
skills are learned vicariously by school leaders when they are coached 
successfully (Boon, 2022; Weathers and White, 2015). The coaching 
relationship is most effective when the school leader views the coach 
as supportive, non-directive, trustworthy, confidential and 
non-judgmental (Bush-Mecenas et al., 2020; Netolicky, 2016; Weathers 
and White, 2015). Most studies saw coaches take a non-supervisory 
and non-evaluative role, something that Klar et al. (2020) found to 
be essential in fostering a safe space for school leader learning and 
reflection. However, Wise and Cavazos (2017) found that a 
supervisory dimension to the coaching relationship did not 
significantly affect school leaders’ perceptions of safety 
and confidentiality.

4.2 Mesosystem: the potential of coaching 
in supporting school leaders across 
interconnections with the school 
environment including relationships, trust, 
wellbeing, resilience, self-awareness and 
reflection

“Although she maintains a composed demeanor and carries herself 
with confidence, she knows that, for the first time in her life, she is 
finding it difficult to cope.”

The positive relationships a leader can forge in the coaching process 
can be mirrored in successful, trusting relationships with colleagues, 
ultimately building leadership capacity across the organization (Butler, 
2024; Patrick et al., 2021; Ray, 2017). The relationship between the 

TABLE 2  Type of research and number of records.

Type of research Number of records

Qualitative 27

Quantitative 2

Mixed methods 10
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coach and coachee is foundational to effective leadership coaching 
(Boon, 2022; Lochmiller, 2018), and a strong rapport facilitates the 
coach in challenging the leader to recognize the potential for better 
performance (Huggins et al., 2021), modeling relational authenticity for 
their role in the wider school community (Celoria and Roberson, 2015).

Highly effective professional development facilitates and 
encourages reflection (Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin, 2011), 
which, for Mezirow (1990), includes making inferences, 
discriminations and evaluations as well as solving problems. School 
leaders and prospective school leaders should be  facilitated in 
engaging in reflection and feedback to raise self-awareness, develop 
their thinking, encounter questions, recognize assumptions and 
correct misunderstandings (Boon, 2022; Gray et  al., 2022). The 
facilitation of critical reflection is a central feature of coaching for the 
professional learning and development of school leaders (Bush-
Mecenas et al., 2020; Goff et al., 2014; Simon et al., 2019; Wise and 
Cavazos, 2017), and coaching is effective in forming habits of self-
examination and self-awareness in the early stages of a school leader’s 
career (Celoria and Roberson, 2015; Simon et  al., 2019). The 
comparison between biased or inaccurate self-ratings and multi-
source uncomplimentary feedback examined in the safe space of a 
coaching setting can challenge assumptions of self-efficacy and 
motivate growth and re-evaluation in school leaders at all stages of 
their careers (Goff et al., 2014; Patrick et al., 2021; Ray, 2017).

School leaders who have engaged in coaching place great value on 
the sense of trust that the coach builds with the coachee (Boon, 2022; 
Celoria and Roberson, 2015; Lochmiller, 2018; Huggins et al., 2021). 
Furthermore, when senior school leaders benefit from a trusting 
professional relationship in their experiences of coaching, they, too, 
can seek to build sustaining relationships with colleagues, who, in 
turn, will benefit from mutual trust (Boon, 2022; Van Nieuwerburgh 
et al., 2020). Such trust, created in a safe space for school leaders in 
coaching, is instrumental in the critically reflexive creation of a fresh 
professional identity for novice school leaders (Simon et al., 2019).

Previous studies have shown that coaching is strongly associated 
with alleviating workplace stress and addressing avoidance behavior 
as a maladaptive response to stress, although time constrains combined 
with inadequate “contracting,” (where the coach clearly explains what 
the coachee can expect from the process before entering into an agreed 
coaching relationship with a defined timescale and goals), was shown 
to increase stress on the part of the coachee (Gyllensten and Palmer, 
2006). A leader’s awareness of their physiological and emotional 
reactions is important for self-management and well-being, and 
coaching can be particularly beneficial in this regard (Boon, 2022; 
Butler, 2024), reducing burnout among school leaders (Celoria and 
Roberson, 2015; Igu et al., 2023). Coaching can offer much-needed 
support to school leaders’ experiences of isolation, self-doubt and 
uncertainty, assisting them in managing emotions and enhancing their 
emotional intelligence (Celoria and Roberson, 2015). At the micro-
level, school leaders’ daily experiences and stresses can be reflected on 
in a supporting coaching environment that builds resilience (Boon, 
2022; Igu et al., 2023; Lewis and Jones, 2019; Sardar and Galdames, 
2018; van Nieuwerburgh et al., 2020). Further research on coaching 
for the well-being and resilience of school leaders could draw more 
from the work of positive psychology pioneers Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi and their work on human flourishing (Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). Strengths-based approaches have been 
notably successful, and a coaching model that uses Bronfenbrenner’s 
ecologies to explore the reciprocal interactions (proximal processes) 

that may cause school leader stress over time would be a worthwhile 
focus of future research. This approach will also help school leaders in 
building capacity in others through the development of teams around 
individual team members’ strengths.

4.3 Exosystem: influences of coaching on 
school leaders’ interactions with school/
institutional policies and their evolution in 
the context of school culture, strategy 
formation, instructional leadership and 
leading change

“She feels that a not-inconsiderable portion of her teaching staff is 
underperforming, and she is unsure how to address the issue. Her 
initial attempt at raising the issue succeeded only in alienating the 
staff, and the entire episode and her approach now fill her 
with regret.”

In the context of school leadership, education policy and its 
implementation, the goals and content of policy and reforms cannot 
be separated from how they are implemented on the ground, and the 
school leader is central to their implementation (Pont, 2020). Reform at 
the school and policy levels requires highly effective school leaders who 
can interact skilfully within their contexts with clear goals. Leadership 
coaches can be highly effective in tailoring their practices to meet the 
specific needs of individual school leaders in the successful navigation of 
the complexity of school reform by identifying deficiencies in capacity, 
negotiating political and cultural contextual challenges and 
communicating systemic state policy reforms in a meaningful way at the 
school organizational level (Ermeling et  al., 2015; Lochmiller, 2018). 
Coaching can enhance school leaders’ ability to recognize the emotional 
dimensions of educational reform implementation, both for the school 
leaders themselves and their colleagues, and can support school leaders 
in negotiating the challenging situations that arise as they instigate reform 
at the school organizational level (Lindle et al., 2017).

The goals of coaching engagements revolve around change (e.g., 
cognitive, behavioral, attitudinal or motivational), and the theoretically 
grounded science of psychology is key to understanding the processes 
and understanding of human change as the key element in generating 
better coaching outcomes (Cidral et al., 2023; Grant, 2011). Coaching 
models should be embedded within school organizations’ fabric and 
aligned with the systemic goals of policy-driven reforms (Butler, 2024; 
Hollweck and Lofthouse, 2021; Lofthouse, 2019). The inevitability of 
change within organizations necessitates interventions such as 
leadership coaching (Gray et al., 2022). Leadership coaching focuses 
on individuals’ leadership practices and their abilities to effectively 
lead change in their schools, inspiring change at the level of the 
individual leader—that is, change in what they think, what they 
believe and what they do to influence their organization (Goff et al., 
2014; Huggins et al., 2021; Weathers and White, 2015). School leaders’ 
strategic thinking and planning can be enhanced through coaching 
(Oberholzer and Macklin, 2024; van Nieuwerburgh et  al., 2020). 
Coaching enhances school leaders’ reflections on the culture of the 
schools and their thinking about how it can be improved (Aas and 
Flückiger, 2016). The coaching of school leaders enhances a school 
culture of exploration and collaborative, mutually influential 
relationships in which teacher autonomy is valued in the context of 
school improvement (Boon, 2022; Hollweck and Lofthouse, 2021).
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Grant (2011) argued that coaching should be informed by theories 
of change and outlined potential areas of study, including positive 
psychology, narrative approaches to coaching and leadership and 
management coaching. In developing group coaching practices, 
Brandmo et al. (2021) used therapeutics from group psychotherapy 
because they are central to the personal change process (Vinogradow 
and Yalom, 1989; Yalom and Leszcz, 2005).

Aas and Vavik (2015) plotted the development of coaching in the 
1990s, which had its roots in cognitive development–based psychology or 
executive coaching, to a form of coaching in the 2000s that was broader 
and more diffuse in scope. Cognitive coaching involves structured, 
authentic and empathetic dialog and focuses on developing self-directed 
thought processes to empower school leaders to perform effectively and 
confidently through planning, reflection and problem-solving 
conversations (Rogers et al., 2016). The literature distinguishes leadership 
coaching from instructional coaching, with the former relating to context 
and individuated performance, as opposed to more generalized 
instructional coaching, for which a more experienced professional will 
coach the client using superior subject-specific knowledge on how best to 
approach given tasks and responsibilities (Lochmiller, 2018; Ray, 2017).

Although group coaching is insufficient in quantity and reach, the 
literature suggests that it can benefit individual leaders and 
organizations (Aas and Vavik, 2015). Aas and Flückiger (2016) 
indicated that the role of the coach requires a unique set of skills, and 
much needs to be done to create evidence-based coaching preparation 
programs for the coaching of school leaders.

Much of the literature on coaching for the professional learning and 
development of school leaders revolves around enhancing school 
leaders’ capacity to enact effective change (Lochmiller, 2018; Weathers 
and White, 2015; Wise and Cavazos, 2017). At the exosystem level, the 
positive influence of coaching for the professional learning and 
development of school leaders can be seen in most of the findings on 
leading change and managing staff teams (Lofthouse, 2019; Wise and 
Cavazos, 2017). In some cases, learner experience and outcomes have 
seen improvements attributable to coaching, particularly in schools in 
high-poverty or disadvantaged areas (Klar et al., 2020; Master et al., 
2021). Instructional leadership has consistently been shown to 
be  enhanced by coaching (Ceballos and Bixler, 2024; Damore and 
Rieckhoff, 2021). The reciprocal interactions (proximal processes) that 
a school leader will experience in providing instructional leadership can 
be considered at both the exosystem and macrosystem levels, with 
which the evolution of school policies is concerned. Coaches can help 
school leaders explore values and goals so that they can lead school 
policy development confidently and effectively, especially when school 
policies and reform initiatives converge. Coaching can enable the 
enhanced communication and collaborative development of strategic 
goals and the building of teams that work in a manner aligned with the 
school’s mission (Oberholzer and Macklin, 2024).

4.4 Macrosystem: the potential of coaching 
in supporting school leaders to negotiate 
broader societal and cultural factors 
including education policy, governance 
and the nature of the provision of the 
coaching itself

“She has been informed that the Department of Education will carry 
out a ‘Whole School Evaluation’ inspection of the school next week.”

Organizational support structures for the coaching of school 
leaders are provided in a wide variety of means across the literature 
and jurisdictions/districts, with many falling under the umbrella of 
educational leadership development, policy implementation, 
governance and oversight (Butler, 2024; Klar et al., 2020; Master et al., 
2021; Murphy, 2023; Schleicher, 2012, 2015). While business terms 
such as “return on investment,” in consideration of the viability of 
coaching (Grover and Furnham, 2016), are avoided in research on 
coaching for the professional learning and development of school 
leaders, which aims to enhance student learning and experiences 
(Lochmiller, 2018; Wise and Cavazos, 2017), stakeholders exercise 
control over investment, with many jurisdictions offering support 
services, guidelines or frameworks (Boon, 2022; Butler, 2024; 
Lochmiller, 2014; Master et  al., 2021; Wise and Cavazos, 2017). 
Lochmiller’s study in the United  States showed that effective and 
transformative coaching can take place at a cost amounting to as little 
as $4.20 per student (2014), while in Master et al.’s study, the cost 
would be between $5,000 and $15,000 per principal, indicating high 
value and cost effectiveness, given school leaders’ significant impact 
on student achievement and experiences (Darling-Hammond 
et al., 2022).

Another consideration at the policy and organizational levels is 
school leader sustainability and attrition rates. Attrition rates are an 
international concern, with principals attributing stress and lack of 
support as key reasons (Lynch and Worth, 2017) with coaching seen 
as one of the areas which can address the issue (Lackritz et al., 2019; 
Simon et al., 2019). While it commonly takes a school leader 5 years 
to affect a positive change in school performance, just 50% of 
principals in the US stay in the role for 5 years (Lackritz et al., 2019), 
and there is an even greater rate of school leader turnover in areas of 
higher poverty (Sun and Ni, 2016).

There is a recognized need for informed professional expertise in 
educational coaching, but research focusing on the professional 
development and backgrounds of coaches who work with (or who 
should work with) school leaders is scant (Huggins et  al., 2021; 
Lochmiller, 2014; Lofthouse, 2019; Wise and Cavazos, 2017). While 
one study provided evidence of quality assurance issues around 
coaching performance, it was an outlier, and it reported positive 
outcomes in leader identity formation as a result of coaching (Lackritz 
et  al., 2019). Regarding the development of leadership coaches in 
education, Huggins et al. (2021) stressed that coaches should have 
enough experience to draw on in their coaching of school leaders. 
They also stressed that coaches need the support of communities in 
which coaches can learn in an ongoing way from their peers and that 
coach training should be facilitated by someone with expertise in both 
coaching and leadership development. In the literature, developing the 
coaching skills of experienced acting and former principals to coach 
senior and middle school leaders has been effective (Boon, 2022; 
Flückiger et al., 2017; Huggins et al., 2021). When the focus has been 
explicitly on the instructional dimension of coaching in educational 
settings, the issue of credibility and how the coach is perceived by 
school leaders has often been foregrounded (van Nieuwerburgh et al., 
2020). Studies have shown inconsistencies in the effectiveness of 
coaching, attributable to the types of coaching inquiries and coaching  
behaviors used (Patrick et al., 2021).

Atad and Grant (2021) argued that a qualification in psychology 
is not necessary for those who would become effective in coaching 
psychology. School leaders value the skills and expertise of coaches in 
coaching per se, not necessarily in the subject matter in question at the 
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time of a session (Ray, 2017). Wise and Cavazos (2017) found that the 
more frequent the sessions, the more effective the principals found the 
coaching to be, with school leaders who sought a coach being more 
positive about their experiences of coaching than those who had 
coaches assigned to them. The coach’s skills are critical in redirecting 
thinking through skilled open-ended questioning that encourages 
reflection (Cidral et al., 2023; Goff et al., 2014). Experienced school 
leaders can be trained to be effective coaches who provide professional 
support at the community or district level (Huggins et  al., 2021; 
Lofthouse, 2019; Simon et  al., 2019). Furthermore, research has 
suggested that experienced principals can also benefit from a coaching 
focus at the microsystem level, particularly around areas of emotional 
intensity, self-awareness, reflection and well-being (Lindle et al., 2017).

It can be  argued that coaching can offer an alternative to the 
performativity and accountability agendas of neoliberalism (Ball, 2016) 
because, as Fullan and Knight (2011) argued, “Schools need less blatant 
accountability and testing and more capacity building, team learning, 
learning across schools, and transparency of results and pedagogical 
practice—the very things that coaches are good at” (53). Fullan viewed 
coaching as a highly collaborative practice and saw its potential for 
coherent systemic change. In this regard, the power interplay between 
organizations that hire coaches to achieve organizational and policy goals 
and the agency of individual school leaders requires further attention, as 
does the power dynamics of coaching which is assigned to principals on 
the one hand, or sought out by them on the other, and provided by a 
school district, a state agency, a state educational support service or a 
professional coaching organization. Coaching may not be for everyone, 
and its common provision as an option for school leaders among a range 
of available supports reflects this understanding (Butler, 2024; Wise and 
Cavazos, 2017). The perceived value of the role of a coach can also 
be enhanced by a culture that embraces coaching and principals through 
their experiences of being coached, learns coaching skills vicariously 
while building a sense of self-efficacy and can consequently help to 
develop it in others (Butler, 2024; Boon, 2022).

An area of potential may be the development of high-level coaching 
skills in school leaders through leadership preparation programs and 
continuing professional learning and development models, whereby 
school leaders can be highly effective coaching resources (one-to-one, 
triads or group) for each other and their organizations (Aas and Vavik, 
2015; Brandmo et al., 2021; Cosner et al., 2018; Klar et al., 2024; Thomas 
et al., 2024), drawing from the successes of such peer coaching models 
in industry (Kotlyar et al., 2015). This may be a more cost-effective 
approach for governments that view the provision of coaches as 
prohibitively expensive (Lochmiller, 2014). However, this review shows 
that it is predominantly externally appointed professional coaches that 
can provide a formal and powerful learning and development 
intervention for school leaders. While peer-to-peer coaching may 
be worthy of further research, it would be essential that the research is 
appropriately rigorous and that all “peers” would be properly trained and 
experienced coaches in their own right. In terms of the provision of 
coaching, blended and virtual coaching models have performed strongly 
and may offer attractive alternatives to face-to-face coaching due to lower 
costs and the increased availability of coaches (Ermeling et al., 2015; Irby 
et al., 2023). School leaders need to be politically astute and able to foster 
relationships that assist strategic goals and ultimately enhance the 
learning experiences and outcomes of students (Lindle et al., 2017). 
Further research is required on the ways in which coaching can enhance 
school leaders’ deployment of distributed leadership (Spillane et al., 

2015), although coaching has been shown to help school leaders build 
capacity by building on the strengths of team members to foster 
collaborative decision-making that aligns with broader policy objectives 
(Oberholzer and Macklin, 2024). Recent studies have shown that 
leadership coaching has been positively associated with enhancing a 
culture of distributed leadership in a way that can enhance both teacher 
and school leader wellbing (Butler, 2024).

4.5 Chronosystem: finding time for 
coaching and other temporal factors and 
considerations across micro-time (the 
“here and now”), meso-time (regularity and 
consistency) and macro-time (historical 
events and societal/cultural shifts)

“She was taken aback by the adamant tone of the resistance she had 
been met with, when she attempted to open discussions with staff, 
parents and the Board of Management on the topic of some of the 
schools’ long-held distinguishing features, traditions, admissions 
policy and ethos, being revised to better reflect societal changes and 
the changing demographic realities of their context.”

Our Ecological Framework for the Coaching of School Leaders uses 
Bronfenbrenner’s three categories to define temporal considerations in 
human development: micro-time refers to immediate experiences (i.e., 
“here and now”), meso-time refers to regularity and consistency and 
macro-time refers to historical events or cultural shifts. For 
Bronfenbrenner, time, when considered at the levels of micro-time (an 
immediate experience), meso-time (consistent, regular or everyday 
experiences) and macro-time (historical events, societal and cultural 
shifts, belief systems, personal life-changing events, social mores and 
norms taken for granted, which may have roots in historical events, 
political upheaval or global pandemics), can have a significant bearing 
on human development across the ecological dimensions. In the 
literature, the focus is on meso-time, whereby time constraints on the 
school leader’s time impede access to coaching and its effectiveness, 
resulting in a lack of consistency, regularity and time for in-depth 
coaching. Challenges for the success of coaching going forward are the 
difficulty school leaders experience in finding sufficient time for the 
coaching itself (Boon, 2022; Butler, 2024; Irby et al., 2023; Lindle, 2016) 
and the concern that inadequate time investment and the lack of 
sustained, regular in-depth coaching conversations can lead to 
ineffective quick-fix or directive coaching, which fails to enhance self-
awareness and reflection and does not lead to the lasting changes in 
behaviors and performance that the school leader may require (Ray, 
2017). Among novice school leaders who are overwhelmed with the 
workload and responsibility of the role, coaching can be seen as yet 
another demand on their time, but if the support is sustained and of 
appropriate quality, it is ultimately perceived by leaders as being highly 
beneficial (Lindle et al., 2017; Sardar and Galdames, 2018). Temporal 
flexibility and the availability of extended timelines of coaching benefit 
school leaders as a broader range, and a diversity of issues is likely to 
be encountered by school leaders, which can form the basis for coaching 
discussions (Ermeling et al., 2015).

School leaders’ daily and immediate experiences in the “here and 
now”—can provide challenges that, over a prolonged period, often 
impact their resilience (Boon, 2022; Igu et al., 2023; Lewis and Jones, 
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2019; Sardar and Galdames, 2018; van Nieuwerburgh et al., 2020), 
causing burnout and high attrition rates (Igu et al., 2023; Lackritz 
et al., 2019). Coaching may alleviate pressures across various levels of 
immediacy, be  it time-bound (with a defined timeframe for 
completion of the process), time-sensitive (coaching to address a 
specific issue or issues with time constraints) or timely (coaching 
engaged with at appropriate junctures for maximum professional 
effectiveness) and when provided appropriately and consistently (and 
not just reactively) can enhance resilience and self-efficacy, reducing 
the likelihood of burnout (Brandmo et al., 2021; Igu et al., 2023; Ray, 
2017). Early retirement or leave due to stress or burnout are life-
changing events. Here, the impact of sustained regular challenges at 
the micro-time level, without adequate coaching interventions at the 
meso-time level, leads to highly negative outcomes at the macro-time 
level for school leaders and their schools.

Exploring these temporal features in systematic ways could provide 
rich opportunities for reflection and growth on the part of school leaders 
and enhance the efficacy of coaching school leaders. Due to the 
aforementioned time and financial constraints, coaching is often 
employed to help leaders deal with immediate, pressing issues relating to 
performance or a particular goal. This conception of coaching is limiting; 
it denies the reality of the environmental factors Bronfenbrenner 
outlined that synergistically inform a school leader’s performance. 
Coaching frameworks should provide scope for adequate exploration 
and discovery at the macro-time level—of impactful and relevant 
experiences as well as societal and cultural shifts/events throughout 
school leaders’ lives that may have informed their development both 
during and before their tenure as school leaders.

5 Limitations

This review has several limitations. First, the search was limited to 
July 2014 to July 2024, and it is likely that relevant studies will have 
been published both before and after that time frame. Second, gray 
literature was not included, and the search terms excluded papers 
looking at coaching more broadly in education, which may have 
yielded insights that would inform coaching for the professional 
learning and development of school leaders. Third, most of the studies 
were from the United States, and the differences in education systems 
and systems of governance across jurisdictions of all the included 
studies may have diminished the validity of the findings from country 
to country. Fourth, a formal quality appraisal tool was not used to 
assess the rigor and quality of the included papers. The peer-reviewed 
papers were analyzed based on what their analyses of results and 
findings could contribute to the knowledge of coaching in the 
professional learning and development of school leaders.

6 Discussion and conclusion

While it is clear that the findings in the reviewed studies were 
predominantly positive where coaching was concerned and led to 
improved performance and awareness on the part of school leaders, 
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework helps reveal certain gaps in the 
research to date. First, it is important to foreground the interdependent 
and synergistic nature of the various elements that make up the system 
of a school leader’s environment. Specifically, in his later work, 
Bronfenbrenner emphasized the importance of proximal processes—the 

reciprocal interactions between the individual and the people/
community/participants/audience, objects or symbols around them. 
Coaching is goal-orientated by nature (Whitmore, 1996), and the desired 
outcomes for a school leader can be identified early in the coaching 
process (Boon, 2022); however, the goals may appear across the ecologies 
and the three temporal dimensions of the chronosystem. A skilled coach 
will help the coachee through a process of seeing the developmental need 
in one area of the ecological system and its effect on the school leader’s 
performance. How proximal processes (reciprocal interactions) in the 
environment influence the school leader and how the school leader may 
influence the environment can be  focused on by a skilled coach, 
facilitating reflection and growth.

Specifically, there is a need for coaching for school leader agency 
(Andrews and Munro, 2019; Flückiger et  al., 2017) and evidence-
informed support in negotiating the difficulties that outdated summative 
high-stakes external examination assessment models pose for school 
leaders. School leaders of today and the future will be pivotal in bringing 
about meaningful cultural and instructional changes in their schools for 
learning that is relevant, profound and valuable and that promotes a 
lifelong love of learning, including well-being, creativity, critical thinking, 
adaptability, resilience and teamwork—skills that have traditionally been 
neglected in our schools (Miller, 2018; Stoll, 2020). Kools and Stoll’s work 
on schools as learning organizations encompasses various interconnected 
ecologies and could prove useful to coaching research and practice 
(Kools and Stoll, 2016).

Another gap in the literature comes to the fore when we consider 
Bronfenbrenner’s chronosystem and the ways in which a school 
leader’s past influences their current performance, including issues 
such as health, skill set, cultural capital, values, beliefs, attitude, 
temperament and disposition. All of these are influenced at ecological 
levels, both before and during the school leader’s tenure in the 
position. Guided reflection (Bush-Mecenas et al., 2020; Goff et al., 
2014; Hayes and Burkett, 2021; Wise and Cavazos, 2017) on these 
variables can play an important role in the success or otherwise of 
coaching interventions. The current ecological framework is timely 
and necessary because it provides insights into various areas for 
growth and improvement among school leaders across the ecologies 
while also contributing to the advancement of future research and the 
development, enhancement and refinement of coaching models.

Creative leadership as an overarching goal is a clear gap in the 
literature, despite its importance in the school leadership required today 
(Lucas et al., 2023; Stoll and Temperley, 2009). Coaching is a creative 
endeavor and requires the creativity of the coachee to see things from a 
new perspective and to change their behavior or attitudes as a result. 
Like creativity, effective coaching is rooted in curiosity—a belief in 
possibility, guided by moral purpose, and a conviction that change is 
not only needed, but achievable. Schools today need to be learning 
organizations that are culturally responsive and open to change while 
sustaining and enhancing student engagement and creativity (Brown 
et al., 2022; Fullan, 2016; Harris and Jones, 2018; Kools et al., 2020)—a 
goal that school leaders’ performance is key to achieving (Lucas et al., 
2023; Murphy and Eivers, 2023). To these ends, models such as the 
creative habits of the mind (Lucas and Spencer, 2017) and the seven 
transdisciplinary cognitive skills for creative education (Henriksen and 
Deep-Play Research Group, 2018) may have potential in future 
coaching research, as may models beyond the field of education, such 
as Mainemelis et al.’s (2015) multi-context model of creative leadership.

Few studies have explored the range of environmental features 
that impact school leaders, let alone examined how the interaction of 
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these contexts at the proximal process and reciprocal interaction levels 
plays out. Many useful conceptual frameworks have been developed, 
and they often address given research questions without exploring or 
acknowledging the different environmental domains with which 
school leaders interact or the relevant temporal considerations that 
Bronfenbrenner’s work illuminates.

Furthermore, if we  are to consider coaching research from an 
ecological perspective, we see very clearly that this strand of the literature 
is largely inward-looking and slow to draw on research from industry, 
even though coaching has been successfully deployed to develop business 
leaders for some time (Cidral et al., 2023). Only one study we found 
involved both business and school leaders (Chandler et al., 2011). The 
issue of coaches’ training is underdeveloped in the literature and requires 
much more attention. Realistic and vigorous appraisals of the viability of 
coaching and its various models are required so that coaching receives 
investment with confidence from governments and district authorities. 
As previously outlined, the possibility of developing a highly effective 
population of coaches among school leaders is attractive on many levels 
since school leaders could be valuable coaching resources for each other. 
School leaders should have excellent coaching skills if they are to 
promote a culture that is open to the benefits that a coaching culture can 
provide to a learning organization (Boon, 2022; Butler, 2024). Advocates 
for coaching in education in general must work to advance the status of 
coaching at a systemic level, and winning over school leaders should be a 
key priority. A lack of knowledge and awareness of coaching can impede 
its endorsement at the system and school levels (Butler, 2024).

Coaching remains in its early stages within school leadership 
development. Further research could explore its alignment with 
established leadership models—distributed, transformational, 
democratic etc.—which may reveal limitations in coaching on the one 
hand and leadership models on the other. Future studies might also 
examine how coaching models may align with official school quality 
standards across jurisdictions and across the ecological contexts 
we have explored. It is likely that future studies may also inform future 
directions in how supervisory, evaluative and inspection practices 
interact with school leaders.

Technological advances will present both opportunities and 
challenges to coaching for school leaders’ professional learning and 
development. Mixed reality tools (Dieker et al., 2023) have shown 
promise in providing contextual scenarios (Ceballos and Bixler, 2024). 
Given the isolation often experienced by school leaders, it is essential 
that emerging technologies enhance, rather than replace, the relational 
and interpersonal dimensions of coaching.

Coaching is a broad church and perhaps too broad when it comes 
to leadership coaching for the professional learning and development 
of school leaders. Future research on coaching interventions for school 
leaders and the models that underpin them should, we contend, have 
a solid footing in the science of psychology. Bronfenbrenner’s work on 
ecologies and human development can provide a useful starting point 
for the creation and adaptation of such models and interventions. The 
success of positive psychology (Seligman, 2007; Seligman and 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Su-Keene and DeMatthews, 2022) and 
cognitive behavioral approaches (Palmer and Szymanska, 2018) from 
the field of psychology, to name a couple, should inform future 
coaching frameworks and models and be aligned with the specific and 
distinct requirements outlined above for the coaching of the school 
leaders of today and tomorrow.

“She often feels guilty that some of the students in her school are not 
receiving the educational experience that she feels they deserve or 
that she envisioned when she applied for the job.”

School leaders want the very best for their students and are, like 
the Emily of our vignette, driven to support their teachers and school 
communities to ensure optimal outcomes and experiences for their 
students. But as we have seen, school leadership is inherently complex, 
with each school context being as unique and distinctive as the 
individuals who shape it. What coaching requires of school leaders is 
openness, curiosity and creativity, and those who seek to provide 
valuable professional learning and development for school leaders can 
and should, we  argue, aspire to explore the coaching possibilities 
across the ecologies for the benefit of school leaders, their colleagues 
and the students in their schools.
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