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The Prescriptive Agile Coach 

V1, last updated: April 10, 2016 

 

 A continuum between these points   

Workshop Dynamics 
 This hand-out contains ~20 coaching scenarios 
 You also have 4x6 Index cards to capture your notes for each scenario 

 

 Break into groups of 3 (Triads – Coaching Dojo style) 
 Coachee or Seeker 
 Coach 
 Observer 

 Right half of the room approaches the scenarios from a “prescriptive” perspective 
 Left half of the room approaches them from a “soft” POV 

 

 15 minute time box, pick 2 coaching scenarios from my list OR create your own 
 Discuss your coaching strategy from your distinct POV in the Triad. Try to get into the 

nuance of it and role-play a bit. Have fun with it. 
 Capture the essence of the scenario and strategy on the card  
 Rotate the roles… 

 
 Let’s debrief some of the scenarios…care to share? 
 15 minute time box, pick another 2…rinse & repeat 
 At the end… 

 

 Any patterns you observed? 
 Any anti-patterns  
 When is it “ok” to be prescriptive? What does JUST RIGHT look like? 
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Coaching Scenarios 
1. You notice a team not getting their work done in each sprint; 30-40% carry-over work is occurring. What’s 

even sadder is that they are “forced” to expose this in every sprint demo, where everyone makes an “example 

of them”. And the carryover trend seems to be increasing. 
a. Follow-up Context: After whatever your coaching step(s) / approach(s) were, 4 sprints have 

elapsed and the team continues to struggle. So, frustrations, exposure, and tempers are flaring. 

What do you do next? This team needs your help! 
 

2. Leadership is interrupting the team during each sprint with “emergencies”. It’s mostly happening around the 
relationships between leaders and individual engineers. You’ve measured the “drag” and it’s about 20% of the 

teams capacity – so quite significant.  What to do? 
a. Is there a multi -faceted coaching approach you could take to this scenario? If so, what is it? 

 
3. You’ve noticed that many of your fellow ScrumMasters have dropped team retros pectives.  They’re promising 

to pick them up when there is more time. Is this a great form of inspect & adapt, or something else? What to 
do? 

a. Follow-up Context: If you did take action, it wasn’t effective. So look beyond your first two 

approaches. What would you do then? Is this an opportunity to be prescriptive to Core Scrum? 
 

4. You have a highly distributed team that really doesn’t want to / can’t seem to collaborate because of time 
zones. It’s impacting the quality of the work and delays due to email/text communication. Minimally the last 

3-sprints have failed due to this. What to do? 
a. Your organization is about to triple the number of distributed teams, so the “recipe” for getting 

this team healthy needs to be achieved quickly. Any thoughts on accelerating your initial 

approach(s)? 
 

5. You’re the ScrumMaster of a team who has recently adopted Scrum. One team member is really struggling to 
work within the team. They are negative, belligerent in meetings, and increasingly disruptive. Another team 

member has pulled you aside, l iterally begging you to do “something”. What to do?  
 

6. ScrummerFall is alive and well in your team, and two other teams in your organization. Its primary impacts 
include: lack of collaboration, late testing, and missed sprint goals. You’re going into a new Release Train, so 

there’s an opportunity to influence change. What to do? 
a. There is immediacy to your context here because of the impending Train. Please take that 

strongly into consideration. 

 
7. The leadership team is strongly emphasizing adherence to the established Definition of Done, partly because 

of their connection to FDA regulation support. However your team seems to view DoD constraints as “un -
agile” and too restrictive. How do you approach this disconnect?  

a. In your initial coaching effort, you asked the team to define their own DoD, while considering 
organizational constraints, so defining their own. However, they missed several crucial 
constraints. Now how do you wrap them back in without undermining their efforts? 

 

8. Your team is uncomfortably quiet. They simply don’t engage in nearly all  of the Scrum ceremonies, the daily 
Scrum being a exception. The worst is retrospectives, where nobody seems to care or engage or take action. 
What to do? 

a. Follow-up Context: If you did take action, it wasn’t effective. So look beyond your first two 
approaches. What would you do next? Is this an opportunity to be more prescriptive to Core 
Scrum? 
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9. A variation on the above situation is the team has a VERY strong technical lead that is dominating all  
discussions. Everyone else is quiet. One of the team members has privately approached you and asked you to 

help, as they feel overwhelmed by the lead. Come up with three viable coaching approaches for this scenario – 
one prescriptive, one soft, and one in-between. 
 

10. In the last Sprint Demo, several teams demonstrated quite successful results. However, they failed to deliver 

“everything”. Senior leaders in the audience seemed to “latch” on the missed stories and began to berate the 
teams – questioning their intent, efforts, and professionalism. It was quite ugly and you could see every other 
team cringing as well. What to do? 

a. Follow-up Context: If you didn’t work this angle in your initial response, are the teams culpable at 

all in this “dance”? If so, how would you approach their improvement? Where? 
 

11. As a coach, you suspect several teams are becoming complacent or even regressing in their agile efforts. 

Velocity is declining, ScrummerFall is increasing, and quality (defect escapes) seems to be on the rise. You’ve 
raised this in several retrospectives, but the teams stil l  seem to be in stasis. What to do? 

a. The teams in question here had a long run of engaged, continuous improvement. So is it 
congruent to allow them “a break” from improvement? If so, how do you then reenerg ize their 

efforts? 
 

12. Your team(s) and the organization seem to be too “dependent” on you as an agile coach. You get “pulled into” 

decisions, actions, plans, etc. And you feel l ike the balance is unhealthy. How do you wean yourself from this? 
Or do you even need to? 

a. Follow-up Context: The team has just encountered a situation where they really need your 
coaching advice. However, you’ve “pulled back” so far, that it will be difficult to get back into the 

game with them. What to do? 
 
13. It happens so frequently, the ScrumMasters have coined a name for it, they call  it “swooping”. In that – 

“today, Mark swooped into the team to help us solve some of our challenges”. Mark is a manager in your 

group who, while his intentions are pure, he can’t seem to help himself but continue to “help” the people who 
report to him in their respective Scrum teams. Oh what to do? And how to approach Mark?  

a. What if Mark rejects your coaching advice? Do you have an alternative path or paths to influence 

Mark? If so, how do you leverage them?  
 

14. You’re an organizational level coach as part of an agile transformation. You’re six months into the effort and 
there are stil l  no full -time ScrumMasters or Product Owners. Is this is a gap? How do you approach coaching 

folks to fi l l  it? 
a. You’ve noticed that several of the high-priority anti-patterns (impediments) that come out of 

every team’s retrospectives that directly points to the lack of ScrumMasters. Both staffing and 
skills. Does this change your coaching strategy? 

 
15. Your group has just hired a new ScrumMaster with a newly minted CSM, but very l ittle actual experience. 

They’ve been “thrown into” one of the hardest teams in the organization and you see them struggling. You’re 

incredibly busy, but do you try and help? How? 
 

16. Your organization has a tendency to focus on “sprint at a time” work. There is l ittle backlog look-ahead. Very 
l ittle big picture, very l ittle goal -setting, and very l ittle “alignment” from teams to the business strategy. This is 
impacting results and morale. You feel l ike the Chief Product Owner is responsible for doing much of this (or 
not doing it ;-). What to do? 
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17. How do you undo the damage from an overly prescriptive coach – getting the team to emerge, self-organize, 
and inspect & adapt? There are two aspects to this – how do you coach the coach? And how do you coach the 

team? 
a. What does “coaching the coach” look like? Is it best done prescriptively or softly? Does it depend?  

 
18. How do you undo the damage from an overly soft coach – getting the team to respond to “some” 

prescription? There are two aspects to this – how do you coach the coach? And how do you coach the team? 
a. What does “coaching the coach” look like? Is it best done prescriptively or softly? Does it depend?  

 
19. After working with a set of teams for several months you become aware that the application support team 

regularly contacts members of the team (mostly the testers) with production support issues requesting 
assistance in investigating the cause and origination of the issues. Because the interruptions “feel” minor (they 
typically happen 3-5 times per week and only take 10-20 minutes to resolve - although occasionally can take 

longer) the testers have been working on them without informing you.  
a. Now that you are aware of the interruptions how do you coach the testers on what to do in the 

future?  
b. What does the discussion with the application support team look like? 

 

 

 

OR you can create your own scenarios. IF you do, please write them on an Index Card and turn them in. We’ll 

collect them and post them in the session notes, then share with everyone. 


