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In last January’s Manager column, “Fear of Trying:
The Plight of the Rookie Project Manager,” Roger
Pressman asked a question critical to the future of
our profession: “So, how do we grow a good project
manager? What do we teach the rookie who has just
been appointed to lead her first software project?”

Instead of answering this question directly,
Pressman focused his article on four key skills that
every project manager needs for success: commu-
nication, negotiation, organization, and facilitation.
Although | agree with his key points, Pressman
failed to explore the central question he first raised:
just how do you “grow” the skills of a “rookie” pro-
ject manager? This article is an attempt to answer
that question.

COACHING: MODERN-DAY
MENTORSHIP

Growing the skills associated with a complex task
through mentorship is a time-honored tradition. For
centuries, apprenticeship was the only way you
could learn to perform a complex task, from black-
smithing to carpentry. In “No Silver Bullet” (The
Mythical Man-Month, Addison Wesley Longman,
Reading, Mass., 1995), Fred Brooks points out that
to be successful, companies must identify poten-
tially great software designers and managers as
early as possible in their careers, and “cultivate” their
skills to allow them to realize their full potential: “I
think the most important single effort we can
mount is to develop ways to grow great designers.”
Brooks presents several ideas on how to do this, the
most important being the assignment of “a career
mentor to be responsible for the development of
the prospect.”

If you are a regular reader of IEEE Software, | sus-

IEEE Software (g‘ January/February 1999

pect this is not new information. Mentoring is a
powerful mechanism for growing skills in any com-
plex arena. That said, | think a better term exists to
describe an optimal relationship between a rookie
project manager and the person devoted to im-
proving their skills: Coach. Before elaborating on
what | mean, take a brief moment to record your
thoughts about the differences between mentor-
ing and coaching (yes, write them down).

When I think of a ‘toach,” 1 think of someone ab-
solutely committed to the professional growth and
development of his or her team, and virtually noth-
ing else (even ifitis a “team of one”). A coach’s role
at extremely high levels of sport becomes even
more important, and the best athletes in the world
not only accept coaching, they actively seek coaches
who can improve their performance—they want to
be coached.

Mentorship, on the other hand, differs subtly
from coaching, primarily in the areas of advising and
friendship. To illustrate, think about your willingness
to record your thoughts on the differences between
mentoring and coaching as | requested earlier. As
your mentor, I'd simply recommend that you per-
form this task, possibly identifying how you might
find it useful. Ultimately, however, it would be your
choice whether to do this. If you didn't want to do
it, you wouldn't (did you?). If | were your coach and
you didn't want to do it, I'd have you do it anyway,
possibly reminding you of your desire to be coached.
I might not even explain why you should do it.

The concept of coaching fits our current cultural
norms better than the concept of a mentor, and a
coach has more easily referenced role models. By de-
scribing novice project managers as rookies, even
Pressman falls into this cultural reference and moti-
vates a coaching relationship.

Which brings me to my first point: Establishing
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the proper relationship between rookie project
manager and coach is essential for long-term per-
formance improvement. If you are that rookie pro-
ject manager, assess your own willingness to be
coached. If you aren't willing to follow your coach's
advice, it won't be of much value. This could mean,
for example, doing a task you don't think is impor-
tant, or cleaning up some mess you've made when
you'd rather move on and do something else.
Ultimately, it will mean doing something that for
some reason or another you don't feel like doing.

Ifyou are a senior project manager and have been
given the task of mentoring a rookie, recast your re-
lationship as his or her coach.
You'll find a renewed commit-
ment to that person’s professional
growth and an increased willing-
ness to make demands that allow
him or her to make real progress
in their work. | find it easier to give
negative feedback when I'm a coach than when I'm
amanager or amentor, and such feedback is usually
better accepted.

LEARNING THROUGH EXPERIENCE

Learning can be thought of as the process of ac-
cumulating experience and wisdom through failure.
Coaching (and certain aspects of management) can
be thought of as the art of creating potential learn-
ing experiences that stretch the individual in key
ways. Because these experiences are a stretch, some
failure isinevitable. As a result, these learning expe-
riences must be crafted so they do not permanently
harm the individual or the company.

To get better at anything, you have to try, fail, re-
flect, regroup, and try again, until you succeed. Your
first successes are likely to be sporadic and hard to
repeat. Over time, and with enough practice and ex-
perience, you will improve your performance until
you can perform skillfully. It doesn't matter if the skill
is creating a good object model in UML, writing ex-
ception-safe C++ classes, or negotiating a delivery
date for your next release.

A coach has many responsibilities in this process.
The first is ensuring that “small” failures do not es-
calate and discourage rookie managers. Although
initial preparatory training in management basics,
such as those Pressman described, can help, such
training is largely ineffective unless actual work ex-

periences match or exceed the rookie’s skill level.
When the rookie does fail, or realizes that he or she
is failing and seeks help, the coach must be prepared
to work with the rookie to attain a higher level of
performance.

Toillustrate, one of my “rookie” project managers
was having trouble managing the inevitable evolu-
tion of requirements once the marketing require-
ments document was frozen. New issues were raised
and debated, without the closure that the team
needed to proceed.

If you're an experienced project manager, you've
probably already concluded that what my team

needed was a more formal process for managing
changes to requirements after they are frozen—
something along the lines of a Change Control
Board. But instead of telling my rookie to institute a
CCB, l assessed the risks to the project of the current
process. | felt that the risks were acceptable, and that
the small failures the team was experiencing were
not going to permanently harm the project man-
ager, the team, or the company. So | waited.

When this manager eventually came to me, de-
scribed the problems he was experiencing, and
asked if I knew a better way, | had a perfect oppor-
tunity to coach him on the use of a CCB. He then
modified a traditional CCB to fit our environment
and introduced it. The improved process was im-
mediately adopted.

Rolling this into my second point, prior intro-
ductory training in management can help the rookie
project manager be successful. That said, such train-
ing is secondary to the actual “on the playing field”
learning experiences the coach creates.

CaN | Go Back?

Pressman identifies some of the fears a rookie
project manager has when assuming a new posi-
tion. One of the biggest was the “Dilbert Factor,”
which linterpret as the fear of appearing technically
incompetent in front of your technical peers as you
exchange nitty-gritty technical skills for manage-

Coaching can be thought of as the art of
creating potential learning experiences
that/stretch the individual in key ways.
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When you think of yourself as a coach, you(find
yourself constantly focused on how you can
improve the skills of every member of your team.
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ment skills. This fear is strongest in those who aren't
certain they want to be managers. To be blunt, if you
really want to be agood manager, you'll accept that
increasing your management and leadership skills
will mean losing some technical skills. And yes, at
times you'll end up looking just as clueless as

Dilbert’s pointy-haired boss. It is inevitable.

I've found that a different kind of fear is often mis-
taken for the “Dilbert Factor”: the fear of the un-
known. Suppose a rookie project manager is gen-
uinely interested in becoming a manager, but
harbors a legitimate fear that she may simply not like
management. In many companies this fear is com-
pounded by the fact that once you are “promoted”
from the technical ranks into a project management
position, there is little hope of going back to a tech-
nical position without being labeled a failure.

We take a different approach at my company.
Instead of a one-time promotion from development
into project management, we try to grow the pro-
ject and general management skills of interested
developers through a series of assignments. At
Aurigin, a release consists of several projects. Each
project is “owned” by a project team. The project
team, in turn, has a marketing lead and an engi-
neering lead.

Each engineering project lead has a specifically
named senior project manager as coach. Coaches,
in turn, are identified by me and my staff. Groups
providing services to the project team (such as QA,
documentation, or training) are also led by strong
leaders who proactively work with the project leads.
These leaders ensure that everything that affects a
successful product release is covered (from the im-
pact on technical support and product installation
through documentation and training). What makes
this work is the following:

1. Developers can assume the role of project lead
without formally changing job title or role. This al-
lows them to “try on”management/leadership roles
without the usual assumption that once you be-
come a manager you're stuck.

2. Inevitably, the rookie will try at least once dur-
ing the project to shift responsibility for the project’s
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success to the coach or the release lead. This iswhen
the coach reinforces that, as much as possible, the
rookie is the one in control and responsible for the
project’s success. Given that appointment to a pro-
ject management role isn't necessarily permanent,
you might think a rookie project manager would do
a half-hearted job since he knows
he can walk away, but I've never
had this problem. Once the
rookie realizes he really is respon-
sible for the project’s success, he
works hard toward that goal. Of
course, the coach continually per-
forms risk management and, if the project is at risk,
can always provide more direct leadership. That said,
we've never taken complete responsibility from a
rookie manager, as that would be too demoralizing
and would indicate inept coaching.

3. At Aurigin, a developer can work on one pro-
ject, be a lead on the next, and go back to working
on athird. This provides the necessary time to reflect
on “management” experiences. More importantly,
we've found that when a rookie manager has once
again become a “normal” developer she is a more
effective team member on the next project. Simply
put, to be an effective leader you must also be an
effective follower!

4. Afinal important factor is strong coaching. In
addition to senior managers running my clientand
server development teams, | am fortunate to have
strong leaders in QA and Docs. All these coaches
proactively help rookie project leads understand
when and how to integrate the “services” they pro-
vide into their project. Without some of these more
senior people leading the services organizations, |
doubt this approach would work as well.

TAKE EVERY OPPORTUNITY TO COACH

When you think of yourself as a coach instead of
a mentor, you find yourself constantly focused on
how you can improve the skills of every member of
your team. Pressman suggests that coaches should
help rookies learn how to communicate effectively.
Quite often this requires that the coach insert him-
self into the middle of a communication event in a
nonthreatening way.

To illustrate, consider the following interaction
between Frank, a rookie project manager, and
Henry, a developer assigned to his team (names



have been changed). Frank told me that he had del-
egated a task to Henry. However, | was concerned
by Frank’s description; the task did not seem to be
delegated with enough information to allow Henry
to successfully complete it. So | asked Frank to de-
scribe, in detail, what he thought the task was. |
asked the same of Henry, asking Henry not to go to
Frank for clarification. Then | scheduled a meeting
where the three of us reviewed the task together.

What we found was that Frank’s detailed de-
scription of “what must be done” matched Henry's.
This was a great victory—the task was, in fact, suc-
cessfully communicated. However, Frank's descrip-
tion contained a section called “What Henry does
not need to do to succeed.” This section was missing
from Henry’s description of the same task.

Here was a major learning opportunity for both
Frank and Henry. Henry learned that good “follow-
ership” includes asking what doesn't need to be
done to be successful. And Frank learned that ef-
fective leadership means communicating these
boundaries.

So how do you grow the skills of rookie project
managers? Establish yourself as their coach. Craft
specific work experiences designed to grow their
skills. Work with them to improve their performance
when they fail. Organize these experiences in a se-
ries of steps so that they can gradually, but steadily,
move into management. Finally, remain vigilant,
looking for every opportunity to coach, for it is
through coaching, not general platitudes, that we
grow effective managers and leaders. O
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