A Practical Guide to the Collaborative
Problem-Solving Process for Instructional Coaches

In their book Student-Focused Coaching: The Instructional Coach’s Guide to Supporting Student Success
Through Teacher Collaboration, Hasbrouck and Michel (2022) described their four-phase, systematic
Collaborative Problem-Solving Process as an “effective, research-validated way to work with colleagues
to tackle a range of problems -- from relatively simple concerns to extremely complex problems involving
academic, behavioral, and social-emotional issues” (p. 82). Their four-phase process includes:

e Phase 1: Problem Presentation

e Phase 2: Define Problem, Set Goals, Develop Targeted Action Plan (TAP)

e Phase 3: Implement the TAP

e Phase 4: Evaluate Goals and Next Steps

This might seem like a straightforward process; however, the process serves as a way to “remind
coaches that their role is to collaboratively support their colleagues and their students, not to solve
problems on their own” (p. 82). The objectives during Phase 1 include hearing about the problem/concern.
This often includes a colleague(s) informally describing the context of the concern (e.g., when/where) to
the coach, including their current understanding of the concern and/or providing any historical context.
This is an opportunity for the coach to ask clarifying and/or open-ended questions to learn more about the
concern. Problems/concerns can often be complex, so a coach doesn’t offer any resources or solutions at
this time. In most cases, additional information and/or the gathering of additional evidence will be needed
prior to reconvening during Phase 2, and this additional data/evidence can be collected in the form of a/an
interview, observation, records review, or assessment. Phase 1 is also an opportunity to learn more about
your colleague. This may include (but not be limited to) their beliefs, background, or experiences. These
details are important because a coach shouldn’t make an assumption that their colleague has the necessary
skills or knowledge to solve the problem/concern that they are facing.

When the coach and colleague(s) regroup during Phase 2, they are focused on reviewing the
additional data and/or evidence that was collected from interviews, observations, etc. The collected
data is organized by patterns as a way to show areas that might be contributing to the problem/concern
(e.g., too much content being presented at one time, too little time for students to practice). The coach
and colleague(s) review the patterns and decide on one area that might be causing the problem/concern.
They write a problem definition and set a realistic goal(s). They then discuss an implementation method,
strategy(ies), or skill that can lead to achieving the goal(s) and ultimately solving the problem. Each method,
strategy, or skill is discussed to determine its evidence base. A method, strategy, or skill is not selected
because it’s easy to implement or might be fun for students. It is chosen because it has been proven to
be effective; it is evidence-based. The coach and colleague(s) then decide how to implement the method,
strategy, or skill (e.g., when, where, length of time the strategy will be implemented), and this becomes
their Targeted Action Plan (TAP).

During Phase 3, the coach provides support as the colleague(s) implements the TAP. The coach
regularly checks with their colleague(s) to ensure that the TAP is being implemented accurately and
completely. During this phase, the coach and colleague(s) might also spend time studying, seeing
demonstrations, or practicing the method, strategy, or skill. Again, no assumptions that the colleague(s) has
the background knowledge or experience to teach this new method, strategy, or skill.
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Phase 4 is an opportunity for the coach and colleague(s) to evaluate the success of the TAP and
decide on next steps. If the coach and colleague(s) stayed true to the TAP, it's possible that they’ll achieve
the goal(s) that they set. However, if the goal wasn’t achieved, then they can decide to adjust the goal,
modify the TAP, or maybe allow more time to implement the TAP.

The Collaborative Problem-Solving Process is not intended to be a lockstep approach to solving a
problem nor a cyclical approach. There are decisions to be made throughout the phases, and this is why
the process is meant to be a flexible, versatile approach.

To learn more about this process read Chapters 6, 8, and 9 of Hasbrouck, J., & Michel, D. (2022).
Student-focused coaching: The instructional coach’s guide to supporting student success through teacher
collaboration. Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co.
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