
A D V A N C I N G  CO A C H I N G  I N  B U S I N E S S  A N D  S O C I E T Y,  W O R L D W I D E
I S S N  2 6 3 2 - 9 7 4 3  ( O N L I N E )

Voices for the future
- Feminist leadership, power 

and patriarchy – Stanley 
Arumugam reports

- Zoe Cohen explains how 
coaches can become  

‘climate conscious’

- Boomers to Gen Z: what 
generational differences mean 

for coaching supervision

- The quest for wellbeing: 
coaching women in Ghana 

J A N U A R Y  2 0 2 0  |  I S S U E  2 4

T H E  A S S O C I AT I O N  F O R  CO A C H I N G 
G LO B A L  M A G A Z I N E



JANUARY 2020 | Issue 24 37associationforcoaching.com36

C
O

A
C

H
IN

G
 IN

 C
O

N
T

E
X

T

‘Mental health crisis among young people’ 
‘Record numbers excluded from schools’ 
‘Children spend weeks in isolation booths’

Headlines like these have become depressingly familiar in recent 
years in the United Kingdom, and point towards education and 
mental health systems under intense and growing pressure, 
but these statistics and headlines don’t tell the whole story. The 
most common reason for the increase in exclusions is ‘persistent 
challenging behaviour’, but this label masks mental health 
challenges, extreme anxiety and missing skills which make it 
almost impossible for some children to navigate the complexities 
of today’s schools. 

There is a large and growing body of research into therapeutic 
approaches to addressing challenging behaviour; approaches 
that are designed to help children understand their behaviour and 
develop the skills to make positive changes, which prepare them 
well for success in adult life. 

A lot of hard work is being done in schools around the UK to 
develop alternatives to the culture of punitive and ‘zero-tolerance’ 
approaches to managing behaviour. 

WHY A COACHING APPROACH?
Our work with school leaders and teachers is all about looking 
behind the behaviour – being ‘curious not furious’ when things go 
wrong for a child. 

So often in schools the impact of interventions doesn’t last, 
because the strategies have come from an adult, no matter how 
well-meaning, and not from the child. A coaching approach builds 
the child’s understanding of why things are going wrong; they 
start to recognise their needs, triggers and stressors and, with time 
and patience, they develop the pro-social skills they need to be 
successful through their education and into adult life. This in turn 
builds their sense of self-efficacy – a belief that they can make 
positive changes.

It is an approach based on kindness and unconditional positive 
regard, inspired by the work of academics such as Dr Jane Nelsen: 
‘Where did we ever get the crazy idea that in order to make 
children do better, first we have to make them feel worse? Think 
of the last time you felt humiliated or treated unfairly. Did you feel 
like cooperating or doing better?’2 

WHEN THINGS AREN’T GOING WELL 
In our work with teachers, school leaders and parents, we 
encourage them to think differently when things aren’t going well 
for a child and, by extension, for those around them. We ask the 
adults to see the behaviour as a symptom of an unmet need and 
equip them with new skills, language and a toolkit of approaches 
to work with the child.

At the moment of crisis, when things aren’t going well for the 
child, this is when the adult can help the child to regain their calm, 
to notice what’s happening and to spot any possible triggers 
or behaviour patterns. Once both adult and child are feeling 
calm and able to access their learning brain, then the coaching 
conversation can start. 

The most important skill we teach is how to really listen to what 
a child is saying – listening to understand. As every coach knows, 
this is a skill that takes a lot of practice, but it is the essential 
foundation to facilitating change. So often, adults listen to children 
in order to respond, or to ‘fix’ the situation, and this is what many 
children have come to expect.  

Our coaching approach is based on David Grove’s Clean 
Language: a deceptively simple form of coaching, which takes 
time and practice to master. We help teachers and parents to 
coach with this in mind, starting with the question: ‘What would 
you like to have happen?’  

We have found that this has the power to invite a very different 
response from a child than would normally occur after an incident 
of ‘challenging behaviour’. It comes from a place of curiosity 
and interest in what the child needs, rather than from a place of 
blame or punishment. We encourage a mindset that is curious 
about what lies behind the behaviour: one that persists in asking 
questions even when met with a reflex response of ‘I dunno’, and 
one that gives the child space and support to find their  
own solutions.  

WHERE NEXT?
We are on a mission to spread the message about the importance 
of coaching children and young people to find solutions that 
work for them. We know that there are barriers around time and 
mindset – people assume that coaching takes a long time (it 
doesn’t necessarily), and staff may be scared at the thought of 
taking away their tried and tested approaches.

To see a shift away from the current ubiquitous use of punitive 
methods in schools will require those who understand the 
benefits of alternative methods to join together as a unified voice.  
We would love to hear from people working in education who 
are already using a coaching approach with young people. If you 
are, please do make contact and join a conversation about how 
we can work together to change mindsets about behaviour and 
mental health and work together to turn the tide of exclusion  
from schools.

CASE STUDY

Susie is a 16-year-old school student who received coaching. 
When Susie first met her coach, she was  
being regularly excluded from school. This led to  
truancy and her attendance rate was at less than  
50%. Following the coaching, Susie successfully sat her 
GSCEs (the UK’s standard secondary school qualification).  
She has now secured an apprenticeship which she attends 
consistently. 

Here’s her view of coaching, in her own words: 

‘I met my coach when I was having a hard time in school. 
I was getting into trouble a lot. I’d been given hundreds of 
detentions and several temporary exclusions. The teachers 
described me as bright but lazy and disorganised. My 
relationship with my mum wasn't  
great either.

‘My coach helped me understand why I got so stressed with 
teachers and flipped out at them. We looked at my "spiky 
profile", which shows that I am exceptionally good at some 
things like verbal reasoning and speaking, but find putting 
my thoughts on paper really hard. 

‘Working with my coach helped me at a time when the 
pressure at school was really high. I learnt to concentrate 
on what I am good at. I have secured an apprenticeship in a 
job I know I can do and enjoy, because it fits all the positive 
elements of my profile. 

‘Learning about where my emotions come from means I can 
try more things to help keep myself calm. These things have 
been so much more useful to me than the adults in my life 
just telling me to calm down.’ 

And a final word from Susie’s mum

‘Before the coaching started, I loved my daughter very much, 
but to be honest I didn't much like her behaviour. I used 
what I now know are called coercive and control methods to 
try to get her to moderate her behaviour. Suffice to say, these 
didn't work and her behaviour became more challenging 
at home and at school. Things became desperate. I didn't 
know what to do. 

‘Through the coaching, I developed a great understanding of 
why my teenager was having difficulties at school and with 
her relationships. By far the best bit was learning why she 
behaved in the way she did and why my strategies weren’t 
working. The coaching gave me lots of really useful tools to 
support my daughter.

Our relationship is so much stronger now, probably more 
than it has ever been, and we are both happier. Susie has 
secured a job and I am less fearful of the future now.’

*Names have been changed

Alison Rendle explores the powerful possibilities of using a coaching 
approach to develop children’s pro-social behaviour.

Exclusion from school in the UK1

• 41 pupils are permanently excluded every single day.
• Almost half of these exclusions are pupils with special 

educational needs and disabilities.
• Every day more than 50 four- and five-year-olds – children 

at the very start of their educational journey – are 
temporarily excluded.

• The average cost of exclusion to the state is around 
£370,000 per young person: this amounted to £2.1 billion 
in 2018.

• More than half of the prison population have been 
excluded from school.  

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Alison is an accredited executive coach and NLP practitioner. Having 
worked at a senior level in education and the public sector, she 
now coaches leaders and future leaders in these sectors as well as 
the owners of small and micro businesses. She enjoys helping her 
clients to recognise and develop their leadership potential and align 
organisational priorities with their own values. 

www.alisonrendle.com 1. assets.publishing.service.gov.uk

2. Nelsen, J. Positive Discipline. Ballantine Books, 2013. 
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