Lessons learned about empowering engineering instructional
faculty through a group coaching model.

Introduction

This paper reports on the development and use of a group coaching model for engineering
educators, one of the outcomes of the AMPLIFY project, a funded multi-year, cross-institutional
action research project. This project was established to explore and enhance the perspectives and
experiences of Engineering Instructional Faculty (EIF) at Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs).
EIF are a rapidly growing faculty population at HSIs [1], [2], who are characterized as faculty
who hold full-time, fixed-term positions, with their main duty being teaching [3]. They are
leading educational change and innovation to enhance student learning outcomes, particularly for
underrepresented groups in STEM [4]. The project, therefore, recognizes the value and existing
contributions of engineering instructional faculty and seeks to provide the support structures that
acknowledge their desire to build their leadership capacity towards educational change.

Drawing upon prior work exploring EIFs [5], [6], [7], our EIF case study research [8], [9], and
existing educational development scholarship, a professional development program was
designed, which included a group coaching component. The AMPLIFY Institute encompassed a
two-day, on-site “kick-off” workshop, virtual coaching sessions, and a virtual celebratory event.
These activities brought together thirty-six EIF participants from thirteen HSIs across the United
States, from different disciplines, and levels of their careers. Two cohorts of EIF participants
were hosted at a HSI local to them, in the fall of 2022 and 2023. Upon application and
acceptance to the program, these engineering instructional faculty were recognized as fellows of
the project, awarded a stipend, and guided through scoping a project focused on educational
change to work on throughout the rest of the program. This paper focuses explicitly on the group
coaching model, with the framework for this institute outlined in prior work [10].

The case study research and the subsequent curriculum design for the group coaching model
were guided by theoretical frameworks of self-efficacy [11] and agency [12]. These frameworks
provide a foundation for understanding the influences on an individual's decision to take action
(and which action) toward educational goals that matter to them. In particular, the agency
framework posits that professional capital (such as that can be developed in a group coaching
setting) can broaden an individual's awareness of possible actions to reach their goals [13].
Consequently, a group coaching model was implemented to equip EIFs with the necessary tools
to lead educational change at their HSI. Coaching, often misinterpreted as other forms of
professional development such as mentoring or consultation, is a unique practice that avoids
advice-giving strategies and encourages a client to seek solutions within themselves [14], [15].
This coaching model was designed to encourage reflective practice, broaden their community
(thereby enhancing their understanding of their HSI context), and increase awareness of
available resources and opportunities.

The group coaching approach, guided by the model of the International Coaching Federation
(ICF) [16], was designed for consistent interaction throughout a semester. It included six
sessions, each centered around a specific topic, along with two extra sessions to accommodate
any scheduling issues or individual meetings. Each session was divided into four parts: a 5-10-



minute informal check-in for fellows to share their progress, a 10—15-minute agenda-setting
period for reflection and objective identification for the session, a 30—45-minute group
discussion leveraging reflective coaching tools or open-ended, inquiry-based questions, and 10—
15-minute conclusion where fellows share their achievements from the session and formulate an
accountability plan for the next session. As part of the action research process, this group
coaching model was revised in a second iteration of the institute. This paper aims to disseminate
five lessons learned to faculty developers in designing and leading a group coaching model.

(1) Engineering instructional faculty are seeking community, over expertise.

Previous research and the case study research for this project identified that the professional
development needs of EIF are centered around building community [4]. EIFs are seeking to
engage in learning experiences that involve learning from other EIFs, sharing their efforts and
being recognized for them, and receiving feedback from fellow faculty in similar roles and
contexts [10], [17]. This reaffirms previous research that EIFs, a growing faculty population, are
seeking to connect and build community [4]. Interestingly, the findings also showed limited
discussion prioritizing the role of an expert to inform learning experiences for EIFs. Therefore, in
response to these findings, the research team sought to reimagine the role of a facilitator, and
design learning experiences that recognized both the individual and collective knowledge of
EIFs. As a team, we had to strategically detach from our existing experience with mentoring and
facilitation and be led by the case study findings to support our focus population.

(2) The distinctions of facilitation and coaching are key to adopting a coaching mindset.

To adopt a coaching mindset, the research team sought to recognize the distinction between a
facilitator and a coach. While both facilitators and coaches play crucial roles in fostering the
growth of EIFs, they serve distinct purposes. A facilitator primarily guides the collective learning
process during short-term events, and large group settings, like workshops or meetings, creating
an environment where acquiring content knowledge is key, and participants can share ideas and
learn from each other [18], [19]. Consequently, the kick-off workshop, which we considered a
short-term engagement with a set agenda, was led by four facilitators of the research team, who
guided a cohort of fellows through participatory, design-based, and reflective activities. Aligned
with the role of a facilitator, the team imparted knowledge and relevant expertise to support the
EIF as they scoped out their project ideas. With the workshop’s focus on collective development,
fellows were encouraged to adopt multiple perspectives or lenses to reflect on topics related to
empathizing with their students, educational leadership, agency, and their HSI context. As
facilitators, we provided a collaborative space for the EIF to ask questions, and challenge
concepts shared, and in turn, we generated insights as they individually reflected on their projects
[10].

The facilitators during the kick-off workshop also became coaches for group coaching sessions,
highlighting a shift from facilitator to coach, and emphasizing the dual roles at play. We define a
coach as a role that centers focus on the individual in one-on-one or small group engagements,
uses open-ended questioning, and holds space for reflective practice, so individuals can learn
tools to navigate challenges and work towards their goals [14], [15]. After the initial workshop,
fellows engaged in group coaching sessions with 3-5 fellows in each group. These sessions were



hosted and recorded via Zoom, enabling participation without local constraints, and the
opportunity for fellows and the research team to analyze session recordings and transcripts. Each
cohort had a dedicated coach and a graduate research assistant who provided administrative and
logistical support. The four cohorts were also determined by the fellows’ and coach’s
availability. Sessions were designed to support the fellows as they identified resources, addressed
challenges, and achieved milestones within their educational change projects, with the regular
sessions providing a structure for accountability. The topics that structured the sessions were
framed as open-ended questions grounded in both the theoretical frameworks, the emerging
results of the case study research, and the identified learning outcomes. These topics included:

e Session 0: What is coaching? What can I expect from this experience?
Session 1: Who is my Team? What are my resources?
Session 2: What does it look like for me to lead as an EIF?
Session 3: How do you leverage your students as assets?
Session 4: Where am I now and what do I need to go from here?
Session 5: What will success look like? How will I know?
Session 6: What’s next?

Understanding the difference between a coach and a facilitator was key for our research team to
avoid becoming an authoritative role model or ‘expert.” We used these definitions to discuss
openly with fellows at the start of our sessions, that as coaches, we would avoid advice-giving
[15], and rather through coaching exercises provide clear purpose and direction for the EIF to
own and lead their future change efforts. Occasionally, fellows would ask for specific feedback
on topics, and in such cases, resources were shared to the entire cohort, or fellows would be
referred to another team member, local instructional design resource, or mentor (discussed later
in this paper). Imparted through coach training, we wanted to avoid withholding information, but
rather help identify opportunities in their support network they could use in the future.

(3) Consider multiple pathways to train and adopt a coaching mindset.

This project revealed that for a faculty developer to adopt the mindset of a coach, some core
training is indeed necessary. This training includes practice coaching with clients, observations
of sessions, and exposure to those in professional coaching practice. To inform the design of the
group coaching sessions, members of the research team engaged in coach training grounded in
the core values, ethics, and competency model of the International Coaching Federation (ICF)
[16]. At its core, ICF emphasizes the partnership between a coach and client, and the importance
of ongoing reflective practice and situational awareness [20]. ICF awards credentialing for coach
practitioners which involves building coaching hours with clients, engaging in required training
hours, and working towards assessments [21], [22].

However, access to professional coach training is realistically not accessible for all those in
faculty development — it requires funding, time, and long-term commitment toward this
professional practice. In consequence, members of the research team engaged in varying levels
of ICF coach training to inform and create the first iteration of a coaching curriculum. Due to
availability, three out of four coaches engaged in at least one professional coach training course
from an ICF-accredited program, within a group coaching setting, led by a PCC-level coach [23].
For the entire research team to adopt a coaching mindset, this required cross-training by



engaging with ICF resources, leading, or observing practice coach sessions, and following a
designed coaching template for each session. During both iterations of the series of coaching
sessions, coaches would debrief each session in weekly meetings, and in asynchronous chat, to
learn from and critically reflect on the coaching practice. This would require observing
recordings of coaching sessions and reviewing memos. Further, to support a coaching mindset
across research assistants, throughout both cohorts, a graduate assistant was assigned to each
coaching group to capture memos and provide feedback on the session for future iterations. This
also prepared research assistants to engage in future efforts to analyze and evaluate the coaching
model.

(4) Provide multiple orientation activities to help introduce the coaching model.

The case study research outlined how engineering instructional faculty had not previously
engaged in individual or group coaching. Rather, the prevailing formats for professional
development were workshops, virtual events, and faculty learning communities [10]. Based on
the expectation that there may be preconceived notions of coaching, the research team integrated
an explicit coaching activity into the kick-off workshop to acclimate the faculty to this approach.
The coaching activity was structured as a 90-minute session, inviting fellows to formulate a
mission statement for their project and respond to open-ended, powerful questions [15] designed
to provoke their future insights regarding their selected projects. This activity was embedded
within the workshop as a coaching session, providing participants with an experiential
understanding of coaching.

During the kick-off workshop’s initial iteration, fellows were assigned to different tables daily to
facilitate connections with multiple EIFs and finalize coaching groups. However, this setup
prevented fellows from being able to sit with their coaching groups, leading to introductions and
logistical discussions consuming a significant part of the first virtual coaching session. In
contrast, the second iteration adopted a more stable, forward-thinking approach. During the kick-
off, we introduced goals and related coaching ‘homework’ such as conducting student
interviews. From the second day, fellows were assigned to the same table as their coaching group
promoting mutual learning and rapport building. An orientation session was also added before
the six sessions (Session 0), focusing on grounding the fellows, outlining the coaching format,
and accessing shared resources. Lastly, during the application process, potential fellows could
request a meeting to inquire about the institute and discuss the coaching format. Through
repeated engagement with coaching concepts, and by creating spaces for building community
within their coaching group, the groups began Session 1 with clearer expectations of a coaching
setting and a better familiarity with their fellow members.

(5) Nurture individuals to take ownership of coaching sessions.

In the initial coaching sessions, a standard template or format was used to familiarize coaches
and fellows with the session structure. During these sessions, a coach would leverage a standard
coaching template that included several key components. First, there were check-in questions
designed to celebrate the participants’ wins since the last session. Next, coaches facilitated
agenda-setting discussions, helping fellows define the goals they wanted to work towards during
the session. With that agenda in place, the majority of the session would include a selection of



questions and reflective exercises to encourage discussion towards the session topic. Finally, the
session would conclude with fellows identifying actionable steps and strategies to enhance
accountability.

However, to empower, and to build capacity for a fellow to lead and influence the direction of a
session, coaches would deviate from the template, and guide the session centered on the
individual and collective goals of the coaching group, in line with a coaching mindset [14], [15].
Techniques such as using EIFs’ responses as questions or initiating short group discussions about
the session’s plan were employed. As fellows gained confidence, they directly interacted with
each other and used coaching sessions to work on their projects. Recognizing the coaching
sessions were spaces held for them, some fellows requested more reflection time in sessions and
used make-up sessions as working sessions (leveraging the four-part coaching structure for
accountability). Coaches also created avenues for fellows to be held accountable through weekly
reminders and inquiries about their progress, or filling out a weekly, shared spreadsheet to track
progress.

Conclusion

Our insights underscore that adopting a coaching mindset can enhance the professional
development of engineering instructional faculty. It encourages reflective practice, broadens
community and relationships, and increases individual awareness of resources and opportunities.
To explore the creation of a group coaching model, a faculty developer would be willing to adopt
a coach mindset, engage in coach training, provide multiple opportunities to orient faculty to
coaching, and invite fellows to make decisions towards their professional development.

The transition from a facilitator to a coach role offers a valuable opportunity to improve a faculty
developer’s interpersonal and leadership skills, and potentially, those of the fellows. For
instance, two cohorts of engineering educators have experienced coaching and explored coaching
behaviors, various tools, and strategies for use with students and EIF colleagues. Consequently,
to expand their educational leadership experience, four fellows from the first iteration were
awarded a stipend to serve as peer mentors in the second iteration. Like a facilitator role, these
mentors underwent mentor training, participated in the kick-off, and presented outcomes from
their educational change projects to the cohort. During the institute, they observed coaching
sessions and provided insight to individual fellows during one-on-one consultations or in
sessions. Therefore, as we prepare for the final iteration of the group coaching model in fall 2024
with a cohort of 40 fellows, we anticipate uncovering an opportunity to transition EIF fellows
into a coaching role. This learning experience aims to support their growth as an educational
change leader and build a self-sustaining faculty development program.
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