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Coaching: Definition and Best Practices 

Created by David Kern, MD and Janet Serwint MD with input from members of the Committee on Mentoring, Advising and Coaching, The 
Academy at Johns Hopkins. 
 
Definition: In reviewing the literature we did not find an agreed upon definition of coaching. For the purpose of the Academy 
Mentoring/Advising/Coaching Committee, we have focused our definition on coaching that helps a coachee improve a desired performance 
or skill. It does not encompass career coaching, which comes under our definition of mentoring, or professionalism coaching, which more 
often focuses on behaviors that require remediation, is prescribed and multidimensional (e.g. involving attitudes, knowledge, skill). 
 
Accordingly, we define coaching as a focused relationship with the goal of improving a desired skill (e.g. clinical, leadership, speaking, 
teaching) or performance of the person being coached (coachee). This often involves goal clarification and reflection on the part of the 
coachee, observation and provision of feedback by the coach, and bi-directional discussion by both.  Coaching may involve a one-time 
observation, or a longitudinal observational relationship. 
 
Coaching versus Mentoring Relationships: Great coaching and mentoring relationships differ, but also have similarities: 
 

 Differences Similarities* 
Coaching Relationships Mentoring Relationships Both 
 More likely to focus on helping 

coachee develop a specific skill or 
improve in a specific performance 
area 

 More likely to focus on helping 
mentee achieve their potential, 
often in more than one area 

 Involve mutually clarifying expectations, goals, 
and process (including what is confidential and 
what is shared) 

 Often involves observations of actual 
performance, or promotion of 
reflection on and understanding of 
performance/behavior  

 Often does not involve observations 
of actual performance 

 Rely on coachee/mentee setting meeting 
agendas and their goals, though coach/mentor 
may contribute based upon observation 

 More standardized in its approach  Less structured in its approach  Benefit from listening, being truly present, and 
artful/curious/clarifying questioning  

 More likely to be time-limited  More likely to be long-term  Prioritize mentee’s/coachee’s needs 
 Usually includes specific measurable 

performance goals or outcomes 
 Less focused on specific outcome 

measures, although may address 
outcomes such as completion of a 
grant, publication of a manuscript, 
or promotion 

 Foster mutual respect and trust, e.g. through 
honesty, sharing, reliability 

  Mentor more likely to serve as 
sponsor or assist mentee in 
networking  

 Set the stage for discovery: where the 
mentee/coachee is, how they got there, what 
motivates them, what blocks them. Promote 
awareness behind emotions. Empower the 
mentee/coachee to discover answers 
individualized for their needs. 

   Are nonjudgmental, although mentor/coach 
may share their intuition/hunch/interpretation  
and ask coachee if it is accurate or applicable.  

   Cultivate a safe, supportive relationship that 
accommodates and values challenge 

   Share and deliver bi-directional and constructive 
feedback 

   The coach / mentor strives to be a role model 
 

  



Procedural Guidelines:  

1) Introduce each other in some depth to help contextualize skill/performance on which coachee would like to focus. 
2) Clarify roles. 
3) Clarify with coachee expectations and specific skill or performance area in which coachee seeks assistance.  
4) Clarify measurable performance goal(s), what coachee would like outcome of coaching sessions to be.  
5) Mutually develop plan for first meeting / observation if part of plan. Observation may be in person, of recording, or be based on 

description/story by mentee. 
6) Observe and debrief performance: Start with self-assessment and reflection by coachee, before coach provides specific feedback (for 

skills: effective behaviors that were observed, potential areas for improvement; for described problems or challenges, deepening 
questions that promote reflection and understanding by coachee). Demonstrate if appropriate. Have coachee reflect upon feedback, 
questions. Discuss / reflect on session/learnings, provide bi-directional feedback, and decide whether performance goal has been 
achieved.  

7) Decide on next steps. Plan for next meeting/observation, if appropriate, redefining goals as necessary.   
8) Repeat 6) and 7) until desired outcome has been achieved. 
9) All meetings/communications should include above best practices applicable to both mentoring and coaching.* 

_____________ 
* See also Recommended Advising/Mentoring and Coaching Practices at https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/the-
academy/resources.html#mentoring  .   
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