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Abstract: In this position paper, we start by identifying the issues inherent to coach development; we
then consider the current status of coach development and present our position before concluding
with key points and suggesting resolutions for the issues. Our intention is to propose the progression
of appropriate practices and approaches for the professional development and preparation of coaches.
In coach development, a lack of clarity exists at both organisational and individual levels, particularly
around the role of and aims for coach developers. Organisationally, we consider a radical reframing
required to progress the profession of coach development. We also suggest that many individuals
currently involved in coach development do not possess the requisite knowledge to move the field
forward. Our aspirations for coach development include recognising the need for expertise and what
it looks like in practice. Coaching and coach development interactions should examine particular
coaching challenges, concentrating on the thought processes and decision-making strategies necessary
to solve them. This necessitates a bespoke, problem-based approach to learning.

Keywords: critical thinking; epistemology; knowledge; metacognition; reflection

1. The Nature of Coaching

Coaching is complex and dynamic, often carried out in ill-structured and continually
changing environments [1]. It is unsurprising that meeting the needs of developing coaches
is equally challenging. The education of coaches has been extensively researched and
reported over the last 20 years; however, the more all-encompassing role of the coach
developer is a more recent extension to the coaching literature [1,2]. This addition to the
coaching field requires greater investigation in order to provide clarity to those involved in
coach development with individuals and organizations.

2. Organizational Views

The Chartered Institute for Management of Sport and Physical Activity (CIMSPA)
defines coach developers as ‘expert support practitioners who plan for, implement, and
sustain strategies and interventions in support of skilled performance in sport coaching’ [3]
(p. 4). Challengingly, this definition, while providing some direction, seems at odds with
others; for example, the European Coach Development Academy (ECDA) aims to “help to
standardize the training of coaches and allow European values to be common and replicated
in all EU countries” [4]. Similarly, the global organisation responsible for coaching, the
International Council for Coaching Excellence (ICCE), considers that ‘Coach developers are
not simply experienced coaches or transmitters of coaching knowledge. They are trained to
develop, support and challenge coaches to go on honing and improving their knowledge
and skills to provide positive and effective sport experiences for all participants’ [5] (p. 8).

These varied definitions, plus other national and multinational organisational clas-
sifications, fail to provide a clear picture of coach development and the role of coach
developers. Importantly these definitions do not provide a meaningful consensus, nor
do they provide the coherence required to move the field of coach development forward.
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Without conceptual clarity (cf., [6,7]), there is clearly potential for misunderstanding when
considering the role and function of a coach developer, especially when designing and
delivering coach development programmes, systems or strategies for coach learning. This
clarity with respect to terms and purpose is key to moving the field of coaching and coach
development forward in an effective and professional manner.

Much debate surrounds the current status of coaching, coach development and
whether they are considered professions [8–10]. We are not suggesting that the prac-
tice of many coaches and coach developers is not professional, but more of an indictment
against the lack of systematic support and the recognition and development of coaching
expertise that would be aided by clarifying the role for the coach developer [11]. Profes-
sionalism, in this case, is an attitude or approach which we believe is essential for the wider
field of coaching to adopt in order to progress. This approach has been adopted over a
period of time within the medical field [12,13]. We accept that coach development operates
at multiple levels of sophistication across and within countries and organisations; however,
there are numerous examples of inconsistency.

3. The Need for Consistency

UK Sport is a proponent of bespoke coach development within the high-performance
area [14]; nevertheless, this message does not appear to be actioned across sports within
the four countries of the UK. However, the Nordic countries present a more coherent
picture, with Norway and Finland providing examples of ‘joined-up thinking’. Coach
development is identified as a priority in Finland, recognised as an essential element
of growing their sport system, and subsequently receives attention and funding [15].
Similarly, Norway has a very well-defined and regulated coach development process,
leading to the success of their Olympiatoppen and Trenerløftet, high-performance-coach
development and talented-coach-development programmes, respectively [16]. Further
afield, the Australian Government supports coach development through the auspices of
the Australian Sport Commission [17] at the community coach level as well as in high-
performance. These instances exemplify the differences in approaches and degrees of
support for coach development offered globally [18–20].

Therefore, it is important to clarify the differences between education, development
and training and instruction. All are important to the ongoing learning of a coach; however,
their application is dependent on the context of that coach’s development—different set-
tings requiring different approaches. Like effective coaching, effective coach development
is a matter of ‘it depends’, but the key is in what it depends on [2]. For clarity, coach
education describes formal, classroom-based experiences in which participants follow
a prescribed set of learning activities over a period of time. It is commonly offered by
national sporting organisations or coaching bodies and considered, cynically, by some to
be a money-making endeavour [21]. Equally, instruction can be likened to a set of specific
guidelines on how to complete a task, enabling the completion of the task by following the
directions but not requiring an understanding of why the task needs to be completed or
which approach is used. More broadly, coach development is an all-encompassing term
that includes education, instruction as well as other developmental approaches, allowing
for an individualised, nuanced approach agreed upon between the coach and coach devel-
oper. Coach development, therefore, includes formal, non-formal and informal learning
opportunities which are again determined by the needs of the coach and the context of their
development. Coach development is a longer-term process underpinned by a relationship
between a coach and a coach developer and is designed to change as practice evolves.
Key attributes associated with coach development such as expertise, judgment, challenge,
coaching, mentoring, scaffolding, reflection, exploration and articulation differentiate coach
development from other approaches. Attempts have been made to parameterise the role of
a coach developer (cf., [22]), offering a mechanistic, process-driven capture of the coach
development process. Whilst we appreciate the intent behind this process, we would argue
that this mechanistic approach can be too limiting to truly meet coaches where they are.
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4. Aspirations to Expertise

There does appear to be a confusion of terms, with education, training and develop-
ment being used interchangeably in many instances. We propose, for the avoidance of
doubt, that coach development should be focused on the development of expertise, accept-
ing that there are constraints to adopting this approach so, at present, it may be aspirational.
This expertise approach requires an understanding of the conception of both knowledge
and learning, as highlighted by Collins, Abraham and Collins [11], but we are still not able
to define an expert coach developer with clarity and authority. The key element here is
that coach developers are able to recognize the different points that coaches are at in their
learning journey—a comprehension of the situation in which the development is taking
place. Put simply, meeting the coach where they are. For example, consider the approaches
needed to work with coaches who want black and white ‘facts’ (similar to the instruction
mentioned earlier) as opposed to coaches who are able to grasp ‘what if’ scenarios and
explore the various options that actual practice presents. Within education, Entwistle and
Peterson [23] refer to dualistic, multiplistic and relativistic conceptions of knowledge as
existing on a continuum. Dualism, as espoused by Perry [24], is considered to be the most
basic form of assumption that someone may propose and is often compared to viewing
knowledge as right or wrong. We suggest that coaches and coach developers would not
be able to function effectively within the complex dynamic of coaching practice with this
perspective; however we have had experience of that type of approach. Multiplism is the
next stage of development and applies to those who may question or feel uncertain about
decisions that they make. Multiplicity by its definition suggests there are many different
choices and authority figures, such as coach educators and mentors within organisations,
who are not the only ones with answers [25]. The final category, relativism, is what we
want coaches to reach when they have learned to think critically despite challenges [26].
Here, coaches will have learned to analyse different sources, reason, logic and evidence,
recognising that practices and perceptions should be questioned when they are faulty.

Kahneman and Klein [27] consider that with the appropriate expertise approach,
individuals become more skilled at recognising, accepting and dealing with uncertainties
and, as a result, are more likely to deepen their thinking and progress their practice.
Coach developers, therefore, need an understanding of how to facilitate deep thinking
in themselves and their coaches, challenging assumptions, encouraging problem solving
and widening their knowledge base, using evidence informed materials rather than a ‘gut
feeling’ or just opinion. However, we would suggest that the ‘gut feeling’ improves over
time if appropriate levels of deep thinking have taken place (cf., [28]).

A well-informed coach development workforce would be of significant benefit to
organisations wishing to develop highly skilled, motivated coaches capable of continual
learning who are ‘agile’ in response to situations and provide the best experience possible.
In order to develop expert coaches, coach developers themselves must aspire to be expert
coach developers, displaying the following characteristics:

â Expertise is domain-specific and developed over time. Therefore, coach developers
must have extensive and carefully crafted experiences in specific areas, such as learning
strategies, that reflect their deep understanding of the area.

â Experts are able to structure knowledge for easy access. Coach developers must ‘sift
and sort’ their vast knowledge into an organisational structure that enables retrieval
with little attentional effort.

â Experts develop routines for simple tasks to free up working memory. Coach developers
need to ‘chunk’ information into small units to enable greater use of short-term memory.

â Experts recognise patterns faster than novices. Coach developers must to recognise key
features of emerging situations based on previous experience and solutions, mostly
using schemas.

â Experts take deeper meaning from cues. Expert coach developers need to notice key
features and meaningful patterns of information that can be missed or not recognised
as important by non-experts.
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â Experts sort problems into categories based on the features of their solution. Experts
categorize problems based on deep meaning and an understanding of the area and
tend to work backwards from a solution perspective [28].

We argue that aspiring to expertise is different to just being a good coach developer.
Currently, these characteristics do not appear to be recognised in the recruitment and
deployment of coach developers, as presented in Figure 1. Many coach developers follow
a simple continuum, moving from player to coach to coach developer in a hierarchical,
linear progression.
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While this pathway may work for many, especially in heavily structured systems, there
is little recognition of the different knowledge and skills required for each—they are related
but different at the same time. The false assumptions of a good athlete becoming a good
coach have long been acknowledged, although it does still occur [29,30]. Using the same
logic, we suggest that being a good coach does not equate to being a good coach developer.
Whether by accident or design, the systems in place for coach development do not facilitate
the transition from one to another. At the heart of the challenge is the incongruity between
coaching development, coaching practice and the organisational constraints imposed by
sporting organisations that muddies the waters.

We also believe that there is an urgent need for an expanded range of developmental
tools, especially if we wish to meet the needs of the coaches where they are at—there is no
one-size-fits all. At the heart of this argument are two fundamental questions—what is
good coaching, and what is good coach development? However, before these questions
can be answered, we need to establish clarity. The clarity of what constitutes the role of a
coach developer needs to link to similar clarity in what coach developers aim to achieve.

5. Epistemological Confusion

For the coach developer, achieving role clarity is inherently difficult. Frequently, the
coach developer sits on a metaphorical see-saw between the strategic focus of a sport
or system and their wider socio-political goals, balanced with the operational focus of
an individual coach’s day-to-day practice [11,31]. This incorporates wider stakeholders,
including individuals in positions of leadership, partners of the sporting system, such as
funding services or agencies, and the wider interdisciplinary team that supports coaches
and athletes, all of which contribute to how a coaching ‘system’ may operate [32]. Thus,
the coach developer is required to operate at two levels. There is the top-down level,
which captures the big-picture focus of a system, the system’s philosophy, goals and
direction and the organisation’s epistemological position [33]. In contrast, the bottom
up which captures the perceived values, beliefs, habits and actions of each individual
they interact with, a personal-epistemological system, or the individual coach’s position.
Unfortunately, simplified conceptions of naïve coaching ‘philosophies’ are littered amongst
coach development experiences, which causes a lack of coherence between these top-down
and bottom-up interactions [34]. Instead, more of an emphasis should be placed in the idea
of ensuring coherence between the epistemological positions of a coach, a coach developer
and an organisation.
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Perry [35] suggested that awareness of epistemology is fundamental to learning as
it supports individuals in understanding how we think, perceive, value and learn about
knowledge [23]. Interestingly, by way of some practical examples, research has rarely
explored the coherence or integration of an epistemology which flows from a top-down
collective strategy for improving coaching knowledge. For instance, the strategy established
by the Rugby Football Union is, from the bottom up, made up of a collection of individual
rugby coaches and the coach development workforce available to them. Furthermore,
limited thought is given to the consideration of an appropriate level of desirable variability
between individual beliefs and values at different stages of a system, nor their coherence
with a top down epistemological position within coach learning. If we consider how these
ideas apply to a real-world context such as a Talent Development Pathway (TDP), they may
have a guiding philosophy which might include (i) the maximization of the potential of
those within their system, (ii) a progression of at least three athletes per year into the senior
world-class system and (iii) the delivery of a positive athlete experience for all involved
regardless of the outcome. However, this TDP also forms part of a wider governing body
and agency that prescribes goals, medal expectations and progression expectations per
year. Therefore, it is not surprising that the coach developer, when supporting coaches in
meeting these expectations whilst also balancing the coaches’ individual learning needs,
knowledge development and practice, can experience a melting pot of epistemological
confusion. In essence, coach developers are often faced with a conundrum of either meeting
organisational demands or a coach’s development needs.

Epistemological confusion relates closely to Argyris and Schön’s [36] idea of espoused
theories, which are the values, beliefs, proposed intentions, actions and behaviours we
believe we uphold in practice vs. our theories in use—those actually displayed in practice.
Recently, research was conducted to explore these ideas from a top-down view (cf., [37]) and
a bottom-up view [38] within both practical and applied settings. Hall et al. [37] investigated
the alignment between academy football coaches’ individual beliefs and the academy
system’s overarching ‘philosophy’, which they felt guided how they supported players’
development throughout the system. Through systematic observations and interviews,
these authors highlighted that a substantial gap existed between the academies’ espoused
philosophy and the interactions in use within coaching sessions. Hall et al. [37] also
suggested that ‘philosophy’ was used as a buzzword by participants throughout the
investigation, with limited adherence to how coaches should behave. Similar findings were
unearthed by Ashford and colleagues [38] at an individual coach level with the theories
espoused by academy rugby union coaches and what they intended to do, extracted from
semi-structured interview data, versus the theories in use, demonstrated through systematic
observations of training sessions and self-confrontation interviews. This study found that
coaches were often guided by ideological conceptions of coaching practice, driven through
top down expectation, which rarely played out in the realities of their coaching. However,
these findings from team sports differ from those of Mees et al. [39], who demonstrated
that the attraction for outdoor instructors working within organisations was the alignment
of philosophy and practice. Therefore, these studies suggest that whether the perspective
is bottom-up or top-down, it is the environment that plays a key role.

Close parallels can be made between Argyris and Schön’s work [36] and that of Collins
and colleagues in exploring the epistemological chain (EC) [40,41]). Collins et al. [41]
(p. 227) described the EC as a “consistent, logical relationship between philosophy, modus
operandi, aims and session content at macro, meso and micro levels”. If we extend the
idea of an EC to the top-down epistemological position that many sports and systems
adopt within coach learning and development, it means that we are no longer referring to a
chain but complex, interconnected epistemological pathways that converge on one another
at moments in time. For example, when a coach developer first interacts with a group
of Olympic athletic coaches who work across different disciplines with different athletes.
Unfortunately, research would suggest that coherent, integrated epistemological positions,
supported through coach development, education and instruction, are seldom identified in
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the sporting world [42]. In fact, the state of play would suggest quite the opposite. By way
of example, sports which hang their hat on a single approach, “game based” or “implicit
vs. explicit” approaches towards coaching and coach development, are likely to result in
epistemological confusion throughout this system (cf., [43,44]) or a perceived lack of value
for a particular approach [39]. We strongly suggest that these two top-down positions
represent the naïve conception of a philosophy expressed by Hall et al. [37], and it is
unlikely that coaches are upholding these epistemological beliefs at the coalface, practicing
from a sophisticated epistemological position. Unfortunately, therefore, such positions will
likely result in regular and sizable epistemological voids, such as an unsophisticated and
naïve assumption by a coach developer, or coach, that anything other than game-based
practice is obsolete as a coaching method [43].

Rather than hanging our hats on a particular approach to coach development, it
seems logical to explore and investigate the coherence, integration and understanding
of epistemology as a coherent framework that supports practice. In particular, what do
systems want their coach development to contain and why, and how will that be coherent
with those it is aimed at supporting? We feel it is important to add a caveat here that a
wider, evidence-informed diet of content, under the umbrella of a pragmatic view that
‘everything works somewhere, nothing works everywhere’ [45] (p. 63), is also a sound place
to start. For example, a coach developer may seek to support a boxing coach in zooming in
on clips taken from video and audio footage of their coaching. This video could present
a tendency to intervene too much and offer ‘white noise’ to the athlete, much of which
is unable to be used. Whilst this method of building self-awareness for a coach may be
useful in this context, it may be confronting and overly disruptive for others; therefore,
more subtle methods may be more appropriate for meeting coaches where they are.

To endeavour to understand the epistemological position, voids and degree of co-
herence throughout a system, a deeper understanding of the political, economic, social,
technological, legal and environmental [46] factors may serve to exemplify the true levels
of coherence and integration between coach development, coaching and the practitioner
workforce [47]. It is important to consider how this applies practically to real-world settings,
for instance, a sporting organisation may choose to conduct a research project auditing
the coherence and integration of the workforce’s epistemological position from top-down
and bottom-up standpoints. They may investigate the following: (1) the socio-political
goals set by leadership and their trickle-down effect on the actions and behaviours of
the workforce, with coach developers as a central mechanism; (2) a consideration of the
amount of funding allocated to coach development, how that funding is distributed be-
tween formal, non-formal and informal learning experiences and their perceived impact;
(3) an exploration of social interactions within learning experiences and the coherence and
integration between them within different stages of the sport and/or between individual
coach developers; (4) how technology, resources and materials are used to support coach
development and their impact; (5) from a legal standpoint, the ethical practices of those
within, across and between the workforce; and (6) how together, these five aforementioned
factors amalgamate to form an environment, and the possible instances of epistemological
coherence, integration, confusion and voids and their wider impact on behaviour.

6. The Challenges for the Coach Developer

The challenge for the coach developer is in facilitating the development of adaptable
coaches—those that can be agile in response to novel demands that are routinely encoun-
tered. Indeed, the only aspect of coaching that is routine is the uniqueness of the interaction
with an athlete. As alluded to earlier, by their nature, good coaches are adaptable, skilled
and agile thinkers [48,49]. With this in mind, investigations of coach thinking and decision
making have shown that decision making and critical reasoning guide practice and have
much to do with how learning experiences unfold for the coach [43,50].

Consequently, coach development can be challenging. There is no single way to teach
a coaching technique and no single way that a coach may learn that technique. Multiple
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development decisions need to be navigated; therefore, coach development is complex and
undoubtedly non-linear. Logically, then, coach development cannot, and indeed should
not, be scripted or proffer a prescribed set of routines or a single solution or approach.
However, coach development still must retain coherence with epistemological political,
economic, social, technological, legal and environmental demands. This is dependent on
the coach developer making a series of nested decisions about their educational practices
and making choices about a particular course of action to facilitate development within
the demands of those constraints (cf., [51]). Furthermore, the coach developer must also
develop the requisite knowledge domains in order to even recognise key cues and decision-
making instances in the first place, linking to our characteristics of expertise presented
earlier [31,52]. For example, if we consider a coach developer within an elite team sport
context, for them to first recognize and second provide feedback on the limited speed and
representativeness of skill attempts within a small-sided game, they must possess the prior
knowledge and understanding of what game speed actually looks, sounds and feels like!

From this perspective, coach development is dynamic, demanding and problematic—
it must be responsive to the situational demands of a given context and the coach within it.
The effective coach developer embraces this complexity and requires constant innovation,
flexibility and adaptability—the agility mentioned earlier. Logically, then, the endpoint of a
coach’s developmental process is an adaptable and creatively thinking coach.

However, as we have stated, coach development cannot be just a top-down process;
even at the initial levels of coach development, the experiences of trainee coaches are a
crucial aspect of a given coach’s development. Indeed, we argue that neophyte coaches
may actually benefit from ‘trying’ to coach in a safe, supervised and supported context
before they are supported to develop. This experience, even as an ‘assistant’ provides
a context for their learning. Such approaches have inherent complexities; single visions
of coaching and learning only serve to mask inherent complexities and make simplistic
what should only be made as simple as possible but no simpler. Oversimplification is
an unfortunately common pitfall for the novice coach developer and plagues low-level
coaching awards designed by the NGBs, though it is unclear if this is by design or accident.
Certainly, there comes a point in simplified systems that a coach must make the leap from
procedure, or process, to adaptability. Such a leap highlights the epistemological void cited
earlier but can hinder coach development. Consider two practical and regularly applied
scenarios in practice. First, a coach developer is shown how to deliver a particular coach
education programme; the training takes the same duration as the actual course, and the
reality is that they are shown what and how to deliver the programme rather than why. Or
consider another situation in which a coach developer is able to deliver coach education
to the level they are qualified at, passing on just what they know from their own training
and how it may be used based on their own experience by replicating what they have been
shown. In either scenario, a prescriptive syllabus supports the delivery of an identical
programme that may be little more than indoctrination into the ‘systems way’. Quality
is simply measured using the degree to which the coach developer matches the model
presented and their ability to replicate or mimic rather than apply and adapt, illustrating
the desired and sought-after adaptability. This would seem little more than the naïve
epistemological stance also discussed earlier.

7. Creating the Adaptable and Creatively Thinking Coach

Hatano and Inagaki [53] contrast adaptive and routine expertise, noting that both,
for the coach and coach developer, demand the capacity to perform standard tasks and
functions without error. They differentiate routine expertise in two ways: firstly, as com-
petence with a task’s parts or functional units, and secondly, as an ability to manage low
variability in that particular task. Like routine, adaptive expertise shares domain-specific
and metacognitive skills but differs in a need for innovation driven by context [53–55].
Adaptive expertise is further characterised by efficiency and innovation in applying knowl-
edge when approaching novel situations and challenges [53,56,57], as mentioned earlier.
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The flexible, creative and innovative use of the competencies found in routine expertise
enables adaptability [58].

More recently, Ward et al. [59], Mees et al. [60] and Pulakos et al. [61] all suggested
that adaptability may be the essential ingredient in expertise per se, without which ex-
pertise could not happen—‘Conditio Sine Qua Non’ [59] (p. 35)—suggesting that the
routine-adaptive dichotomy is unwarranted. Mees et al. [60] also suggested a spectrum
of adaptability based on the dynamic nature of the performance environment. However,
this may also be a simplistic solution as adaptability seems non-linear and more dendritic
or network-like, an increasing bandwidth of adaptability in which the more adaptiveness
gained, the more can be considered in an exponential manner. Practically, Hutton et al. [57]
suggest that adaptability has several aspects: (1) high degrees of situational comprehension,
(2) possessing a range of skills to draw on as options in that situation and (3) self-awareness
to balance situational demands with individual abilities. These aspects, in turn, require
a comprehension of the interaction between those components and an epistemology that
acknowledges and values adaptability and new knowledge. Consequently, adaptive per-
formance is multi-dimensional and relevant to particular roles and contexts; therefore, we
suggest that coaching and coach development are two independent entities. Logically,
environments that require adaptation and flexibility should, therefore, require adaptive
experts or experts with greater adaptability. Conversely, those environments or tasks that
do not require adaptation and flexibility do not require adaptive experts, thus linking the
epistemological position cited earlier. Naïve epistemological stances, chains and pathways
have the potential to work in non-dynamic environments; equally, dynamic environments
probably require sophisticated epistemological stances, chains and pathways [62].

Consequently, coach development may be best-suited to a range of approaches that
facilitate situated development in which the What of a curriculum is also supported by a
comprehension of How and Why coaching skills are developed and enhanced in particular
ways. It is for this reason that good coaches may not make good coach developers, although,
as will become clear, it can be an advantage.

8. Adaptability and Creativity Requires Good-Quality Thinking

Explicit to adaptability is the coaches’ ability to select and appraise a range of knowl-
edge sources, make sense of that knowledge when combined with their experiences, and,
importantly, consider that evidence and how it may inform their coaching in the present and
future [26]. Selecting and appraising relevant knowledge and its potential application can
be a daunting task—of course, this can be easy if the coach developer themselves is working
from a script! However, scripted coach development develops script-driven coaches.

This position, if rationally considered, is not surprising given that we know coaches
perceive that they learn most about coaching by engaging in it; they seem attuned to the
‘how’ and why more than the ‘what’ [63–65]. Consequently, the notion of apprenticeship
may be better suited to coach development. Apprenticeship has been influential in teaching
and learning throughout history, especially in trades and professions [66]. Apprenticeship
has value in that it is highly situated, frequently in the workplace, under the tutelage of a
master and takes place over an extended period of time. Therefore, the situated learning
and facilitation of skills regularly associated with apprenticeships would fit nicely with
the support of coaches in responding to the cognitive challenges they regularly face in
practice [67]. Such cognitive challenges associated with coaching processes, are aspects not
typically ‘visible’ that can be developed alongside the practical. Apprenticeships frequently
employ four elements in the pursuit of expertise development [68]: (1) content, the types
of knowledge required for expertise (domain knowledge and metacognitive strategies);
(2) methods, ways in which the development of expertise can be facilitated (modelling,
coaching, scaffolding, articulation, reflection, and exploration, see Table 1); (3) sequencing,
the ordering of activities to promote development; and (4) sociology, the social characteristics
of the learning environment.



Behav. Sci. 2023, 13, 924 9 of 17

Table 1. Cognitive apprenticeship methods (adapted from Collins [68]).

Developmental Approach Description

Modelling A demonstration of the skills, usually by an expert, to enable the learner to develop a mental model
of the skill. Often includes verbalising the cognitive processes.

Coaching Observing the learner and offering challenges, support and feedback

Scaffolding Putting supports in place to enable the learner to carry out the task in their ZPD. Scaffolding must be
highly personalised, and if done poorly can have a negative effect on the learner emotionally [69].

Articulation The learner separates, verbalises and demonstrates their understanding of the component
knowledge, reasoning and thinking processes in a domain

Reflection Learners compare their own thought processes and problem solving with that of others, in particular,
that of an expert

Exploration Giving learners time and space to problem solve on their own, akin to a problem-based learning
approach [70], fading supports and self-setting of goals

The coach can be engaged in the dynamic region beyond their current ability, their
Zone of Proximal Development (the Zone of Proximal Development refers to the differ-
ence between what an individual can achieve by themselves with no help versus their
achievement with the help of a teacher or their peers) [71], with support from a coach de-
veloper, a ‘master’ coach, developing cognition and practice in context [72]. However, this
development is reliant on the ‘master’ recognising and understanding their own coaching
and being able to articulate why, drawing on the evidence, practice and experience and,
importantly, their metacognition [73].

Modelling, coaching and scaffolding are tools that would be familiar to a practicing
coach and are typical in any traditional apprenticeship. However, the others, articula-
tion, reflection and exploration, are used with the intention of developing mental models,
macrocognitive and metacognitive skills, rather than a focus on physical skills [68]. These
latter three characterise the developmental approach as a cognitive apprenticeship. Princi-
pally, the cognitive skills being learned are the underpinning skills which are not entirely
observable and may be tacit in nature but are key to enabling the development of adaptabil-
ity and creativity. The intention here is to make these cognitions visible to the learner via
the coach developer articulating their thoughts, role and function—the why. For example,
supporting a fencing coach in understanding what good blade work feels like at the point of
contact is an extremely difficult skill to develop in a coach; therefore, a careful orchestration
of methods to support their understanding is essential. One positive element of scaffolding
for cognitive apprenticeships is the functioning within a community of practice in which
a shared language and set of mental models representing good coaching and good coach
development would exist [66].

A practical way to manage this challenge is to focus coach development on the growth
of critical thinking skills in response to day-to-day cognitive challenges [74]. Critical
thinking skills enable the coach to focus on the most appropriate sources of information, the
highest-quality evidence and knowledge to inform their practice. Logically, then, critical
thinking is a goal for coach development using this method. However, there is a need to
foster a coaching culture that includes critical thinking and supports coaches in being both
analytical and critical. This necessitates a willingness to ‘throw stones at false idols!’ [26]
(p. 129) while also accepting that many of the assumptions made about coach development
may not hold—criticality should be effectively applied to the practices of coach and coach
developer alike [75]. A well-informed and professional coach development workforce [76]
must be professional in its critique of the knowledge and knowledge sources that it uses to
inform its practices [26,50,77].
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9. Creating Coach Developers as Critical Consumers of Coaching Knowledge

A critically thinking coach developer must position information and ideas within the
larger picture of coaching and the organisation’s epistemology, as highlighted earlier. By
being critical of the content they have presented or have been asked to present as part of a
syllabus, they can comprehend the strengths and weaknesses of a particular approach and
identify evidence that supports or contradicts its potential application.

Importantly, the critically thinking coach developer can problem solve and adapt to
changing circumstances, such as coach needs, and is therefore as pedagogically agile as
the coach they develop. This leads coach developers and coaches to focus their attention
on particular coaching episodes and challenges they may face on a day-to-day basis and
to critically consider initial actions, situational assessment, cues and potential errors in
response to them (cf., [67,78]). Coaches are already critical, for example, recognising the
effectiveness of an intervention based on observed performance is a critical evaluation [79].
Also consider the coach selecting from various approaches based on recommendations
from another coach when this advice is, at least, considered worthy of trial and then critical
appraisal before critiquing its effectiveness. Linked to the creativity highlighted earlier is
an essential evaluation of any information’s appropriateness based on its intended use and
how it has been derived, interpreted and presented. Thus, an essential part of the adaptable,
critically thinking coach developer is their capacity to learn from their experiences; in other
words, reflection.

10. The ‘R-Word’

Nash and colleagues [79] report that many coaches do not perceive themselves as
reflective practitioners, a point Collins and Eastabrook [26] agree with, highlighting that
coaches are more involved in the ‘in-action’ thinking, addressing the problem at hand.
This is in contrast to the ‘on-action’ reflection [80] that academic models often offer [81]
or those typically endorsed in coach-development programmes. Coaches and coach de-
velopers have frequently given reflection ‘a go’ and found it not to have value, so they
discount it. However, they recognise the need to be adaptable and flexible, which requires
them to integrate critical thinking within the coaching process; therefore, managing this
cognitive dissonance is a key challenge for the coach developer as it is desirable in the
developmental process.

However, a pedagogy of coach development is more than defining how to act. It is
more about creating conditions through which coaches learn about adaptability, creativity
and thinking about their coaching in a goal-directed manner. As a consequence, the
contents of any developmental curriculum need to be framed to ensure they are understood
and in such a way that they can be effectively combined. Frequently, if the contents are
limited but interchangeable and can also be interlinked, it has an impact on curriculum
design as well as substance and delivery. Effective coach development facilitates the
growth of effective reflective skills as well as resourcefulness, a resilience and capacity
to work independently or within a team often known as reciprocity or learning to learn
(see Learnacy [82]). It seems that coaching developers and development programmes
need to create opportunities for mentoring coaches and modelling coaching practice, while
also scaffolding those opportunities. Extending coach development opportunities that
enable the coach to reflect on and explore their practice while also having the ability to
articulate what, how and why an approach is selected and applied. Importantly, creating an
environment in which adaptability and criticality are valued and encouraged and ultimately
enabling a space in which adaptability can be explored and articulated by the coach and
coach developer are key to achieving expertise. Thus, to consider the application of these
ideas in a practical setting, coach development curriculums which begin with theoretical
content and rely on a coach’s effective translation of theory into practice may steer coaches
away from this desired end. Instead, more problem- and challenge-focussed curriculums,
bespoke to specific coach episodes faced by coaches on a day-to-day basis whilst still being
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coherent and integrated within the agreed epistemological approach, are more likely to
support coaches in progressing towards a level of expertise through effective reflection [83].

11. Thematic Discussion

This paper was fuelled by a desire to help advance appropriate practices and ap-
proaches to the professional development and preparation of coaches. It is designed as a
presentation of our thoughts to encourage debate and hopefully move the field of coach
development forward. We realise we have presented some complex information which is
not always supportive of coach development in its current format(s). We also are mindful
that there are many coaches and coach developers who would share our view that there
is a need to change—we need expert coach developers advancing the number of expert
coaches. We use this section to address some of the key questions arising from the evidence
that we presented.

11.1. Why Do We Need/Not Currently Have Clarity?

We are strongly advocating the need for clarity—clarity of the role of a coach developer
is key to effective performance. As we have shown, there are a variety of definitions for the
role of coach developer which often evolve to fit the needs of an organisation or sport rather
than the needs of coaches. We suggest that as coach development is a new and evolving
field for many organisations, clarity may not be apparent in the system, as the system may
not have progressed to meet this new area. It would appear that in many cases, the role of
the coach developer has been ‘shoehorned’ to fit existing systems and available resources,
contributing to the lack of clarity.

We do not have a universally accepted definition of a coach developer that clearly artic-
ulates roles and aim. The definitions from organisations we presented earlier demonstrate
a wide range of interpretations, leaving uncertainty as to the scope of the role. This further
complicates the recruitment and deployment of coach developers as well as how they are
prepared to fulfil their remit of developing sport coaches to work effectively within the
dynamic environments in which they operate. Much of this can lead to the epistemological
confusion that we referenced earlier.

Key Takeaways:

• An accepted definition of the coach developer;
• Coherent articulation of the role and aims of the coach developer.

11.2. How Will Clarity Help?

We stated that our purpose here is to help the field of coach development move
forward. Clarity is instrumental in defining goals and creating steps to achieving them while
making effective decisions. Without this, there may be a lack of motivation, indecisiveness
and a lack of direction or focus—none of which will help coach developers, coaches or
sporting organisations. We need to ensure that the underlying philosophy, or mission
statement, of an organisation is clearly communicated to everyone in the organisation. The
values, beliefs, proposed intentions, actions and behaviours that define an organisation
must also be visible in a coach developer’s practice and be coherent with their activities
and functioning. By having this clarity of purpose, it becomes easier to concentrate on
some outcomes—expert coach developers producing expert coaches.

Key Takeaways:

• Clarity provides conceptual and practical understanding;
• Clarity enables focus on the key outcome.

11.3. Why Are We Not Drawing on Research in Other Fields?

We have looked extensively at what works in other areas, such as education, medicine,
and military contexts, in which people operate in dynamic environments. We have espe-
cially concentrated on evaluating the development of expertise within different domains.
The shifting of perspective from dualism to relativism [23] demonstrates the benefits of



Behav. Sci. 2023, 13, 924 12 of 17

considering coach development from a variety of viewpoints, asking questions, solving
problems and being able to synthesise all the available options.

The apprenticeship model, especially cognitive apprenticeship, has been shown to
add value within the field of education, but this has also expanded to include businesses
and the medical environment. Coaches value coach developers working with them in the
coaching/practice environment, so this model would appear to tick the box of situated
learning. The social environment is crucial to the success of apprenticeship, enabling access
to examples of good practice and varying levels of expertise opportunities to model be-
haviour, seek advice and understand that multiple solutions are possible. This environment
highlights the importance of the clarity and coherence of purpose from all involved in
the process. Before we wholeheartedly embrace and adopt these strategies, and many
others, we need to carefully evaluate whether these approaches would work in coach
development—remember the earlier words ‘everything works somewhere, nothing works
everywhere’ [45] (p. 64).

Key Takeaways:

• Research in other fields is well-established and evidence-informed;
• We need to be more open to new ideas and approaches.

11.4. Why Are We Not Promoting the Benefits of Reflection and Critical Thinking?

We highlighted the importance of both reflection and critical thinking in the develop-
ment of expertise—again, we can draw on work in other domains as to the success of these
strategies. Why is sport coaching different? Reflection is mandatory within teaching, and
the ability to think critically is an integral element of study within higher education. Reflec-
tion can ensure that everyone is benefitting from the learning experience, learning at their
own pace and ensuring motivation to continue learning. Reflective practice can improve
problem-solving skills and address challenges, allowing coach developers to devise individ-
ual strategies to meet the needs of each learner. The implication of focussing on particular
coaching episodes and cognitive challenges is one regularly suggested across the expertise
literature (cf., [78,84]) and offers coaches more value with respect to the reflective process.
In this way, reflection can encourage innovations in how to improve a coach’s practice
in reference to specific coaching problems, demonstrating that reflection and innovation
fully complement each other. Interestingly, reflecting in this way supports individuals in
engaging in skills which align closely to the characteristics of experts mentioned previously
in this paper (cf., [28]). Thus, critical thinking enhances reflection and vice versa as it
allows for the gathering of knowledge, information processing and the analysis of data.
According to Sternberg and Halpern [85] (p. 132), ‘critical thinking allows people to solve
problems more creatively, independently, and effectively’. Given the reported benefits of
reflection and critical thinking, why would we not incorporate both as key elements of
coach development?

Key Takeaways:

• Reflection and critical thinking are essential to developing expertise;
• Reflection and critical thinking require buy-in and practice to be effective.

11.5. Is Simplicity Helping Coaches?

From both research findings and anecdotal reports, there does appear to be a mandate
from coaching organisations to break information down into simple parts that can be easily
presented and digested. We suggest that this is doing a disservice to the majority of coaches
who want to develop themselves, their athletes and their teams. Is this simplicity for the
benefit of the coaches or coach developers? We frequently highlighted the complexity of
coaching and the challenges faced by coaches and coach developers in trying to embrace
the adaptability required to consider all the possibilities and select the most appropriate
approach to a situation. This is not a simple task.

The skills required of a coach developer, contained in Table 1, are complex and require
considerable investments of time and energy to practice. We also suggest that coach
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developers should accumulate the characteristics of expertise necessary to operate at this
level. We expect coach developers to observe coaches in the workplace, engage with
them around their practice and conceive strategies to help them improve within their own
context. This cannot be broken down into a series of simple undertakings. As put forward
earlier, we stand by the statement that coach development services and coach developers
should aim to make information and learning as simple as it can be, but no simpler!

Key Takeaways:

• Coaching and coach development are complex constructs;
• Breaking elements down into simple components does not reflect the complexity of

the coaching role.

11.6. What Is an Expert Coach Developer?

This is a very difficult concept to define—a bit like trying to nail jelly to a wall! We
mentioned a ‘master’—an individual who is able to identify problems and who can make
effective judgements by using all their knowledge, techniques and experiences to facilitate,
enrich, and deepen learning to improve coaching practice. We emphasised the need for
adaptive expertise for coach developers due to the complexities of practice and the need
for the flexibility to shift approaches based on the needs of the coach in front of them.
This series of questions were designed to highlight some of the key features required for
expertise, underlining the challenges of achieving this goal.

If coaches are required to possess a depth and breadth of knowledge in order to
respond to key challenges (cf., [28,51]), the coach developer’s knowledge must exceed that
of the coach to support critical thinking and reflection as to where improvements can be
made. Consequently, an understanding of these knowledge forms, specific to their coaching
context, is essential. Research in this area, therefore, must attempt to investigate and elicit
coaching and coach developer expertise through the appropriate integration of different
methods. Interestingly, Nash and Collins [28] made the recommendation that a Cognitive
Task Analysis (a Cognitive Task Analysis refers to a research method that uncovers and
makes sense of what people know and how they think) methods and derivatives of it
(e.g., an applied cognitive task analysis) would be a sufficient way of meeting this end.
However, since this recommendation, only three studies of note have been conducted in
a coaching context (cf., [67,86,87]). This leads us to suggest to a call to action to identify
the minimum requirements for experience, learning, breadth and depth of knowledge
across different domains which coach developers should possess in order to fulfil their role
professionally and to ensure that professional standards are maintained in these positions.

Key Takeaways:

• Expertise is hard to attain but often conferred on those who are very good rather
than expert;

• We need coach developers who can encourage adaptive expertise in coaches.

12. In Summary

This is an overview of our views, beliefs and our position on how coaches should be
supported by coach developers. Having posed and hopefully answered these questions
arising from our thoughts, we would suggest that coach development requires a radical
rethink. Our position advocates clarity, starting with a shared language and common ideas
from which to bridge the sizeable gap between the current state of coach development
and our aspirational vision. We require thoughtful coach developers, striving to achieve
expertise to produce thinking coaches capable of adapting to the vagaries of practice.

We hope to offer an evidence-informed position from which to make the following
suggestions:

• We need to re-align our coach development systems to ensure clarity at all levels;
• Coach development systems need to be built on pedagogical, macrocognitive and

metacognitive skills;
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• We need to develop a coherent framework that supports practice rather than being
ideologically wedded to one approach;

• We need coach developers to meet the needs of the coaches in the place they are at;
• We aspire to expertise—this is an approach that needs to be adopted by all;
• Research in this area should support a deepened understanding of coach and coach

developer expertise to support all of the above.
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