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Abstract 35 

 36 
Motivation to learn is an essential factor of talent being realized (Collins, Abbott, & 37 

Richards, 2011), which throws into light the essential role that the motivational 38 

climate plays in developing talent. Through collaborative action research, the aim of 39 

this study was to develop coaches’ learning to enhance the learning environment 40 

within a national talent development system, utilising Epstein’s (1989) TARGET 41 

framework (task, authority, recognition, grouping, evaluation and time). Results 42 

revealed that participatory collaborative action research is an effective coach 43 

development tool for coaches in order to enhance their learning and the motivational 44 

climate within their sessions. The study identified the benefits of coach development 45 

through participatory action research, revealing a highly positive response to the role 46 

that collaborative learning played in pedagogical development.  47 

 48 
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Introduction  69 

Talent development is a dynamic, multi-dimensional process that emerges over time 70 

within an effective coaching environment (Collins, Abbott, & Richards, 2011; Farrow 71 

Baker, & MacMahon, 2013). Furthermore, there is strong agreement that motivation 72 

to learn is, above all else, an essential factor of talent being realized (Collins et al., 73 

2011; Farrow et al, 2013; Martindale, 2015; Martindale, Collins, & Daubney, 2005;  74 

Martindale, Collins, & Abraham, 2007). This throws into the spotlight the key role that 75 

the motivational climate plays within a successful talent development environment, 76 

particularly in relation to a mastery focus, which emphasizes individual self-77 

referenced progress.  78 

 79 

Coaches are the most important influence on athletes’ perception of the motivational 80 

climate, due to the fact that they set the practices, group participants, observe 81 

performances and give feedback, all elements that are integral to shaping the 82 

learning environment (Reinboth & Duda, 2006). Consequently, research has 83 

identified the need to focus on the role that the coach plays in the talent development 84 

process and the quality and appropriateness of the motivational environment that 85 

they create (Martindale et al., 2007). This understanding is highly significant in order 86 

to ensure the continual development of coaches, particularly those who are 87 

responsible for the development of pre-elite athletes, arguably, the most important 88 

stage of the player development pathway (Martindale et al., 2007; Wang, Sproule, 89 

McNeill, Martindale, & Lee, 2011).   90 

 91 

Research into a mastery involving motivational climate, which emphasizes self-92 

referenced progress and personal improvement, has highlighted a range of positive 93 

attributes (Braithwaite, Spray & Warburton, 2011), most notably, an adaptive 94 

achievement pattern and positive cognitive and emotional responses (Duda & 95 

Balaguer, 2007). It is essential, therefore, for coaches of talented young athletes to 96 

understand how they can create and maintain such a climate, due to the pivotal role 97 

it plays in athlete learning and motivation (Morgan & Hassan, 2015). When 98 

investigating the areas that have an influence on fostering a mastery climate, Ames 99 

(1992) identified six aspects of the learning environment and utilized the acronym 100 

TARGET, that was first identified by Epstein (1989), to represent them. The 101 

structures identified were the: Task (the structure and individual challenge of learning 102 
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activities), Authority (location of decision making), Recognition (rewards structure, or 103 

praise), Grouping (how groups are identified), Evaluation (private and individual 104 

assessment procedures) and Timing (pace and flexibility of learning). A mastery 105 

motivational climate would include self-referenced or collaborative tasks, democratic 106 

leadership, recognition of effort and improvement, groups of mixed ability with 107 

individual evaluation and sufficient time allowed for learning to take place (Keegan, 108 

Harwood, Spray & Lavallee, 2010; Braithwaite,  et al., 2011).  109 

 110 

Research into the intervention strategies from coaches and teachers utilising the 111 

TARGET structures have revealed that coaches can manipulate the structures to 112 

create a mastery climate, therefore eliciting more preferred motivational responses. 113 

These interventions found that coaches and teachers were successful in fostering 114 

more mastery involving behaviours, which included an increase in the setting of 115 

mastery goals, greater differentiation of tasks, and more feedback on effort and 116 

progress to individuals (e.g. Morgan & Kingston, 2008). Similarly, from a participant 117 

point of view, TARGET interventions led to an increase in mastery goals, a 118 

preference for more challenging tasks and an increase in satisfaction and positive 119 

attitude (e.g. Morgan & Carpenter, 2002). Research by Conde and colleagues (2009) 120 

that focused on interventions with basketball coaches who had received a short 121 

educational programme on Ames’ (1992) TARGET principles, found that the 122 

motivational climate transmitted by the coach was predominantly mastery orientated 123 

and this improved by over 19% over the course of the programme. Similar to the 124 

proposed study, research by Cecchini et al., (2014) developed an intervention 125 

programme focused on utilising the TARGET structures, with results showing that the 126 

environment could be manipulated towards a mastery involving climate by coaches. 127 

This manifested itself through numerous positive effects on the participants, such as 128 

co-operative learning, increased competence and autonomy and more self-129 

determined motivation.  130 

 131 

With limited research into the motivational climate, or learning environment within a 132 

performance sport setting, the focus of this study will centre around one specific 133 

stage of the development system, the talent development phase. The talent 134 

development phase focuses on the long-term development of an athlete by 135 

facilitating an environment that assists in athlete performance with an aim of 136 
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preparing an athlete appropriately for the rigors of elite sport. The environment 137 

created centres on not only the development of the technical and tactical aspects of 138 

the sport, but also the bio-psycho social elements of athlete development. The 139 

importance is then placed on providing an athlete centred learning environment that 140 

is holistic and underpinned by evidence. It has been noted that research into the 141 

design and organisation of talent development environments within sport is scarce 142 

(Martindale et al., 2007) therefore, the need to define and identify an effective talent 143 

development environment for future success is imperative. Martindale et al., (2007) 144 

identified that there is a need for individualised development, participant ownership, 145 

autonomy and self-motivation within an effective talent development environment, all 146 

important factors that prevail within the TARGET structures (Ames, 1992).   147 

 148 

It has been highlighted that current coach education programmes do not provide 149 

sufficient formal and informal learning opportunities to enhance and sustain coaching 150 

practice (Evans & Light, 2007; Nash, 2015; Wright, Trudel & Culver 2007; Woodman, 151 

1993). Therefore, there is a need to investigate other means of personal 152 

development, such as action research which is about finding ways to improve 153 

practice (McNiff & Whitehead, 2010). Indeed, action research has been offered as a 154 

valuable tool to drive coach development, as it can be a used as a vehicle to 155 

engineer enhanced reflective practice within the coaching environment (Pill, 2014). 156 

This is due to the fact that the ability to identify personal strengths and development 157 

points on a regular basis allows individuals to gain greater understanding of their 158 

current practice and personal development needs (Cushion et al, 2003; Nash, 2015). 159 

Previous studies have shown that collaborative action research can play an important 160 

role in continual coach development when supported by an experienced sports coach 161 

who brings theoretical understanding to the collaboration. This then allows for a 162 

community of practice that permits theories to be put to the test with guidance and 163 

enhanced reflection through the sharing of knowledge and experiences (Ahlberg, 164 

Mallett & Tinning, 2008; Evans & Light, 2007; Jones, Morgan & Harris, 2012; Pill, 165 

2014). 166 

 167 

The aim of this study was to utilize collaborative action research to educate a group 168 

of youth coaches to improve the learning environment within a national talent 169 

development system, through the implementation of mastery TARGET structures. 170 
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Utilizing an action research methodology allowed for a systematic enquiry in the 171 

pursuit of mutual interests, in this case an enhanced motivational climate and an 172 

investigation into how the participants endeavored to achieve this through 173 

collaborative learning. The major significance of this study is based on the 174 

implementation of an action research methodology, which has received scant 175 

attention by coaching scholars to date and never (as far as the authors are aware) in 176 

combination with a focus on enhancing the motivational climate. Furthermore, the 177 

action researcher being head of performance within the context of a national talent 178 

development system adds further novelty and significance to this study. There were 179 

three distinct objectives of the research study: 180 

 181 

1. Through collaborative participatory action research, to develop the coaches’ 182 

ability to improve their coaching practice 183 

2. To enhance the motivational climate/learning environment within their 184 

coaching sessions 185 

3. To develop an effective and replicable continual professional development 186 

(CPD) process for coaches.  187 

Method 188 

Design 189 

An interpretive epistemological approach was adopted, as the aim was to investigate 190 

how the coaches could enhance the learning environment by implementing the 191 

TARGET structures and to gain a greater understanding of their experiences, 192 

feelings and perspectives on the action undertaken. Furthermore, traditional positivist 193 

paradigms do not take into account the unique nature of action research and the 194 

many dilemmas that the researcher will face in such a fluid and changing landscape 195 

(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison 2007; Herr & Anderson, 2005) 196 

 197 

Action Research  198 

Action research has been identified “as a powerful tool for instigating change 199 

amongst participants in their environment whilst also boosting competency through 200 

innovation” (Cohen et al., 2007, pp. 297). It is a practice of participation, “engaging 201 

those who might otherwise be subjects of research or recipients of interventions to a 202 

greater or lesser extent as enquiring co-researchers” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, pp. 203 
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1). Borrowing from the work of Lewin (1946), action research was initially defined as 204 

“a method that enabled theories produced by the social sciences to be applied in 205 

practice and tested on the basis of their practical effectiveness” (Carr, 2006: 423). It 206 

focuses on discovering ways to improve practice within a specific context, therefore 207 

creating knowledge, which in turn improves learning through a better understanding 208 

of the participant’s practice (McNiff & Whitehead, 2010). Despite differing 209 

perspectives, it is generally agreed that action research is a systematic learning 210 

process characterised by continuous cycles of planning, acting, observation and 211 

reflection (McNiff & Whitehead 2009; McNiff 2013; Mertler 2009). This allows for the 212 

continuous construction and testing of explanations in practice, leading to improved 213 

understanding and learning (Tsai, Pan & Chiang, 2004). Typically this manifests in 214 

“observation of current practice that is followed by data collection and synthesis that 215 

is then followed by action that forms the basis of the next cycle” (Mertler, 2009 pp. 216 

13).  217 

 218 

A key characteristic of action research is that it is conducted in situ, therefore, where 219 

traditional social science research does not focus on intervening in anyway in the 220 

research setting, action research by its very nature demands intervention. It is a form 221 

of on the job research that involves thinking carefully about what you are doing so it 222 

becomes critical self-reflective practice (McNiff, 2013). According to Dick (1997), 223 

drawing on Lewin’s initial vision, the purpose here through critical and considered 224 

reflection is to allow both tacit and explicit knowledge to inform each other in order to 225 

better deal with complex real-life problems. It is to help people recognize practical 226 

issues as they arise and to devise pragmatic responses: to deconstruct set 227 

assumptions thus enabling a more creative dialogue with other people and the 228 

situation. In doing so, action research allows us to cope with the kind of organized 229 

complexity facing our everyday lives in the 'real' world (Allen, 2001).  230 

 231 

It is important to note that action research must be in continuous collaboration with all 232 

participants as the cycles and then crucially reflection upon actions taken are what 233 

enhance the participants’ learning, allowing an understanding of the process, 234 

reflection and informed decisions on the next course of action (Evans & Light, 2007). 235 

These cycles then allow for prolonged engagement with the research question and 236 

enhanced experience through numerous cycles helping to bridge the gap between 237 
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theory and practice. Action research is, therefore, considered a collaborative or joint 238 

enterprise; not only between facilitator and participants, but also between and among 239 

participants themselves: “the aim is to involve participants in communication, mutual 240 

understanding and consensus” (Carr & Kemmis, 1986: 199). It is therefore essential 241 

that collaborative action research is democratic, involving a large amount of talk and 242 

interaction between colleagues in an attempt to improve learning and understanding 243 

(McNiff & Whitehead 2009). It is horizontal in nature as opposed to a traditional top 244 

down investigative approach. Such cooperation enables the development and 245 

acceleration of mutual understanding particularly in relation to developing action (Oja 246 

& Smulyan 1989). This allows for the cogenerating of knowledge through 247 

collaborative communication, where the diversity of experiences within a group is 248 

viewed as a catalyst for enrichment (Greenwood & Levin, 2003). Thus collaborative 249 

action research recognizes that people learn through the active adaptation of their 250 

existing knowledge in response to their contextual experiences, and the subsequent 251 

sharing of that knowledge. Such experiences may be engagement with new 252 

knowledge, explicitly through theory or through shared discussion with others. The 253 

collaborative aspect also allows the time and provides the support required to make 254 

fundamental changes in individuals’ practice which often endure beyond the life of 255 

any research project (Oja & Smulyan 1989). In a coach development context, Evans 256 

and Light (2007) highlighted that collaborative action research can be an alternative 257 

tool to traditional formal coaches’ educational programs as it facilitates open learning 258 

and has the ability to immediately test knowledge in the working environment.  259 

 260 

Participants and ethics 261 

The research project involved the head of performance, who was the action 262 

researcher, and six head coaches who were employed in a national youth talent 263 

development programme. All coaches (5 male, 1 female) had a minimum of a United 264 

Kingdom Coaching Certificate (UKCC) level two qualification as a pre requisite, and 265 

had been operating for a minimum of two years, with only two of the coaches active 266 

for more than ten.  267 

 268 

Ethical approval was gained from the researchers’ university ethics committee prior 269 

to the commencement of the study. All participants received an information sheet 270 

outlining the study and a consent form. Informed consent was secured from the NGB 271 
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and the participants and they were informed that they had the right to withdraw at any 272 

point, without repercussion. This was supplemented by guarantees of confidentiality 273 

on engagement with the project. 274 

 275 

Action research procedures 276 

The action research ran over three months (October to December) and during this 277 

period there was an introductory session led by the head of performance (who was 278 

the action researcher), six, three hour practical sessions that the coaches delivered 279 

to between 20 and 30 participants each (once every two weeks) and four focus 280 

groups that were planned for the end of each fortnightly cycle. Although it was 281 

planned for each cycle to last two weeks, cycle’s three and four stretched to four 282 

weeks due to coach unavailability and the need to develop further resources for 283 

collaborative learning (which evolved from the action research, as explained later). 284 

The focus groups were a key feature of the participatory action research allowing 285 

participant’s to interact and feed off each other bringing several perspectives to any 286 

given situation, thus enabling collaborative learning (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994; 287 

McNiff, 2013; Mertler 2009; Nash, 2015). The fourth and final focus group forum 288 

focused on experiences throughout the programme and the future direction of the 289 

coaches’ delivery in relation to TARGET. The data collection phase of the action 290 

research ended in December when it was felt that sufficient data had been gathered 291 

to evidence the impact of the collaborative action research process.  292 

 293 

Consistent with Kemmis and McTaggart’s (1992) planner of action research, the 294 

initial problem that had been identified by this group of talent development coaches 295 

during a programme evaluation at the end of the previous competitive season was to 296 

improve the learning environment or motivation climate in their coaching sessions. 297 

Consequently, in the pre-season phase, the head of performance researched and 298 

planned an intervention specifically designed to improve the learning environment 299 

within their sessions. The intervention started with a three hour introductory 300 

classroom session that provided participants with a background to motivational 301 

climate theory (Ames, 1992) and specific links to the talent development 302 

environment. This was achieved by introducing the theoretical TARGET structures 303 

and discussing how they could be applied practically in the coaching sessions. This 304 

introduction involved a number of interactive group tasks with ample opportunity for 305 
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discussion and questioning around the TARGET structures.  During the introduction, 306 

the coaches all agreed to complete a reflective log (see Appendix A) after each 307 

coaching session to document their experiences of implementing the TARGET 308 

structures, thus gathering information to reflect upon in order to address the initial 309 

problem (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992). For the purpose of the reflective log, they 310 

were asked to describe how difficult they found it to implement the structures and to 311 

give examples of what was most useful and most problematic and why? This then 312 

formed the basis of their input into the next focus group forum, which allowed them to 313 

reflect on their practice and revise the plan and action in the subsequent cycles of 314 

action research (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1992). To allow the researcher the 315 

opportunity to instantly access these reflections and help prepare for the forums, they 316 

were stored electronically on Google drive, a cloud based information technology 317 

platform that automatically syncs with the coaches’ ‘tablet’ that they had each been 318 

provided with.  319 

 320 

As the coaches’ forum was an integral part of the study, due to the collaborative 321 

learning that would be taking place at the end of each cycle, the need emerged to 322 

identify a platform that would facilitate this, whilst recognising the geographical and 323 

logistical challenges associated. Therefore, the possibility of utilising an online forum 324 

was investigated and eventually sourced through Cisco Webex (see Appendix B). 325 

This allowed for face-to-face interaction and convenience to participants, whilst 326 

providing rich sources of data with the ability to record them (McNiff, 2013). With this 327 

in mind, an online forum was planned at the end of each cycle, forming the basis of 328 

the reflection stage. This reflected the emancipatory aspect of action research which 329 

leads not only to new practical knowledge, but to new ways of creating and sharing 330 

that knowledge (Reason & Bradbury, 2008).Field notes provided a further source of 331 

data and involved keeping notes that allowed for personal reflection through the 332 

recording of events and behaviour, overheard conversations or any other informal 333 

interactions (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011; Sparkes & Smith, 2014). 334 

 335 

Data sources and management 336 

To assist in identifying emergent unpredictable themes, action research allows for the 337 

utilisation of various data collection methods, which in turn leads to a more rich and 338 

detailed understanding of the research interest in question (McNiff & Whitehead, 339 
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2010). Methods that were utilised in this study were coach reflective logs, researcher 340 

field notes and focus group forums with the coaches. Data emerged as a result of the 341 

action reflection planning cycle and it needed to be managed and analysed 342 

effectively throughout (McNiff & Whitehead, 2010). Each cycle of the action research 343 

required the researcher to manage the various data sources that were available. This 344 

management is integral as McNiff (2013, pp. 105) identified, “You are in a web of 345 

critical thinking and action that aims to influence new ways of thinking and practice in 346 

the wider world”. Emergent data was coded and then informed the direction of travel 347 

for the next cycle of action, aiming to enhance the coaches’ understanding and 348 

learning (Cohen et al., 2007; McNiff, 2013). 349 

 350 

Data Analysis 351 

Due to the prescribed nature of this action research project being explicitly linked to 352 

the pre-determined TARGET structures identified by Ames (1992), data was 353 

predominantly analysed utilising a deductive analytical framework (Sparkes & Smith, 354 

2014). To enhance the trustworthiness of the research the researcher ensured 355 

prolonged engagement with the project with persistent observation (Mertler, 2009) 356 

and utilised all forms of data collection available to triangulate results. With the 357 

considerable amount of data that was available, a thematic analysis was employed 358 

due to its flexibility and ability to provide a rich and detailed account of the data 359 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Sparkes & Smith, 2014). 360 

 361 

Results and Discussion  362 

Developing coaching practice  363 

According to Reason and Bradbury (2008), good action research emerges over time 364 

in an evolutionary and developmental process. In addressing the first and third 365 

objectives of the study; to develop coaches’ ability to improve their coaching practice, 366 

and to develop a replicable CPD process for coaches, the action research approach 367 

resulted in some significant initiatives and adjustments in the process of documenting 368 

reflections and sharing knowledge. The results supported the value of sharing 369 

knowledge in the development of coaching practice and dealt with the logistical issue 370 

of doing this from a distance by utilizing an online platform:  371 

  372 

It’s been really interesting in terms of the webinars for a start.  It’s good that 373 
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we don’t have to all meet in one venue, so it’s quite convenient, and  374 

it’s good to get the other coaches' opinions. You are not alone in terms of 375 

struggling with certain aspects and it’s comforting that we are all in the same 376 

boat. (Matthew, Forum - 22/11/14)  377 

 378 

Following the first cycle of action research and the initial focus group forum, the 379 

researcher identified that there was a need to adjust the reflective log format (see 380 

Appendix C) to further develop the coaches’ reflective practice, an important aspect 381 

of the action research cycle and a central pillar of modern day practice in a number of 382 

domains (McNiff & Whitehead 2010; Nash 2015). There was a need to engineer 383 

deeper coach reflections prior to the collaborative forums, and consequently, the 384 

coaches were requested to be more prescriptive in identifying individual TARGET 385 

structures and to identify more specific practical examples from their coaching 386 

sessions. For example, in relation to the Authority structure they were asked to 387 

identify the strategies they used to foster more opportunities for player decision 388 

making opportunities, leadership roles and greater levels of responsibility in their 389 

sessions. This was unanimously well received by the coaches. In the words of 390 

Jessica (all names are psuedonyms) ‘I found it much better because you could be 391 

more specific and I found that you could get more of what you wanted out of the 392 

session’ (Forum - 19/10/14). Indeed, the results showed that as the project 393 

progressed, on the whole, reflective logs became more detailed with coaches being 394 

more specific about their experiences.   395 

 396 

Cycle two involved a second focus group forum where the researcher suggested that 397 

recording and sharing video clips from the coaching sessions, with an audio link, 398 

would enhance the development and dissemination of the TARGET structures. This 399 

was agreed by the coaches, as they wanted some practical examples to enhance 400 

their understanding of the structures and to see how they could be better 401 

implemented in their own coaching environment. The development of these video 402 

resources also resulted in the coaches expressing a desire to meet individually with 403 

the researcher to go through the clips to aid their reflection, and to share these with 404 

the wider coaching group. This added dimension of the research design is consistent 405 

with the characteristics of action research, as it is often emergent, changeable and 406 

context specific (McNiff, 2013; Mertler, 2009).  407 
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 408 

The third action research cycle included the sharing of coaching clips during the 409 

coaches forum, a practice that has been offered as a way of helping coaches 410 

develop a more holistic and accurate assessment of coaching practices (Carson, 411 

2008; Nash, 2015). The coaches were very positive about the additional use of the 412 

video clips in the action research process, e.g. ‘I liked the videos because they 413 

generated a lot of discussion. We do a lot of theoretical discussion but this made it 414 

more practical and gave a better understanding of it’. (Sean, Forum - 14/11/14). This 415 

point in the forum was followed by a suggestion that led to a further development of 416 

the action research process: 417 

 418 

I think, if we are talking about the process of how we work this, I wonder if it 419 

might be possible to put the videos into a drop box folder so we can watch 420 

them ahead of time and we can actually see what’s going on a little bit better. I 421 

think it’s (the videos) been really useful, its added a bit of context to us and 422 

taken the target structures away from the abstract and given us examples to 423 

look at.  (Pete, Forum – 14/11/14) 424 

 425 

As a direct consequence of this suggestion, it was agreed to share of all video clips 426 

via dropbox (a cloud based storage platform). Additionally, following a reflective 427 

discussion with Phil, the development of a TARGET ‘tip sheet’ (see Appendix D) was 428 

proposed and implemented, that the coaches could utilise when conducting their 429 

practice in the fourth and final cycle. The ‘tip sheet’ provided participants with an 430 

easy to use reminder of each TARGET structure when coaching, which all coaches 431 

found useful and beneficial. These new initiatives and developments were 432 

maintained in the fourth cycle of action research without any further amendments to 433 

the process.  434 

 435 

Coaches’ initial reactions to implementing the TARGET structures  436 

The second objective of this study was to enhance the motivational climate within the 437 

coaching sessions. Although this objective was generally well received by the 438 

participant coaches in the introductory session, it is important to highlight that the 439 

NGB in question had been exposed to several new pedagogical initiatives in recent 440 

years, including a 'games sense' (Light, 2013) approach and 'constraints led' 441 
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pedagogy (Davids et al., 2008). Therefore, it was not surprising that there was some 442 

apprehension amongst the coaches when they were first introduced to ‘another 443 

theory’ in the guise of TARGET:  444 

  445 

There was a sense in the room that some coaches were not fully engaged at 446 

the beginning. I sensed this through body language, folded arms, exasperated 447 

facial expressions, slumped in a chair, and also through an overheard 448 

comment from an assistant coach:  “not another theory!”  449 

(Researchers reflective log) 450 

  451 

This initial skepticism was to be expected, however, as Trenberth and Hassan (2012) 452 

identified, swift or constant change is an issue when managing change, too much 453 

and people do not get the chance to embrace new ideas. These initial concerns did, 454 

however, develop into positivity for the subject of motivational climate and the 455 

potential benefits to the programme and personal coaching practice. This was 456 

evidenced through a change in body language during the introductory session and 457 

through active engagement in the interactive seminar tasks by all involved. The 458 

change in the participant’s attitude was an interesting occurrence as historically it has 459 

been difficult for the NGB to maintain coaches’ motivation towards continual 460 

professional development sessions. Feedback gathered from coaches suggested 461 

that the practical and applied nature of the workshop at this initial session was a 462 

major positive towards this. Similarly, the mode of presentation and the manner in 463 

which it was delivered suited the situation with regards to change management. 464 

Specifically, the researcher did not deliver the session as a traditional seminar but 465 

focused on ensuring the learning space was a collaborative environment by creating 466 

ownership and ensuring everyone was actively involved in the session. 467 

  468 

Throughout the course of the action research intervention the coaches unanimously 469 

agreed that a mastery involving climate that utilised TARGET structures was of 470 

benefit to the programme and their delivery. Concurrent with previous research into 471 

the effects of a mastery motivational climate, the coaches identified a perceived 472 

increase in athletes’ motivation in terms of attitude and behavior, a preference for 473 

challenging tasks and the positive effects associated with athlete autonomy (Alvarez 474 
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et al., 2012; Morgan & Carpenter, 2002; Morgan & Kingston, 2008; Reinboth & Duda, 475 

2006). 476 

 477 

For something they were new to implementing, the number of TARGET structures 478 

caused some concern and participants dealt with this in two ways. They either 479 

continued with attempting to embed all the structures into their coaching sessions, or 480 

on the contrary to this, they preferred to focus on specific aspects of TARGET, 481 

particularly areas that they felt they needed to develop to engineer a mastery 482 

involving climate. These results suggested that the coaches saw the TARGET 483 

structures individually as opposed to a holistic framework, which is consistent with 484 

work conducted by Morgan et al., (2005). This also identifies that some structures are 485 

possibly more important in fostering a mastery motivational climate than others, or a 486 

single structure could possible compensate for another. This was highlighted by 487 

Jessica: "I thought this week’s session was a lot better in terms of a mastery climate 488 

as I focused on a specific part of the TARGET structure. My focus was on authority." 489 

(Jessica, Forum - 19/10/14).  490 

 491 

Coaches’ development in implementing the individual TARGET structures  492 

The following section presents the coaches' experiences and development in 493 

implementing the individual TARGET structures. Not all of the TARGET structures 494 

were systematically covered in each focus group, because the emphasis was on the 495 

overall mastery climate and on which of the TARGET structures were working well, 496 

or in need of further development. In an attempt to select the most pertinent 497 

examples of coach development in implementing the mastery TARGET structures 498 

across the four cycles of action research, selected quotes are chosen to illustrate 499 

their learning journey and the ‘shift’ in their ability to foster a mastery learning 500 

environment over the three month intervention period. As such, the four cycles of 501 

action research are not covered systematically or individually, rather, the most salient 502 

changes in the coaches’ understanding and implementation of the TARGET 503 

structures are presented.  504 

 505 

Task  506 

For the purpose of the action research, the task structure was subdivided into goals 507 

(self-referenced and individualised), design (varied, novel and multi-dimensional), 508 
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and differentiation for all participants (are all abilities suitably challenged). Starting 509 

with the task goals, individualised goal setting was highlighted as an early issue in 510 

the first cycle, where similar to previous work by Hassan (2011), the coaches realised 511 

the importance of individual goal setting in enhancing athlete’s motivation through 512 

fostering personal challenge and athlete autonomy. However, reflections during the 513 

first cycle of action research showed that athletes were only sporadically engaged in 514 

the goal setting process during sessions. The coaches were comfortable with a 515 

‘traditional’ coaching process where learning objectives were outlined for the 516 

practices as a group, but all except one coach, struggled to implement the shared 517 

goals between coach and athlete. When discussed collaboratively in the first focus 518 

group, a number of considerations were identified by the coaches. This included the 519 

athlete’s ability to set goals due to maturity or age, and concerns over the time this 520 

would take. This was summed up by Phil who stated:  521 

  522 

If we are trying to be 'athlete centred' – if they are coming from the younger lot  523 

– 13, 14 years old – and we are giving them full ownership of their decision 524 

making, whereas everything in their life is put on a plate for them, is that not a 525 

bit harmful? If we are meeting them every 2 weeks and we are changing what 526 

their thought process is like, maybe we have to tone it down a bit.   527 

(Phil, Forum - 14/11/14)  528 

  529 

These results agree with Bailey and colleagues (2010) who identified the potential 530 

danger of complete autonomy with self-directed goal setting at a young age when 531 

discussing the importance of the psychological characteristics of developing 532 

excellence (PCDE’s) (Abbot & Collins, 2004) in talent development. Bailey et al., 533 

(2010) discussed the importance of the coach in goal setting during the early years, 534 

where age and maturity may mean a different approach until the athlete gets older 535 

and develops autonomy over their development. During the first cycle, results 536 

showed that the coaches saw this aspect of the structure as purely athlete led with 537 

no input from the coach. However, during subsequent cycles the importance of coach 538 

support into shared goals was highlighted by Pete who stated:   539 

  540 

I’m reflecting on how I am dealing with this at the moment, I’m encouraging 541 

and empowering them to do it, but it is a really good point that John makes 542 
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around little steps in goal setting. I just wonder whether I need to be a bit more 543 

supportive through the process in helping them to set those goals as a first 544 

principle. Because it is so important as a platform to build their own self-545 

evaluation and recognition.  546 

(Pete, Forum - 14/11/14)  547 

  548 

Task design was less of an issue for the coaches as they felt they were experienced 549 

in this area due to the work that they had been undertaking with regards to a 550 

'constraints led' approach (Davids et al., 2008) to delivery. Constraints led delivery, is 551 

defined by the thought of learning as an adaptation to constraints that are 552 

manipulated within sessions through task design, the environment and the athlete 553 

themselves. Athlete behavior then emerges and adapts under these constraints 554 

through self-organisation and motor learning that then implements change to the 555 

environment (Davids et al., 2008). Central to this approach is the coaches’ ability to 556 

test the athletes through task design to ensure they are suitably challenged with 557 

various constraints, whether that is rules, space, time or outcome. Results showed a 558 

consistent shift towards mastery, consistent with those of Keegan et al., (2014), 559 

whereby if practices were varied and multi-dimensional, this would ensure a positive 560 

approach to learning and maintain engagement. This was represented by Pete in the 561 

third action research cycle, who stated: "We are trying to use a variety of tasks which 562 

are not always the same for all athletes. We also ensure that all tasks have context, 563 

are challenging and that players can see the link to the wider context." (Pete, 564 

Reflective log - 28/10/14).  565 

  566 

Differentiation, however, continued to be an area of difficulty throughout the duration 567 

of the project, as the majority of coaches struggled to identify the need to differentiate 568 

within a practice. When discussed, participants felt this was mainly down to the 569 

grouping structure of TARGET that made differentiation for them difficult at times due 570 

to the mix of abilities within practices. This highlights the need to understand the 571 

interrelationship between TARGET structures, a question initially proposed by Ames 572 

(1992). In this instance it highlighted a potential ‘additive’ relationship between task 573 

differentiation and grouping within a talent development environment. The 574 

differentiation aspect of the task structure was seen as a positive experience which 575 

compensated for the motivation potentially lost through mixed ability grouping, where 576 
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it was perceived by the coaches that the most talented players were not being 577 

suitably challenged. However, implementing differentiation through the task structure 578 

was identified as an important factor to combat this:   579 

  580 

For me, individualisation of the task is probably one of the hardest things to  581 

do.  We are quite familiar with setting broad objectives for what we want to   582 

get out of it, but trying to pass the ownership onto players, which helps with   583 

individualisation is something I need to be working harder on.  584 

(Pete, Forum - 03/10/14)  585 

  586 

During cycle two following the first coaches’ forum, results showed that differentiation 587 

did improve within the sessions. Jessica shared an experience she had whilst 588 

experimenting with differentiation in a mixed ability practice:  589 

  590 

I saw someone who was a little more advanced in a practice and added more  591 

challenges for them. They were only allowed 2 touches, whether that is  592 

right or wrong, that is how I tackled it, by putting more challenges on them.  593 

(Jessica, Forum - 17/10/14)  594 

   595 

These improvements in coach learning and understanding of how to differentiate 596 

tasks continued to develop through cycles three and four, where coaches shared 597 

more ideas around differentiation, such as specific rules for individuals within a group 598 

practice, or ensuring athletes’ personal goals were evaluated during each practice.   599 

  600 

Authority   601 

The course of the project saw a shift in thinking and practice with regards to the 602 

authority structure. Similar to the results presented by Hassan (2011) in relation to 603 

authority, the first cycle of action research saw the participant’s struggle to empower 604 

the athletes they were working with, even though there was explicit understanding 605 

that this was crucial to athlete engagement. Experiences that emerged included, 606 

athletes expecting to be instructed all the time and not reacting well to being given 607 

more authority. These results suggest that prior to the action research the coach 608 

athlete relationship was a more controlling one, where the coaches may not have 609 

believed in the athletes’ ability to take authority in their own learning. However, it 610 
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does highlight the need to give authority in stages (Hassan, 2011). Initial experiences 611 

were summed up well by Pete, who stated: "I found it pretty difficult to be honest with 612 

you. Trying to find ways to pass ownership onto players is hard. It’s something I need 613 

to work really hard on." (Pete, Forum - 03/10/14).  614 

  615 

During cycle two, after ideas for authority had been shared, the coaches gained more 616 

confidence in engineering authority by utilising strategies such as athlete leadership 617 

roles, or ensuring athletes were engaged in the decision making process with 618 

regards to practice design (playing space, rules, scoring systems etc.). This led to 619 

acknowledgement of the positive effects of authority within the session, including 620 

increased enjoyment and enhanced decision making within a practice. Matthew 621 

commented: “I gave the players the authority to change the rules and environment 622 

(playing space) which improved and maintained their engagement. Work rate and 623 

effort was maintained and intensity was good.” (Matthew, Reflective Log – 26/10/14).  624 

  625 

Recognition  626 

The recognition structure of TARGET had a significant impact on the coaches’ 627 

practice throughout the research cycles due to the observed increase in motivation 628 

that was evident from the athletes. Specifically, this was identified by improved 629 

engagement in the task at hand from athletes, more sustained effort and an 630 

enhanced general demeanor or attitude that emerged post recognition of effort by the 631 

coach. These findings concur with results identified by Morgan & Kingston (2008) 632 

and Hassan (2011) highlighting the importance of equal opportunity for private 633 

recognition in improving intrinsic motivation.  Matthew highlighted this at the end of 634 

the first cycle, where they had been given the opportunity to experiment with the 635 

TARGET structures in their delivery for the first time: “The ability to give (the) player 636 

private feedback is so rewarding to the player and coach building a good player 637 

coach relationship. The engagement and intensities of the players was much higher.” 638 

(Matthew, Reflective Log – 21/09/14).  639 

  640 

However, this appreciation of recognition was not consistent throughout the project, 641 

as coaches wrestled with the concept of private recognition and, similar to the 642 

challenges identified by Morgan & Hassan (2015), the ability to distribute this evenly 643 

throughout the group.  In the second cycle this was evident with particular concerns 644 
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about the available time to achieve this, the number of participants and the warrant of 645 

recognition. This view was voiced by Matthew who initially found this difficult to 646 

achieve, therefore losing the value of recognition as a motivational tool: “Its quite 647 

difficult to give praise to every person when you are doing a drill and some people 648 

don’t warrant feedback. They are just there and haven’t done anything that you can 649 

recognise with praise” (Matthew, Forum - 03/10/14). 650 

  651 

This, therefore, needed addressing, and at the end of cycle 2 the next action decided 652 

by the coaching group was to generate video clips of delivery to enhance the coach 653 

learning. During the forum that concluded the third cycle, where the video clips were 654 

shared and discussed, it was identified that the coaches should perhaps consider 655 

mastery recognition as 'individual' recognition rather than 'private' in its purest sense, 656 

which led to a more comfortable approach by all coaches. Subsequently, coaches felt 657 

they did not need to ensure all feedback was private in the strictest terms. This was 658 

highlighted excellently by Shaun who stated: “Recognition was easier to provide now 659 

that I felt less constrained and this helped in particular one athlete to improve in drill 660 

two with (a) timely intervention to achieve his goal within the session.” (Shaun, 661 

Reflective Log – 16/11/14).  662 

  663 

The final forum at the end of cycle four saw coaches continue to highlight the benefits 664 

of individual recognition in relation to skill acquisition in a talent development 665 

environment:  666 

  667 

They are talented but they just don’t get it first off sometimes, so you’ve got   668 

to encourage them to get there.  Private recognition is a good way of doing it  669 

because they still think they are achieving something it keeps them trying to  670 

do better.  671 

(Shaun, Forum - 22/12/14)  672 

  673 

Grouping  674 

Experiences of grouping athletes into mixed ability and co-operative groups was a 675 

concept that all bar one of the coaches consistently failed to implement. Results 676 

showed that there was a lack of understanding of why to group athletes accordingly, 677 

this manifested in examples that identified grouping was somewhat intertwined with 678 
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authority. This was represented by coaches utilising grouping as an easy way to 679 

engineer authority within a session as opposed to a strategic decision in conjunction 680 

with the coach and athlete, as identified in the researcher's field notes: “After allowing 681 

the athletes to choose their own groups randomly, Phil then continues to rearrange 682 

the groups for the next 2 minutes as they all went with their friends or people that 683 

they are familiar with.” (Researcher Field Notes - 02/11/14).  684 

  685 

Most interestingly, throughout each cycle of the action research coaches consistently 686 

identified that there was a need to group players in similar ability levels as there was 687 

a need to stretch them technically, tactically and cognitively against their peers, whilst 688 

maintaining intensity levels. e.g.: “In drill one I grouped athletes by ability to try and 689 

achieve the maximum stretch for them.” (Shaun, Reflective Log – 30/11/14).  690 

  691 

Discussions through each cycle centred on the benefits of grouping athletes co-692 

operatively, but the coaches' reflective logs and forums identified an issue with this. 693 

There was some evidence of coaches attempting to group athletes co-operatively, 694 

however, this was not seen as a positive aspect with regards to the programme. 695 

Matthew summed this up by stating:  696 

  697 

As the numbers were lower I tried to group the players by mixing the abilities.  698 

However this was not very stretching for the better players, even when they  699 

were given a chance to show leadership. Players became more engaged  700 

when placed back into groups of the same ability.  701 

 702 

(Matthew, Reflective Log – 02/11/14)  703 

  704 

In this instance players became disengaged until they were regrouped by ability. This 705 

concurs with Keegan et al., (2010) with regards to their view of ‘positive rivalry’ within 706 

a session, and the need to group athletes by ability to achieve challenge. However, 707 

these results are contradictory with those of Martindale et al (2007), who stated that 708 

an effective talent development environment should allow for mixed grouping within a 709 

session to provide peer role models.   710 

  711 

 712 
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Evaluation   713 

Although coaches saw evaluation and recognition as separate constructs, as 714 

previously identified by Morgan et al., (2005) they were found to be inherently linked 715 

in relation to feedback. Results showed that self referenced evaluation was important 716 

in enhancing motivation (Ames, 1992). However, consistent with the issues around 717 

recognition, coaches were concerned with the private aspect of evaluation, as this 718 

was difficult to implement in a large group due to time and the number of participants. 719 

Results also identified the role questioning from the coach plays in ensuring players 720 

are engaged in the process as they attempt to empower the athlete into self 721 

evaluation. This was sometimes represented by a public question and answer 722 

session that the coaches used, as it was considered general good practice by the 723 

coaches.   724 

  725 

During the second cycle, the coaches discussed highlighting good play in public as 726 

an effective practice of coaching, as it was considered to be a good evaluation tool 727 

whilst also aiding the learning process for others. This led to some principles of public 728 

evaluation being identified, which at first glance identified with an ego involving 729 

climate (Ames, 1992). It was agreed that if this public evaluation occurs it is important 730 

not to keep highlighting the same athlete to avoid negative perceptions of self-731 

competence from others in the group (Hassan, 2011). This public environment was 732 

also only found to be beneficial when athletes were motivated to give an answer, this 733 

was either out of fear of getting it wrong or just not wanting to engage, therefore 734 

highlighting the need for coaches to emphasise that making mistakes is an important 735 

part of learning. This led to a different way of thinking about these coaching 736 

interventions, where evaluation of good play was public, individual and non-737 

comparative, leading to a shift in attitude from the coaches:  738 

  739 

I felt less constrained following the forum discussion and happier in myself to   740 

recognise and distribute evaluations to athletes publicly. I tried to distribute it 741 

equally and when there was something negative, phrase it in a question,  742 

allowing the athlete to self-evaluate and take control of the decision making  743 

process.  744 

(Shaun, Reflective log – 16/11/14)  745 

  746 
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Furthermore, through cycle three the results showed coaches continued to develop 747 

their evaluation strategies and rely less heavily on their public sessions for 748 

evaluation. This led them to develop practices that were as individual as possible due 749 

to the benefits already highlighted, including break out sessions where players could 750 

work on something specific to them (referred to as ‘free swim’), coach movement 751 

around a practice, and bringing players out of a practice to speak one on one. Shaun 752 

summed this up by saying:  753 

  754 

I think they take it more personally, its one to one, 'the coach is looking at me  755 

and paying attention to me' and that’s really good – especially when it’s a  756 

positive so I think they benefit from it more than anything else.  757 

(Shaun, Forum - 22/12/14)  758 

 759 

Time  760 

The results in relation to time concur with that of Ames (1992), Morgan et al., (2005) 761 

and Keegan et al., (2010) where it was identified that the coaches realised the 762 

importance of flexible timings due to the need to allow varied time to learn. Results 763 

showed an increase in learning for the athletes and a positive association with the 764 

flexibility this structure provided, as identified by Matthew: “A rough time was set 765 

aside for each game. We only used four of the five games prepared for the session 766 

this was due to some games overrunning because of the engagement and 767 

enthusiasm.” (Reflective log – 19/10/14). However, similar to previous research by 768 

Hassan (2011) during the second cycle, Pete identified a common theme that 769 

coaches had identified in terms of wrestling with how much time is adequate, as it 770 

sometimes led to inactivity from some athletes and boredom for others:  771 

  772 

I never seem to get through my plan, and I feel there is a tipping point with  773 

practices. There comes a point when you need to stop the urge to finish a  774 

practice. It needs to be long enough but not too long. 775 

(Pete, Reflective log – 19/10/14)  776 

  777 

Fixed times for practices were also discussed, however, these were invariably a 778 

guide, as the coaches knew this was not a mastery involving practice. Interestingly, 779 

during cycle three the coaches’ instinct was discussed as being integral to knowing 780 



 24 

when to move a practice on, taking into account varying learning rates, which struck 781 

a chord with the group: “Varying the time of the games is the easiest aspect to 782 

combat this. I find it easy to identify when players have grasped the concept of the 783 

game and when it is time to move on.”  784 

(Matthew, Reflective log – 02/11/14)  785 

 Conclusions 786 

The findings of this study are in line with those of Nash & Sproule (2009) and Jones 787 

et al., (2012) who identified that networking with like-minded coaches and discussing 788 

everyday coaching issues with regards to personal development is an extremely 789 

valuable form of learning. Consistent with the findings by Pill (2014) and Evans & 790 

Light (2007) the collaborative action research allowed the opportunity for the coaches 791 

to engage with their peers in the learning process. This collaboration was found to be 792 

highly valuable as it gave the coaches confidence in knowing that were not alone in 793 

their coaching issues, whilst the forums specifically allowed them to share and reflect 794 

on their ideas. The online platform was particularly beneficial as it permitted 795 

communication between coaches from a distance, which they found to be highly 796 

beneficial and time efficient. Furthermore, the use of video clips significantly 797 

enhanced the learning of the coaches by bringing the theory to life and providing 798 

practical examples of coaching behaviours for discussion and development. A further 799 

significant contribution of this research is that, to the best of the authors’ knowledge, 800 

it was the first study of its kind to combine an action research approach with a 801 

mastery motivational climate intervention. Similar to previous intervention studies 802 

(Morgan & Kingston 2008; Conde et al., 2009; Hassan 2011; Cecchini et al., 2014) 803 

the results of this study showed that the coaches’ experiences were overwhelmingly 804 

positive in enhancing their ability to manipulate the learning environment. However, 805 

the process of being able to revisit and develop the intervention during the various 806 

cycles of action research permitted the coaches to manipulate their behaviours 807 

during the three month process rather than simply applying the intervention as they 808 

first interpreted it. Thus it is likely that, in accordance with Reason and Bradbury’s 809 

(2008) definition of good action research emerging over time in an evolutionary and 810 

developmental process, the intervention was stronger at the end of the process than 811 

the beginning, which has important implications for practical coaching interventions.    812 

 813 
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A further significant implication of this study is that, such a collaborative action 814 

research process could be applied to any aspect of coaching practice that groups of 815 

coaches identify as something that they want to develop or improve upon collectively. 816 

A limitation of the process was that a small minority of the coaches found it difficult to 817 

find time to complete their reflective logs on a regular basis prior to the focus group 818 

discussions, which limited their contributions to some of the discussion forums. This 819 

was effectively and sensitively dealt with by the head of performance development 820 

(the action researcher in this study), by reminding them of their collective 821 

responsibility to improvement and change practice, whilst still acknowledging the real 822 

life difficulties they encountered and the contesting demands on their time.  823 

 824 

Finally, although the primary focus of this study was to be an applied piece of 825 

research, it is worth considering some potential implications for the theoretical 826 

aspects of the mastery TARGET structures. In particular, there were some concerns 827 

expressed by the coaches about the grouping structure and whether mixed ability 828 

groups are more mastery or ego involving, as well as the issues of differentiation that 829 

emerged. Furthermore, there were some real difficulties in providing private feedback 830 

in a sport coaching environment which led to the focus on ‘individual’ rather than 831 

purely ‘private’ feedback in sessions. Learning from the feedback given to others was 832 

also an area of discussion and concern in fostering the most effective learning 833 

environment. Such theoretical aspects are worthy of further investigation and 834 

research in sport coaching contexts.  835 
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Appendix A – Coaches Reflective Log (Original) 

Hockey Centre Head Coach - Reflective Log 

After each session as Head Coach please complete the reflective log below and 

document your experiences of implementing a mastery motivational climate through 

the use of the TARGET structures. 

How easy or difficult was it to take the Mastery Climate theory into practice? 

 

How did you implement this? 

 

What were the difficulties you encountered in applying the TARGET structures? 

 

Which parts of the structures were most useful? And why? 

 

How helpful was the theory in helping you address your coaching issues within the 

360 programme? 

 

Which aspects of TARGET would you like to further explore going forward? 
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Appendix B – Cisco Webex Functionality 
 
Cisco Webex is an online platform designed to allow ease of collaboration with 

colleagues regardless of location. The virtual meeting place allows for the 

dissemination of files and video through screen sharing. There is also the capability 

to utilise a whiteboard for diagrams to aid in learning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Furthermore the facility allows for the recording, both video and audio that aids in the 

data analysis procedure.  
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Appendix C – Coaches Reflective Log (Adapted) 
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Appendix D – Head Coaches Tip Sheet 
 

 
TARGET TIP SHEET 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 MASTERY FOCUSED 

TASK 
Goals – are they self-referenced / Are the players involved? 
Design – is the task multi-dimensional? 
Differentiated – are differing abilities catered for? 

AUTHORITY 
Who is making the decisions? 
Is there an opportunity for leadership roles? 

RECOGNITION Acknowledgement of improvement and effort given Individually 

GROUPING 
What size are the groups and are they mixed ability working co-
operatively? 

EVALUATION 
When giving feedback is it self referenced based upon 
improvement and effort? 
Non Comparative – focused on that person only 

TIME 
Is the time flexible? What pace is the session moving at?  
No Wasted Time 


