
Coaching Exercises for 

Doctoral Students 
 

Exercise #1: The Wheel of Life 
Purpose: To take a large-scale inventory of a student’s current 

perceptions toward multiple aspects of their life 

When to Use It: When a student is feeling “stuck” or 
overwhelmed 

How to Use It: 
1. Draw out a “pie chart” on a sheet of paper (or use a template). 
2. Label each piece of the pie with a “life area.” 
3. Label “level of satisfaction” on each pie piece. 
4. Ask the student, “what do you notice about this wheel?” 
5. Continue to ask powerful questions / have conversations surrounding 

student responses. 
 

 

Although this exercise can be 
tailored to any circumstance or 
student/coach personality (I love using 
colored markers as demonstrated on 
the left here), there are a variety of 
templates online you can use if you 
prefer a more structured approach.  I 
particularly appreciate the one provided 
in the Co-Active Training Institute’s 
Coaching Toolkit, which can be 
downloaded for free at 
https://learn.coactive.com/co-active-
coaching-toolkit.   
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Exercise #2: Future Pacing 
Purpose: To gain confidence by visualizing success surrounding 

large-scale projects 

When to Use It: When a student is feeling overwhelmed or is 
lacking guidance regarding timelines 

How to Use It: 
1. Have students visualize the day of the project’s completion, including 

feelings, physical environment, and actions they may take that day. Ask 
powerful questions surrounding their descriptions, and discuss what thoughts 
may arise during the conversation. 

2. Have students visualize a date forward in time, depending on the overall 
timescale of the project (anywhere from the day before to weeks or months 
prior). Ask the same genre of questions surrounding the student’s 
visualization. What will they have done by this date? How are they feeling? 
What is motivating them to continue moving forward? 

3. Continue to move backward in time, having students visualize each new 
date/time, until they arrive at the present day. What can they do today to 
move toward the next goal? How do they motivate themselves to keep 
moving forward? 

 
I initially borrowed the structure/format of this 
session from John Andrew Williams in his Academic 
Life Coaching course. However, his activities were 
generally intended for smaller scale projects.  I’ve 
used this same rough outline for planning HUGE 
projects and research papers with my students.  I 
encourage you and the student to take notes as you 
proceed through this exercise so that they have a 
written record of their plans moving forward. 

Reference: 
 
Williams, J. A. (2018). 

Academic Life Coach 
1.0 Training Guide (4th 
ed.). Academic Life 
Coaching Inc. 
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Exercise #2: Clarifying Values 
Purpose: To better understand student desires in the face of conflict 

When to Use It: When a student has to make a choice, but can’t 
see beyond the immediate consequences of the choice 

How to Use It: 
1. Have student review a list of values (examples below), selecting the 10-15 

that best apply go them. 
2. Have the student narrow down that list to three to five. 
3. Construct powerful questions related to those values and reconnecting them 

back to the choice to be made.  For example, if a student chooses 
“collaboration,” questions might include: 

❖ What does collaboration look like to you? 
❖ When do you feel like you’ve most successfully collaborated with 

someone? 
❖ How do the possible choices you’re trying to decide between align 

with your value of collaboration? 
 
The list of values used in 
this exercise can come 
from pretty much 
anywhere.  I particularly 
like a list of values posted 
on one of Brené Brown’s 
websites, but any list that 
is comprehensive without 
being overly large can be 
useful.  

Resources: 
 
List of Values from Dare to Lead by Brené Brown: 

https://daretolead.brenebrown.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/02/Values.pdf  

More in-depth “Values Clarification” exercise available 
in Co-Active Training Institute’s Coaching 
Toolkit: https://learn.coactive.com/co-active-
coaching-toolkit.   
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