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As a part of my current role I became responsible for designing a training provision for 
graduates who teach. This then lead to an idea of introducing a coaching provision for PhD 
students as a part of a pilot study. This is when I met AA. She was just starting her second year 
of a full-time PhD programme sponsored by a research body in the area of her interests. One 
would say – ‘A dream come true’. Sadly, as I was soon to find out, this was not really the case. 
As our coaching sessions progressed, it become more and more apparent that AA was not as 
satisfied with her current situation as one would expect. 

The first session was spent solely on matters relevant to the planning and management 
of her PhD. We spent some time looking into her lack of organisation and trying to find 
the best methods of controlling her workload. In a way, those were the kind of issues I 
was expecting to hear from students at this point of their study. Although it was a rela-
tively successful session (AA started implementing new techniques of time management), 
it felt as we did not reach the main problem at that time. The next sessions were the most 
revealing, because AA stated that she was not really enjoying her studies. This comment 
struck me as odd because I had a student in front of me whose entire posture was posi-
tively changing when she was discussing her experiments and data collection etc. The 
excitement about her topic was so visible that even without coaching techniques one 
could spot it. Probed further, AA explained that her lack of motivation was linked with 
her peers, their highly competitive behaviours and constant long working hours, which 
she was not engaging in. They were making her feel ‘guilty’ because she had a different 
approach to her PhD. 

This revelation has changed our coaching sessions. We started by discussing the main 
reasons for her undertaking a PhD and those of her peers. The coachee explored what moti-
vated her the most in her studies and finally we worked on changing those negative 



comparisons and feelings of guilt. Therefore, what has initially started as coaching regarding 
PhD organisation and management, at the end become coaching about ‘fighting’ with own 
assumptions and understandings of individual differences. AA is currently finishing the 
third year of her PhD. She is still smiling and spreading her exceptional and vivid personal-
ity around her friends and colleagues. We both agree that part of that smile is there because 
of her coaching sessions. 


