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ELAINE PATTERSON

A Reflective Process
Key to Transformational Learning

Elaine Patterson had been a senior manager and director in the NHS and Civil Service for over 20 years when
maternity leave forced a re-evaluation of her priorities, interests and commitments. Elaine had always been
interested in people and people development and came to the Oxford School of Coaching and Mentoring
qualification programmes because of the content and blended learning approach. Below are extracts from her final
assessment to the School. Elaine’s learning experience is included to illustrate the profound and transformational
effects of deep learning.

Introduction to the Blended Learning
Programme. Elaine Wrote:

The blended learning programme
was completely new to me but gave
me a useful range of complementary
challenges and support, whilst also
freeing me to experiment. The
process felt iterative, dynamic and
unfolding rather than linear.

I found the focus on holistic learning,
reflection and the production of evi-
dence of learning new but, once I
broke through my initial hesitation,
refreshing. I also regularly reviewed
my progress against my self assess-
ment scores.

I found that my own learning and de-
velopment was forged by a new and
systematic process of reflection to
raise my own self awareness and
personal responsibility: to practice
what I claim.

I enjoyed the challenge of separating
out my observations of what was
happening, from how I behaved,
thought or felt about the situation
and from which I could surface my
main learning and resulting action
points.

As I worked through the programme
and pulled from past and current
work and life experiences I felt that I
was continually asking myself:
� What am I learning about myself?
� What am I learning about myself
as a coach-mentor?
� What am I learning about my
learners?
� What am I learning about coach-
mentoring in the context of my
organisation and work?

My learning curve felt initially very
faltering and steep but then rapidly
accelerated as I was able to put the
parts of the jigsaw together – and
felt very reminiscent of learning to
ski! I felt unsure, excited but willing
to discover and explore. I felt like a
tanker starting to leave the dock but
gradually with practice and commit-
ment felt myself start to feel in the
flow; to start to relax and open up; to
trust myself to find the “knight’s
move” question; to rewire based on
a dialogue with experience and
learning; a moving from “doing” to
“being”…….

I learnt to self coach, to find my
quiet calm centre and worked to in-
troduce and share the craft of reflec-
tion and ultimately self coaching

with my learners. I also noticed a
developing sophistication and ease
in the writing of my reflection notes
over the course of the programme;
an indexing and cross referencing
of my notes from my different learn-
ing experiences; the extension of
my bibliography, and the opportu-
nity provided to make new connec-
tions and embed new behaviours.

Changing Paradigms Or Triple

Loop Learning

Standing back I am now aware that
I have been through a process of
triple loop learning which sur-
passed my expectations providing
me with the opportunity to achieve
a number of paradigm shifts.

Looking back I can see that the
themes underlying my work with all
of my learners ultimately revolved
to some extent around their search
for identity; a reframing; a challeng-
ing of assumptions about them-
selves and their contexts; a
reconnection with their values; and
a search for authenticity to some
degree or another. Over the ses-
sions I began to see a release of
energy; a developing self aware-
ness…. of the links between
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This, with reflective practice, has
enabled me to move into self
coaching.

I also used the programme to iden-
tity and become comfortable with
my own style rather than feeling not
“good enough”. I became aware
that my style is a combination of
the Myers Briggs ENFP (i.e. extro-
vert, intuitive, feeling and percep-
tive); the Peter Honey Learning
styles “creative and balanced
learner” with a preference for re-
flector and activist and weaker on
theory and pragmatism. From the
spiritual intelligence perspective I
was predominately an investigative
and social personality taking the
nurturing path. I also recognised
that my leadership style was pre-
dominately affiliative, democratic
and visionary and that I needed to
work on my ‘be perfect’ and ‘please
people’ drivers.

From this I have learnt to appreci-
ate and accept strengths without fo-
cusing only on my gaps and areas
for development. I now actively wel-
come and encourage feedback as
well as being comfortable with pro-
viding constructive feedback. I have
also learnt to ditch a misplaced and
handicapping sentimentality; to be
more direct in expressing myself
and my needs appropriately, and to
be more pragmatic.

Building “Ballast”

It was in my reading about spiritual
intelligence that I had become
aware that whilst I had a strong val-
ues system I needed to create an
explicit belief system or “ballast” to
support my practice as a coach
mentor. That I needed to develop a
strong calm and peaceful centre
within myself and that the seeds of
my exploration had been germinat-
ing for a long time triggered by
changes in family circumstances.
I felt that I needed some framework
which would provide meaning and
which would help me to organise
my understanding of life’s apparent
paradoxes or dichotomies. I learnt
from Gibran’s The Prophet that the
seeds of one also contain the
seeds of the other i.e. love and
loss; life and death; happiness and

beliefs, behaviour, thoughts and
feelings; an increased sense of per-
sonal responsibility; a dismantling
of barriers, an assumption of
greater choice and control, an inte-
gration of whole self, a move to-
wards self coaching with the craft of
reflection.

I was taught that “Success comes
most surely from doing simple
things consistently”. However, I
soon found that simple does not
mean easy or lacking complexity
but rather to act in the flow, the
chemistry or the dance of every
unique coach-mentoring relation-
ship. I initially knew little of the core
coaching processes like contract-
ing, contexts, ethics and boundary
management et al but they now
form the bedrock of my coach-
mentoring practice.

Overall, I feel that I have made
major moves in my self awareness
and understanding across all of the
dimensions of acting differently
over the course of the programme.
I am also aware that I am now on a
different platform from which I need
to rebase my self assessments for
further developments in my prac-
tice.

Triple loop learning has helped me
to ‘listen’ to how I feel and has en-
abled me to make a significant
move to a different plane of self
awareness, self management and
responsibility. Triple loop learning
greatly deepened my personal de-
velopment during the programme –
and beyond and helped me trans-
late this into my signature presence
as a coach-mentor with my learn-
ers.

Awareness of Self

My developing self awareness grew
out of the task set for me to move
from my current reality at the start
of the programme to the achieve-
ment of my SMART goals. For me
this has hinged on the development
of my emotional intelligence - i.e. in
how I manage myself and my rela-
tionships with others – together
with my spiritual intelligence – i.e.
my creative, integrative, meaning
giving and transformative centre.

sadness; similarity and difference;
togetherness and solitude; giving
and receiving; trust and betrayal;
and how a person’s response to
these inherent fractures determines
an individual’s capacity and capa-
bility for joy and happiness, recon-
ciliation and forgiveness, and
empathy and understanding.

In all of this I have felt my internal
world has been – at least for the
moment – healed. That I can better
manage the dialogue at the centre
of myself, living the questions and
accessing my conscious, subcon-
scious and unconscious; correcting
myself quicker; trusting in my gut
instinct; developing my own mis-
sion statement.

I also find myself referring to the al-
legory of the man herding the ox
taken from some original twelfth
century Chinese drawings in
Suzuki, D.T.’ s A Manual of Zen
Buddhism where the man has gone
full circle and returns with new un-
derstanding quoting:
“I search for nothing, I live an ordi-
nary life, but everything I look upon
becomes enlightened”.

A New Perception of Self

I realise that a new perception of
self has emerged where my jour-
ney has taken me from director to
coach-mentor; from being office
based to working from home; to
working on a process rather than a
content agenda; from employee to
freelancer; from a DINKY (double
income no kids) to a networked
Mum with a range of work and
leisure activities including voluntary,
community and school work; from
doing to being. I am now building
my life in line with my values, be-
liefs and way that I want to live.

“In the Moment”

The work on myself has enabled
me to move from textbook to “in the
moment” coaching. My improved
self awareness and management
of myself has enabled me to man-
age my own reactivity when I enter
the ‘coaching bubble’ in order to
better focus totally on the learner’s
needs, to instinctively build
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empathy and rapport, to listen atten-
tively, to ask the incisive question, to
give constructive feedback, to
demonstrate integrity, and to create
openness and trust with positive in-
tention.

I have also learnt how to observe
objectively without judgement - feel-
ing almost like a state of ‘nothing-
ness’, ‘of letting go’ - and where
instead judgement is replaced by an
all encompassing spirit of curiosity
about what is being said and what
the individual is experiencing. I now
try to spot what is missing or hidden
and to communicate with the con-
scious mind through thoughts, feel-
ings, imagery and sounds. To relax
and trust that in focusing intention,
thoughts and feelings follow; to ex-
perience the other person for who
they are as well as what they are
saying and to spot where this is
going wrong. I realise that it is possi-
ble through processes of insight, self
awareness, intentional effort, prac-
tice and emotional commitment to
reconfigure the brain and change
behaviours.
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Reflecting in Action

I have learnt that the quality of the relationship is happening in the conversation. I have moved into reflecting in
action which is about both being in the moment and having a helicopter view of what is happening at that moment.
A major learning for me is to forget about the skills and techniques and focus on the process. When I do this I have
found that a greater relaxation and the release of ego paradoxically enables me to make a better social and
emotional connection with the learner.

Also, I have learnt to be more aware of the range of possible blocks or obstacles which can dilute focused concen-
tration; and to acknowledge where barriers occur and for these to be honestly addressed either with the learner, as
part of my own reflective practice and/or with my supervisor.


