Coaching Skills: a handbook
Jenny Rogers 
Published by Open University Press, Maidenhead. 2004.

Paperback, 240pp, £16.99

ISBN 0-335-21330-8

Jenny Rogers is well qualified to write a handbook on coaching skills – she has been coaching for as long as it has been a recognised management development tool. She is also a great writer – her book Adults Learning is been the leading text on how adults learn for more than thirty years. With such a pedigree, this book comes with a lot of expectations riding on it – and they are met. 

With such a wealth of experience to call on, it might have been pitched too far away from the general reader to be of use as a handbook. But it is a very practical and readable book that will be of immense use to aspiring coaches and experts alike. I certainly found a lot in the case studies and discussions on coaching dilemmas and problems to enlighten me in my practice. 

It is also written in a very accessible style, devoid of jargon to be attractive to managers who wish to add coaching to their skill set, but with just enough theory to be useful as a developmental text to the growing legions of executive and life coaches. The linking of short case studies to steps in the text is particularly helpful in making the language of coaching accessible to all, and illustrating the key points in a practical manner.

Some of the key questions that are addressed in the book include: What is coaching and how is it different from therapy and counselling? What are the key skills that any coach absolutely must have? What distinguishes a ‘good’ coach from an outstanding one? How do you keep yourself and your own agenda out of the way and yet have presence with a client? How do you create the trust that encourages a client to learn? How do you manage your own anxiety - especially when you are relatively inexperienced? What does practising professionally as a coach mean?

Coaching is obviously a very practical skill, and cannot be learned from a book. It must be developed in practice with developmental feedback given on what you do and how you do it. Jenny points out that in her experience it takes about 1000 hours of working with clients to become reasonably proficient as a coach, and some further 2000 hors of practice to be able to work effectively with any client situation. It’s much more than reading a list of do’s and don’ts in a handbook and then putting them into practice. Just reading this book does give the reader a sense of the complexity and depth of development necessary to be able to coach. To that end it may hopefully deter those who think they can just hang a name-plate on their door without undertaking the serious steps necessary to become proficient in this new profession. 

Having said that, the handbook does help in a systematic development of the skills and dilemmas necessary to develop coaching expertise and provides a set of possible answers and checklists that the developing coach can then try out in practice. It also lives up to its ‘handbook’ title by being comprehensive enough to cover areas that even an experienced coach may not ever across in their practice and thus be a reference that will always be of use. In sum, this is a valuable addition to any bookshelf and likely to join Adults Learning as a standard text on the subject.
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