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Since the 1990s the field of coaching has grown in professionalism, and now affects most business sectors. As Parsloe and Leedham outline in their first chapter, coaching and mentoring have moved ‘From Marginal to Mainstream’ for anyone interested in people development. As the profession continues to evolve, professional bodies are emerging, including The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) and the International Coach Federation (ICF).[footnoteRef:1] Having taught in Higher Education (HE) since 1998, I encountered professional coaching at a CIPD event,[footnoteRef:2] and trained as a life coach in early 2009.[footnoteRef:3] This assignment offers a reflective consideration of implementing coaching practices within learning and teaching practices in HE. With a particular interest in facilitating group work in seminars, the presentation considered how exploiting learning and personality styles, and offering encouragement, improves student engagement with the process. [1:  Parsloe, E. & Leedham, M. Coaching and Mentoring: Practical Conversations to Improve Learning 2009 (2nd Ed), pp. 3-11]  [2:  Minter, T. ‘Personal Effectiveness’, CIPD, 2007]  [3:  Kerslake, D., Boyce, R., O’Donnell, A., Fogarty, C., Professional Coaching Certification Programme, ICF Accredited, The Kerslake Company, 2008-9] 

As Parsloe and Leedham indicate, the growth of a coaching culture can largely be seen as part of a change in focus in many organisations to a move away from directorial management styles of command and control, and towards ‘employee empowerment’, releasing the self-knowledge and potential that it is believed all possess, in the context of becoming ‘learning organisations’.[footnoteRef:4]  ‘Human capital’ is important to ‘learning organisations’,[footnoteRef:5] interlinked with ‘Intellectual capital’, ‘Knowledge management’, and ‘Individual employee knowledge’. All these terms converge around “the importance of employees as producers and users of the information and knowledge that allow organisations to compete.[footnoteRef:6] Learning Organisations are where employees experience a sense of “profound teamwork”, where the team “complemented each other’s strengths and weaknesses and compensated for each other’s limitations… [to produce] extraordinary results.”[footnoteRef:7] Buckingham is influential within the coaching profession, encouraging us to focus on enhancing strengths rather than eliminating weaknesses, in the belief that this will transform society.[footnoteRef:8] Already aware of the need to provide positive feedback to students, I am now more proactive in seeking to identify strengths to build upon, with weaknesses reframed as ‘areas for development’, rather than identified as ‘wrong’, an activity that is more feasible within small seminar groups and in one-to-one scenarios. With Universities by their very nature ‘learning organisations’, it seems entirely appropriate to use coaching techniques amongst our teaching toolkit. [4:  Parsloe, E. & Leedham, M., Op. Cit, pp.4-5]  [5:  Easterling, K. ‘Coaching & Mentoring within Professional Practice’, PGCLTHE, University of Winchester, 2009]  [6:  Ulrich, D., Zenger, J. & Smallwood, N. Results-based Leadership, 1999 [Accessed via Google Books: http://bit.ly/bOI2Jr], p53]  [7:  Parsloe, E. & Leedham, M., Op. Cit, pp.62-3]  [8:  Buckingham, M. Now, Discover Your Strengths, 2005] 

The presentation focused particularly upon understanding learning and personality styles, and how they affect behaviours in learning spaces. The terms coaching and mentoring are often used interchangeably, but a mentor is likely to be someone who is more experienced than you in a field that you want to develop in, whereas, as a coach, you may not be an expert in the specific subject, but will be an expert in drawing out the best from your coachee. I have found this particularly relevant when working with dissertation students, who have chosen a new area to research. Prior to the coaching course, I would have attempted to stay one step ahead of the student subject-wise, but now understand that our role is to ensure that they produce the best work that they are capable of, ensuring that they take responsibility for their own work. Coaching is about self-development, self-responsibility and accountability, which Whitmore believes will allow coachees to develop increased awareness of their own input, raising interest and recall, and therefore improve performance, learning and enjoyment.[footnoteRef:9] I rarely refer to what I am doing as “coaching”, but make active use of coaching techniques. [9:  Whitmore, J. Coaching for Performance: GROWing Human Potential and Purpose, 2009 (4th Ed), p54] 

Many of the traits we identified in successful coaches on the life coaching course, including an interest in people, a desire to help, determination, commitment, a willingness to learn, flexibility, resilience, and an ability to see the best in people – even when others don’t, appear to be those we would look for in HE lecturers. In identifying ‘Brilliant Coaches’ authenticity is at the top of the list, something I have always deemed important. The life coaching course gave me the confidence to understand that a lot of my natural traits had a value, and that much of the standard ‘sage on the stage’ lecturing I experienced was not the only way things had to be done. Previously feeling disempowered, the course enabled me to understand that changes can be made from within the system, and that those changes can be small and gradual, rather than necessarily large and life-changing. The idea of ‘the guide on the side’ is a growing one, where qualities such as empathy, insight, curiosity, and willingness to offer feedback in order to improve the experience for the student can make a difference. As the notion of ‘Spiritual Intelligence’ has grown, that search for authentic meaning is identified as important, both for ourselves as tutors, and in aiding our students.[footnoteRef:10] These techniques could be particularly important in working with personal tutees, as they seek to identify where their academic training is taking them. Within the University of Winchester, however, the role of personal tutor appears to be rather a nominal one, many students appear uninterested in capitalising upon the personal development opportunities, and, institutionally, the personal tutor role does not appear to be strategically important.  [10:  See Draper, B. Spiritual Intelligence 2009] 

Understanding the different learning styles, visual, auditory and kinaesthetic can aid in choosing approaches to aid learning. The figures circulating amongst the life coaching community indicate around 65% visual learners, 30% auditory learners, and only 5% kinaesthetic learners.[footnoteRef:11] These figures were challenged in the presentation. There appears to be no clear consensus, but an academically substantiated source would indicate that "on average studies have shown rough 29% have a visual preference, 34% auditory and 37 kinaesthetic".[footnoteRef:12] Coaching, teaching and facilitating, all involve ‘making things easy’ for the working group to participate as fully as possible. Before the life coaching course, I tended to have a fairly fixed agenda for seminars, encouraging students towards the ‘right’ answers, whereas I now take a more flexible approach, accompanied by a much greater awareness of the impact of different learning styles, and a more reflexive approach to what has/not worked. As a facilitator, I still recognise the need to remain in overall control of the session, maintaining a focus on the learning objectives, and being aware of student motivations, particularly for the following behavioural styles: quiet or shy, overly talkative, overly negative or argumentative or a participant who is partaking in multiple conversations. We need to recognise that the motivations behind these behaviours may not always be negative, for example a student who looks bored may simply be unconfident in the material, and therefore teaching tactics may need adjusting to enable full engagement. Within Media Studies seminars, I have been experimenting with different teaching styles, and have identified that many students are unconfident in participating in a large group, anticipating that they will appear stupid, but having had the opportunity to practice in a smaller group, were more prepared to participate. A particular tactic suggested for dealing with negative voices that are dominating the agenda is to ask them to put on one of Edward de Bono’s six thinking hats, most usually the yellow ‘positive’ hat. These hats help “you make better decisions by pushing you to move outside your habitual ways of thinking”.[footnoteRef:13] It was suggested that as the University system teaches students to be more critical, that we can expect more overly critical student responses. Student engagement can be identified in many different ways, not just in physical engagement, but by engaged thinking and speaking. A tactic I plan to incorporate more fully for the 2010-11 academic year is to gain student buy-in by involving them in setting up the rules of engagement for each seminar group, ensuring that they take responsibility.  [11:  Kerslake, D., Boyce, R., O’Donnell, A., Fogarty, C., Professional Coaching Certification Programme, ICF Accredited, The Kerslake Company, 2008-9 and see for example:  Riklan, D. ‘Self-Improvement Events’, http://www.selfgrowth.com/gwlesson3.html, Stefans, H. ‘’Organising Tips for Different Learning Styles’, http://resources.npex.org/organizing-tips-for-different-learning-styles.html. ]  [12:  Smith (1996), quoted in Frost, J. and Turner, T., Learning to Teach Science in the Secondary School, 2004 [Accessed via Google Books: http://bit.ly/928c5K], p.146 ]  [13:  Anonymous, ‘Six Thinking Hats’, http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newTED_07.htm, [1995-2010] ] 

A very important skill that was identified was the ability to ‘sit with the silence’: not being so worried that the conversation is going nowhere that you ask the same question in another way, or move onto the next question before the student is ready to respond. I had always been this way, and the course encouraged me to take a deep breath, count to three, and trusted my gut instinct more as to whether anything further needs to be said. Some people take a while to think, so I have looked for ways to facilitate giving that space, whether that be thinking time, pair work, mini-group work, or just allowing a space. Talkative students can also overfill the silence, and other students will allow that: Appendix 2 outlines an exercise I undertook last week to counteract that.
Finally, the presentation dealt with some specific techniques which may aid the construction of a useful and workable group, including the importance of active listening and considering tactics which may be required to re-engage students. One way to ensure engagement is to ask a mix of questions, including open, closed, reflective and why questions, although we need to be aware that “why?” often leads to a need a self-justifying response. We need to respond and acknowledge, where possible providing positive reinforcement and interrelate previous comments. It is important to equitably select those to question, selecting both volunteers and non-volunteers. Since training as a coach, I have focused more upon the questions asked, and sought less to provide the ‘right’ answer, and am gradually coming to terms with the fact that some students will never volunteer, and being prepared to challenge them. As facilitators, we always need to ensure that we have the learning outcomes in our mind, and bring the conversations back to those. If the students are also clear on these, it is anticipated that they will be more likely to engage as they understand why they are learning what they are learning. Offering positive reinforcement does not indicate an uncritical or unconstructive response, but rather a recognition of the contribution made by the student, and a constructive assessment of that response in relation to the question asked. Parsloe and Leedham offer further advice on how to encourage constructive feedback.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  ‘Chapter 6: Feedback that builds confidence and success’, Parsloe, E. & Leedham, M., Op. Cit, pp.114-132] 

Training as a life coach has had a significant impact upon the way that I teach, in particular giving confidence in my own teaching style, and in identifying opportunities to experiment. I have become more focused upon developing areas of strength, identifying areas in which to provide positive feedback as part of a constructive package, and become more aware of ways in which to engage students within debates.
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