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Abstract 18 

There is a clear need to design more effective professional learning environments, particularly 19 

in sport coaching as a developing educational profession. The purpose of this study was to 20 

investigate the interplay between theory-informed pedagogic design, the role of the coach 21 

developer, and sport coaches’ perceived learning in a Higher Education online undergraduate 22 

module on reflective practice. The project involved designing a module based on domain-23 

specific theories of coaches’ learning, and implementing multiple 'reflective conversations’ 24 

with 21 professional association football coaches to structure their learning. Thematic analysis 25 

of data from 24 reflective conversations, five follow up semi-structured interviews and four 26 

focus group interviews, as well as a coach developer interview, determined perceptions of 27 

design, delivery and development. Findings demonstrated that theory-informed design and the 28 

aligned skill-set of the coach developer was significant in developing depth of participant 29 

coaches’ understanding, and connecting theory to authentic reflective practice. The findings 30 

provide evidence to support the need for developing underpinning pedagogic design in the 31 

effectiveness of professional learning environments for developing reflective practitioners in 32 

educative professions such as sport coaching.  33 
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Introduction 40 

The drive to advance and professionalise sport coaching as an educational endeavour has led 41 

to the development of extensive formal programmes for coaches’ learning (North, Piggott, 42 

Lara-Bercial, Abraham & Muir, 2018). Despite an increasing emphasis on the processes and 43 

structures through which coaches learn and develop their knowledge, the evidence base on 44 

which to develop optimal learning opportunities is limited (Williams, Alder and Bush, 2016; 45 

Culver, Werthner & Trudel, 2019) and formal coach education remains a contested and 46 

territorialised space. This is exacerbated by a fragmented coach development landscape in 47 

which there is no coherent and centralised agenda for coach education outside of sport specific 48 

domains. In the United Kingdom (UK), formal coach education and continuing professional 49 

development (CPD) has traditionally been delivered by Sport Governing Bodies (SGBs) who 50 

are responsible for their own ‘technical’ (i.e. sport-specific) curriculum. At the same time, some 51 

SGBs look to wider generic coaching frameworks such as the United Kingdom Coaching 52 

Certificate (UKCC)1 or International Council for Coaching Excellence (ICCE, 2016) 53 

accreditation standards for the endorsement of their educational provision.  54 

Historically, coach education has been criticised for its failure to impact on coaches’ 55 

professional learning (see Jones and Wallace, 2005; Nelson, Cushion & Potrac, 2012; Stodter 56 

and Cushion, 2019a, inter alia). However, standardised, content-driven instruction based on 57 

rather simplistic views of learning has made way for shifts towards more participatory, ‘learner 58 

centred’ perspectives (Dempsey, Cope, Richardson, Littlewood and Cronin, 2021), embracing 59 

a variety of strategies in the development of coaches and coaching (Paquette & Trudel, 2018). 60 

As a response to academic critique and practitioner dissatisfaction, contemporary formal coach 61 

education has begun to incorporate approaches such as problem based learning (PBL; e.g. Jones 62 

& Turner, 2006), communities of practice (e.g. Stoszkowski & Collins, 2014), mentoring (e.g. 63 



4 
 

Sawuik & Groom, 2017), reflection (e.g. Knowles, Gilbourne, Borrie & Nevill, 2001; Kuklick, 64 

Gearity & Thompson, 2015) and experiential in-situ practice (e.g. Cronin & Lowes, 2016). For 65 

example, the two largest SGBs in the UK, the English Football Association and the Rugby 66 

Football Union, have embedded in-context visits into their formal qualifications, with 67 

educators supporting coaches in their environments with their athletes.  68 

This evolution towards more interactive and reflective teaching strategies responds to 69 

a growing appreciation of the social and cultural aspects of coaches’ learning (Ciampolini, 70 

Milistetd, Rynne, Brasil & do Nascimento, 2019), and represents an attempt to help learners 71 

construct new knowledge around individualised issues in context, rather than predetermined 72 

topics they fail to relate to (Mallett & Dickens, 2009). Outwardly ‘learner centred’ approaches 73 

to professional development are said to better align with the realities of practice in sport 74 

coaching and the complex needs of coaches as professionals (Dempsey et al. 2021), although 75 

any evidence of increased impact on learning, knowledge or practice is not yet clear (Paquette 76 

& Trudel, 2018). With ‘learner centred’ discourses proliferating, it is crucial to shift critical 77 

attention to the structures designed to support coaches’ learning, and in particular the increasing 78 

recognition of the importance of those facilitating learning. Indeed, the need to develop, 79 

support and challenge coach learners rather than simply transmit knowledge is reflected in 80 

recent moves to define the wide-ranging role of ‘coach developers’ (Callary and Gearity, 2020).  81 

While research exploring the role of the coach developer is receiving more attention, 82 

there are questions remaining on the concepts and tools they draw upon to inform their 83 

development of coaches’ learning, thinking and practice (Stodter & Cushion, 2019b). 84 

Nonetheless, SGBs are investing significant sums of money into this workforce. For example, 85 

some SGBs and UK Sport, the UK’s high performance sports agency, employ staff whose sole 86 

responsibility is to support coach developers working in the Olympic and Paralympic 87 
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performance pathways, illustrating the value attached to continual learning. Therefore, research 88 

that seeks to better understand how coach developers can work effectively to bring about 89 

positive outcomes for coaches would seem useful in helping to support organisations with the 90 

programmes they offer, as well as helping coach developers consider how they position 91 

themselves with coaches. Key research within education, similar to sport coaching, suggests 92 

there is a need for more detailed, evidence-informed and context-specific theoretical 93 

frameworks to underpin and guide effective practice by educators/developers (Neelen & 94 

Kirschner, 2020). 95 

The aims of this paper are to contribute to an ongoing dialogue on coach education that, 96 

similar to education more broadly, seeks to move past ‘informed guesswork’ and bridge 97 

empirically supported research and theoretically robust practice (cf. Neelam & Kirschner, 98 

2020). This is important given the propensity for intuitively appealing – yet fundamentally 99 

inaccurate – ‘neuromyths’ to gain traction in education (e.g., Bailey, Madigan, Cope & 100 

Nicholls, 2018; Kirschner & Hendrick, 2020). There is a need to develop models or frameworks 101 

for coach education with specific relevance to the complexity of coaches’ practice and learning 102 

(Cushion, Armour & Jones, 2006). Doing so, alongside greater critical engagement with the 103 

central tenets behind learning theories, can provide a frame of reference for examining and thus 104 

guiding how coaches learn.  105 

Theory 106 

Drawing upon theory can help to clarify terminology that is inconsistently employed in coach 107 

development (Cushion, 2006). Stodter and Cushion (2017) focused on learning as a term to 108 

bring together research into youth association football (soccer) coaches in understanding the 109 

broader learning of coaches. This research used the principles of grounded theory, drawing 110 

upon several in-depth layers of longitudinal, practice-linked qualitative data to explain and 111 
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represent a ‘filter’ process of learning whereby coaches adopted, adapted and rejected concepts 112 

relevant to their professional activity based on individual biography and practice context. The 113 

grounded theory additionally demonstrates how coaches actively constructed and ‘tried out’ 114 

knowledge for use in socially situated coaching practice through ‘reflective conversations’. 115 

This parallels Schön’s (1983, 1987) theoretical term for the repeating spiral of appreciation 116 

(problem setting), action (generating strategies, experimenting, and evaluating) and 117 

reappreciation through which practitioners in a number of domains including teaching and 118 

coaching learn from their experiences (Gilbert & Trudel, 2001; Kuklick et al. 2015; Schön, 119 

1991). The concept of reflective conversations appeared in Schön’s original work in design 120 

education (Schön, 1983) and its application to coaching places it as a process central to 121 

reflection, which mediates experience and knowledge. Gilbert and Trudel (2001) found that 122 

model youth coaches’ reflection was characterised by reflective conversations triggered by 123 

coaching issues in context and shaped by the coach’s personal goals and role frame. Coaches 124 

often cycled through a ‘subloop’ of strategy generation, experimentation, and evaluation many 125 

times, using real or simulated virtual-world experiments to evaluate the effectiveness of 126 

strategies alone or with others. 127 

Underpinning the reflective conversation metaphor is recognition of the construction of 128 

meaning and coherence between practitioner and the materials, people and contexts with which 129 

they work. The ‘reflective’ aspect denotes a ‘talking back’ of situations, resulting in reflection-130 

in-action on the construction, framing and solving of the problem (Schön, 1983) as a basis for 131 

further action. It is based on an epistemology of dialogic or ‘conversational learning’ 132 

(Bamberger and Schön, 1983), which means that knowledge is relative and reasoned 133 

perspectives may be reached by engaging in dialogue to evaluate and make sense of alternatives 134 

(Jones & Hemmestad, 2019). The concept of dialogue helps to explain how two or more parties 135 

engage each other in a process of reasoning through discussing ideas to open themselves to 136 
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new ways of thinking (Wegerif, 2008).  It seems that this reflective conversation process is 137 

largely tacit and taken-for-granted by coaches (Gilbert & Trudel, 2001; Stodter and Cushion 138 

(2017). Yet for coaches, having the knowledge and skills to engage in processes of deliberate 139 

reflective practice is a key vehicle for encouraging, rather than suppressing, individual 140 

subjectivities and addressing issues pertinent to learners’ realities and practical needs (Piggott, 141 

2012).  142 

Evidence suggests that the ability to reflect on practice, particularly individually, is a 143 

challenging endeavour for coaches (e.g., Hall & Gray, 2016), and – for coach developers – is 144 

a difficult concept to enact in ‘learner centred’ ways (Downham and Cushion, 2020). People 145 

are constrained by their beliefs, biases, and knowledge (Pajares, 1992), and have difficulty 146 

bringing to the surface what is not conscious to them (Hall & Gray, 2016). Despite 147 

recommendations that educators should consider how reflective skill development can be 148 

initiated, supported and sustained, and that they should provide some structure to reflection 149 

(Knowles et al., 2001; Knowles and Saxton, 2010), there is limited guiding evidence. Generic 150 

models of reflection developed for use in education (i.e., Kolb’s Learning Cycle (1984), Gibbs’ 151 

Reflective Model (1998)) are often borrowed to guide reflective practice in sport coaching 152 

(e.g., Rodrigue & Trudel, 2018; Stirling, 2013), yet it is unclear whether this is relevant or 153 

helpful in supporting learning within this context. Thus, given the suggested importance of 154 

reflection to coaching and its establishment in the vocabulary of coach learning (cf. Cushion, 155 

2016), there is a notable lack of research outlining how coaches learn to be reflective 156 

practitioners and the associated processes and outcomes.  157 

At the core of any learning process are the learner’s perceptions of teacher 158 

characteristics, instructional strategies and course designs, and the interactions between them 159 

(Paquette & Trudel, 2018). This study investigates the utility of applying evidence-informed, 160 
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domain-specific theories of coaches’ learning to structure the design and delivery of a 161 

formalised coach education module focused on reflective practice. It aimed to answer the 162 

research question: ‘what is the interplay between theory-informed pedagogic design, the role 163 

of the coach developer, and sport coaches’ perceptions and understanding of reflective 164 

practice?’ Namely, Stodter and Cushion’s (2017) ‘filter’ process of coach learning and Gilbert 165 

and Trudel’s (2001) representation of Schön’s reflective conversation served as conceptual 166 

tools to inform pedagogy. While neither framework was initially developed for coach 167 

developers to base their practice on, each provides a way to think about how developers could 168 

work with coaches to support learning. As such, this study extends existing research by offering 169 

and investigating an evidence-informed pedagogical framework upon which educators could 170 

inform their practice to more effectively support professional learning.  171 

Methods 172 

Context 173 

The setting was a module in the first year of a three-year online distance learning undergraduate 174 

degree programme specific to football coaching. Recent advances in coach education point to 175 

a trend towards online delivery as a means of supporting professional learning and development 176 

(Cushion and Townsend, 2019), and blended delivery in partnership with Higher Education 177 

Institutions (HEIs) (Jones, 2019). Despite an increase in the use of technology (e.g., Driska, 178 

2018), such modes of delivery are undertheorised within coaching and education. Therefore, 179 

there is a pressing need for evidence that considers the interaction of learners, pedagogy and 180 

pedagogic design in this particular setting (Cushion and Townsend, 2019).  181 

The programme was directed at experienced football coaches who were required to hold 182 

a current contract with an Academy club2 in the UK, a Collegiate club in North America, an 183 
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equivalent, or any levels above. Students were coaching regularly alongside their studies, often 184 

on a professional, paid basis, and were predominantly located across the UK and North 185 

America. The module, titled Reflective Practice and Applied Pedagogy in Football, was a 186 

compulsory introductory course intended to enable students to address the principles of 187 

learning and reflective practice and incorporate these into the coaching process, as well as 188 

developing reflective skills relevant to applying pedagogical strategies. The first two authors 189 

embedded a contemporary grounded theory of coaches’ learning (Stodter & Cushion, 2017), 190 

as discussed in the previous section, into the pedagogical design, delivery and assessment of a 191 

module, to align with and ‘model’ the module topic and content (see Table 1). This was 192 

intended to structure students’ learning through the stages of the theoretical framework across 193 

the 12-week module delivery period.  194 

A central pedagogical feature was student coaches’ participation in ‘reflective 195 

conversations’ with the coach developer to complement and make sense of their learning. The 196 

coach developer had eight years’ experience of teaching sport coaching in higher education 197 

institutions, and at the time of study, was working for a large SGB in a coach education 198 

curriculum development role, alongside being an active researcher of sport coaches’ learning 199 

and development. He perceived learning as being a collaborative, dialogic process between 200 

coach developer and coach, with the way dialogue playing out being based on an assessment 201 

of the coach’s current knowledge and understanding of their practice. Therefore, ‘dialogue’ 202 

through reflective conversations looked different based on the coach and the circumstances 203 

under which they were being supported (i.e., time and resource available). They were however 204 

framed using the specified theories of coaches’ learning (see Table 1). Taking place over 205 

SkypeTM, the starting point was coaches’ practical experiences in context with the coach 206 

developer helping coaches understand why their practice was unfolding as described. The 207 

coach developer first listened to the coaches’ identification of an issue before offering his own 208 
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thoughts based on what he had heard and seen through coaches’ sharing video of their practice. 209 

This was an attempt to prevent immediate rejection when coaches could not see how new ideas 210 

(concepts) fitted with their biography or could be applied in their context, instead supporting 211 

coaches in thinking about how to implement these in practice. Following the theoretical 212 

frameworks, the developer also helped coaches to evaluate ‘what worked’ and explored how 213 

they knew it had worked. Suggesting resources or ideas to ‘try out’ or experiment with based 214 

on the module content and learning activities, also facilitated evaluation and adaptation of 215 

practice. The reflective conversation framework was an integral support mechanism by which 216 

to systematically assist students, who were summatively assessed through a written reflective 217 

portfolio. 218 

 [Insert Table 1 here] 219 

Participants 220 

Participants were 21 professional football coaches and one coach developer purposively 221 

sampled from two module cohorts consisting of 44 students in total. Participants were in their 222 

first year of undergraduate study and were qualified at UKCC Level 21 (or equivalent) as a 223 

minimum, with on average 9.6 years’ coaching experience (S.D. = 5.8; see Table 2). Each 224 

participant was employed as a coach in settings ranging from youth Academies to adult 225 

women’s football, with some heading club youth development pathways or owning private 226 

coaching companies. Each took part in the research voluntarily with no repercussions for their 227 

engagement in the module or assessment. 228 

[Insert Table 2 here] 229 

Procedure 230 
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Ethical approval was obtained from the university’s research ethics committee and all 231 

participants completed informed consent forms before taking part in the research. Data were 232 

collected using a combination of recorded reflective conversations, semi-structured follow up 233 

individual and focus group interviews, and a semi-structured coach developer interview.  234 

Over the course of the module, 24 reflective conversations with 11 participants lasting 235 

an average of 36 minutes were recorded (range = 14 to 50 minutes). Reflective conversations 236 

took place with the coach developer over SkypeTM and were a key delivery mechanism for the 237 

module, designed to promote reflection and learning through a theoretically informed structure 238 

(See Table 1). Following the stages of Stodter and Cushion (2017) and Gilbert and Trudel’s 239 

(2001) theories, multiple conversations covered coaching context, goals and role framing, issue 240 

setting, strategy generation through applying pedagogical concepts, practical experimentation 241 

and longer-term implementation. Coaches sharing video recordings of their practice often 242 

served as a stimulus for reflective conversations with the coach developer. While these 243 

conversations were not stimulated recall interviews, they did share characteristics of this 244 

approach, namely bringing coaches closer to their practice by basing discussion on what they 245 

actually did, rather than what they thought (Dempsey, 2010) The one-to-one conversations 246 

attempted to engage student coaches in dialogue regarding their coaching. Features of dialogic 247 

conversation included listening to and caring for learners, and a recognition that learning and 248 

development is a joint and shared responsibility (Bamberger and Schön, 1983) between coach 249 

developer and coach. 250 

Five months following the completion of the module, timed to coincide with a face-to-251 

face residential phase of the degree course, five individual semi-structured interviews and four 252 

focus group interviews were conducted, lasting an average of 31 minutes (range = 22 to 44 253 

minutes). While all 21 participants took part in reflective conversations through the module, 254 
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three of the 11 who had these recorded and transcribed took part in follow up interviews and 255 

focus groups. Three more participants were interviewed individually, and seven took part in 256 

focus groups only (see Table 2). Participants were allocated to individual and/or focus group 257 

interviews depending on their availability, with each taking place in person in a university 258 

classroom. Focus groups consisted of two to three participants and were an expedient method 259 

to allow participants to be reminded of, comment on and question their own and each other’s 260 

experiences, thus enabling insight into their perceptions of how the module stimulated learning 261 

and development (Stoszkowski & Collins, 2015). Based on the research question, a semi-262 

structured guide was developed for individual and focus group interviews which prompted 263 

participants to consider both the module and their wider coaching and learning in their 264 

responses. Questions centred on individual biography, use of reflection, perceptions of module 265 

delivery, learning and the reflective conversation process (e.g., Where did you develop your 266 

reflective skills? What did you learn from the module? What did you think about the structure 267 

of the reflective conversations?). At the time of the follow up data collection, student coaches 268 

had already received their confirmed module grades and were assured that they could speak 269 

freely and anonymously without negative consequences. Individual and focus group interviews 270 

were conducted by the first author who was the module leader, as well as two research 271 

assistants; none of whom had been involved in teaching the module. 272 

The coach developer, who delivered all teaching and reflective conversations on the 273 

module, was also interviewed following a semi-structured guide focusing on biography, 274 

pedagogical understanding and processes relevant to the module, and reflections on outcomes, 275 

success and limitations. This interview lasted 45 minutes, contributing to an overall total of 276 

1017 minutes of collected audio data that was transcribed verbatim. 277 

Analysis 278 
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Reflective conversations, individual and focus group interview data were analysed according 279 

to the principles of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun, Clarke & Weate, 2016). Guided by 280 

Braun and Clarke’s six-phase model (Braun et al. 2016), following familiarisation that began 281 

with reading the reflective conversation transcripts, then individual and focus group interview 282 

transcripts, the entire data set was coded. An example code or meaning unit identified at this 283 

stage was ‘thinking / review’, linked to the raw participant quotation, ‘I think that when you’re 284 

not doing a reflection you’re kind of just coaching and just doing it, whereas, thinking about 285 

how it went and why it went well helps’. The codes were arranged into candidate themes by 286 

clustering them around central organising concepts. For example, excerpts linked to ‘thinking 287 

/ review’ codes were combined with ‘misconceptions of concept of reflection’. At this point, 288 

potential themes and sub-themes were refined and reviewed through revisiting the data, 289 

generating possible definitions, and a series of discussions between all three authors. This 290 

process involved the introduction of theoretical concepts to provide a level of abstraction to the 291 

data. Here, the central organising concept ‘conceptualising reflective practice and reflection: 292 

misunderstandings’ whereby participants displayed mixed or confused understandings of 293 

reflective practice, was considered alongside theoretical concepts of reflection and grouped 294 

alongside sub-themes relating to ‘systematic and cyclical process’ and ‘written reflection’. The 295 

resulting theme ‘conceptions of reflective practice’ was one of three that were clarified through 296 

developing definitions and discussion between the first and second author to build depth and 297 

detail into the analysis. The three themes were finally refined through the analytic process of 298 

writing up within the overall report (Braun et al. 2016). 299 

Results  300 

In this paper we explore the theoretically informed pedagogical design of an online tertiary 301 

coach education programme and its influence on coaches’ perceptions and understanding of 302 
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reflective practice. The following section provides a discussion of the three themes that 303 

encapsulated coaches’ perceptions of their learning, course design, coach developer 304 

characteristics, and the interactions between these factors. These were 1) conceptions of 305 

reflective practice, 2) learning to reflect, and 3) supporting reflective practice. Raw data 306 

extracts are used to illustrate each theme, labelled by participant number as detailed in table 2. 307 

Conceptions of reflective practice 308 

The first theme related to participants’ conceptions of reflective practice. Participants on the 309 

whole saw the value of reflective practice as ‘an important thing to be able to do’ (2, FG), and 310 

used it in their coaching as ‘something that definitely helps’ (14, I). They were motivated to 311 

engage with it to improve as coaches, as ‘the smart way to put it is that you can only develop 312 

in coaching from reflection’ (13, I). Despite significant learning content and activities intended 313 

to develop student coaches’ understanding of reflective practice, participants conceived of it 314 

as, similar to previous research (e.g., Authors, 2017), an implicit and informal process that 315 

happened ‘subconsciously’, either ‘within the session’ (21, FG) or afterwards: 316 

Probably we all do it by ourselves. As the session finishes, as you’re walking in from 317 

the pitch or you’re in the car, you’re going to be thinking about it, what went well, what 318 

you’ll do again, what you’ll change. (19, FG) 319 

Participants framed reflective practice as a systematic and cyclical ‘process of plan-do-review’ 320 

(17, FG), which consisted of simply thinking about and evaluating individual coaching sessions 321 

in order to inform future sessions. They gave examples of ‘technical’ levels of reflection, based 322 

on achieving set objectives and effectively applying pedagogical knowledge (Cassidy, Potrac 323 

& Jones, 2016; Knowles, Borrie & Telfer, 2005), for instance, ‘changes in terms of the format 324 

of the session i.e., number of players, space’ (4, RC). In line with the findings of Knowles et 325 
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al. (2005), ‘formal’ reflection was seen as involving writing, yet followed a similarly simplistic 326 

process: 327 

You write stuff down and you think about and it is my reflections and that is how it 328 

works. (12, I) 329 

While coaches sought to evaluate the utility of their coaching practice with a view to generating 330 

new strategies (Gilbert and Trudel, 2005), this perspective could be considered ‘shallow’ 331 

reflective practice, as it is at odds with recent wide-ranging definitions emphasising conscious 332 

examination of self, experiences and responses with a view to gaining new insights and 333 

developing knowledge-in-action (e.g., Knowles, Gilbourne, Cropley & Dugdill, 2014). 334 

Nevertheless, such definitions also highlight reflection as taking place within the context of 335 

practice, and correspondingly, coaches in the current study emphasised practicality with a focus 336 

on ‘what works’ supported by their contexts and roles. 337 

Like, hey that didn’t work or I did it like this and it worked this time or yeah, just by 338 

probably spending a lot of time thinking about the success rates of what I do, and the 339 

behaviours and testing different ideas that I had. (11, FG) 340 

As one coach described of his coaching context, ‘we have what is called the thinking 341 

environment’ (12, I). A clear preference for practical knowledge application and self-342 

referenced judgements of ‘what works’ in these environments mirrors previous research into 343 

coaches’ learning (e.g., Nelson et al. 2012; Stodter & Cushion, 2017) where coaches reflect on 344 

fundamental schemes and decisions related to practice-design and athlete outcomes. This 345 

process formed a basis for coaches to reappreciate and restructure the technical dimensions of 346 

their work (cf. Schön, 1983). Indeed, guided by theoretical tenets, the module was both 347 
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designed around and resulted in this emphasis on the authentic, context-dependent nature of 348 

coaches’ work, as seen in the following reflective conversation example: 349 

8: And it’s still a varied basis on each individual and it needs to be looked at in several 350 

different ways because it’s got to be different for each individual player. So, with each 351 

session I think, well this worked, this didn’t have any impact for whatever it might be 352 

or what impact it had on the players.  353 

CD: Yeah, absolutely and that’s that process there and that’s why we have set it up in 354 

that way. 355 

Together, these data outline the ways in which reflective practice was understood as ‘good’ for 356 

coaches’ development, yet was narrowly conceptualised according to superficial, inward-357 

looking and self-referential judgements about ‘what worked’, reflecting an instrumental or 358 

conservative tradition (cf. Cushion, 2016) that serves to reinforce existing understandings of 359 

coaching practice. 360 

Despite participants’ rather simplistic and technical conceptions of reflective practice, 361 

there were indications that levels of self-awareness and meta-reflection were enhanced through 362 

the module. Reflective conversation data demonstrated that coaches talked about a shifting 363 

focus, from thinking about and ‘diagnosing’ (9, RC) problems with their athletes’ performance, 364 

to figuratively ‘stepping back’ and questioning themselves and locating potential issues instead 365 

within their own coaching. In a similar vein, data from the following reflective conversation, 366 

conducted towards the end of the module delivery, demonstrates a moment of reflecting on 367 

reflection: 368 
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A lot of the reflections I was doing were very superficial and I thought to myself, what’s 369 

the point in it, the need of reflection, and that’s when I identified that there was actually 370 

a point to it (9, RC). 371 

This introspective process of personal inquiry about reflection itself bodes well for coaches’ 372 

developing identities as reflective practitioners (Canning & Callan, 2010) and their ongoing 373 

lifelong learning capacity. The development of metacognitive skills has been recommended for 374 

coach education to support a deep approach to learning (Paquette & Trudel, 2018), as it has 375 

been argued that only those who have learned the importance of thinking about their own 376 

thinking are effectively positioned to teach others (Greene, 1995). 377 

Learning to reflect 378 

The second theme highlighted participants’ explanations of how they learned to use reflection 379 

and reflective practice. Participants reported that the ability to reflect was picked up and self-380 

taught through ‘a collection of all the experiences that we’ve had’ (14, FG) such as playing the 381 

sport and being coached by others, formal coach education and involvement in related 382 

professions such as teaching and the emergency services. The following quotations illustrate 383 

this perceived learning from several interacting sources, echoing the consensus of previous 384 

research in coach learning (e.g., Cushion et al, 2010): 385 

I think reflection in general probably started from when I was playing. I just reflect on 386 

my game…I definitely developed them probably watching my coach be bad at things. 387 

And then being like no I wouldn’t do it that way or I like the way he did that. Then 388 

when I started coaching, applying them same things. (2, FG) 389 

When you go on your [SGB] courses, they asked you to reflect on your sessions. Then 390 

you draw it from a bit of yourself and externally as well. (11, FG) 391 
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Some participants discussed their previous experiences of formal coach education, suggesting 392 

that ‘there wasn’t really a lot of in-depth thinking about individuals and how you reflected on 393 

yourself’ (12, I). On completion, taking part in the current module was reported to have 394 

provided ‘more detail and more depth about what I already knew’ (1, FG), developing prior 395 

understanding of reflection and reflective practice. Learning about ‘different methods to 396 

reflect’, predominantly as a function of the reflective conversations, enabled coaches to 397 

increase the frequency and in some cases the depth of their reflection. As this example 398 

demonstrates, participants reported thinking differently about reflective practice after 399 

completing the module: 400 

I would say that I definitely spend more time, not effort just duration of time, like I 401 

slow down and consider things in more ways than I was doing before, you know, and I 402 

still do spend more time thinking and reflecting, if not critical just passive on days or 403 

trainings. (2, I) 404 

While some participants just did ‘more’ reflection, developing the quality of reflection through 405 

‘deeper’ (12, I) thought and connecting to practice was particularly challenging, as illustrated 406 

by the following reflective conversation excerpt: 407 

Where you [coach developer] said about my reflections needing to show greater depth 408 

I wasn’t sure what this might look like... I think that is what I have been finding really 409 

difficult because it is not something I really ask myself or really know how I would 410 

know this. (4, RC) 411 

For some, though, the reflective conversation process enabled greater depth of reflection, 412 

particularly in promoting ‘why questions’ (11, FG) and more adequately framing coaching 413 

issues to be reflected on: 414 
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I think it enhanced the reflection skills because [CD] forced you to go a couple of levels 415 

deeper than you probably would have done prior, right. So, I missed a training session 416 

and got a report from a coach that he kicked a kid out of the session - she was my best 417 

player. And it got me thinking, what was going on? Why was she acting like that, what 418 

else could have gone wrong in that session, or be presented in a different way that 419 

resulted her acting in that way? So, it trained me to think below the surface issue, the 420 

first issue. (14, FG) 421 

This example denotes the beginning of an internal reflective conversation by the coach, 422 

triggered by the development of a perceived coaching issue as explained by Gilbert & Trudel 423 

(2001). Here an enhanced problem-setting process, taking priority over premature problem-424 

solving and reviewing reasoning around the elimination of other alternatives, embraces the 425 

value of interpersonal and intrapersonal knowledge and can increase coaches’ professional 426 

effectiveness (Côté & Gilbert, 2009; Denison & Avner, 2011; Schön, 1979). Popular models 427 

or theories of reflection and experiential learning, such as Kolb (1984), Gibbs (1988) and 428 

ironically Gilbert and Trudel’s (2001) coaching-specific grounded theory were in contrast 429 

thought of as something that coaches ‘should be aware of’ but less relevant to practice, and 430 

therefore useful ‘only really for like paper writing situations’ (2, FG). These data suggest that 431 

there was a perceived disconnect between theory, or models of reflection, and coaches’ 432 

reflective practice in context – even when these theories were grounded in coaching practice. 433 

Similarly, a tension between academic conventions in the form of research evidence, and 434 

personal conceptions based on past ‘on the grass’ (14, I) coaching was apparent. While many 435 

participants were positive about using research evidence to rationalise and ‘back up ideas and 436 

theories that I have been using’, which ‘shone a new light on coaching’ (2, FG), some initially 437 

rejected ‘new’ concepts in favour of reliance on their personal theories and experiences. 438 

‘Reflection tools’ linked to coach developer-led reflective conversations - such as thorough 439 
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issue setting and questioning – did help to narrow the perceived theory-practice disconnect, 440 

and the third theme illuminates how this was made possible. 441 

Supporting reflective practice 442 

The role and characteristics of the coach developer were reported by participants as significant 443 

in supporting the development of their reflective processes. Recognition of the knowledge, 444 

skills, and expertise required to be an effective coach developer is growing, yet as a developing 445 

profession, evidence to inform practice remains limited (Callary & Gearity, 2020). As such, 446 

the coach developer drew upon wider educational literature, namely the concepts of dialogic 447 

pedagogy, alongside the domain-specific evidence-informed principles, to underpin effective 448 

employment of reflective conversations. For example, a central aspect involved encouraging 449 

student coaches to ‘lead’ the conversations to advance dialogue: 450 

The whole purpose and premise of a reflective conversation is about putting the 451 

ownership or giving ownership to the student. Allowing kind of the power balance, if 452 

you like, to be broken down. It was very much a dialogic relationship rather than, ‘oh 453 

by the way these are important issues or an approach that could have been, or these are 454 

some of the issues in teaching and coaching and I want you to reflect on these issues.’ 455 

To an approach whereby they ultimately spoke to me about, ‘this is what I’m thinking 456 

is going well or not going well’. (CD, I) 457 

Indeed, student coaches seemed to recognise and value the opportunity to lead conversations. 458 

One participant commented ‘it is asking those questions in a prompting, right way. [CD] used 459 

a lot of open questions rather than closed questions. Allowing people to talk’ (12, I). This 460 

approach of supporting, questioning and challenging thinking, rather than telling learners what 461 

to think was acknowledged: 462 
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[CD] made you think in a different way. And he like, he’d guide you there and he would 463 

like…he would give you opportunity to go ok that’s good but how about this? It wasn’t 464 

black and white, and I think that’s what reflection is all about. (15, FG) 465 

Relinquishing control of the conversation and allowing coaches greater opportunities to discuss 466 

authentic issues relevant to their practice (Chappell & Craft, 2011) was well received:  467 

He [CD] presented it in a way that wasn’t a dictator scenario and that his way is, this is 468 

the exact answer, because obviously the topic of the…the topic’s not so descriptive but 469 

he really engaged you to continue thinking about the topic. (19, FG) 470 

Following Schön’s (1987) ideas on educating reflective practitioners, there was no single-track 471 

agenda impressed upon coaches. Instead, the effective coach developer possesses a repertoire 472 

of options, drawing from them as appropriate and responding to the learner’s actions by re-473 

framing, listening, reflecting, engaging in dialogue, and trying again. In so doing, the coach 474 

developer also exposes their own thinking, opening up a range of perspectives for 475 

consideration. This dialogic approach to working with coaches goes against the historically 476 

dominant conservative tradition of coach education delivery, particularly in football (Authors, 477 

2019d). Indeed, one participant drew contrasts with SGB education courses that ‘forced 478 

reflection and it’s dictated by basically what data they want to get out of it, or what they believe 479 

you should be reflecting on’ (14, FG). Coaches instead welcomed the coach developer showing 480 

restraint in imposing knowledge or views of what they should be doing and how they should 481 

be working with their athletes. Fostering this two-way relationship between coach and coach 482 

developer was particularly important within the online distance learning setting, where students 483 

face particular challenges linked to feelings of isolation (Park, 2008). Student coaches pointed 484 

out that ‘having that person to talk to that is aware of what you are going through is quite nice 485 

because you can feel isolated’ (13, I). 486 
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The level of trust afforded by this way of working facilitated opportunities for new 487 

concepts to ‘land’ with coaches. In line with Gilbert and Trudel’s (2001) reflective 488 

conversation process, the coach developer supported learners by signposting and engaging with 489 

a variety of different learning resources, as a stimulus for coaching strategies to be generated. 490 

In contrast with their thoughts on content relating to models for reflection, participants 491 

considered resources targeted towards applied coaching strategies practically relevant, further 492 

supporting deeper reflection: 493 

CD: How else do you know if you are becoming better at communicating? I guess it is 494 

probably worth spending a bit of time unpicking your work on this and talking about 495 

what effective communication is? 496 

8: Yes this is where I found the reading, the coach behaviour paper you sent us really 497 

interesting where it spoke about levels of instruction and how often coaches do this in 498 

a session. It made me think about my coaching and communication style and how much 499 

I do this. (8, RC) 500 

The coach developer’s identification of relevant knowledge concepts, and connection to their 501 

uses in practice, seemed imperative in allowing these concepts to pass through coaches’ 502 

individual-level filters towards the forming of personal knowledge conceptions (Stodter & 503 

Cushion, 2017). Thus, the coach developer is significant in offering the learner more than 504 

simple facts, helping to guide coaches’ learning where they can be limited by their own 505 

knowledge. Video recordings of coaching practice were an expedient tool to facilitate this 506 

process in the online setting: 507 

If it’s at a distance, send a clip of a session but then reflect on it with [CD], so then 508 

maybe he could probe the questions for you to reflect on. Because obviously there will 509 
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be details that I won’t be thinking about, that maybe if [CD] watched he could think 510 

about something that I could reflect on. (17, FG) 511 

These findings reaffirm those of previous studies (e.g., Partington et al. 2015) that video 512 

feedback is a useful means by which coaches can reflect against their practice. However, what 513 

was discussed here and seems critical, is the use of questions from the coach developer that led 514 

to coaches perceiving themselves to more critically examine what they do and connect 515 

theoretical content to knowledge conceptions for use in practice. So, while video has been 516 

suggested as an important reflective tool, these findings suggest a coach developer can elevate 517 

deeper reflection and construction of personal knowledge-in-action using effective theory-518 

informed content and questioning alongside video as a stimulus.  519 

Discussion 520 

While developing student coaches’ reflective practice has received some attention in the 521 

literature (e.g., Knowles et al. 2001, 2005; Kuklick et al. 2015; Stoskowski & Collins, 2017), 522 

so far, no work has integrated coaching-specific theory and evidenced the role of pedagogy and 523 

the coach developer in supporting coaches’ reflective practices. This study built upon those 524 

before it by moving beyond examining what coaches reflect on in coach education 525 

programmes, to offer insight into how coaches could be supported in their reflective practice 526 

and professional learning.  527 

A central aspect of this study was the deliberate evidence-informed underpinning of the 528 

module pedagogy (the design, delivery and assessment). Stodter and Cushion’s (2017) 529 

grounded theory of the coach learning process and Gilbert and Trudel’s (2001) application of 530 

Schön’s reflective conversation cycle in coaching were used as tools to conceptualise how 531 

coaches’ learning and reflective practice could be best supported. Stodter and Cushion’s (2017) 532 
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work was used as a means to think about how coaches could be assisted in developing new 533 

knowledge, while the reflective conversation framework (Gilbert & Trudel, 2001) served to 534 

structure the discussions between coach developer and coach. The ‘issue setting’ component 535 

was especially important in serving as a stimulus for dialogue, which enabled the coach 536 

developer to prompt coaches in thinking more deeply, in particular locating ‘issues’ within 537 

their existing knowledge-practices. However, while participants had been exposed to other 538 

theories or models of reflective practice, there was limited understanding of their scope and 539 

application. To borrow Schön’s (1983) metaphor, coaches thought of theoretical frameworks 540 

as more relevant to the solid ‘academic’ cliffs overlooking the messy problematic ‘swampy 541 

lowlands’ of their professional practice. This may be in part because of the superficial, 542 

disconnected or even weaponised way theory had been encountered during prior learning 543 

experiences (Downham & Cushion, 2020). These findings seem to support other research 544 

highlighting the importance of multiple opportunities to cycle through reflective conversations 545 

in developing progressively deeper reflective skills (e.g., Kuklick et al. 2015). Given the short 546 

12-week timeframe of the module, learners had limited ability to go through several cycles of 547 

meaningful reappreciation and action. 548 

This research underlines the utility of reflective conversations for facilitating coaches’ 549 

reflective practice (Gilbert and Trudel, 2001), in particular illustrating the additional value of 550 

the coach developer as a condition for reflective practice. Regardless of models, theories, or 551 

frameworks used to underpin the reflective practice, the evidence suggests simply exposing 552 

coaches to these is unlikely to develop levels of reflection over and above the superficial and 553 

technical. Engaging with the coach developer appeared to be of importance in supporting some 554 

participants in reflecting more deeply and in developing metacognition, yet this has not been 555 

well considered in the reflective practice literature. Even within the theoretical frameworks 556 

applied here the positionality of the coach developer is missing, despite their importance in 557 
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supporting coach learning (Morgan, Jones, Gilbourne & Llewellyn, 2013). Gilbert and Trudel 558 

(2001) acknowledged the need for coaches to have access to respected and knowledgeable 559 

peers (which could be a coach developer), however, more direction is required on how coach 560 

developers can engage coaches to better make sense of their coaching experiences. An adapted, 561 

operationalised version of these theories is required to appreciate the greater levels of iteration 562 

that occur between the stages and the nuanced role the coach developer plays, which presently 563 

appears neutral. At the same time, coach developers are also practitioners who may themselves 564 

rely on ‘what works’ in practice based on their experiences, resisting theoretical frameworks 565 

as limited by technical rationality (Schön, 1987; Stodter & Cushion, 2019b). 566 

Literature in education and particularly the concept of dialogic practice seems to offer 567 

value for the ways in which coach developers could think about working with coaches to 568 

develop the depth of their reflective practice (Driska, 2018). Understanding the role of dialogue 569 

in facilitating professionals’ personal understanding of specific topics might provide further 570 

insight into reflective conversations as a generative process, or what Bamberger and Schön 571 

(1983) described as the ‘momentary articulation of an ongoing process’ (p. 68). In this study, 572 

the coach developer used ‘issue setting’ to put the onus on coaches and their practice within 573 

context. This helped reposition the power dynamics of conversations, which is often 574 

imbalanced in sport coaching and reflection discourse (Cushion, 2016). However, as noted, it 575 

is not the reflective conversation nor any other theory or model that leads to the genuine 576 

redistribution of power, but in coaching where power is inherently relational (Atkinson and 577 

Gibson, 2017) it is the positionality of the person facilitating a shift from power-over to power-578 

to that is important. Nonetheless, some decisions taken in this project, such as determining that 579 

reflective conversations would be used as a means to engage coaches in reflection, could be 580 

perceived as disempowering coaches. At the level of the coach developer, judgements 581 

regarding the coaches’ identified issues and whether these aligned to what was happening in 582 
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practice were also made. These are examples of well-intended, evidence informed attempts to 583 

shift existing practice and power relations rather than attempts to impose control over coaches’ 584 

thinking, which may nevertheless have unintended consequences (Downham and Cushion, 585 

2020).  586 

While the findings from this research are positive in that coaches perceived developing 587 

conceptions of reflective practice and some reported more reflection at deeper levels, a 588 

limitation is that the impact on coaches’ actual behaviours and practices is not known. Although 589 

capturing coaching practice pre- and post-intervention, perhaps using systematic observation, 590 

presents challenges in this study given the online delivery of the education programme, we 591 

acknowledge, and advocate research of this nature is required and should be strived for to better 592 

evidence the direct impact of reflection in particular on coaches’ learning and effectiveness.  593 

Conclusion  594 

Reflective practice is considered crucial to the ongoing professional development of sport 595 

coaches as educators. This study is a starting point in moving past ‘informed guesswork’ to 596 

demonstrate the utility of integrating domain-specific, evidence-informed theories of learning 597 

into the design of a formal higher education module focussed on developing reflective practice. 598 

Various reflective models and theories have gained popularity in education, yet this study 599 

supports the potential of the reflective conversation framework (cf. Schön, 1983) as a valuable 600 

conceptual tool for those developing professionals in sport coaching. However, while the 601 

theories used here (Gilbert & Trudel, 2001; Schön, 1983; Stodter & Cushion, 2017) were 602 

important in guiding pedagogical design and delivery, the critical factor resulting in deeper, or 603 

different ways of coaches’ thinking was how the coach developer supported this. Capturing the 604 

ways coach developers best support reflective processes, and evidencing the impact on 605 
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practice, is a necessary area for future research. In particular, a consideration for how coach 606 

developers can work in more evidence-informed and dialogic ways is especially important 607 

given the significant investment being made into coach education programmes in supporting 608 

coaches on more individualised bases, alongside a concomitant understanding of coach 609 

education as an inherently social process. Overall, this study promotes the idea that integrating 610 

a dialogic approach grounded in evidence-informed theoretical frameworks can be a valuable 611 

pedagogy for those who wish to develop reflective practitioners in educative professions. 612 

Notes 613 

1. The United Kingdom Coaching Certificate (UKCC) is a recognised professional framework 614 

for developing, endorsing and continuously improving governing body of sport coach 615 

education programmes, brought in by a government commissioned Coaching Task Force. It is 616 

split into levels beginning at 1 and progressing up to 4, providing a clear vocational pathway 617 

for coaches. 618 

2. Football Academies are linked to adult professional clubs and deliver the youth football 619 

performance pathway programme consisting of coaching, games, sport science support and 620 

education for players (Premier League, 2020). 621 

Acknowledgements 622 

This work was supported by a Teaching and Learning Project grant from Anglia Ruskin 623 

University. The researchers wish to thank Jess Wort-Browne for her help in transcribing and 624 

organising the data for analysis. 625 

 626 

 627 



28 
 

References 628 

Atkinson, M. & Gibson K., 2017. Power and power relations. In: Silk, M.L., Andrews, D.L. 629 

and Thorpe, H. (eds), Routledge Handbook of Physical Cultural Studies. London: 630 

Routledge, 59–67. 631 

Bailey, R., Madigan, D., Cope, E., & Nicholls, A., 2018. The prevalence of pseudoscientific 632 

ideas and neuromyths among sports coaches. Frontiers in Psychology, DOI: 633 

10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00641 634 

Bamberger, J. & Schön, D.A., 1983. Learning as Reflective Conversation with Materials: 635 

Notes from Work in Progress. Art Education, 36(2), 68-73.  636 

Braun, V., Clarke, V., & Weate, P., 2016. Using thematic analysis in sport and exercise 637 

research. In B. Smith & A.C. Sparkes (Eds.), Routledge Handbook of Qualitative 638 

Research in Sport and Exercise. Abingdon: Routledge. 639 

Callary, B. & Gearity, B., 2020. Coach Education and Development in Sport: Instructional 640 

Strategies. Abingdon: Routledge.  641 

Canning, N., & Callan, S., 2010. Heutagogy: spirals of reflection to empower learners in higher 642 

education. Reflective Practice: International and Multidisciplinary Perspectives, 11(1), 643 

71-82. 644 

Cassidy, T., Potrac, P., & Jones, R.L., 2016. Understanding sports coaching: The social, 645 

cultural and pedagogical foundations of coaching practice (3rd edition). Abingdon: 646 

Routledge. 647 

Chappell, K. & Craft, A., 2011 Creative learning conversations: producing living dialogic 648 

spaces, Educational Research, 53:3, 363-385, DOI: 10.1080/00131881.2011.598663  649 



29 
 

Ciampolini, V., Milistetd, M., Rynne, S.B., Brasil, V.Z., & do Nascimento, J.V., 2019. 650 

Research review on coaches’ perceptions regarding the teaching strategies experienced 651 

in coach education programs. International Journal of Sports Science and Coaching, 652 

14(2), 216-228. 653 

Côté, J., & Gilbert, W., 2009. An integrative definition of coaching effectiveness and expertise. 654 

International Journal of Sports Science & Coaching, 4(3), 307-323. 655 

Cronin, C. & Lowes, J., 2016. Embedding experiential learning in HE sport coaching courses: 656 

An action research study. Journal of Hospitality, Leisure, Sport & Tourism Education, 657 

18(1), 1-8. 658 

Culver, D.M., Werthner, P., & Trudel, P., 2019. Coach developers as ‘facilitators of learning’ 659 

in a large-scale coach education programme: One actor in a complex system. 660 

International Sport Coaching Journal. 6, 296-306. 661 

Cushion, C.J., 2016. Reflection and reflective practice discourses in coaching: a critical 662 

analysis. Sport, Education and Society, DOI: 10.1080/13573322.2016.1142961 663 

Cushion, C.J. & Townsend, R.C., 2019. Technology-enhanced learning in coaching a review 664 

of literature. Educational Review, DOI: 10.1080/00131911.2018.1457010. 665 

Cushion, C.J., Armour, K., & Jones, R.L., 2006. Locating the coaching process in practice: 666 

models ‘for’ and ‘of’ coaching. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 11(1), 83-99. 667 

Cushion, C., Nelson, L., Armour, K., Lyle, J., Jones, R., Sandford, R. & O’Callaghan, C., 2010. 668 

Coach learning and development: a review of literature. Leeds: Sports Coach UK. 669 



30 
 

Dempsey, N. P. (2010). Stimulated-recall interviews in ethnography. Qualitative Sociology, 670 

33, 349–367. doi:10.1007/s11133-010-9157-x  671 

Dempsey, N., Cope, E., Richardson, D.J., Littlewood, M.A. & Cronin, C.J. (2021): Less may 672 

be more: how do coach developers reproduce “learner-centred” policy in practice?, 673 

Sports Coaching Review, DOI: 10.1080/21640629.2020.1866851. 674 

Denison, J., & Avner, Z., 2011. Positive coaching: Ethical practices for athlete development. 675 

Quest, 63(2), 209-227. 676 

Downham, L. and Cushion, C.J., 2020. Reflection in a High-Performance Sport Coach 677 

Education Program: A Foucauldian Analysis of Coach Developers. International 678 

Sport Coaching Journal. 7(3), 347-359.  679 

Driska, A.P., 2018. A Formative, Utilization-Focused Evaluation of USA Swimming’s 680 

Nationwide Online Coach Education Program. International Sport Coaching Journal. 681 

5(1), 261-272.  682 

Gibbs, G., 1988. Learning by Doing: A guide to teaching and learning methods. Further 683 

Education Unit. Oxford Polytechnic: Oxford. 684 

Gilbert, W., & Trudel, P., 2001. Learning To Coach through Experience: Reflection in Model 685 

Youth Sport Coaches. Journal of Teaching in Physical Education. 21(1): 16-34. 686 

Gilbert, W.  & Trudel, P., 2005. Learning to Coach through Experience: Conditions that 687 

Influence Reflection. Physical Educator. 62(1): 32-43. 688 

Greene, M., 1995. Releasing the imagination: Essay; on education, the arts and social change. 689 

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 690 



31 
 

Hall, E.T., & Gray, S., (2016). Reflecting on reflective practice: a coach’s action research 691 

narratives. Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 8(4), 365-379. 692 

International Council for Coaching Excellence, 2016. ICCE’s Standards for Higher Education 693 

Bachelor Coaching Degree Programmes – Consultation Draft (International Coaching 694 

Degree Standards). Leeds, United Kingdom. 695 

Jones, R.L., 2019. Sport coaching research: A brief look around and forward. In C.L.T. Corsby 696 

and C.N. Edwards (Eds.), Exploring Research in Sports Coaching and Pedagogy: 697 

Context and Contingency. Cambridge Scholars Publishing (pp. 153-158).  698 

Jones, R.L., & Hemmestad, L.B., 2019. Reclaiming the ‘competent’ practitioner@ furthering 699 

the case for the practically wise coach. Sports Coaching Review, DOI: 700 

10.1080/21640629.2019.1703881 701 

Jones, R.L., & Turner, P., 2006. Teaching coaches to coach holistically: can Problem-Based 702 

Learning (PBL) help? Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 11(2), 181-202. 703 

Jones, R.L., & Wallace, M., 2005. Another bad day at the training ground: Coping with 704 

ambiguity in the coaching context. Sport, Education and Society, 10(1), 119-134. 705 

Kirschner, P.A., & Hendrick, C., 2020. How learning happens: seminal works in educational 706 

psychology and what they mean in practice. Abingdon: Routledge. 707 

Kolb, D. A., 1984. Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and 708 

development (Vol. 1). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 709 

Knowles, Z. & Saxton, J., 2010. Needs analysis and reflective practice: Two important 710 

components of case studies. The Sport and Exercise Scientist, 25, 23. 711 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21640629.2019.1703881


32 
 

Knowles, Z., Borrie, A., & Telfer, H., 2005. Towards the reflective sports coach: issues of 712 

context, education and application. Ergonomics, 48:11, 1711-1720 713 

Knowles, Z., Gilbourne, D., Borrie, A., & Nevill, A., 2001. Developing the reflective sports 714 

coach: a study exploring the processes of reflective practice within a higher education 715 

coaching programme. Reflective Practice, 2:2, 185-207. 716 

Kuklick. C., Gearity, B.T., & Thompson, M., 2015. Reflective practice in a university-based 717 

coach education program. International Sport Coaching Journal, 2, 248-260. 718 

Mallett, C., & Dickens, S., 2009. Authenticity in formal coach education: Online postgraduate 719 

studies in sports coaching at The University of Queensland. International Journal of 720 

Coaching Science, 3(2), 79-90. 721 

Morgan, K., Jones, R.L., Gilbourne, D., & Llewellyn, D., 2013. Innovative approaches in coach 722 

education pedagogy. In P. Potrac, W. Gilbert, & J. Denison (Eds.), Routledge handbook 723 

of sports coaching (pp. 486–496). Abingdon: Routledge. 724 

Neelen, M., & Kirschner, P.A., 2020. Evidence-Informed Learning Design: Creating training 725 

to improve performance. London: KoganPage. 726 

Nelson, L. J., Cushion, C. J., & Potrac, P., 2012. Enhancing the provision of coach education: 727 

The recommendations of UK coaching practitioners. Physical Education and Sport 728 

Pedagogy, 18(2), 1–15. 729 

North, J., Piggott, D., Lara-Bercial, S., Abraham, A., & Muir, B., 2019. The professionalization 730 

of sport coaching. In R. Thelwell & M. Dicks (Eds.), Professional advances in sports 731 

coaching: Research and practice (pp. 3-21). London: Routledge.  732 



33 
 

Pajares, M., 1992. Tearchers’ beliefs and educational research: Cleaning up a messy construct. 733 

Review of Educational Resarch, 62(3), 307-332. 734 

Paquette, K., & Trudel, P., 2018. Learner-centered coach education: Practical 735 

recommendations for coach development administrators. International Sport Coaching 736 

Journal, 5(1), 169–175. 737 

Park C., 2008. The taught postgraduate student experience: Overview of a Higher Education 738 

Academy survey. York: The Higher Education Academy. 739 

Partington, M., Cushion, C.J., Cope, E., & Harvey, S., 2015. The impact of video feedback on 740 

professional youth football coaches’ reflection and practice behaviour: a longitudinal 741 

investigation of behaviour change. Reflective Practice: International and 742 

Multidisciplinary Perspectives, 16(5), 700-716. 743 

Piggott, D., 2012. Coaches’ experiences of formal coach education: a critical sociological 744 

investigation. Sport, Education and Society, 17(4), 535-554. 745 

Premier League, 2020. Elite Player Performance Plan. Online at 746 

[https://www.premierleague.com/youth/EPPP] Accessed 31.03.2020. 747 

Rodrigue, F. & Trudel, P., 2018. Reflective practice: a case study of a university football coach 748 

using reflective cards. LASE Journal of Sport Science, 9(1), 39-59. 749 

Sawiuk, R., Taylor, W.G., & Groom, R., 2017. An analysis of the value of multiple mentors in 750 

formalised elite coach mentoring programmes. Phsyical Education and Sport 751 

Pedagogy, 22(4), 403-413. 752 

https://www.premierleague.com/youth/EPPP


34 
 

Schön, D.A., 1983. The Reflective Practitoner: How Professionals Think in Action. London: 753 

Routledge.  754 

Schön, D.A., 1987. Educating the Reflective Practitioner: Toward a New Design for Teaching 755 

and Learning in the Professions. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  756 

Schön, D.A., 1991. The Reflective Turn: Case Studies in and on Educational Practice. New 757 

York: Teachers College Press.  758 

Stirling, A., 2013. Applying Kolb’s theory of experiential learning to coach education. Journal 759 

of Coaching Education, 6(2), 103-121. 760 

Stodter, A., & Cushion, C.J., 2017. What works in coach learning, how, and for whom? A 761 

grounded process of soccer coaches’ professional learning. Qualitative Research in 762 

Sport, Exercise and Health, 9(3): 321–338. 763 

Stodter, A., & Cushion, C. J. 2019a. Evidencing the impact of coaches’ learning: Changes in 764 

coaching knowledge and practice over time. Journal of Sports Sciences, 37 (18), 2086-765 

2093.  766 

Stodter, A., & Cushion. C. J. 2019b. Layers of learning in coach developers’ practice theories, 767 

preparation and delivery. International Sport Coaching Journal, 6(3), 307-316.  768 

Stoszkowski, J., & Collins, D., 2014. Communities of practice, social learning and networks: 769 

Exploiting the social side of coach development. Sport, Education and Society, 19(6), 770 

773-788. 771 



35 
 

Stoszkowski, J., & Collins, D. 2015. “Using Shared Online Blogs to Structure and Support 772 

Informal Coach Learning- Part 1: A Tool to Promote Reflection and Communities of 773 

Practice.” Sport, Education and Society 22 (2), 247–270. 774 

 775 

 776 

 777 

 778 

 779 

 780 

 781 

 782 

 783 

 784 

 785 

 786 

 787 

 788 

 789 

 790 

  791 



36 
 

Tables 792 

Table 1. Aspects of coach learning theory (Gilbert & Trudel, 2001; Stodter & Cushion, 2017) 793 
and corresponding characteristics of pedagogical design applied to the module. 794 

Theoretical Aspect  Corresponding Pedagogical Design Characteristic 
Biography frames the learning 
process 

Introductory tasks to outline existing coaching experiences, 
beliefs and values e.g. post about personal role frame on 
discussion board, provide a short video of their coaching 
practice. 

Module content driven by individuals’ needs (e.g. 
questioning, feedback, communication) and signposted by 
coach developer. 

Individual-level ‘filter’ Coach developer questions individuals’ assumptions and 
poses alternative viewpoints. 

Contextual-level ‘filter’ Students required to form an individual coaching issue and 
address this using an identified strategy within a specified, 
authentic context. 

Reflective conversation loop 
(including ‘trying out’ concepts 
through experimentation) 

Content delivered primarily through one-to-one ‘reflective 
conversations’ with coach developer, iteratively addressing:  

1) coaching context, goals and role frame;  

2) issue setting (appreciation);  

3) strategy generation;  

4) experimentation;  

5) evaluation of ‘what works’ and why (action). 
  
‘Adopt’, ‘adapt’ or ‘reject’ 
concepts 

Coach developer supports students to make changes and plan 
for future implementation (reappreciation) 
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Table 2. Participant details and forms of data collected 803 

Participant 
Code  

Age Years of 
Coaching 
Experience 

Reflective 
Conversation 
(RC) 

Follow Up 
Interview (I) 

Focus Group 
(FG) 

1 28 10 3 1  
2 25 7 2 1 1 
3 54 20 2   
4 21 5 4   
5 26 6 1   
6 24 8 2   
7 28 12 2   
8 29 6 3   
9 23 7 1   
10 39 18 2   
11 22 7 2  1 
12 49 14  1  
13 20 3  1  
14 54 26  1 1 
15 23 7   1 
16 23 3   1 
17 29 6   1 
18 25 9   1 
19 23 5   1 
20 31 15   1 
21 25 7   1 
CD 29 5 24 1  

 804 
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