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INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK

WHAT IS THIS BOOK ABOUT?

This book covers in detail how you can make full use of
coaching conversations to support and develop people who
work in universities. The people that you aim to develop
may be academic staff, both those with secure employment
contracts and those more precariously employed as research
associates or technical staff attached to fixed term funding.
They may be doctoral researchers, who, whilst they are not
always classed as university staff, work hard within and for
our universities and contribute greatly to our research and
teaching agendas throughout their degrees. You may want
to develop the staff who manage our core facilities or
manage Departments, running complex projects, and
ensuring that the bins are emptied and the lights stay on. Or
you may be seeking to make use of mentoring conversations
to support the learning and development of the huge range
of specialist professional staff who contribute their expertise
as librarians, academic developers, careers advisors, coun-
sellors, grant capture managers, strategic planners, welfare
advisors and the hundreds of other essential functions of a
university.
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Whomever the individual, mentoring brings a powerful
opportunity for them to connect to colleagues, talk things
through, navigate the demands of their role, seek other per-
spectives and find their own best way forward. Whether the
individual seeking development fits into one of the above
groups of university workers, or into several or none, this
book will allow you to take a person-centred, inclusive
approach to supporting their development. It will enable you
to think through the needs of the people you want to develop
and to design your mentoring or coaching approach in a
systematic way. We present here a practical guide that we
hope will become a favourite handbook for anyone starting,
developing, troubleshooting, or enhancing mentoring and
coaching conversations.

WHO ARE WE?

This book is drawn on our own practical experience of being
academics, academic developers and qualified practicing
professional coaches and mentors. Kay has a Masters Degree
in Coaching, Mentoring and Leadership Development as well
as 10 years’ experience designing and enhancing university
mentoring cultures at the programme and strategic level. She
teaches the professional practices of mentoring, tutoring and
supervision and advocates for an embedded ‘dialogic
approach’ at the core of academic practice and staff devel-
opment. Steve is an independent HE consultant, trainer and
coach, with 15 years’ experience of working for and with
people who work in universities across the world. We
combine our complementary experiences here to cover the
skills and practices of good coaching and mentoring and
offer the benefit of our experience in the Higher Education
context, building programmes and institutional strategies for
mentoring.

xi i Introduction to the Book



WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

The ideas we present within this handbook will be of use to
anyone interested in supporting others to learn and develop
through, around and within their university work. The nature
of what constitutes ‘development activities’ and who occupies
the formal or informal ‘academic developer’ or ‘staff devel-
oper’ role has changed greatly in recent years. One contrib-
uting factor to this change is reduced budgets for staff and
doctoral researcher development which has created a DIY or
‘in-house’ response with Departments absorbing the increased
workload of meaningful people development. A more peda-
gogically sound rationale for the expansion of diverse
‘developers’ is the greater acknowledgement of workplace
learning models and peer support, the recognition that insti-
tutions have a ‘memory’ of collective knowledge and learned
experiences which is valuable and should be retained, and the
emergence of the concept of the informal curriculum for
workplace learning. A coaching or mentoring conversation is
an ideal mechanism through which valuable learning can take
place across all types of university work. Further, the core
listening and coaching skills learned and honed as a mentor or
coach benefit managers, supervisors and anyone with leader-
ship responsibilities. In this book, we will discuss some of the
many applications for coaching-style conversations and
unpick the differences in dynamics in these similar roles.

The range of people now interested in the application of
mentoring, and coaching conversations for development,
now commonly includes professional and academic staff in
specialist roles, or nominated leadership roles such as:
Department Staff Development Champions, Learning and
Teaching Leads, Doctoral Training Centre Managers and
Directors, Athena SWAN Convenors, Peer-Observation
Scheme Leaders, Postgraduate Research Tutors, Probation
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Mentors, Mentoring Project Officers, Disability Leads,
Postgraduate Student Society Chairs, Equality Diversity and
Inclusion Officers, each shaping the workplace learning
environment. Special recognition is given also to the difficult
task of managing mentoring programmes hosted on the
national level, by learning and development staff in Profes-
sional Societies, and at the Research Councils. Taken as a
piece, the landscape for learning through dialogue within
universities is rich and complex. This book recognises that
complexity and provides guidance and points for consider-
ation that reach beyond the reductive or deficit forms of
mentoring.

WHAT IS MENTORING USEFUL FOR?

Learning through dialogue can be useful on the 1:1 level, as an
individual mentoring or coaching conversation with a
colleague, team member, mentor, peer or hired professional
provider. It can be delivered for example as a defined pro-
gramme of leadership or executive coaching, as part of 1:1
‘catch up’ meetings or regular team meetings, during a
workshop or programme between peers or through a formal
institutional mentoring programme. Coaching skills can also
add value in every ad hoc request for a chat, advice or ‘brain
picking’.

Commonly, when we are offered or seek a coaching or
mentoring conversation, it is positioned as a way to discuss
and solve a problem. A dialogic approach works well as a
problem-solving approach whether the salient matters are
ones of navigating snags during a transition to a new role or
phase, seeking the next career move or promotion, the need to
pick up a new skillset, or finding support for resolving a
difficult relationship at work. We stress though that solving
problems is not the only positive outcome of coaching or
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mentoring, and these tools should not always be positioned
around a perceived deficit of skills or ability. At the individual
level, the added value that mentoring and coaching can bring
include enhancing the quality of work planning, broadening
or widening perspectives and empathy for other viewpoints
and the building of new contacts or networks across the
institution. Personal gains may also include having your voice
heard, gaining confidence, a stronger sense of belonging and
job role satisfaction. These gains are applicable to the coach or
mentor as well, and we can expect they will also learn through
engaging with a conversation or coaching or mentoring
partnership. Within teams and line-management relationships,
tutoring, and supervision partnerships, a coaching style can
increase trust and cohesion. It is an effective way of increasing
independence, ownership and proactivity for those you
manage, tutor or supervise.

WHEN WE SAY ‘COACHING’ AND ‘MENTORING’,
WHAT ARE WE TALKING ABOUT?

In brief, we are talking about two people talking and learning
together in a style that draws on the Humanistic principles of
working with the whole person, and trusting them to make
the choices for themselves, that best fit their development
interests. What this looks like in practice is a learning con-
versation. This conversation may just involve talking
together, or they may use a variety of structured processes,
styles, conversational tools, worksheets or creative methods
to scaffold or enhance that conversation. Wildflower and
Brennan (2011) is an excellent resource on styles, tools and
how coaches and mentors can use them in practice. For
mentoring tools applicable specifically to researchers and
research development contexts, see Hopkins, Brooks, and
Yeung (2019).
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It’s very common to hear that coaching and mentoring
are ‘similar but different’, that they are practices which are
related, but not the same. When asked to describe the dif-
ference, colleagues with some knowledge of the disciplines
will often recite that coaching is shorter term and mentoring
more long term. Another comparison often proffered is that
mentoring is based in advice-giving and so must be done by
a subject expert, but coaching is less directive, and so
anyone can coach anyone. Whilst neither of the two pre-
vious statements is always wrong, they are also not always
right.

We believe that it is more conducive to good practice to
talk about the expected skills, attitudes and behaviours that
will be required of the coach or mentor within the context of
their mentee’s learning needs than to offer a universal defini-
tion of what coaching or mentoring is. We discuss this further
in the opening Chapter of the book. But, for clarity, here is
how we position the two sister-disciplines:

• Coaching: A designed, non-directive learning conversation;
• Mentoring: A coaching conversation (larger part) plus some

experience-based contextualisation, advice or guidance
(smaller part).

In this book, we are positioning coaching and mentoring
as specialist educational practices, where the mentor or
coach consciously chooses their methods to best meet the
learning needs of the coachee or mentee. This includes, for
mentors, deciding when to give advice or guidance and when
not to. We believe that coaching and mentoring add more
value when we situate them within a reflective educational
skillset and support mentors and coaches to align their
chosen methods with their partner’s intended learning or
support needs.
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CONVERSIONAL SKILLS AS THE CORE OF
MENTORING AND COACHING PRACTICE

As with all educational practices, there’s not a ‘right way’ to
do mentoring, each mentor chooses their own approach, style
and practices and applies them in different situations and
contexts – but there are certain frameworks into which we fit
these choices – and the framework for good practice in men-
toring is that we avoid giving advice whenever there’s a better
way to support our mentee. So, one thing that is common to
all mentoring and coaching relationships is that they benefit
from being centred on a good quality conversation. Using
coaching involves putting aside our tendency to advise, in
favour of listening, supporting enquiry, reflection and the
raising of self-awareness. Developing a coaching approach
means coming back to the Humanistic principles of working
with the whole person and trusting them to make the choices
for themselves. It all means that you can be helpful even if
you’ve never experienced the precise set of challenges your
mentee is experiencing, and it means you can help them learn
how to problem-solve for themselves rather than fostering
their dependency on you. We cover the pros and cons of this
approach, and demonstrate the value of thinking twice before
giving advice in Chapter 7.

PERSONAL TUTORING, RESEARCH SUPERVISION,
LINE-MANAGEMENT AND TEAM LEADERSHIP

If mentoring and coaching are supportive learning conversa-
tions, what is it that distinguishes them from other one-to-one
learning relationships like personal tutoring or research
supervision? And if they can be used as part of team meetings,
or manager catch-ups, why is mentoring different from man-
agement? The answers to these questions again require more of
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us than offering comparative definitions of the roles. Tutoring,
supervision, and managerial roles, and the conversations that
accompany them are closely related, and they can look very
similar, even identical, to coaching or mentoring conversations.
Colleagues who have developed their skills by working with
mentees report that the knowledge and methods are useful in
their other university contexts and that being a mentor has
enhanced how they teach, lead teams and how they interact
with their research students – it has enabled them to be ‘coach-
like’ or to use a ‘mentoring style’. This is a key way in which
investing in mentoring has bigger positive effects than simply
supporting the learning of the mentees. Mentoring and
coaching skills are a good foundation for many of the rela-
tionships encountered in the academic environment and have a
range of applications; for working with students, peers,
teaching teams, research teams and colleagues more widely. We
hope you do make use of what you learn from this book to
enhance your other relationships with students and colleagues.

Think of the difference between these relationships and
coaching or mentoring, as being one of professional distance.
A coach or mentor will tend not to have a vested interest in the
choices or the development of their mentee. They will not
usually, in a university context, be accountable to the orga-
nisation for the coachee making progress or for achieving
certain goals. They will act as an independent supporter, in
their mentee’s best interests, but they will not be professionally
affected positively or negatively by the choices the mentee
makes or the outcomes they achieve. To enable the most
effective partnerships for mentoring or coaching, aim to
reduce the authority and power differential between the
partners, and reduce the potential for a conflict of agendas for
the outcomes of the partnership. Some professional distance,
or neutrality, is required to enable the most powerful coaching
and mentoring.
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ISN’T THIS COUNSELLING? IT CERTAINLY FEELS
THERAPEUTIC

As with the professional partnerships described above, there
are similarities between the styles of conversation used in
mentoring and coaching and some commonly used styles of
counselling and therapy. This is to be expected as they have
common roots in Humanism and the humanistic style of
personal learning and growth through conversation (see
Chapter 5). Additionally, they look similar in practice as a lot
of the tools and styles established for therapeutic use have
been appropriated into coaching and mentoring because they
are effective. For an excellent deep resource on the philoso-
phies and tools of Coaching Psychology, do take up Cox,
Bachkirova, and Clutterbuck (2010) listed in our recom-
mended reading section.

It is common and absolutely okay that mentees and
coachees would feel and express some emotional relief from
getting their concerns out in the open, from the excitement of
new learning, from acknowledging a mistake that they have
made, from recounting a difficult situation or from making a
decision they have been struggling with. However, coaching
and mentoring are not counselling or therapy, because the
context for the learner, and their learning needs are different.
In mentoring and coaching, we are not working with people in
a significant and prolonged state of distress. Nor are we
working with people with persistent patterns of significant
unhelpful or detrimental behaviour. It requires the mentor or
coach to draw a boundary between the two and resist temp-
tation to overstep that boundary. Chapter 22 offers more
detail on how to recognise when that boundary has been
approached and offers guidance on what you can usefully do
and say in the moment, to support your coachee or mentee to
seek additional specialist support.
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STRUCTURAL INEQUALITIES CAN’T BE COACHED
AWAY

It’s important to recognise that in this book we are not
advocating that coaching, mentoring, positive thinking, or a
‘can do’ attitude, can overcome systemic structural barriers,
career bottlenecks and well-documented gender, disability and
ethnicity inequalities. We recognise that career success and
progression is dependent on more than a good conversation
and effective planning. A lack of opportunities, casualisation of
work, refusal of access or permission and outright discrimi-
nation cannot be overcome by the actions of a good mentor.
It is important, given rising pressures on academic staff and
emerging evidence of universities as poor mental health hotspots,
that this book and your practice as a coach or mentor should
be appreciative of the complexities of inequality. While we
must all take responsibility for our development, we cannot
place full responsibility on the individual to overcome or solve
systemic issues.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

We wanted to write a book that supports staff in universities
who are tasked with being a coach or mentor, or with initi-
ating or developing a coaching or mentoring initiative, pilot
scheme or large-scale programme. We work with and are
contacted frequently by colleagues who work in universities
asking us to suggest coaching approaches or tools, for guid-
ance on mentoring programme design and practice, and with
requests for help by mentees and mentors who are in men-
toring situations that aren’t working or could be better. We
wanted to produce a handbook that shares the answers to
these FAQs more widely, rolling all our guidance and
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experience into one place. In doing so, we have also created a
resource mentoring Programme Leaders who are about to get
started, or who want to enhance their work, that helps you to
work through the planning and development of a good
mentoring offer, that places coaching conversations at the
heart of practice.

Whilst this book is the result of 10 years and more of
critical practice and research into the area, we do not present
here a critical analysis of the coaching and mentoring litera-
ture. We recognise that you are likely to want to get your own
practice or programme started sooner rather than later, and so
we offer you a way of doing that. As is established practice,
where we make specific claims, we will signpost you to the
original resource or research. We are also drawing on our own
deep experience in coaching and of supporting coaches,
mentors and programmes. We uncover the often-unseen fac-
tors that contribute to effective mentoring and successful in-
house mentoring programmes. From the skills, practices and
continued development of the mentors to the dynamics of the
partnership and the careful matching of the pairs, and
crucially, the positioning of mentoring (purpose, prestige,
value) in the organisation including the support and supervi-
sion of staff who mentor, which are all the responsibility of
Programme Leaders.

We offer the ideas within this book, in a coaching style.
The ideas presented here work for us and for our learners.
You are free to select what you need, adapt those ideas that
need more tailoring to your context and reject what does not
resonate with you and your work. We would be delighted to
see you continue to shape and develop the ideas we ourselves
have shaped and developed in these pages.

• Section 1 covers where to start, surveying the landscape
for developing people within university contexts and
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understanding and building the foundations for deploying a
mentoring approach within your organisation.

• Section 2 includes specific practices, concepts, tools, exer-
cises and ideas that you can deploy as coaches and mentors
yourself, or for coaches and mentors you support in the
programmes you lead.

• Section 3 takes a bigger picture look at enhancing the
practice, value and reputation of mentoring at the pro-
gramme level and in developing a strategic approach to
understanding the impact of mentoring.

RECOMMENDED READING

Below, we offer you a selection of our favourite literature, sources
that complement our book, and will give you pathways in to
the wider literature.
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