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INTRODUCTION

There is a move away from ‘the transmission model, where experts create 

instructional delivery systems as a way to transmit their expertness to clients’ 

(Sergiovanni, 1994, p. 143) to something which is much more reflexive, much 

more informing of, and informed by, relationships (Fielding, 1996: 4).

The Mentoring and Coaching Service at the Institute of Education, London 
University had as its aim to offer employees confidential support on issues relating 
to work; to help employees explore possible choices and actions; and to facilitate 
understanding and new insights about themselves at work. The Service involved 
the Head of Staff Development at the Institute identifying a team of potential 
mentors/coaches representing both academic and non-academic staff. The Staff 
Development team was then responsible for pairing any clients who applied to the 
service with an appropriate mentor/coach from the team.

Whatever a client’s motivation for seeking out mentoring/coaching, a cornerstone 
of the Service is that ‘learning is always the focus’ (Carnell, MacDonald and Askew, 
2007). The founders of the Service suggested that constructivist approaches to 
learning were ‘more likely to support effective learning in coaching and mentoring’ 
than the ‘instruction model’ (ibid: 6). The constructivist approaches they described 
were based on the ‘construction model’, which focused on the way the client made 
sense of her experiences; and the ‘co-construction model’, which they described as 
building knowledge through dialogue with others.

The concept of learning as construction has its roots in Piaget’s (1970) descriptions 
of the learner as an active agent who pieces together evidence from her previous 
knowledge and experience, to make ever increasing sense of the world and to 
take increasingly wise actions in that world. When learners construct knowledge, they 
are often using reflection on pre-existing conceptions and taking an active role in 
reconstructing these. This view contrasts with the view expressed famously by Skinner 
(1954) and colleagues, that learning occurs in response to stimuli provided by the 
environment. This behaviourist view is associated with learners’ accumulation of skills 
and retention of information given to them in tact, by someone else. Lorrie Shepard 
contrasts this older view to the constructivist view of active sense making:

… we now understand that learning is an active process or mental 
construction and sense making. … ‘expertise’ develops in a field of study 
as a principled and coherent way of thinking and representing problems, 
not just as an accumulation of information (2000: 6-7).
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Shepard describes the details of construction:

Students take in information, interpret it, connect it to what they 
already know, and, if necessary, reorganize their mental structures 
to accommodate new understandings. Learners construct and then 
reconstruct mental models that organize ideas and their interrelation 
(1991: 8).

Co-construction can simply mean that individual construction or sense-making, 
happens when the learner engages with another or others: Watkins (2003) calls it, 
‘building knowledge as part of doing things with others’. In this sense, a co-constructive 
learning session is one in which collaboration happens, in which all parties assist in 
sense-making. Co-constructed knowledge can be the outcome of dialogue in which 
all participants feel that their contributions are valued. The prefix co- does suggest 
the construction being made together, jointly, reciprocally as a pair or group, rather 
than in conflict with or in subservience to another or others. When co-construction 
is at its most mutually beneficial, collaborative learners complement and build on 
each others’ views to construct shared knowledge. For example, if members of a 
group have each read a text relating to a topic, through sharing the meanings they 
have each made from the text, through dialogue they build up a richer picture. This 
is co-constructed knowledge because the constructed learning amounts to more 
than the sum of its parts. When two people are successfully collaborating, the agent 
of inquiry is not the individual, but the knowledge-constructing pair: both learners take 
responsibility for insuring they both know what needs to be known. Co-construction is 
therefore characterized (in Watkins’ words) ‘… by the interplay of private and public 
reflection’ (2004: 5).

The concept of co-construction can also be associated with socio-cultural 
theories of learning which stretch the idea of collaborative-construction-with, to 
participation-with. In these theories, learning itself tends to be conceived more as an 
action of participation than as a construction of something (Sfard, 1998). Edwards 
(2005: 51-54) suggests that there are two broad strands of ideas, both of which 
view evidence of learning as learners’ appropriate participation in collaborative 
knowledge construction, rather than the collaborative knowledge construction itself. 
But Edwards argues that one strand of these ideas describes learning by participating 
as occurring when the self adapts to different social situations (Lave and Wenger, 
2001; Rogoff, 1995; Wells, 1999); whereas the Vygotskian strand considers the 
collective self within the individual to be the most important agent in bringing about 
transformation in the world, which is the purpose of learning.

In this evaluation of the Mentoring and Coaching Service, I attempt to explore 
these concepts of ‘construction’ and ‘co-construction’, to analyse whether indeed 
constructivist approaches to learning did support effective learning in coaching and 
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mentoring, and how this could actually play out within the framework of the Service. 
I ask whether or when the learning in the Service manifested itself as receiving 
instruction (or training), despite an espoused aim for knowledge construction. I ask 
whether there is something about the mentoring/coaching encounter that makes 
a constructivist approach most useful and if so, what this is.  I do this by drawing on 
interview data collected from eight clients of the Service. I also examine the learning 
of mentors/coaches who were seeking, as well as giving, support, using interview 
data from 12 mentors/coaches. I examine how constructivist the learning practice 
of mentors/coaches was and whether they co-constructed their learning in the sense 
of collaboration; or as participation, in either of the senses outlined by Edwards. I 
draw some conclusions about the interplay between the aspirations that clients and 
mentors/coaches had respectively, with especial reference to relationships at work; 
and how each group went about its learning in fulfilment of these aspirations.
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THE RESEARCH DESIGN

This evaluation was commissioned in January 2007 with the purpose of evaluating 
the ways in which the Institute of Education’s Mentoring and Coaching Service was 
supporting work-based learning at the Institute of Education (both terms, mentoring 
and coaching, are used because of mixed conceptions about their distinctions). 
Methodologically this study had a constructivist framework, in that knowledge was 
constructed to a great degree by the participants in the research, as well as by 
myself as researcher and writer. By prompting and listening, the interviewer aimed to 
help interviewees explore their own learning and work aspirations and achievements 
as richly as possible. The influence of the researcher was acknowledged, and 
indeed used, as interviews became for some participants time for further reflection 
and learning. However, individual interviews were stand-alone and out of context, 
leading to some limitations on the kind of knowledge constructed. The principal 
method for this research was individual interview. Twelve mentors/coaches and eight 
clients were interviewed between January and June 2007. They were contacted by 
email or by phone after the head of Staff Development had asked their permission 
to be contacted. No mentors/coaches declined to be interviewed, although four 
out of twelve clients declined, including one man. One declined because of an 
accidental breech in confidentiality, in which her name was exposed to some other 
clients; another two clients declined because they had only had one mentoring/
coaching session, but it had not suited their purposes; and one did not explain why 
she declined. Those who declined included three research officers and one lecturer. 
Of the eight clients who agreed to be interviewed, all were women. Six came from 
within the Institute of Education and two from affiliated colleges. The professional 
roles of the clients included seven administrative posts and one research officer and 
among the administrative posts represented, four were senior posts.  They had had 
between one and six mentoring/coaching sessions. Two interviewees had had only 
one session, one had had two, two had had three, two had had four, and one client 
had had the full six sessions. Two of the clients were expecting to engage in further 
sessions. Among the professional roles of mentors/coaches, were included the Head 
of Staff Development, four lecturers, five administrators and two other members of 
staff in advisory roles. There was one man. Each interview lasted between 45 minutes 
and one hour. A quiet, private room was used for the interviews, and interviewees 
were given a choice of which room would suit them, and then, where they would 
like to sit in that room. Notes taken during interviews were fed back to the team of 
mentors/coaches (but not to the clients) and they had the opportunity to comment 
on how their words had been reported. Very few changes were needed on the basis 
of their responses to the notes. 
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Analysis consisted of looking for themes within interview notes and clustering 
relevant ideas together. During the writing of this final report, knowledge was then 
constructed out of these themes in relation to the broad framework of mentoring/
coaching models and the promotion of work-based learning. 

Issues of confidentiality are generally very important within the context of mentoring 
and coaching so confidentiality was already an expectation among clients and 
mentors/coaches. Clients were invited to interview without knowledge of other clients 
(except in the one accidental case mentioned above) and mentors/coaches were 
interviewed individually. Clients were asked not to name their mentor/coach during 
interviews and mentors/coaches never reveal names of clients anyway. Mentors/
coaches and clients were assured that their comments would be anonymised, and 
for this reason random numbers have been assigned to each participant in this 
report, with C relating to clients and MC relating to mentors/coaches. All participants 
gave their informed consent to be interviewed and were free to withdraw at any 
time. The purposes of the evaluation were made clear to all.
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MENTORING AND COACHING AND THE WIDER CONTEXT

The aim of the Mentoring and Coaching Service at the Institute of Education was 
the enhanced learning of its employees, on a wide range of issues relating to work, 
for example, helping employees to explore possible choices and actions and to 
facilitate understanding and new insights about themselves at work. It aimed to 
serve employees across the range of professional hierarchy. The Service was set up 
within the context of the ‘mentoring revolution’ of the 1990s described by Rodger 
(2006, p.29), which seemed to have benefited employees’ learning in a range of 
workplaces. For example, Handscomb (2006, p.3) could claim that “… coaching 
and mentoring… are forms of professional learning that do indeed have… direct 
positive effect in changing practice”. Cordingley (2006, p.7) has called mentoring 
and coaching “the cornerstones of teacher professional learning”. Eraut et al.’s 
(1998) research on highly qualified workers found that employees named mentoring 
as one of the key vehicles through which they learned at work (cited in Evans et 
al., 2006:7). Edwards (1998), however, tried to place the school-based ‘mentoring 
revolution’ within the context of Government fear of teachers as key agents of social 
reproduction who might become ‘dangerous’ when they tried to construct their own 
curricula. She described the ‘mentoring revolution’ as “the latest strategy aimed 
at limiting teacher agency” (p.48). This idea of mentoring/coaching as a weak 
alternative to the main institutional agenda is one I return to below.

However, whether mentoring/coaching is part of the main institutional agenda 
or not, there are many examples of mentoring and coaching in which learning is 
not approached from a constructivist perspective and learning in these situations 
can indeed be highly directed, even destructively restricting (Rodger, 2006). It is 
in opposition to this latter model of mentoring and coaching that the Institute’s 
Mentoring and Coaching Service espouses a constructivist model of learning 
(Carnell, MacDonald and Askew, 2006). It assumes that the key role of mentor/coach, 
is to facilitate a learning conversation in order to help the staff member to make 
sense of their own situation, with the ultimate aim of improving their own experience 
in the workplace. Carnell, MacDonald and Askew (ibid) suggest that key features of 
mentoring/coaching include creating a conducive learning environment, clarifying 
personal objectives relating to work-based learning, joint planning and questioning, 
collaboration, risk-taking and reflection, reviewing the effects of change in the 
workplace and promoting self awareness (p.4). The instigators insist that mentoring 
or coaching sessions include a cycle of reviewing a client’s workplace situation, 
learning through new insights about the workplace situation, applying the learning to 
improve the situation in original ways and reviewing the learning conversation itself. 
Based on these theories, then, the Institute’s model of mentoring and coaching is 
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based on a constructivist conception of learning in which the mentor mediates 
between the client and the situation they describe, supporting them to negotiate 
meanings within their situation and draw on the most effective resources available 
to work out original solutions for their difficulties. 

Another distinctive feature of the Institute’s Service is that peer coaching is at the 
core of its model in that a peer becomes the mentor/coach, whilst also remaining 
a peer. Without equality of status among learners, reciprocal collaboration is most 
unlikely, as is creative individual meaning making guided by a supportive peer. The 
first employees selected to ‘train’ as mentors/coaches for the Institute’s Service, 
represented a range of professional positions within the Institute of Education: their 
mixed hierarchical status meant that non-hierarchical matches could be made 
between mentors/coaches and clients. Among the team of mentors/coaches were 
included the Head of Staff Development, four lecturers and seven administrators. 
MacMurray reminds us of the importance of equality: 

Equality is a condition of freedom in human relations. For if we do not 
treat one another as equals, we exclude freedom from the relationship. 
Freedom, too, conditions equality. For if there is a constraint between us 
then there is fear; and to counter that fear we must seek control over its 
object, and attempt to subordinate the other person to our own power. 
Any attempt to achieve freedom without equality, or to achieve equality 
without freedom, must, therefore, be self-defeating (1950:74, quoted in 
Fielding, 1996: 10).

Evans et al. (2006:3) similarly describe the hierarchical nature of most employment 
systems as a barrier to learning in the workplace. They refer to the challenges of 
the “wage relationship and wider systems for the management and regulation of 
employment”. These challenges might be embodied in low trust relationships at 
work; management systems that emphasise command and control rather than 
support; an underlying belief that people are disposable; and a culture of blame 
where mistakes are punished rather than learned from. 

Theoretically, the values of the Service had a niche within the social values of the 
Institute. It was an Institute-wide service, available to all employees. The goal of the 
Service was all staff’s learning. The Head of Staff Development collaborated with 
the two leaders of the monthly sessions, so that learning was linked to wider Institute 
support networks. The keen support of the Director of the Institute gave credence 
to the whole process as did the support of some line managers who prioritised 
mentoring/coaching sessions. The widespread dissemination of promotional 
literature about the Mentoring/Coaching Service had also been encouraging as it 
made the process something that concerned everyone. In some practical ways, 
though, the Service was not always given support: it had no dedicated room and 
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some line managers did not allow mentors/coaches to attend all monthly sessions. 
It was the hierarchical nature of relationships within the Institute as an institution, 

which conflicted most essentially with the egalitarian nature of relationships fostered 
by the Mentoring and Coaching Service. The hierarchical basis of relationships 
in the workplace were quite in opposition to the relationships nurtured in the 
mentoring/coaching sessions and in the mentors/coaches’ monthly group. The 
hierarchical nature of relationships in the Institute threatened the possibility of 
reciprocal knowledge construction and creative individual meaning making within 
the workplace; and made the Mentoring and Coaching Service at the same time 
essential and marginal for staff learning. 

In order to facilitate collaborative learning and creative knowledge construction 
within the Service, therefore, great care is taken when clients are matched to mentors/
coaches, in the Institute’s Mentoring and Coaching Service, so that no work-based 
hierarchical links are made. For example, no client is linked to anyone connected 
to his/her everyday work and its management. Clients who hold administrative posts 
are sometimes matched to mentors/coaches who also hold administrative posts, so 
that they can empathise with the client’s situation in a particular way. The difference 
between client and mentor/coach lies in the latter skilfully managing the learning 
conversation instigated by the client, not in the mentor/coach’s superior professional 
status. When this is the case, joint construction of knowledge becomes a possibility, 
as does creative individual meaning making guided by the supporting peer.
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THE LEARNING OF CLIENTS THROUGH MENTORING/COACHING

In some cases, clients of the Service wanted to be given rather than construct 
knowledge, in order to improve their performance in some straightforward way. In 
this sense, they were using the Mentoring and Coaching Service as a vehicle for 
accumulating useful skills and information, rather than as an opportunity to construct 
or co-construct meanings. The emphasis here was on performing well rather than 
learning, and some clients preferred not to think of themselves as learners during 
mentoring/coaching sessions, despite the Service’s espoused focus on learning. 
They tended to think of their accumulation of skills and information as additional to, 
not about, their immediate work situations. For example, C4 wanted advice on how 
she could progress with her career in the Institute, including information on structured 
courses might be useful. C8 wanted advice on retirement planning and finances, 
and which skills she should acquire in the context of retirement. Another client seems 
to have seen the Mentoring and Coaching Service as a means through which 
to undergo therapy. She wanted help in getting out of ‘the very bad emotional 
state’ she was in personally, but she said she did not have the strength to act on 
suggestions made by the mentor/coach (C9). 

One client (C2) approached the Service in a practical crisis and needed her 
mentor/coach to tell her what to do because she had only three days in which 
to prepare a Masters teaching session. In this situation, it seemed appropriate to 
the mentor/coach, who was an experienced lecturer, to give her advice like one 
presents a gift (Askew and Lodge, 2001) rather than encouraging a dialogue through 
which the client would develop her own solutions. However, she did try to connect 
the client’s ‘tacit knowledge’ to advice she was receiving (Evans et al., 2006, p.11). 

In these cases, clients just wanted to be told, although most of them took 
some responsibility for seeking out the information they wanted and for acting on 
suggestions made. However, in these cases, they were not seeking to change or 
refine the meaning they attributed to situations. Only some basic construction in the 
sense of sense-making was evident here. Their sense-making most likely occurred 
in the earlier moment at which they decided to ask for advice or later when they 
made a decision to act on it. Otherwise they wanted to accumulate specific pieces 
of knowledge or skills, as one means of subsequently enhancing their performance. 

At least half of the group of clients told us that they were indeed successful in 
accumulating these workplace skills and information through mentoring/coaching, 
and that they had powerful practical effects. For example, C4 received guidance 
on applying for new jobs and then she got one; and C8 actioned some useful 
financial steps suggested by her mentor/coach. However, the client (C9) who 
wanted help out of her bad personal state decided not to take action on the basis 
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of the mentoring/coaching she experienced. But she told us that she did indeed 
make new sense: she came to see that she could not be helped by others; that she 
had to help herself. 

In the above cases, despite the Service’s espoused constructivist model of 
learning, clients chose to use the Service to accumulate information or skills rather 
than to construct meaning, perhaps because their ‘learning careers’ led them to 
expect nothing more (Ecclestone and Pryor, 2003); in addition, the wider context of 
the Institute did not provide them with constructivist learning models through which 
to change their expectations. Personal transformation in these cases appears to 
have been minimal, although practical effects were sometimes extensive. 

In terms of learning by constructing knowledge, however, clients did also describe 
learning in the workplace as having someone to talk to, to help them think about 
difficult issues, ‘to discuss the fear and … get focused’ (C2). Some clients did not 
want answers, but wanted ‘guidance in reaching solutions’ (C3). A crucial feature 
of such guidance, however, was that it came from someone who was within the 
same workplace culture, but not connected to the client’s professional hierarchy. 
Without hierarchical equality, they could not feel free to voice their concerns. Three 
of the eight clients interviewed said they needed to talk to someone who had no 
connections with their line managers because the line managers were part of the 
situation causing them difficulty. These clients did not want to be given information or 
skills, but to talk with someone who could help them find distance from their situations 
and get a new perspective on them; in other words, to encourage them to construct 
new meanings which would lead to new solutions. For example, C7 wanted an 
outsider view on what her new, increased role at work should entail and whether 
she was right to stay in this job. Through mentoring/coaching, she developed a new 
attitude whereby she learned to trust other people in the workplace more which 
allowed her to delegate better and so deal more effectively with an increased 
workload. She found it particularly useful to be able to try out proposed strategies, 
and then feed back to her mentor/coach and discuss further action, so that her 
learning was deeply embedded both in practice and in dialogue. 

C12 found that her mentor/coach helped to bring a calmness to her deliberations, 
which was necessary even to start to consider action. C12 and C7 had both felt 
that they were ‘up against a brick wall’ in their situations and that they could not 
change anything. Through mentoring/coaching, they changed this attitude and 
came to see that it was not such a huge thing they had to overcome and that they 
were capable of dealing with it. For these clients, a change of attitude allowed the 
possibility of action. On the other hand, C5 told us “There was no tangible product 
from the [mentoring/coaching] session, but the session helped me gather my 
thoughts and become conscious of the issues”. Here the client is recognizing a new 
knowledge being constructed, perhaps drawing from her subconscious to construct 
knowledge. The mentor/coach acted as mediator between the client and the 
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workplace, challenging and supporting her as she reflected on and reconsidered 
her situation, encouraging her to notice its salient features. Here it is not only the 
attitude that changed, but her reading and then interpretation of the situation, 
which in turn would lead to changed action within it and then changed responses 
from others. 

However, in these examples, the learning does not seem to be co-constructed 
in the sense of reciprocal construction. The mentor/coach takes the role of Guide 
on the Side rather than co-constructor. Although there may be professional-status 
equality between mentor/coach and client and although the mentor/coach may 
be seen as a peer, the client and the mentor/coach do not share in the same 
community of practice, nor are they grappling with the same dilemmas within the 
same perspective. The mentor/coach is not an ‘old-timer’ in a shared community of 
practice, to use Lave and Wenger’s phrase (1991) but a relative outsider who is farmed 
in to support the client to be a better participant in her own community of practice. If 
a client had felt that there were equality or freedom within her own immediate work 
situation, this is the site where knowledge might be truly collaboratively constructed 
and, indeed, where learning and participation could come to mean one and the 
same.

Whilst a new perspective on the situation was one of clients’ explicit learning 
aspirations, a newly confident way of being in the workplace, was a more unexpected 
outcome described by several clients. Clients came to see themselves differently, 
as more powerful than they had before, which prepared them and gave them 
more energy for acting on their situation. They began to construct new identities 
for themselves. For example, C2, in preparing to deliver her first Masters teaching 
session, described how the mentor/coach had pointed out the skills and knowledge 
C2 already had which gave her confidence when faced with the challenge of 
teaching for the first time. In this case, the mentor/coach highlighted the client’s 
existing knowledge as a powerful tool for future use. C2 told us that her line manager 
had often failed to recognise the knowledge that she had, which contributed to 
her sense of powerlessness. The power that she wanted, she found in her own 
construction of knowledge, supported by her mentor/coach.

The importance of a supportive relationship between mentor/coach and client

To use Sergiovanni’s words, in the wider workplace, “… relationships are formal and 
distant, having been prescribed by roles and role expectations. Circumstances 
are evaluated by universal criteria as embodied in policies, rules, and protocols. 
Acceptance is conditional” (1994:3). Where this is true, as it seems sometimes to 
have been at the Institute of Education, the relationship between mentor/coach 
and learner becomes particularly important. An emotional connection in turn affects 
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how the learner learns. Rodger (2006, p.37) claims that the mentoring/coaching 
model that works best “… is the one underpinned by a secure personal relationship 
between mentor and trainee”. The importance of the emotional relationship was 
certainly reinforced by the clients in this research, who emphasized that their learning 
was facilitated when their mentor/coach had some special emotional connection 
with them. For example, three clients had met their mentor/coach before and 
learning was easier because she was not a stranger. C2 found it helpful that her 
mentor/coach had similar cultural origins to herself, and the mentor/coach had told 
her empathetically that ‘That can often be [our] way of doing things’. One might 
suppose that, within a safe relationship, they felt free to be constructive. As Bibby 
(2009) demonstrates, the emotional connection allows learning at a deep level to 
take place. Researchers have suggested a range of personal qualities which help to 
establish this emotional connection in the mentoring/coaching field (Rodger, 2006; 
Kay and Hinds, 2005; Pennington, 2004; Carnell, MacDonald and Askew, 2006). The 
eight clients interviewed in this study felt that the following traits helped to do this; 
when the mentor/coach was: approachable, empathetic, non-judgmental, calm, 
positive, encouraging, a good listener, sympathetic, trusting, humorous and had 
good eye contact. 

Knowledge construction was made easier or harder depending on clients’ 
emotional connection to the mentor/coach. It appeared that once a good 
emotional connection was established, mentors/coaches were in a strong position 
to urge clients to draw on their own experience and knowledge, and encourage 
new constructions by asking challenging questions. 
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THE LEARNING OF MENTORS/COACHES

The learning of clients in the Service can be described as accumulation of 
information and skills, as well as enhanced individual sense-making. In terms of 
co-constructing knowledge, however, the most potent arena seems to have been 
the experience of the mentors/coaches as they became increasingly competent 
mentors/coaches. In examining learning through co-construction, these mentors/
coaches provided an excellent case study because the group offered fertile 
opportunities for collaboration as well as participation. Despite its professionally 
mixed make up, relationships within the group were described as ‘… very respectful, 
with a great sense of equity’ (MC10). The mentors/coaches, therefore, participated 
in a group where all members had similar goals and in which most relationships were 
equitable and supportive. This was a situation more conducive to co-construction 
than some of the work contexts described by clients.

The two-hour monthly meetings were led by two experienced leaders, who 
assisted the mentors/coaches in their constructions. One mentor/coach described 
the support of the two leaders as ‘more than wonderful, it’s brilliant!’ (MC2o) 
because, she said, they were really interested in individuals’ learning through 
knowledge construction rather than just training. The leaders were credited with 
being calm, patient, approachable and very experienced. A crucial point in terms 
of co-construction is that the leaders of the learning sessions themselves were 
still learning about the mentoring/coaching process, as well as about successful 
strategies for supporting new mentors/coaches. New issues were raised about 
mentoring/coaching in every session (in which the team practised on each other 
and were able to reflect on their practice). This approach meant that the monthly 
learning group was a learning arena for both learners and leaders, thus allowing 
learners themselves to contribute to the group’s interpretations and constructions of 
knowledge around practice. As described below, this allowed in some cases for this 
knowledge actually to be co-constructed, because the leaders genuinely believed 
themselves to be learners as well as teachers. 

Learning as participation in the monthly group

The mentors/coaches demonstrated from the start an inclination towards 
collaboration: they claimed an interest in being part of a new model of mentoring/
coaching in which peers worked ‘with colleagues in a supportive way’ (MC5) 
rather than in the ways they might have been used to in workplace settings. Their 
aspirations were specifically for learning by interacting with work colleagues: 
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members expressed the desire to get to know others across the Institute, and to 
be known by them; to become confident in speaking with them (MC4), and to 
try to understand them (MC5). It is significant that at least a couple of mentors/
coaches expressed this desire for the kind of relationships that Fielding describes as 
“… reciprocal caring for, and enjoying, someone for their own sake; it is not about 
using others to achieve one’s own fulfillment” (1996:9). It is significant because it 
implies that accumulating the skills of, and constructing knowledge about mentoring 
and coaching, were not their only purpose in being together: they saw mentoring/
coaching as the means by which to achieve constructive relationships. Fielding 
suggests that such relationships constitute a community which by its nature is one 
for learning through and of the very relationships it aspires to. Through participation 
in a group whose aim is enjoying others for their own sake, learning can be equated 
with participating because participating in such a group means learning to be with 
others in a mutually supportive way. Some mentors/coaches themselves had been 
in workplace situations where they would have valued some supportive relationships, 
and now they were responding to these experiences. When these mentors/coaches 
described wanting to be able to listen properly to colleagues, and through listening 
learn how to challenge them and help them, they may have been glimpsing at an 
ideal where there is reciprocal caring throughout the workplace, not just within the 
group. 

In some sense, then, learning to be-in-relation-to-others was one aim mentors/
coaches had when they agreed to join the mentoring/coaching group. It is not 
surprising then, that mentors/coaches described their learning from the mentoring/
coaching group as learning about their own behaviour towards other people in 
their workplace. They became aware of a “subtle, shifting and active recognition of 
self and other” (Hall cited in Burke, 2006, p.720). In this sense, their participation in 
the mentoring/coaching group where all participants practised mentoring on one 
another was itself a learning about being-in-relation-to-others. This could be described 
as learning through co-construction in the sense of learning as participation-with, not 
just construction in collaboration-with. 

One mentor/coach described her learning in terms of learning to be more 
open, friendly, empathetic and sympathetic; learning to concentrate on one thing, 
and one person (MC6). Others learned the importance of adapting to others and 
of sometimes keeping silent to allow others space; that although they could not 
change others, they might be able to empower others to deal with difficult situations. 
Another mentor/coach described her learning as a raised awareness of people, 
and a ‘conscious engagement’ with them, which involved listening to them and 
reflecting on what she had heard (MC2o). Thus, she learnt by participating in the 
supportive and challenging group, to adapt herself afresh to her situation – within 
and outside the group, with a new attitude, a new behaviour. This is what Rogoff 
(2008, p.65) describes as a process of becoming, the process by which “individuals 
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transform their understanding of and responsibility for activities through their own 
participation”. 

Learning as collaborative construction in the monthly group

The mentors/coaches described the group as ‘nurturing, with a good climate of trust, 
and a harmony’ (MC10). The group was ‘open to sharing thoughts and ideas and 
trust’ (MC5). In terms of collaborative construction, MC6 summarised her experience 
of learning in the group as follows. She emphasised the role of constructive 
relationships among participants and her own sense of freedom:

The most influential factor on my learning has been the group itself. … 
There is a good feeling when we get together – an atmosphere in which I 
feel comfortable expressing my thoughts and experiences without being 
judged.  Hearing the group’s observations on my own contributions and 
listening to theirs has helped my learning enormously.

Mentors/coaches told us that learning was adjusted to learners’ needs, and 
individuals’ practical concerns were addressed in an unpressured, comfortable 
environment, where people felt free to make mistakes or ask (MC7). Mentors/
coaches described sharing responsibility for each other. The monthly group, 
therefore, provided a fertile ground for co-construction in the collaborative sense. 

The monthly sessions had been ‘practice-oriented, hands on, right from the start, 
with the participants actually doing it themselves’ (MC7). While this does not make 
the group a community of practice in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) sense of people all 
practising a skill alongside each other, the practice focus provided a rich source for 
collaborative knowledge construction around practice. During every group meeting, 
mentors/coaches practised mentoring/coaching on one another (although by the 
nature of the practice, they could never practice ‘for real’ together). Some mentors/
coaches met together outside the group between sessions to practise. Later on, 
all the group were actually mentoring/coaching clients who had applied to the 
Mentoring and Coaching Service, again outside the confines of the monthly group. 
During group sessions, reflection on all these aspects of practice provided the 
focus for dialogue among members of the group, in which they were encouraged 
to renegotiate the sense they made of these experiences in order to better their 
subsequent practice. A process of constant iteration between practice and guided 
reflection was a key site for group members collaboratively (and individually) to build 
up their understandings. They described how they benefited from hearing about 
others’ practice experiences and one another’s constructions and interpretations, 
especially as the group was so mixed in terms of its personnel. One mentor/coach 
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noted that she benefited most when the maximum number of people was attending 
a session, because of the extended range of stimulation offered (MC2). The personal 
qualities of the members of the group clearly affected how well learning happened 
through construction in the group; which was why the initiator of the Service had 
handpicked members of the group she thought would contribute and collaborate.

Learning by being given skills and information

Mentors/coaches did also want to accumulate skills and information through the 
monthly group. In their monthly sessions they learned skills and knowledge related to 
mentoring/coaching. Some of these skills and knowledge they acquired from and 
with others in the group, that is, by collaboratively constructing knowledge as part 
of a group. Other skills and information were not co-constructed in any sense, and 
in some cases not constructed so much as given by the leaders. In these respects 
they were being ‘trained’ in the traditional, passive sense of the word. For example, 
three of the mentors/coaches already had mentoring/coaching skills which they 
hoped to improve to use inside and outside the Institute. More generally, mentors/
coaches wanted to acquire improved talking and listening skills to help them in the 
workplace, but also for use in other contexts. Being a member of the mentoring/
coaching group was, therefore, a useful site for being given skills and information for 
subsequent use.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The development of free and equal relationships was central to the success of 
the Mentoring and Coaching Service, both for clients and for mentors/coaches. 
The Service itself existed in part because free and equal relationships were not 
experienced in the everyday workplace. The constructivist approach to learning 
describes well the way clients made progress in learning to deal with their work 
situations. Sometimes in their work roles they had experienced ‘the   transmission 
model, where experts create systems to… transmit their expertness’ (Sergiovanni, 
1994: 143) and it was often the hierarchical nature of such systems that actually led 
clients to seek support from the Mentoring and Coaching Service. Their aspiration 
was to feel some power of their own which could lead them to act differently, and 
more powerfully, in their work situations. This power they seemed to achieve as they 
constructed their own knowledge with the support of their equal status mentor/
coach, although not usually in reciprocal collaboration with her. Thus the very act of 
constructing her own knowledge with emotional support, enabled the client to deal 
more successfully with the hierarchically-stratified and unsupportive nature of some 
workplace situations. The relationship with the mentor/coach, therefore affected the 
client’s strength in constructing this knowledge. Knowledge and skills given by the 
mentor/coach to the client also led to important practical changes in the client’s 
workplace, although less to personal transformation.

For mentors/coaches, it is striking that co-construction in the sense of participation 
fulfilled an aspiration that was not directly to do with acquiring mentoring/coaching 
skills or knowledge. For some of the mentors/coaches, the experience of participating 
in the monthly group was actually a vehicle for learning to be-in-relationship-with-
others, and their learning within the group met their need for learning to become 
someone who acts differently with other people. Their learning could be described 
as the self adapting to different social situations (cf. Rogoff, 2008). This was a new 
way of being within the workplace, where otherwise the hierarchical nature of many 
systems made free and equal participation in the workplace community impossible. 
This new way of being was both unique and marginal within a workplace whose 
values did not reflect it.

The learning to be-in-relationship-with-others does not describe all the learning of 
mentors/coaches as part of the monthly group: they also constructed knowledge in 
the sense of making individual and collaborative meaning about themselves and 
about becoming mentors/coaches; and they were given some knowledge and 
skills that required minimal sense-making. Had they merely aspired to being given 
skills and knowledge by the leaders, this might have served them sufficiently. But the 
mission of becoming a mentor/coach seems for them, to have been related to 
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more transformative ends.
Edwards suggested (1998:48, quoted above), that, in the context of schools, 

mentoring was a strategy aimed at limiting teacher agency. It was a safe alternative 
to letting teachers have power that would actually affect how schools were run. The 
mismatch between the learning aims of the mentors/coaches and the aims apparent 
in the wider Institute of Education, suggests that the Mentoring and Coaching Service 
similarly posed little threat to the status quo of the Institute and, therefore, need 
not be taken very seriously within the organisation. However, if a new cohort starts 
to form a monthly group each year, an increasing number of Institute employees 
will savour the taste of the Gemeinschaft within the Gesellschaft (community within 
the organisation, Tonnies, 1955 [1887], cited in Sergiovanni, 1994), of equality 
and freedom in relationship, in contrast to hierarchical positioning; they might just 
glimpse a different way for the Institute as a whole to become. Although the group 
had the common purpose of becoming expert mentors/coaches, in MacMurray’s 
words, in lasting community “… these common purposes merely express, they do 
not constitute the unity of the association” (1950: 55, cited in Fielding, 1996:9). The 
Vygotskian concept of learning is of the collective self within the individual bringing 
about transformation in the world. The experience of mentors/coaches in the monthly 
group, of constructing their own meanings independently and collaboratively, 
as well as savouring a new way of being through non-hierarchical participation, 
might eventually lead them towards initiating some wider transformation within the 
Institute itself. A couple of mentors/coaches had described how they had now learnt 
intolerance of people who did not act in empowering and enabling ways (MC1; 
MC2o). This increasing intolerance of destructive work relationships was one step in 
the transformative direction. Transformation could conceivably happen because it 
seems there are people within the Institute who are driven by an aspiration, not just 
of learning to do their jobs better, but of working with constructive relationships.
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