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Introduction

	 This CASEtool includes a description of the devel-
opment and use of the Coaching Practices Rating Scale. 
The scale is useful for assessing practitioner use of and 
adherence to evidence-based coaching practices in early 
childhood intervention (Rush & Shelden, 2005a, 2005b; 
Rush, Shelden, & Hanft, 2003). This paper includes a 
brief overview of coaching practices, a description of 
the scale, and an explanation of how to use the scale 
to determine the extent to which a practitioner uses the 
characteristics of coaching as part of his or her work 
with a family member or in supporting a colleague. The 
reader is referred to Rush and Shelden (2005b) for more 
in-depth information on the evidence to support this 
practice and a description of coaching practice indica-
tors. Sources of information related to the characteristics 
and consequences of coaching practices are described in 
Rush and Shelden (2005a). 

Coaching Practices

	 Coaching is an adult learning strategy that is used 
to build the capacity of a parent, caregiver, or colleague 
to improve existing abilities, develop new skills, and 
gain a deeper understanding of his or her practices in 
current and future situations (Hanft, Rush, & Shelden, 
2004; Rush et al., 2003). As part of early childhood inter-
vention, coaching is conceptualized as a particular type 
of capacity-building help giving practice that supports 
people in using existing abilities and developing new 
skills to attain desired child and family outcomes (Dunst 
& Trivette, 1996; Dunst, Trivette, & LaPointe, 1992; 
Rappaport, 1981; Trivette & Dunst, 1998). Additionally, 
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coaching promotes self-reflection and refinement of cur-
rent knowledge and skills by the person being coached. 
The intended outcome of coaching is improved compe-
tence and mastery of desired skills of the person being 
coached (Doyle, 1999). 
	 In early childhood intervention programs, practitio-
ners use coaching to build the capacity of family mem-
bers to promote their child’s learning and development 
(Trivette & Dunst, 1998, 2000). As a result, children’s 
primary caregivers gain competence when a coach sup-
ports them in blending new or existing knowledge, skills, 
and experience in ways that support and strengthen child 
learning and development. Coaching is “not telling peo-
ple what to do, [but] giving them a chance to examine 
what they are doing in light of their intentions” (Flaherty, 
1999), p. xii).  In this way, early childhood practitioners 
who use coaching encourage action, reflection, and shar-
ing of information based on the parent’s intentions and 
current level of knowledge and skills necessary to pro-
mote the child’s participation in everyday family, com-
munity, and early childhood settings (Bruder & Dunst, 
1999; Hanft et al., 2004). 
 
Definition of Coaching
	 Based on a research synthesis of coaching practices, 
coaching is defined as:

An adult learning strategy in which the coach pro-
motes the learner’s ability to reflect on his or her 
actions as a means to determine the effectiveness of 
an action or practice and develop a plan for refine-
ment and use of the action in immediate and future 
situations (Rush & Shelden, 2005b).

Coaching can be used to strengthen current knowledge, 
promote the acquisition of new skills, and support con-
tinuous self-assessment and learning of parents and col-
leagues regarding how to promote and support child 
learning and development. Coaches create a support-
ive and encouraging environment in which the learner 
(parent, colleague, etc.) and coach jointly examine and 
reflect on current practices, apply new skills and com-
petencies in the context of feedback, and problem-solve 
challenging situations.  The goal of the coach is to as-
sist the person being coached in acquiring the compe-
tence and confidence to engage in action, self reflection, 
self correction, and use of new skills and strategies in 
other situations as appropriate (Flaherty, 1999; Kinlaw, 
1999). 

Coaching Characteristics
	 A research synthesis of coaching practices studies 
(Rush, 2003) identified five practice characteristics that 

promote the use of newly learned practices or improve-
ment of existing skills. The coaching characteristics 
identified in the research literature were: (1) Joint plan-
ning, (2) observation, (3) action/practice, (4) reflection, 
and (5) feedback. 
	 Joint planning occurs as a part of all coaching ses-
sions, which typically involves discussion of what a par-
ent intends to do between coaching sessions and how 
the parent will use the information discussed or skills 
that were practiced. Observation refers to opportunities 
where: (a) the practitioner directly observes an action by 
the parent, which provides an opportunity for reflection 
and discussion or (b) the parent observes modeling by 
the practitioner where the practitioner builds upon what 
the parent is already doing and demonstrates the use of 
new strategies. After modeling occurs, the practitioner 
and parent discuss how the parent’s actions or new strat-
egies match the parent’s intent and/or what research in-
forms us about child learning. 
	 The characteristic of action provides opportunities 
for the learner to use the information discussed with the 
coach or to practice newly learned skills either during 
or between coaching sessions. Reflection occurs follow-
ing an observation or action, and provides the parent an 
opportunity to analyze current strategies and refine his 
or her knowledge and skills. Feedback occurs after the 
parent has the opportunity to reflect on his or her obser-
vations, actions, or participatory opportunities to prac-
tice new skills. As part of feedback, the practitioner may 
affirm the parent’s reflections and/or add information to 
deepen the parent’s understanding of the practice being 
discussed. 

Coaching Practices Rating Scale

	 The coaching model for supporting families and col-
leagues described by Hanft et al. (2004) and Rush et al. 
(2003) and the characteristics identified from a coaching 
practices research synthesis (Rush, 2003), were used to 
develop the Coaching Practices Rating Scale. The pur-
pose of the scale is to determine the extent to which a 
practitioner is adhering to and using coaching practices 
with either families or colleagues to strengthen compe-
tence and confidence in using evidence-based early child-
hood practices. The items on the Coaching Practices 
Rating Scale were developed based on the findings of a 
recent research synthesis on how people learn (Bransford 
et al., 2000; Donovan, Bransford, & Pellegrino, 1999). A 
item pool was developed by a work group of practitio-
ners at the Family, Infant and Preschool Program who 
were examining how coaching could be used to sup-
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port parents’ and practitioners’ use of natural learning 
environment practices (Dunst, Hamby, Trivette, Raab, 
& Bruder, 2000; Dunst, Trivette, Humphries, Raab, & 
Roper, 2001). The group examined each item for consis-
tency with the evidence, to eliminate redundancy, and to 
ensure that items covered all five of the characteristics 
of both coaching practices and how people learn (Brans-
ford et al., 2000; Donovan et al., 1999). The first version 
of the Coaching Practices Rating Scale was reviewed by 
two individuals familiar with the coaching literature who 
provided feedback regarding item content. This informa-
tion was used by the work group to make changes to the 
scale items. The scale was then piloted with six early 
intervention teams in two states. Individual items were 
modified based on the feedback from the team members. 
The Coaching Practices Rating Scale and instructions 
for use are included in the Appendix. 

Administering the Scale
	 The scale is completed based on participation in or 
observation of a single coaching session or a series of 
coaching interactions between a practitioner and family 
member, between two practitioners, or between a super-
visor and practitioner. For each item, the person scoring 
the coaching session(s) indicates how often the practice 
was used by the practitioner using the following scoring 
system: 0 = No opportunity to measure or use the prac-
tice, 1 = Use of the practice none of the time, 2 = Use 
of the practice some of the time, 3 = Use of the practice 
about half of the time, 4 = Use of the practice most of 
the time, 5 = Use of the practice all of the time. A rating 
of zero (0) indicates that the rater was unable to observe 
the behavior described or no opportunity occurred in a 
coaching session(s) to rate the item, whereas a rating of 
one (1) indicates that an opportunity for use of the be-
havior occurred, but was not used by the practitioner. 
	 The Coaching Practices Rating Scale can be used in 
a number of ways. First, practitioners can use the scale 
in a self-administration format to reflect on the extent to 
which his or her interactions with a parent or colleague 
were consistent with the characteristics of the practice. 
The scale can also be used to assess and reflect on coach-
ing practices between a practitioner and family member, 
two practitioners, or a supervisor and practitioner. This 
type of reflection consists of identifying examples of 
one’s coaching practices within these venues and deter-
mining the extent to which the practices were consistent 
or inconsistent with the coaching practice indicators and 
why. Practitioners can use this information to identify 
targets of change they might make to strengthen their 
coaching skills and to ensure their practices are more 

consistent with the coaching indicator described by the 
scale items.
	 Second, the Coaching Practices Rating Scale can 
be used by supervisors or colleagues following obser-
vation of a coaching session to assist a practitioner to 
reflect on his or her coaching practices. The supervisor 
or colleague can use the scale items as benchmarks for 
providing feedback about the observation. Follow-up 
discussions can assist the practitioner in developing a 
plan to change or improve his or her practices in ways 
more consistent with the characteristics of coaching. 
	 Third, the Coaching Practices Rating Scale can be 
used for program evaluation purposes. Programs manag-
ers can use the scale to collect and analyze data regard-
ing the extent to which staff members are using the char-
acteristics of coaching in their interactions with families 
and to monitor adherence over time.

Conclusion

	 Coaching is a strategy for improving practices that 
are consistent with available evidence on adult learning. 
The Coaching Practices Rating Scale can help practi-
tioners determine the extent to which their interactions 
with colleagues or family members are consistent with 
coaching practices. The Coaching Practices Rating 
Scale can be useful to practitioners and program man-
agers or directors for knowing if their implementation 
of the practices is both consistent and used frequently 
enough to promote the intended changes in the learner. 
This instrument is important because it makes an objec-
tive assessment of the extent to which the characteris-
tics of the practice are used and how variations in use 
of the practices may be related to the expected benefits 
or consequences. Whereas other literature and research 
related to coaching provide descriptions of two or three 
of the characteristics of coaching (Donegan, Ostrosky, 
& Fowler, 2000; Flaherty, 1999; Hendrickson, Gardner, 
Kaiser, & Riley, 1993; Kinlaw, 1999; Kurtts & Levin, 
2000), this instrument measures all of the characteristics 
described in various research studies. 
	 The Coaching Practices Rating Scale provides a 
way to measure multiple characteristics to allow a more 
precise assessment of which coaching characteristics 
matter most. In addition to the discussion of which fea-
tures of the practice of coaching are and are not impor-
tant, data collected using the scale should provide further 
empirical evidence about adult learning in general. This 
would contribute to further assessment and expansion of 
the knowledge base related to the characteristics of how 
people best learn.
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Name: 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Date: 	 	 	 	 	 	 	    
Rater: 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 Period Covered: 	 	 	 	 	    

Think about your coaching conversations for the time period covered. For each 
practice indicator, indicate how often you used the practice:

No 
Opportunity 
to Measure

None 
of
the 

time

Some 
of
the 

time

About 
half
the 

time

Most of
the 

time

All of
the 

time

1.	 Acknowledged the learner’s existing knowledge and abilities as the foundation 
for improving knowledge and skills.

0 1 2 3 4 5

2.	 Interacted with the learner in a nonjudgmental and constructive manner during 
coaching conversations.

0 1 2 3 4 5

3.	 Identified with the learner the targeted skills and a timeline for the coaching 
process.

0 1 2 3 4 5

4.	 Developed with the learner a plan for action/practice necessary to achieve 
targeted skill(s) following each coaching conversation.

0 1 2 3 4 5

5.	 Observed the learner demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the targeted 
skill(s) or practice(s).

0 1 2 3 4 5

6.	 Observed the learner’s use of the targeted skill(s) or practice(s). 0 1 2 3 4 5

7.	 Created opportunities for the learner to observe the coach and/or others model 
the target skill(s) or practice(s).

0 1 2 3 4 5

8.	 Promoted use of multiple opportunities for the learner to practice 
implementation of the targeted skill(s) and practice(s) (e.g., role plays, in 
ccontext).

0 1 2 3 4 5

9.	 Used both planned and spontaneous opportunities to strengthen the learner’s 
knowledge and skills.

0 1 2 3 4 5

10.	Asked probing questions to examine the learner’s knowledge and abilities. 0 1 2 3 4 5

11.	Prompted learner reflection on his/her knowledge and use of the targeted skill(s) 
and practice(s) compared against research-based practice standards.

0 1 2 3 4 5

12.	Provided feedback about the learner’s knowledge and skills following the 
learner’s reflection on his/her performance.

0 1 2 3 4 5

13.	Provided and/or promoting access to new information and resources after the 
learner reflects on his/her performance.

0 1 2 3 4 5

14.	Engaged the learner in reflection on the usefulness, effectiveness, and need for 
continuation of coaching. 0 1 2 3 4 5

Copyright  2006 • Family, Infant and Preschool Program • All rights reserved.
May be reproduced for practice purposes.

Coaching is an adult learning strategy in which the coach promotes the learner’s ability to reflect on his or her actions as a means to determine the effectiveness 
of an action or practice and develop a plan for refinement and use of the action in immediate and future situations The scale is used to determine the extent to 
which the practitioner uses the practices with either families or colleagues in ways that promote self-assessment, self-reflection, and self-generation of new and 
existing knowledge and skills.  

Coaching is an adult learning strategy in which the coach promotes the learner’s ability to reflect on his or her actions as a means to determine the effectiveness 
of an action or practice and develop a plan for refinement and use of the action in immediate and future situations The scale is used to determine the extent to 
which the practitioner uses the practices with either families or colleagues in ways that promote self-assessment, self-reflection, and self-generation of new and 
existing knowledge and skills.  

Appendix
Coaching Practices Rating Scale
Dathan Rush & M’Lisa Shelden
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Appendix, continued

Think about the coaching conversations for the time period covered. For each practice indicator, note how the practice was used.

Coaching Practice Indicators Description of Practice

1.	 Acknowledged the learner’s existing knowledge and abilities as 
the foundation for improving knowledge and skills.

2.	 Interacted with the learner in a nonjudgmental and constructive 
manner during coaching conversations.

3.	 Identified with the learner the targeted skills and a timeline for 
the coaching process.

4.	 Developed with the learner a plan for action/practice 
necessary to achieve targeted skill(s) following each coaching 
conversation.

5.	 Observed the learner demonstrate knowledge and understanding 
of the targeted skill(s) or practice(s).

6.	 Observed the learner’s use of the targeted skill(s) or practice(s).

7.	 Created opportunities for the learner to observe the coach and/or 
others model the target skill(s) or practice(s).

8.	 Promoted use of multiple opportunities for the learner to practice 
implementation of the targeted skill(s) and practice(s) (e.g., role 
plays, in context).

9.	 Used both planned and spontaneous opportunities to strengthen 
the learner’s knowledge and skills.

10.	 Asked probing questions to examine the learner’s knowledge 
and abilities.

11.	 Prompted learner reflection on his/her knowledge and use of the 
targeted skill(s) and practice(s) compared against research-based 
practice standards.

12.	 Provided feedback about the learner’s knowledge and skills 
following the learner’s reflection on his/her performance.

13.	 Provided and/or promoting access to new information and 
resources after the learner reflects on his/her performance.

14.	 Engaged the learner in reflection on the usefulness, effectiveness, 
and need for continuation of the coaching process.

Copyright  2006 • Family, Infant and Preschool Program • All rights reserved.
May be reproduced for practice purposes.
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	 The Coaching Practices Rating Scale is used to 
determine the extent to which a practitioner uses the 
characteristics of coaching as part of his or her work 
with a family member or in supporting a colleague. 
A practitioner can use the scale for self-reflection or 
joint discussion to assess the extent to which his or her 
coaching practices are consistent with evidence-based 
coaching practice indicators. The scale items are based 
on the characteristics of how people learn and coach-
ing practices. The characteristics related to how people 
learn include acknowledging and building on a learner’s 
existing understanding and interacting with the learner 
in a nonjudgmental way. The characteristics related to 
coaching include the use of joint planning between the 
learner and coach, observations by and of the learner, 
participatory action on the part of the learner, promoting 
the learner’s reflections on his or her actions, and feed-
back by the coach based on the learner’s reflections.
	 The scale can be used by practitioners as a self-as-
sessment tool to reflect on the extent to which his or 
her coaching practices are consistent with the coaching 
characteristics. The scale can also be used by supervi-
sors or peers based on an observation of a practitioner’s 
coaching interaction(s) to assist the practitioner in re-
flecting on his or her coaching practices. When used 
for this purpose, the supervisor or peer can also use the 
scale to provide feedback related to the observation and 
the practitioner’s own reflections related to the interac-
tion as well as to assist the practitioner in developing 
a plan for changes to make his or her practices more 
consistent with the characteristics of coaching.
	 The scale can be used for individual self-assess-
ment following a single or series of coaching interac-
tions. When used for supervision or peer-to-peer sup-
port, completion of the scale follows an observation of 
a coaching session between a practitioner and family, 
two practitioners, or supervisor and practitioner. Pro-

gram managers can use the scale to evaluate the extent 
to which staff members are using and adhering to coach-
ing practices.
	 The scale includes space to record the name of the 
practitioner conducting the self-assessment or being 
observed, the name of the person observing the prac-
titioner and completing the assessment (if applicable), 
the date(s) of the interaction(s), and the period of time 
covered by the ratings. The time period may include 
a specific date if the self-assessment or observation is 
based on only one coaching interaction or the period 
may be the number of sessions and timeframe (e.g., four 
coaching sessions). Each item is rated using the follow-
ing scale:
	 0…..No opportunity to measure or use the practice/
not applicable
	 1….. Use of the practice none of the time
	 2….. Use of the practice some of the time
	 3….. Use of the practice about half of the time
	 4….. Use of the practice most of the time
	 5….. Use of the practice all of the time
	 When using the scale for conducting a self-assess-
ment or reflection on the observations of a colleague or 
supervisee, the rater should do the following: (a) review 
the items and consider the opportunities that were pro-
vided for the practice to occur and the frequency with 
which the person being rated actually demonstrated the 
practice, (b) note the specific circumstances regard-
ing when and how the practices were used, (c) identify 
missed opportunities for using the practices, (d) con-
sider reasons why practices could not be assessed, (e) 
identify areas for improvement, (f) develop a plan for 
improvement for use during interactions with the person 
being coached in the interaction(s) documented on the 
scale as well as interactions with other persons coached 
by the practitioner. This information is recorded on the 
reverse side of the Coaching Practices Rating Scale.

Appendix, continued

Coaching Practices Rating Scale
Administration Procedure


