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The Coaching Format and Questioning Strategies 

Getting started 

This is the warm-up, join-up, or check-in.  It is a time to connect, and find out what has occurred since 

your last session.  This includes shifts, wins, problems faced, insights, “aha’s,” and new awareness.  It’s 

also when you get an idea of the issue, topic, or problem that your client is bringing to the session.  It’s a 

time for you to get back background information, learn what’s been tried, what’s worked and what 

hasn’t.   

Opening Questions: 

• What’s happened for you since our last meeting? 

• How did things go after our last session? 

• What have you learned since we were last together? 

• What’s really present for you today? 

• How are you feeling today?  What makes it so? 

• What are you celebrating? 

• Any “ahas?” 

• What’s been going well?  What has been challenging? 

• What would you like to talk about today? 

• What outcome would you like from our work today? 

• Tell me about the issue/problem. 

• What’s the history behind this situation? 

• Who’s been involved up to now?  What have they done? 

• What’s worked and what hasn’t? 

 

Goal setting: what do you want? 

In this first section, you want to understand the problem/issue that your client has for the session.  This 

can be part of a long term goal or can be an immediate problem.  The client explains the problem, gives 

you background and explains what has already been done to solve the problem.  Typically you’ll need to 

probe for clarity as the “real” problem often is somewhat different than the expressed problem.   

Questions should begin broadly and focus increasingly on detail.  The coach needs to probe for detail to 

ascertain partially obscured factors that may be important.  You don’t want to leave this section before 

you have a clear idea about the problem and what already has been done to solve.  
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Paraphrasing and Clarifying Questions: 

• In other words… 

• What I’m hearing is… 

• Let me see if I have this right…(restate) 

• Tell me what you mean by… 

• What might that look like? 

• I’m curious to know more about… 

• Please give me some examples of that. 

• What are you hoping to accomplish? 

• Where do you want to get with this? 

 

What is the “desired” goal versus what is happening now? 

Having established goals and clarified both the problem and the issues/people surrounding the problem, 

you want to ask questions to make certain that you understand what the client wants to have happen.  

Identify the desired solution and compare to the current situation.  Moving from the actual to the 

desired situation is the goal of coaching.  

 These Questions Can Be Interpretive or Mediational: 

• How is that different from what’s happening now? 

• What’s the most important thing that you want to happen? 

• What’s the best possible scenario? 

• If you could make one thing happen right away, what would that be? 

• How would that look?   

 

What could you do? 

The goal of this section is to investigate feasible options for solving the problem and identify potential 

barriers.  Clarify whose problem this is and who needs to take responsibility for doing something about 

the problem.  This is the place for mutual brainstorming about solutions if asked.  Resist the temptation 

to solve the client’s problems.  Your job is to help your client help him/herself.  You help the client solve 

his/her own problems by pushing towards their vision, by identifying possible consequences, asking hard 

questions, illuminating a path or instructing by offering a personal situation when necessary.  
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Interpretive Questions: 

NOTE: These go beyond what’s said initially to increase understanding of underlying assumptions, 

cause and effects, relationships, and implications.  They lead to greater awareness of the situation. 

• What are verifiable facts about this?  What are interpretations? 

• What are you assuming? 

• What other factors might come into play? 

• What’s getting in the way? 

• What might be happening behind the scenes? 

• How might____________ view this? 

• What role does ______________play in this? 

• What is hardest about this for you?  What’s easiest? 

• What’s most surprising about this? 

 

Mediational Questions 

NOTE: This is also a time to ask hard questions that expand the client’s thinking.  Mediational questions 

help to hypothesize about what might happen, what might work, brainstorm possibilities, compare and 

contrast options.   

• How could you start? 

• What’s a possible first step? 

• What are the options? 

• What else? 

• What if there were no barriers? 

• What parameters must you observe? 

• What if you could start over? 

• What would happen if…? 

• What resources are there? 

• What criteria would you use? 

• What might that mean? 

• What is similar /familiar about this? 

• What would be gained and lost? 

• What are the pros and cons? 

• What outcomes do you anticipate? 

• What might you be missing? 
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• What does Best Practice say? 

• What do you need to consider? 

• How did you develop this idea? 

Coaching Comments: 

NOTE: You may also brainstorm ideas if the client desires, or point out some gaps in thinking.  These are 

coaching comments. 

• Would you like some suggestions? 

• Would you like to know what others have tried? 

• What I know about______ is__________. 

• Something to keep in mind is… 

• Sometimes it’s helpful to… 

 

An action plan: what will you do? 

The goal of the last section is to have the client decide on a plan that is specific (what will happen and by 

when), doable, and to which he/she is committed. 

• What action seems most appropriate now? 

• What are you willing to try? 

• What’s the first thing you want to do? 

• Where do you go from here? 

• What’s next? 

• What’s your timeline? 

• What’s the best time to do this? 

• How will you know when your plan is working? 

• Who might be able to help you? 

• What ideas are you taking away from this conversation? 

 


