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Professionalizing schools on
self-regulated learning: roles,
responsibilities and challenges of
process coaches

Lies Backers* and Hilde Van Keer

Department of Educational Studies, Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences, Ghent University,
Ghent, Belgium

The implementation of self-regulated learning (SRL) in primary and secondary
schools is complex and requires a sustainable long-term development of the
complete school. To support school leaders and their school team to implement
SRL, a two-year school-wide professionalization trajectory was designed in
collaboration with an in-service teacher professionalization organization. School
leaders participated in a professional learning community (PLC) and were
guided by process coaches from the in-service teacher professionalization
organization. This study focuses on these coaches and more specific on (1)
their roles and responsibilities and (2) the challenges they face in guiding
SRL-focused professionalization programs. Bi-monthly focus group discussions
with the process coaches were executed to gain more insight in their
perspectives. In total, nine focus group discussions were organized, and
thematic analysis was used to examine the qualitative data collected during
these. Four roles for the process coaches could be identified throughout the
two-year professionalization trajectory, namely the roles of a coach, an expert,
a coordinator, and a learner. In these roles, the process coaches experienced
various challenges and tensions. For example, they faced challenges in defining
their role as either a content expert or a facilitator of group learning. Furthermore,
the results indicate that challenges were also experienced at other levels,
such as within the organization of the PLC, dealing with the diversity among
participating school leaders, and involving the school team when implementing
SRL school-wide.
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1 Introduction

In today’s diverse and rapidly changing knowledge society, there is increasing

acknowledgment of the pivotal role of self-regulated learning (SRL) as a fundamental

competency for both school success and effective lifelong learning (Dent and Koenka,

2016). SRL encompasses a complex, demanding, multifaceted learning process, which

involves the combination of a metacognitive (e.g., planning, setting goals, organizing,

self-monitoring, and self-evaluating), cognitive (e.g., selection of learning strategies,

environmental structuring), motivational (e.g., self-efficacy, task interest, self-attributions)

and emotional component (e.g., managing affective states, coping with frustration)

(Efklides, 2011; Zimmerman, 2002).

Because self-regulation does not develop automatically, achieving effective SRL skills in

students is contingent upon teachers’ competencies to foster such skills, and teachers’ role
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in supporting students with SRL appears critical at all school

levels (Dignath-van Ewijk, 2016; Donker et al., 2014; Kistner

et al., 2010). As SRL involves assigning students increased

autonomy and responsibility in their learning, the implementation

of SRL in classrooms requires a redefinition of the teacher’s role,

transforming them into coaches for students’ learning processes

(Bolhuis and Voeten, 2001; James et al., 2006a,b). While individual

teachers play a crucial role, teacher competencies are nurtured

through school-wide initiatives promoting SRL, supported by a

shared vision and robust leadership. Indeed, research increasingly

emphasizes that SRL implementation is a collective responsibility

across the entire school community (De Smul et al., 2020; Peeters

et al., 2014; Thomas et al., 2020). A systematic and comprehensive

approach with ongoing professional development is crucial for

the effective implementation of SRL, positioning the school as

a learning organization and highlighting the importance of a

systematic approach to professionalizing schools in SRL (James

and McCormick, 2009; Muijs et al., 2014; Peeters et al., 2014). It

emphasizes the urgent need for educational policies and practices

aimed at strengthening the capacity of both teachers and schools

to develop an SRL vision and integrate SRL into the curriculum,

as well as into everyday classroom and school practices. SRL

implementation needs to be encouraged by a supportive school

climate (James et al., 2006a,b). In this respect, school leaders can

potentially play a positive role in facilitating this climate and in

the improvement of teacher performance (Day et al., 2016; De

Smul et al., 2020; Duby, 2006). In view of being able to realize

this, there is growing acknowledgment that school leaders’ practices

significantly influence teachers’ actions during change processes,

highlighting the necessity for targeted professional development at

the leadership level (Grissom et al., 2019; Ni et al., 2019).

Effective professionalization initiatives for school leaders must

meet various criteria (Daniëls et al., 2019; Goldring et al., 2012).

A critical aspect is the significant emphasis on networking and

relationship-building with peers (Goldring et al., 2012; Tingle

et al., 2019). To facilitate collaborative learning and networking

among school leaders, it is essential to form small groups

guided by an experienced process coach (Daniëls et al., 2023).

However, the role of these coaches in supporting school leaders’

professional growth remains underexplored. Given that substantial

support and leadership are essential to effect meaningful changes

first at the teacher level and subsequently at the student level,

further investigation into these areas is imperative. The present

study therefore aims to offer an “insider” perspective on process

coaches in a professionalization program focusing on the school-

wide implementation of SRL and examines how these process

coaches can contribute to the effective implementation of SRL

across schools.

2 Theoretical background

2.1 School-wide implementation of SRL: an
educational innovation

Students differ in their ability to self-regulate and not all

are naturally inclined toward self-regulated learning (Boekaerts,

1999). Therefore, it is essential for teachers to foster SRL

during classroom practice (Dignath and Büttner, 2008). Meta-

analyses have shown that SRL is positively associated with student

achievement, motivation, and engagement (Dent and Koenka,

2016; Dignath and Büttner, 2008; Elhusseini et al., 2022). These

findings underscore the potential of SRL as a powerful educational

approach to improve learning outcomes across diverse student

populations. However, despite its proven benefits, research shows

that individual teachers’ SRL implementation is often limited

(Dignath and Büttner, 2018) and that the entire school community

must work together to implement SRL (Peeters et al., 2014;

Thomas et al., 2020). Promoting SRL in classrooms involves a

substantial shift in teaching practices, requiring teachers to adopt

new methods (James et al., 2006a,b). This transition necessitates

a supportive school-wide climate that establishes the necessary

structures, making SRL a collective mindset and practice rather

than an individual responsibility (De Smul et al., 2020; James et al.,

2006a,b).

The changes expected of the school can be seen as an

educational innovation (James et al., 2006a,b). Successful SRL

implementation requires the gradual integration of a shared SRL

vision across all grade levels (Hallinger, 2003). This effort requires

a significant time investment and the collective commitment from

the entire school team (Hilden and Pressley, 2007). Establishing

a supportive school climate is essential for fostering the capacity

for sustained innovation (Hallinger, 2010; Hopkins et al., 2014;

Wahlstrom and Louis, 2008). In this respect, the overall capacity of

the school can significantly influence individual teachers’ classroom

practices (Thoonen et al., 2012).

According to Thoonen et al. (2012), school capacity refers

to a school’s ability to create a supportive environment for

teacher learning and innovation. Regarding the implementation

of SRL, little is known about what constitutes such a supportive

environment at the school-level (Muijs et al., 2014). Addressing

this gap, De Smul et al. (2020) investigated the role of school

climate, SRL implementation history, and the role of the school

leader in the school-wide adoption of SRL. Their findings

suggest that successful SRL implementation is bolstered by a

school environment characterized by partnership, communication,

collaboration, and participation. Moreover, the study emphasizes

the crucial role of a supportive school leader in fostering a positive

school climate and driving SRL implementation (De Smul et al.,

2020). This aligns with other research on educational innovations,

which also emphasizes the importance of strong leadership (Bryk,

2010; Leithwood and Jantzi, 2006).

School leaders play a crucial role in fostering an environment

that encourages the development of learning skills for both students

and teachers. In the context of SRL, they are responsible for

creating a supportive environment where teachers can reflect on

and implement SRL strategies (James and McCormick, 2009).

As the school-wide implementation represents an educational

innovation, school leaders become change agents (Acton, 2021). “A

change agent is anyone who has the skill and power to stimulate,

facilitate, and coordinate the change effort” (Lunenburg, 2010,

p.5). Literature frequently highlights that school leaders hold the

primary responsibility for the challenging task of continuously

implementing school reforms and innovations (Acton, 2021;

Leithwood and Jantzi, 2006). However, research of Acton (2021)

indicates that school leaders often receive minimal formal

Frontiers in Education 02 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1601822
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Backers and Van Keer 10.3389/feduc.2025.1601822

professional development on effectively managing and influencing

change in their schools. There is growing recognition that school

leaders need to engage in professional development to acquire the

necessary skills and knowledge for effective leadership. Adequate

and tailored preparation for school leaders is crucial (Goldring

et al., 2012; Grissom et al., 2019; Ni et al., 2019). Despite increased

attention to the professionalization of school leaders, research on

their professional development remains limited (e.g., Daniëls et al.,

2019; Goldring et al., 2012; Grissom et al., 2019).

2.2 Professionalization of schools on SRL
via PLC with school leaders

Research on the professionalization of schools has

predominantly focused on the professional development of

teachers, with less emphasis on the continuous learning of school

leaders. In the realm of teacher professionalization, professional

learning communities (PLCs) have become a standard practice

in schools (Vangrieken et al., 2017). PLCs address the limitations

of sporadic and decontextualized professional development

initiatives, such as study days and lectures, which are often isolated

from practical application (Watson, 2014).

The concept of a PLC is challenging to decipher due to

the various interpretations and diverse terminology used in the

literature (Lomos et al., 2011). Despite the lack of a universal

definition, there is a broad international consensus that a PLC

is “a group of people sharing and critically interrogating their

practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-

oriented, growth-promoting way” (Stoll et al., 2006, p. 223). Stoll

et al. (2006) distinguish three key characteristics of PLCs: collective

responsibility, reflective dialogue, and deprivatised practice (Stoll

et al., 2006; Wahlstrom and Louis, 2008). While collective

responsibility, a common interpersonal PLC characteristic, refers

to the idea that participants in successful PLCs do not consider

school improvement, innovation and student learning as a

responsibility solely assigned to one school, reflective dialogue

and deprivatised practice are more behavioral, interpersonal PLC

characteristics (Wahlstrom and Louis, 2008). Reflective dialogue

involves participants engaging in deep discussions with colleagues

and deprivatised practice refers to participants sharing their

methods openly to enhance their effectiveness (Stoll et al., 2006).

This may include activities such as observing each other or

providing and receiving feedback.

Involving teachers in PLCs within schools can change teachers’

perceptions, positively impact their instructional practices, and

enhance student learning outcomes (Christensen and Jerrim, 2025;

Lomos et al., 2011). However, most literature on PLCs in schools

focuses on teacher learning, resulting in a scarcity of research on

the collective learning of school leaders and cross-school PLCs

involving school leaders (Coenen et al., 2021).

The limited studies that focus on PLCs with school leaders

reveal that, despite being time-consuming, school leaders perceive

their participation in PLCs as a valuable investment (Coenen et al.,

2021). Tanghe and Schelfhout’s (2023) research on a longitudinal

professionalization program for school leaders via PLCs indicates

that the most effective approach combines theoretical frameworks,

peer learning, concrete action plans, and school-specific coaching

(Tanghe and Schelfhout, 2023). This combination fosters learning-

driven actions within schools. This aligns with the three key

organizational conditions identified by Coenen et al. (2021): clear

and realistic group objectives, effective steering and preparation,

and embedding participation logically in participants’ daily

routines and activities (Coenen et al., 2021). Daniëls et al. (2023)

support these findings, emphasizing the importance of reflection

in combination with peer learning, peer feedback, and the need

for small groups guided by experienced process coaches (Daniëls

et al., 2023). Similarly, school leaders in Tanghe and Schelfhout’s

(2023) study highlighted the crucial role of process coaches in the

professionalization program, noting the positive effect and added

value they experienced from this support.

2.3 The role of the process coach in PLCs

Previous research underscores the critical role of leadership

within PLCs (Coenen et al., 2021; Margalef and Roblin, 2016;

Prenger et al., 2019; Tanghe and Schelfhout, 2023). It emphasizes

the necessity of having an experienced individual to guide

learning processes through feedback, reflection, and providing

access to relevant sources while cultivating an open and trusting

environment (Daniëls et al., 2023; Margalef and Roblin, 2016).

This individual, referred to as the “process coach,” can significantly

impact the effectiveness of learning processes, either positively

or negatively (Tanghe and Schelfhout, 2023). Poor leadership by

the process coach can notably decrease participants’ satisfaction

with the PLC initiative, as well as their perceived acquisition of

knowledge and skills (Honig and Rainey, 2014; Prenger et al., 2017).

Despite its importance, the specific responsibilities of a process

coach remain inadequately defined in the existing literature.

Coenen et al. (2021) and Prenger et al. (2017) distinguish three

roles: the process coach as a coach, an expert and a coordinator.

2.3.1 Process coach as a coach
As a coach, it is essential to stimulate reflection and learning

among group members (Coenen et al., 2021). The coach acts as a

team facilitator, paying attention to group development processes

and allowing time for mutual understanding, professional inquiry,

and connecting shared stories (Prenger et al., 2017). By doing

so, the process coach fosters a critical yet constructive discussion,

emphasizing the benefits of diversity, conflict, and failure, as each

of these elements serves as a learning opportunity (Schelfhout et al.,

2015). In the research of Coenen et al. (2021), the coaching role was

most prominent during the PLCs.

2.3.2 Process coach as an expert
As an expert, the coach provides information and answers

content-specific questions (Coenen et al., 2021). However, Coenen

et al. (2021) found that school leaders often perceived the

knowledge of the process coach as inadequate. This finding aligns

with the research of Assen and Otting (2022), which indicated that

process coaches tend to pay little attention to theory as a source

of learning.
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For the school-wide implementation of SRL, it is crucial for

process coaches to possess both content knowledge about SRL

(CK-SRL) and pedagogical content knowledge about SRL (PCK-

SRL) (Karlen et al., 2020). CK-SRL encompasses understanding

fundamental concepts, such as terminology and theoretical models,

as well as the ability to justify various motivational, cognitive,

and metacognitive strategies for SRL (Karlen et al., 2020). PCK-

SRL involves knowing how to stimulate SRL in the classroom and

support students through both direct instruction (e.g., modeling,

explaining learning strategies) and indirect instruction (e.g.,

creating an optimal learning environment) (Barr and Askell-

Williams, 2020; Karlen et al., 2020).

2.3.3 Process coach as a coordinator
A third role involves acting as a coordinator. In this role, the

process coach structures the meetings according to the groups’

predefined goals, allowing space for exchange, discussion, and

reflection (Prenger et al., 2017). The coordinator manages logistical

arrangements and ensures that the meetings do not stagnate in

merely sharing personal anecdotes and/or frustrations, but instead

move toward in-depth reflection and actual co-creation (Schelfhout

et al., 2015).

3 The present study

Evidence from several meta-analyses indicates that fostering

SRL enhances students’ academic achievement (Dent and Koenka,

2016; Dignath and Büttner, 2008; Elhusseini et al., 2022).

Developing SRL skills in students requires substantial support

from teachers (Dignath-van Ewijk, 2016). However, teachers often

struggle with SRL implementation (Dignath and Büttner, 2018).

Effective SRL implementation necessitates a collective effort from

the entire school community (Peeters et al., 2014; Thomas et al.,

2020). Studies highlight the crucial role of supportive school

leaders in positively influencing school climate and driving SRL

implementation, viewing it as an educational innovation (Bryk,

2010; De Smul et al., 2020; Leithwood and Jantzi, 2006). There

is increasing recognition of the need for school leaders to

engage in tailored professionalization to acquire essential skills

and knowledge. However, research on school leaders’ professional

development remains limited (Daniëls et al., 2019; Goldring et al.,

2012; Grissom et al., 2019; Ni et al., 2019). While most research

focuses on within-school PLCs on the teacher level (Chapman and

Muijs, 2014), the present study focuses on between-school PLCs

involving school leaders. The focus on SRL in the PLCs is grounded

in meta-analytic evidence showing its positive impact on student

learning (Dent and Koenka, 2016; Dignath and Büttner, 2008;

Elhusseini et al., 2022). Previous research underscores the critical

role of leadership within a PLC (Coenen et al., 2021; Margalef

and Roblin, 2016; Prenger et al., 2017). It emphasizes the need

for an experienced individual to guide learning processes through

feedback, reflection, and providing access to relevant sources, while

cultivating an open and trusting environment (Daniëls et al., 2023;

Margalef and Roblin, 2016). Given that effective SRL integration

hinges on robust leadership and cohesive support systems, these

process coaches play a critical role in guiding PLCs. However,

their specific responsibilities and impact are underexplored. The

present study therefore aims to provide an insider perspective on

the role and challenges faced by process coaches in SRL-focused

professionalization programs. It examines how they contribute to

effective SRL implementation across schools and argues that a

deeper understanding of this role is essential for enhancing school

leadership and, ultimately, student learning outcomes.

The following research questions are addressed:

(1) Which specific roles and responsibilities of process coaches

in SRL-focused professionalization programs come to

the fore?

(2) What challenges do process coaches face in guiding SRL-

focused professionalization programs, and how do they

address these challenges?

4 Materials and method

4.1 Context of the study

This study follows a qualitative case study approach (Thomas,

2011), aiming to explore the role of process coaches within the

specific context of an SRL-focused professional development

program (PDP). To gain deeper insights, the researchers

collaborated with an in-service teacher professionalization

organization that provides pedagogical support and professional

development opportunities for school leaders and teachers. As

part of their work, they launched the professionalization program

“Everyone is a leader of learning,” aimed at supporting school

leaders in enhancing their ability to foster effective learning

environments in their respective schools, with a particular

focus on the implementation of SRL. The program spanned a

2-year professionalization trajectory, engaging 16 primary and

22 secondary school leaders. In Belgium, school leaders typically

participate in structured networks. For this professionalization

program, groups of school leaders from the same network

voluntarily enrolled as cohorts forming PLCs. School leaders varied

considerably in terms of leadership experience, school context,

and motivation for joining: some joined to collaborate within

PLCs, others to focus on SRL, and some because participation

was encouraged by their network. Table 1 presents background

information on the participating school leaders.

During the first year of the professionalization, the school

leaders participated in collaborative learning within PLCs focused

on SRL and its implementation. Eight PLCs with five or six

school leaders each were set in motion, supported by a process

coach. The process coaches are employed by the in-service teacher

professionalization organization, where guiding school leaders

is part of their job. Throughout this first year, school leaders

engaged in various activities within their PLCs, including viewing

and discussing knowledge clips on SRL. All 21 SRL skills from

Zimmerman’s (2002) framework (e.g., goal setting, self-monitoring,

help-seeking) were addressed. The PLCs met on average seven

times during the first year of the professionalization program. Due

to COVID-19 restrictions, most of the meetings were held online.

In the second year, PLCs were able to meet in person,

averaging five meetings per group. During this period, school
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leaders applied insights gained from their PLCs to support their

school teams in implementing SRL practices, with personalized

guidance from their process coaches. Thus, the process

coaches not only facilitated school leader professionalization

but also helped foster a supportive, school-wide climate

for SRL.

To ensure a certain degree of consistency across the PLCs,

the professionalization trajectory was centrally coordinated by

a staff member of the in-service teacher professionalization

organization. This coordinator, a former academic with specific

expertise in SRL, provided both theoretical and practical

support to the process coaches. While this coordination

fostered alignment between the PLCs, each group retained

the flexibility to adapt their meetings to the specific needs of

their members.

Additionally, the researchers, coordinator, and process coaches

jointly organized plenary sessions on leadership, SRL theory,

and its classroom and school-level implementation to enhance

school leaders’ knowledge. Following these sessions, school

leaders applied the acquired knowledge in PLC discussions,

contextualizing it to their schools. An overview of the key

actors involved in this study—including researchers, the

coordinator, process coaches, and school leaders—is presented in

Table 2.

TABLE 1 Background information about school leaders.

Variable N/mean (M) Range

Gender

Male N = 10

Female N = 28

School level

Primary education N = 16

Secondary education N = 22

Age (years) M = 44.7 29–58

Experience in education (years) M = 20.7 7–38

Experience as school leader in current

school (years)

M = 4.6 1–13

Number of teachers at the school M = 63 15–282

4.2 Participants

The eight PLCs were each guided by a process coach. The

sample included 75% female process coaches. The average age

was 49.10 years (SD = 6.58). Coaches’ average experience in

the in-service teacher professionalization organization was 6.20

years (SD = 4.33), implying that most of them already had some

experience in guiding change and innovation processes in schools

at the start of the professionalization trajectory. To master SRL

theory, the process coaches participated in a train-the-trainer

course, offered at no cost and facilitated by the authors of this

article. Participation in the training was part of their professional

duties within the scope of the professional development program.

Additionally, they held regular meetings with the coordinator,

who possesses extensive experience in SRL, to ensure consistency

and alignment throughout the professionalization trajectory.

Moreover, some PLCs experienced changes in their assigned

process coach due to illness or employment transitions, and

not all participants were able to attend every focus group

discussion for similar reasons, such as illness or other work-

related obligations.

4.3 Data collection

Focus group discussions with the process coaches were

conducted every 2 months to gather information about their

experiences, opinions, expectations, questions, and needs

concerning the coaching of the school leaders in their respective

PLCs. Unlike quantitative research, focus group discussions

provide more in-depth information due to the opportunity for

asking open-ended questions, probing on provided answers, and

observing the interaction between participants (Morgan et al.,

1998).

A structured step-by-step protocol guided each focus group

to initiate discussion (Morgan et al., 1998). After a brief

introduction and a review of the summary from the previous group

discussion, participants were invited to individually write down

their experiences, opinions, and concerns regarding the PLCs they

organized with school leaders, as well as their own knowledge,

skills, and professional approaches.

Subsequently, various themes—both personal and related to

their experiences with the PLCs—were discussed in depth. Table 3

TABLE 2 Overview of actors in the professional development program (PDP).

Actor Task in the PDP A�liation Relationship to others Recruitment

Researchers Design and analyze the study;

organize plenary sessions

Employed at the university Collaborate with coordinator External to PDP organization

Coordinator Provides theoretical and practical

support to process coaches;

organize plenary sessions

Employed at the in-service teacher

professionalization organization

Support process coaches Internal role within the

organization

Process

coaches

Guide and support PLCs; organize

plenary sessions

Employed at the in-service teacher

professionalization organization

Directly support and guide school

leaders within PLCs

Assigned as part of their job within

the organization

School leaders Participate in PLCs Employed by their respective

schools; members of school

networks

Supported and guided by process

coaches

Voluntary registration as groups

from same school network
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TABLE 3 Overview of the main themes in the focus group discussions.

Focus group discussion: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Format: online (O) or in-person (I) O O O I I I I I I

Content of the focus group discussion:

A. Introduction x x x x x x x x x

B. Review of the previous group-specific report x x x x x x x x

C. Individual time to reflect x x x x x x x x

D. Questions and discussions about following themes:

PLC with school leaders

- Strengths of school leaders x x x x x x x x

- School leaders’ SRL vision and implementation x x x x

- Challenges and opportunities for school leaders x x x x x x x

- Challenges within the PLC x x x x x

- Challenges in schools x x x x x x

- Contextual factors x x x x x x

Process coaches

- Challenges for process coaches x x x x x x x x x

- Coaches’ growth and action planning x x x x x x x x

- In-depth content work on SRL x x x x x x

E. Concluding reflection x x x x x x x x x

provides an overview of the main themes that emerged across the

focus group discussions.

In total, nine focus group discussions with the process coaches

took place, resulting in 987min of data. Due to COVID-19

restrictions, the first three discussions were held online. Each

discussion lasted∼2 h on average. All focus group discussions were

audio-recorded and transcribed, after obtaining informed consent

from the participants.

4.4 Data analysis

A coding scheme was used to analyse the data thematically

in Nvivo. Thematic analysis was chosen because it allows for

identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within

data, making it particularly suitable for exploring the complex

and nuanced experiences of process coaches (Braun and Clarke,

2006). The coding was performed in three consecutive steps. First,

the data from each focus group discussion were summarized in

a focus group-specific report (i.e. within-case analyses) (Miles

and Huberman, 1994). These summaries guided the construction

of themes that aligned with the research questions. Second, in

order to ensure the interpretive quality and to minimize potential

misinterpretations by the researchers and unclear wording and

complexity, all participants in the focus group discussions were

asked to review the summary of the previous focus group discussion

and reflect on the themes. This resulted in the refinement, removal

and consensus-building of items across focus groups. Third, the

results of the within-case analyses were integrated in a cross-case

analysis. The categories and themes used for the cross-case analysis

were informed by both deductive and inductive approaches.

Deductively, we drew on existing research on SRL (e.g., Karlen

et al., 2020) and literature on process coaches (e.g., Coenen et al.,

2021; Prenger et al., 2017) to define a number of a priori codes.

At the same time, inductive coding allowed for the identification

of new themes and categories that emerged directly from the data,

capturing context-specific insights. An overview of the resulting

coding categories, along with their theoretical origin (deductive or

inductive), is provided in Table 4.

5 Results

5.1 The di�erent roles of the process
coaches

For the first research question, which examined the different

roles and responsibilities of process coaches in SRL-focused

professionalization programs, the thematic analysis identified four

distinct roles. Although these roles were not explicitly addressed

during the focus group discussions, the analysis revealed their

presence, along with some tensions between them.

5.1.1 Process coach as a coach
In this first role, all process coaches prioritize encouraging

reflection among the participating school leaders of the PLCs

throughout the professionalization trajectory. By focusing on

stimulating reflection, process coaches created valuable learning

opportunities for the participants. Participant four reflects on the
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TABLE 4 Overview of coding categories.

Code Origin Source

Level of the process coach—as a coach

Goal setting Deductive Coenen et al., 2021; Prenger et al., 2017

Feedback Deductive Coenen et al., 2021; Prenger et al., 2017

Group process Deductive Coenen et al., 2021; Prenger et al., 2017

Providing learning opportunities Deductive Coenen et al., 2021; Prenger et al., 2017

Developing materials Inductive

Level of the process coaches—as an expert

CK-SRL Deductive Karlen et al., 2020

PCK-SRL Deductive Karlen et al., 2020

Beliefs about SRL Inductive

Self-efficacy to support schools when implementing SRL Inductive

Level of the process coaches—as a coordinator

Structuring meetings Deductive Coenen et al., 2021; Prenger et al., 2017

Staying focused Deductive Coenen et al., 2021; Prenger et al., 2017

Ensuring active participation Inductive

Level of the process coaches—in general

Studying theoretical frameworks Inductive

Self-reflection Inductive

Peer learning Inductive

Tensions Inductive

Level of the PLC

Collective responsibility Deductive Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom and Louis, 2008

Reflective dialogue Deductive Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom and Louis, 2008

Deprivatised practice Deductive Stoll et al., 2006; Wahlstrom and Louis, 2008

Vision and expectations within the PLC Inductive

Shared vision on SRL Inductive

PLC goals vs. individual needs Inductive

Level of the school leaders

Expectations Inductive

Motivation Inductive

Leadership Inductive

Prior knowledge on SRL Inductive

Own SRL skills Inductive

Feeling uncertain Inductive

Diversity in experience, school context, school size,. . . Inductive

Level of the school team

Motivation of school team Inductive

Approaches Inductive

Context factors

Teacher shortage Inductive

COVID-19 Inductive

Visit from the education inspectorate Inductive

Curriculum changes Inductive
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first year of the professionalization program in the fifth focus group

discussion as follows:

We consistently initiated discussions with reflective

questions, integrating theory to ensure a practical application.

This approach was highly valued as it effectively engaged

participants; without, their involvement would have been

limited. Thus, by continually connecting questions to

theory and insights, we fostered meaningful understanding

and participation.

To further support this learning process, coaches developed

materials that link SRL with existing frameworks already used

within the participating schools. This approach aimed to create

a shared language among school leaders and teachers, grounded

in established theoretical models such as Zimmerman’s (2002)

framework. By aligning SRL with familiar concepts, coaches

sought to make the integration process more accessible and

relatable for the participants. In addition, these materials

encouraged deeper collective reflection, prompting school leaders

to explore concrete ways of embedding SRL practices into daily

classroom activities.

In addition to nurturing reflective practices and material

development, one coach highlighted the importance of providing

targeted feedback. Moreover, all coaches mentioned engaging in

goal-setting during the initial PLC discussions, although these goals

tended to focus primarily on the objectives of individual schools

rather than on the collective aims of the group.

Setting goals collectively presents a challenge, as does

maintaining focus on these goals, for both myself and the schools.

Schools are currently in an experimental phase, and there

is a significant task of integrating these initiatives. Moreover,

individual schools have articulated a strong vision, which

needs exploration by all participants, particularly in terms

of incorporating aspects of SRL. (participant 7, focus group

discussion 1)

Despite these important elements that emerged in the role

as coach, several challenges also surfaced during the focus group

discussions. Some coaches reported difficulties in encouraging

reflection when school leaders were eager to shift quickly toward

operational issues, which hindered deeper engagement with SRL

theory. Others noted that school leaders often needed more time to

reflect on SRL principles, which is essential for sustaining progress.

In the domain of goal-setting, the varyingmotivations of school

leaders and the differences in school contexts made it challenging to

establish shared, group-level objectives, thereby limiting the focus

on collective development processes within the PLCs. Additionally,

the infrequent mention of feedback provision suggests potential

gaps in the coaches’ ability or opportunity to provide appropriate,

expert feedback to the school leaders. This gap can also be linked

to the coaches’ role as an expert, which will be discussed in the

following section.

That discrepancy between the role as an expert and the

role as a coach requires deep knowledge acquisition. To provide

effective feedback and engage with the input of the school leaders,

you need to be very familiar with those SRL frameworks yourself.

Personally, I still find that aspect challenging. You cannot solely

focus on the process because then you cannot provide sufficient

feedback on what they bring. This is where your credibility as a

coach comes into play, and I find that aspect quite challenging.

We have been trained extensively and studied hard in recent

months, which has helped us succeed. However, as a coach,

you need to study for it, and I cannot emphasize that enough.

(participant 4, focus group discussion 4)

5.1.2 Process coach as an expert
Across the focus group discussions, participants mentioned

various types of substantive knowledge (e.g., knowledge of

PLCs, knowledge of SRL). Given the scope of the study, we

focus only on the specific content and pedagogical content

knowledge on SRL in the present manuscript. Most coaches

recognized the importance of acquiring sufficient content

knowledge on SRL (CK-SRL) to effectively guide school leaders

in implementing SRL school-wide. They noted that mastering

this knowledge is a complex process that demands focused study

and commitment.

In addition, grappling with the substance of SRL has

consumed considerable time. I needed to create a mind map,

engage in study, and pose questions to myself. There is a concern

for me about being able to engage in detailed discussions at

that level. While I grasp the overarching concept, I find it quite

demanding. (participant 2, focus group discussion 1).

Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the same

coaches frequently referred to CK-SRL throughout the

professionalization program, whereas one coach never

delved into this topic. This raises questions about whether

this coach has adequately mastered the underlying SRL

theory herself.

In contrast, PCK-SRL was less explicitly addressed in the

discussions. Only one coach demonstrated a clear transition from

CK-SRL to PCK-SRL. For instance, participant two identifies in

the third focus group discussion the different methods of teaching

SRL (direct instruction vs. indirect instruction) when discussing the

instructional approach.

Simply gathering what is present in the PLC and linking

it to whether it is direct or indirect instruction, that seems

to me, at first glance, a safer framework where I increasingly

feel comfortable.

Finally, although not explicitly solicited during the discussions,

some coaches expressed awareness of their own beliefs regarding

SRL, specifically indicating feeling uncertain in their role

as experts.

The tools are clear, the theory is clear, and we delve deeper,

which I find very challenging. I feel like I am on thin ice because I

am somewhat uncertain in this area, which unconsciously causes

me to hold back a bit. (participant 2, focus group discussion 4)
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5.1.3 Process coach as a coordinator
Throughout the focus group discussions, process coaches

assigned the least emphasis to their coordinating role in the PLC.

Initially, many coaches invested considerable effort in structuring

PLC meetings, including drafting agendas, maintaining portfolios,

and managing other organizational aspects. The shift to online

meetings due to the COVID-19 pandemic introduced notable

challenges in ensuring active participation of all school leaders

in the PLC. These challenges went beyond technical difficulties;

coaches also struggled to foster spontaneous interaction and to keep

participants focused on the PLC tasks. Since participants joined

the meetings remotely from their own schools, they were often

prone to distractions, which further hindered their engagement

and the overall group dynamics. Over time, however, attention

to coordination declined, with its importance increasingly taken

for granted rather than actively addressed. Only one coach

consistently underscored the need to engage and organize school

leaders, highlighting the persistent challenges associated with

this responsibility.

5.1.4 Process coach as a learner
Beyond the three previously identified roles, we observed

that throughout the two-year trajectory, many coaches perceived

themselves as learners, highlighting a fourth role for process

coaches engaged in providing in-service professionalization.

As SRL experts, the process coaches repeatedly emphasized

the need for independent study to master the various theoretical

frameworks. In both the initial and final focus group discussions,

this ongoing learning was seen as a strength, as it aligned their own

learning process with that of the school leaders. However, it also

posed challenges in relation to their coaching. More particularly,

coaches sought to balance working within the school leaders’

zone of proximal development while building enough expertise

themselves to effectively guide the PLC.

Self-reflection and peer learning emerged as crucial aspects

of this role. Coaches valued sharing experiences, approaches, and

materials, as mentioned by participant one in the first focus

group discussion:

Also, this focus group is very helpful. It is fascinating to

hear how each PLC navigates their path and how each coach

approaches it. It makes me reflect on my own journey and

facilitates decision-making. A second opportunity that I see: we

as coaches are also invited to learn, which fosters connection with

the group school leaders. Now, we are truly doing it together!

By the end of the trajectory, some coaches recommended two

coaches to facilitate a PLC to reflect and learn from each other in

a large group setting (e.g., in the focus groups) but also in pairs

shortly after each PLC meeting to collaboratively shape the PLC.

Finally, the role as a learner was strongly related to the roles

of expert and coach, shaping how responsibilities were enacted.

However, significant differences emerged among the process

coaches. Notably, those who emphasized their role as experts also

strongly focused on their own learning process. In contrast, coaches

who seldom mentioned theoretical frameworks and coaching skills

in the focus group discussions tended to see themselves less as

learners. Due to the limited mention of the coordination role,

no clear connection could be established between it and the role

of learner.

5.1.5 Tensions between roles
Tensions between the various roles emerged during the focus

group discussions. First, there was a tension between the roles

of expert and learner. Some process coaches struggled to balance

learning alongside school leaders while maintaining their position

as experts with preexisting knowledge and expertise. Second,

also related to the expert role, tensions arose between providing

theoretical input to school leaders and adopting a coaching

stance by encouraging reflection, asking questions and building

on existing group knowledge. Participant two struggled with both

tensions and formulated her reflections as follows:

It might be that you feel the need to fully master everything

before taking the next step with your PLC. Or perhaps not; maybe

you are learning by doing. However, what has been emerging for

me in recent years, and this relates to the way our organization

works, is that our role as process coaches is evolving, along with

the associated expectations from the schools. I struggle with this a

lot. I constantly question what we are as process coaches. Are we

still content experts? Where does our expertise lie?

Finally, uncertainties regarding the coaching role emerged,

particularly in the first year of the professionalization trajectory.

Two process coaches questioned their position as PLC coaches.

Since the school leaders were already collaborating as part of

an existing network, with one of the school leaders taking on

a coordinating role, these two process coaches observed that

this coordinating leader could assume the role of coach within

the PLC. However, this was not a uniform pattern across all

PLCs and heavily depended on the leadership style of this

coordinator and the extent of collaboration prior to the start of this

professionalization program.

5.2 Challenges faced by the process
coaches

The challenges faced by the process coaches themselves have

already been mentioned when discussing their roles. However,

for the second research question, challenges and corresponding

approaches will be discussed at other levels (i.e., the PLC, individual

school leaders and the school team) as well.

5.2.1 Level of PLC
Focusing on the core characteristics of PLCs, namely

deprivatised practice, collective responsibility and reflective

dialogue, we noticed that the process coaches mainly emphasized

the latter. In the first focus group discussion, coaches highlighted

many growth opportunities for the participants in the PLC

regarding these characteristics. Some groups of school leaders

were accustomed to working together but tended to focus solely

on exchanging ideas and materials without assuming collective
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responsibility. They were used to being directed and had no

experience with group reflection. During the subsequent focus

group discussions the process coaches identified stimulating

this group reflection as a key focus of their role. Deprivatised

practices and collective responsibility were subsequently seldom

mentioned or rarely brought up in the next discussions. This

finding prompted a critical assessment of how well the PLCs in

this professionalization program met the key criteria. One process

coach shared this perspective at the end of the first year. Participant

one questioned in the fifth focus group discussion whether she had

guided a PLC:

Regarding the PLC, we have reviewed the theory and

the prerequisites, but we have not yet implemented it. Our

collaboration has not functioned as a PLC this year; the sessions

were heavily guided by me, and I introduced the theory on SRL

and so on... The school leaders did actively participate, but upon

critical examination, it did not constitute a PLC.

Subsequently, a concept linked to collective responsibility is the

shared vision on SRL and on what constitutes a PLC. This was

discussed during the first focus group sessions, where coaches noted

that such a shared vision was often lacking among participants.

For example, one process coach explained that several participants

viewed the PLC primarily as a space for exchanging practical ideas,

rather than for engaging with underlying concepts or theories.

When attempts were made to deepen the conversation, some

participants became impatient, indicating a preference for quick,

concrete outcomes. They addressed this by initiating discussions

on the topic. In connection with this shared vision, the coaches

perceived the participants’ expectations as a challenge. They

mentioned that these expectations were not always clear and

aligned with the goals of the professionalization program (e.g., the

participants expected the coach to be an expert who provides all the

content, allowing them to immediately move to operational matters

at their school without engaging in reflection). This required time

to make these expectations explicit. This issue was not only present

at the beginning of the trajectory but also resurfaced at the start

of the second year. Coaches emphasized the importance of clearly

articulating vision and expectations within the PLC.

Lastly, we observed that many coaches reported a shift in their

approach at the start of the second year of the professionalization

program. They placed less emphasis on the collective dynamics

within the PLC and instead focused more on addressing the

individual needs of the school leaders and their respective schools.

5.2.2 Level of individual school leader
At the start of the professionalization program, all process

coaches noticed a diversity in the motivations of the school leaders

for participation. Some school leaders joined the PLC because it was

a requirement from their school network, while others had already

been working on SRL at their school for several years and wanted

to deepen their understanding. Several process coaches explored

these motivations further, aiming to address each one and link it

to specific PLC goals.

The diversity also extended to the prior knowledge on SRL

of the school leaders, their leadership and their own SRL skills.

In the sixth focus group discussion, participant eight noticed

the following:

What I have also observed is that a few highly capable

school leaders are participating, whereas others have not yet fully

developed their own SRL skills to effectively support their teams

in the future. The more capable leaders often communicate with

each other, exchange ideas, and appreciate each other’s strengths.

They also openly acknowledge the areas where they still need

to improve.

Additionally, substantial differences among school leaders

emerged in their experience as a school leader, their tenure at

their current school, and the size of the school. Notably, when

process coaches in the focus group discussions were asked about

the challenges they encountered, these factors were frequently

mentioned. One process coach, in particular, highlighted the

difficulty of effectively addressing these challenges, emphasizing

that the participation of numerous new school leaders in the PLC

posed a significant barrier to progress. This coach felt that these

leaders needed to prioritize various other school-related matters

before fully engaging in the PLC.

Besides diversity, uncertainty among school leaders was

another frequently cited challenge. At the start, three process

coaches mentioned that some school leaders do not yet see

themselves in a coaching role with their teaching staff. They

were concerned that implementing SRL on a school-wide basis

might be too overwhelming and might take too much time for

their team.

Finally, one participant noted that school leaders projected

their own uncertainty onto their school team. For example, they

may state in the PLC that their team of teachers is not innovation-

oriented. However, the process coach suspected that it was, in

fact, the school leaders themselves who harbor uncertainties about

implementing SRL as a school-wide educational innovation.

5.2.3 Level of the school team
Although the process coaches did not work directly with

teaching staff in this professionalization trajectory, many challenges

at this level were still discussed in the focus group discussions.

These challenges were either mentioned by the school leaders in

the PLC or observed by the coaches themselves.

Similar to individual school leaders, considerable diversity was

observed among school teams. The challenge of motivating these

teams frequently arose, with several process coaches highlighting

that school leaders viewed this as their most significant hurdle.

In recent years, school teams faced numerous challenges: teacher

shortages, the COVID-19 pandemic, visits from the education

inspectorate, and curriculum changes. As a result, school leaders

worry that their teams will perceive the implementation of SRL

as an additional burden. Additionally, in almost all participating

schools, SRL implementation is just one of many priorities.

At the start of the second year, several coaches reflected on

the emerging disparities between school leaders and their teams.

Participation in the PLC had enabled many school leaders to

make significant progress and to master a substantial amount of

knowledge. As a result, some leaders then expected teachers to
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quickly implement these changes, which led to a lack of support

and more top-down decision-making. Notably, some PLCs used

these concerns as a starting point for group reflection, while other

process coaches focused only on acknowledging these challenges.

Throughout all the focus group discussions, various approaches

were examined, revealing several key insights. School leaders

recognized that teachers must also follow a similar learning process,

documenting their own challenges to better support their teams.

In other PLCs, leaders critically examined the theory of SRL and

decided to present it differently to their teams. They started by

acknowledging what teachers were already doing in their classroom

and briefly connecting it to the theory, helping teachers realize

they are already fostering students’ SRL skills. These reflections

and connections were then collaboratively explored within the

PLC, where practical examples were identified and integrated into

the discussion.

6 Discussion

In what follows, we elaborate on the results from the

focus group discussions with the process coaches. Throughout

the discussion, we address the study’s limitations, explore

potential directions for future research, and present the practical

implications of this study for SRL implementation and further

professionalization of schools on SRL with process coaches.

6.1 Four roles of a process coach

This study is an added value to prior research studying

leadership and roles within a PLC (e.g., Coenen et al., 2021;

Margalef and Roblin, 2016) by including between-schools PLCs

with school leaders focusing on the school-wide implementation

of SRL. While the roles process coaches can assume in this

professionalization program were not explicitly questioned in

the focus group discussions, three key results regarding these

roles emerged.

First, in line with prior research (e.g., Coenen et al., 2021;

Prenger et al., 2017), the distinction between the roles of the process

coach as a coach, an expert and a coordinator can also be made

in this study. Similar to the research of Coenen et al. (2021), the

coaching role is most prominent in our study. More specifically,

coaches highlight encouraging reflection among school leaders as

their main task. Next, goal setting for the PLC occurs only at

the beginning of the professionalization trajectory and providing

feedback as a coach is rarely addressed. Most coaches recognize

their role as an expert and the importance of acquiring sufficient

CK-SRL to effectively guide school leaders in implementing SRL

school-wide. Acquiring this knowledge requires process coaches

to actively study and familiarize themselves with the theoretical

frameworks on SRL. This finding contradicts the study by Assen

and Otting (2022), which suggests that process coaches often

disregard theory as a learning resource. At the same time, it

is consistent with the recent study by Vekeman et al. (2023),

where participants emphasize the importance of process coaches

using their subject matter expertise to provide concrete examples

and suggestions tailored to the needs of school leaders. We also

observe significant differences among coaches, not only in the

importance they attach to CK-SRL but also in the attention they

give to PCK-SRL. The latter is mentioned far less frequently,

despite Karlen et al. (2020) emphasizing the importance of both

types of knowledge. Moreover, differences apparent not only in the

knowledge of the process coaches but also their self-efficacy beliefs

as experts. Some coaches explicitly reflect on their own feelings of

competency and acknowledge their uncertainty in guiding the PLC

due to their (limited) knowledge on SRL implementation. Here

we observe a parallel with studies on teachers’ competencies and

more specific teachers’ self-efficacy in implementing SRL, which

refers to teachers’ personal beliefs about their abilities to foster

SRL in the classroom (De Smul et al., 2018). It is plausible that

similar self-efficacy beliefs among coaches may influence this first

phase of SRL implementation, namely the PLCs with the school

leaders. Research specifically targeting the general and self-efficacy

beliefs of coaches regarding the implementation of SRL is needed in

this regard. Lastly, regarding the coordinator role, we observe that

process coaches give it less explicit attention. When they do address

it, it is mostly at the program’s outset, which aligns with the findings

of Margalef and Roblin (2016).

Second, we elaborate on the additional, fourth role that became

apparent through the data, namely the process coach as a learner.

This role influences how coaches assume their responsibilities as

both coach and expert. However, significant differences among

process coaches are noticed. Notably, those who emphasize their

role as experts also strongly focus on their own learning process.

Seeing themselves as a learner (e.g., by studying SRL theoretical

frameworks, needing reflection time and sharing experiences,

approaches, and materials with colleagues) or more specifically as a

self-regulated learner could be a strength of this professionalization

program. Similar to the research of Karlen et al. (2020), which

highlights that teachers are not only agents of SRL but also learners

of SRL, this perspective can be extended to actors at the supra-

school level, who must first develop their own understanding

of SRL before effectively supporting schools and teachers in its

implementation. Although the process coaches in this study align

their own learning process with that of the school leaders, this

contradicts previous research, such as the study by Assen and

Otting (2022), where coaches did not view studying theory as a

source of learning.

Third, tensions arise between the various roles of the process

coaches, particularly between their roles as expert and learner,

as some seek to balance learning with school leaders while

maintaining their position as knowledgeable experts. Additionally,

tension is often felt between their roles as expert and coach. On the

one hand, they act as experts, providing theoretical input to school

leaders. In this way, they take on a more prominent leadership

role, which aligns with previous research that emphasizes the

importance of leadership within a PLC (Coenen et al., 2021;

Margalef and Roblin, 2016; Tanghe and Schelfhout, 2023). On the

other hand, they serve as coaches, fostering reflection, encouraging

participation, and building on the group’s existing knowledge,

which aligns with a core characteristic of PLCs, namely stimulating

reflective dialogue (Stoll et al., 2006). Furthermore, some coaches

experience tensions regarding their role as coaches during the

first year of the professionalization program, especially when a

coordinating school leader, also a PLC participant, assumed this
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role. As mentioned, previous research underscores the critical role

of leadership within a PLC (Margalef and Roblin, 2016; Coenen

et al., 2021; Prenger et al., 2017; Tanghe and Schelfhout, 2023).

However, more research is needed to determine who specifically

should take on this role.

In summary, we observed process coaches assuming four

roles: coach, learner, expert, and coordinator. However, these roles

are not always distinct in practice, and the coaches experience

significant tension between them, which impacts their trajectory

within the PLC with school leaders.

6.2 Challenges at di�erent levels

In addition to their own role and the challenges experienced

by the process coaches, the focus group discussions also

address challenges at other levels. Three key levels are

discussed below.

At the PLC level, we find, similar to the study by Coenen

et al. (2021), that different PLC setups lead to varying process

coaching behaviors. In general, process coaches focus primarily

on stimulating reflective dialogue, a key characteristic of a PLC

(Stoll et al., 2006). However, this is not always straightforward to

achieve. Some groups of school leaders are used to working together

but mainly exchange ideas and materials, without developing

collective responsibility or a shared vision on SRL. As a result,

these coaches initially focus more on “collective responsibility”

within the PLC, which they find challenging. Moreover, as the

PLCs progress, deprivatized practices and shared responsibility are

discussed less frequently in the focus groups. This finding raises the

question of how well the PLCs in this trajectory align with these

fundamental criteria.

At the level of the individual school leader, the process

coaches observe a range of motivations among school leaders for

participating in the PLC. While some participate out of obligation,

others have already been working on SRL for years and are

looking for ways to deepen their understanding. This diversity of

motivation represents a professional boundary that becomes even

more significant for within-school PLCs, where participants come

from different school cultures, resulting in varying reasons for

participation (Prenger et al., 2019). The variety of motivations in

this study is further complicated by variations in prior knowledge

of SRL, leadership experience, personal SRL skills and size of

the school. Moreover, the uncertainty among school leaders is

frequently highlighted as an obstacle by the process coaches. Some

school leaders do not perceive themselves as coaches for their staff,

fearing that the implementation of SRL would be overwhelming

and time-consuming for their teams and indicating that their teams

were not innovation-oriented.

Finally, although process coaches do not directly engage with

teaching staff in this professionalization trajectory, numerous

challenges at this level emerge in the focus group discussions,

either are reported by school leaders or are identified by coaches. A

common issue is motivating school teams to implement SRL, with

several coaches noting that school leaders view this as their main

challenge. Some coaches observed a growing gap between school

leaders and their teams. As school leaders advanced in the PLC and

gained knowledge, some expected rapid changes, raising concerns

about limited support and top-down decisions. This challenge

underscores the necessity of accommodating different paces of

progress when implementing SRL across the entire school. Schools

may require tailored approaches that consider the varying levels of

readiness, experience, and engagement among team members.

6.3 Practical implications of the study

Firstly, since process coaches perceive themselves as learners

and some experience uncertainty, it is essential to provide

professional development for those guiding the schools in the

school-wide implementation of SRL. Here, a long-term professional

development program seems to be more recommended than short-

term, standalone initiatives (Prenger et al., 2019). The process

coaches need sufficient time to study and to reflect on the challenges

they face before and during the collaboration with school leaders.

A critical consideration in this regard is the significant time

investment required. Since the school-wide implementation of

SRL is highly complex, it demands time not only at the school

level but also at a broader, meta-level, particularly for the coaches

supporting the process. Moreover, the learning process of these

coaches is emblematic of the learning that occurs at subsequent

levels, including school leaders and teachers.

Secondly, with regard to the challenges faced by process coaches

at the level of school leaders, it is crucial to focus on and give

attention to their knowledge, as well as their beliefs and self-

efficacy, in order to reduce their sense of uncertainty. Similar to

teachers, school leaders can be viewed both as agents and as learners

of SRL (Karlen et al., 2020). In future PLCs, these aspects can

be addressed not only by fostering reflection among participants

but also by providing theoretical frameworks, sharing concrete

strategies and materials for SRL implementation, and encouraging

collaborative learning. Creating a safe and supportive environment

where school leaders can openly discuss their uncertainties and

exchange experiences is important to strengthen their self-efficacy

and enhance their understanding of SRL.

Finally, as the entire school community must work together to

implement SRL school-wide (Peeters et al., 2014; Thomas et al.,

2020), there is a need for supportive conditions at all levels, such

as adequate time and space for reflection. To achieve changes

in students’ SRL skills, we must start by supporting process

coaches who guide schools, thereby gradually moving toward the

implementation of effective classroom practices.

6.4 Limitations and suggestions for future
research

We conclude with additional research suggestions in addition

to the ones already referred to, while also acknowledging the limits

of the current study.

Firstly, although this professionalization trajectory is not a

short-term professional development initiative but a long-term

trajectory, which allows for deeper and more sustainable

growth (Watson, 2014), it also presents a challenge: the
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inevitable turnover of participants throughout the learning

process. This is a limitation, as continuity in guidance is

not always guaranteed. Moreover, these changes do not

only occur at the school level, affecting school leaders and

teachers, but also among the process coaches who support

the schools. This turnover highlights a key issue in the

broader discourse on education quality: strengthening and

professionalizing teachers is difficult when coaches with

accumulated experience are replaced, forcing new coaches to

start from scratch.

Although this study adopts a two-year longitudinal approach,

further research is needed to examine how the process continues

beyond this period. Learning at various levels requires time, and

therefore, research should also extend over a longer duration.

Additionally, as previously mentioned, turnover presents a

challenge, causing delays in the process. Turnover at the level of

the process coaches is emblematic of similar changes occurring

at subsequent levels, including school leaders and the school

team. Moreover, although rich longitudinal qualitative data were

collected through frequent focus groups with process coaches,

the current analysis did not systematically explore changes over

time in key constructs such as coaches’ expectations, knowledge,

beliefs or self-efficacy. Because the focus group protocols evolved

to match the coaches’ developing needs and each session was

analyzed independently, it was not possible to track developmental

patterns throughout the program. Future research could use a

longitudinal mixed-methods design to better understand how

process coaches develop in their role and how this affects

coaching outcomes.

Thirdly, although the data were analyzed systematically, one

methodological limitation is that the coding process was not

double-checked by a second coder. As a result, interrater reliability

was not formally assessed, which may affect the dependability of

the findings.

Fourthly, this study only considers the perspective of process

coaches. While this focus is a key strength, as process coaches play a

critical role in guiding school leaders and teams through the stages

of SRL implementation, future research should explore how PLC

members perceive the coaches’ role and how their perspectives align

or differ from those of the coaches.

Finally, while this study’s exploratory approach offers an in-

depth, insider perspective of process coaches in SRL-focused

professionalization programs, its findings cannot be broadly

generalized. Future research should examine whether the roles,

patterns and challenges observed here are also present in other

contexts. This could ultimately contribute to the development

of a research-based framework for comprehending the coaching

processes within PLCs.
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