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There are many definitions of coaching, some looking at it from an academic point of view, many from a sporting point of view.  One definition from the Oxford English Dictionary says, ‘to give hints to, to prime with facts.’  Another says ‘to train or prepare (a student for an examination, a crew for a race)’.  Yet another source defines it as ‘setting a pace or standard for an athlete to follow’.

None of these definitions comes quite close enough to describing what coaching is in a training sense.  There are some similarities, but there are some vital elements missing.

The principal feature of coaching in a training sense is that it is learner-centred.

The coach doesn’t tell or teach the learner the things he/she wants him to learn.  Instead the coach actively provides the learner with experiences that will lead him/her to find out those things for him/herself.  This does not mean that the coach stands by doing nothing.  He/she usually adopts a ‘back seat’ role being available to give guidance and help when the learner really needs it, and regularly helping the learner to review each experience so that he/she understands what he/she has learned from it.

Another element of coaching is that it is usually task-or work-based.  The coach uses the workplace as the classroom.  It is by exposing the learner to new and real work experiences, by encouraging him/her to solve new work problems, that the coach helps the learner to learn and to develop new competencies and to improve existing ones.

A third important aspect of coaching is that, in most cases, the learning is for a job-related purpose.  That purpose is to make the learner more effective in his/her present job, or to prepare him/her for a future job.

The remaining element of coaching is that, for the most part, it is planned.  There are, of course, unexpected opportunities that arise for coaching which are not planned, but once taken, these too can benefit from an element of planning.  

Coaching, in the training sense, can therefore be summarised as:

Systematically increasing the capability and work performance of someone by exposing him or her to work-based task or experiences which will provide relevant learning opportunities, and giving guidance and feedback to help him or her to learn from them.

A beneficial spin-off from coaching is that it tends also to develop the learner’s  learning ability, so that he or she goes on actively learning from future experiences, independent of the coach.
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