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ABSTRACT 

 

Despite the rise in sports coaching programmes, limited attention has been given to 

understanding the learning experienced on them and their contribution to studentsô identity 

development. In this context, little evidence exists about how students are influenced by such 

programmes; that is, what impact they have on the process of socially and dynamically 

constructed identities (Wenger, 2010).  The aim of this study is subsequently twofold. 

Firstly, to explore studentsô perceptions and experiences of the sports coaching under-

graduate degree enrolled upon; and secondly, to examine how these experiences shaped 

studentsô identities over the length of the given three-year course.  

Participants comprised twelve BSc sports coaching undergraduate students from Cardiff 

Metropolitan University who were ófollowedô through their three-year degree course. 

Adopting a constructivist-interpretive paradigm, the students were tracked through reflective 

logs, video diaries and focus group interviews. Data were analysed using Charmazôs (2006) 

process of inductive analysis. The results showed a move from a surface and strategic 

approach to learning to better acceptance of the contested nature of coaching. This was 

reflected in the movement from a dualistic to a relativistic view of knowledge. In this 

context, ócaringô was one of the most influential aspects associated with the role of the 

teaching staff throughout the three years of the course. Finally, the findings also suggested 

that the students simultaneously occupied a role and belonged to a group, making role 

identities and social identities always relevant in explaining action (Stets and Burke, 2000). 

The findings suggest the need to encourage student-coaches to seek an increased acceptance 

of uncertainty and a better understanding of who they are early in their professional 

development. Similarly, the close link between assessment and learning, invites coach 

educators to provide supportive and caring environments, including assessments that are in 

line with the ambiguous and contested nature of the work. 
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CHAPTER ONE:  INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1 Background  

 

1.1.1 Sports Coaching: Increased attention through research and academic 

programmes 

  

The academic area of sports coaching has received increased investigative attention in recent 

years, with research being undertaken from a number of different perspectives. These 

include pedagogy (Jones, Morgan and Harris, 2012; Jones and Turner, 2006), psychology 

(Fletcher and Scott, 2010) and, perhaps most prominently, sociology (Jones, Potrac, Cushion 

and Ronglan, 2011). In turn, the sociological theories utilised have engaged with such 

aspects as power (Jones, Glintmeyer and McKenzie, 2005; Purdy, Potrac and Jones, 2008), 

interaction, and respect (Cushion and Jones, 2006; Potrac, Jones and Armour, 2002), in an 

attempt to explore the enabling and/or constraining factors inherent within coachesô 

practices. 

 

This increasing interest in coaching coincides with a rise in the number of sports coaching 

degree programmes offered at undergraduate and postgraduate level worldwide (Bush, 

2008). The most recent example of this popularity was demonstrated in a study by Bush 

(2008), where British Universities offered 217 specific coaching-related undergraduate 

programmes, as part of the 765 courses within the more general sport science field (which 

invariably contain varying elements of sports coaching). Similarly, 11 higher education 

institutions were scheduled to offer post-graduate sports coaching courses in 2009 within a 

total of 59 sport-related ones (Bush, 2008).  

 

Despite such a rise in sports coaching educational programmes, limi ted attention has been 
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given to understanding the learning experienced on them and their related contribution to 

studentsô identity development. This is somewhat in contrast to investigations of national 

governing body professional preparation programmes (e.g., Nelson, Cushion, and Potrac, 

2013; Piggott, 2012). Such latter evaluations have generally concluded that coaches learn 

more from informal and non-formal sources as opposed to any official curricula (Cushion et 

al., 2010). ñNo doubt useful in one sense, a problem with this body of research is that it has 

generally ignored coachesô intellectual, or epistemological development; that is, how 

coachesô perception of knowledge construction, learning, and sense of self alter over time as 

a consequence of their learning experiencesò (De Martin Silva et al., 2015, p.669). ñThis 

relates to better understanding the contested relationship between learner, subject matter, 

and knowledge (in terms of what is understoodéand why)ò (De Martin Silva et al., 2015, 

p. 670). 

 

Returning then to academic coaching programmes, although end-of-course student feedback 

and external examiner reflections somewhat assess the quality of the courses on offer, little 

evidence exists about how student-coaches are influenced by such courses; that is, what 

impact they have on the process of socially and dynamically constructed (coaching) 

identities (Wenger, 2010). For instance, there is little information on how studentsô ways of 

knowing develop including how they learn what they learn, in addition to where and why 

they learn it. Similarly, no data exist on how and why student-coachesô perceptions and 

identities evolve and change over time as a result of the sports coaching degree programmes 

they experience.    

 

1.1.2 The relationship between learning and identity  

 

In some instances, learning can be seen as reproduction; a not altogether unreasonable 

conceptualization when facts need to be learned. What universities usually pride themselves 
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on, however, is a transformation by learners of the knowledge presented to them. According 

to Entwistle (2000), this knowledge transformation depends, in part, on the nature of the 

concepts used within the teaching which have to resonate with everyday experience and be 

couched in accessible language, preferably with metaphorical associations. They also need 

to provoke critical reflection on practice; in short, they should have pedagogical fertility 

(Entwistle, 1994). This transformative learning also relates to the ability of students to make 

personal sense of the information presented. It is an aspiration which reflects Schºnôs (1987, 

p. 25) belief that simply learning a theory (and even applying it to practice) is insufficient. 

Rather, what is required is for a quality of reflection and interpretation which enables 

practitioners to construct óan integrated knowledge-in-actionô. In this sense, learning occurs 

as a dimension of social practice where ñactivities, tasks functions, and understandings do 

not exist in isolation; they are part of broader systems of relations in which they have 

meaningò (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p.53). The learner thus, has to be active in making sense 

of the material, a process which very often changes him or her as a person. This change in 

identity, in turn, holds the potential to mould subsequent learning. This is particularly related 

to what Marton and Säljö (1997) termed studentsô intentions, which have the ability to 

profoundly affect the depth of learning experienced. Identity in this context, defined as the 

stories we tell about ourselves (Gee, 2001), is taken as being óman-madeô, and as constantly 

created and re-created in interactions with others. In this way, identity provides a link 

between learning and its socio-cultural context (Sfard and Prusak, 2005). Identities, 

however, are not only shaped but also shaping; as they also provide directions, aspirations, 

and projected images of ourselves that guide our forward developmental trajectory (Wenger, 

2010).   

 

1.2 Aims and objectives 

The general purpose of this study was twofold. Firstly, to explore studentsô perceptions of 
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the learning experienced on a sports coaching under-graduate degree course; and secondly, 

to examine how these experiences shaped the studentsô identities over the length of the given 

three-year course. This general aim was addressed through five mutually informing detailed 

objectives; 

1. How and why did the sports coaching students think about learning and carry out 

their studying in the ways they did?  

2. How much did the students value the role of theory in informing coaching practice 

and development, and why? 

3. To what extent did the knowledge and experiences gained on the degree programme 

contribute towards the studentsô intellectual development?   

4. How did the studentsô identities change during the course? Why? How stable were 

they?; and finally, 

5. What role (if any) did the teaching staff play in these developments? Why were they 

so perceived?  

1.3 Rationale 

 

1.3.1 Theoretical rationale 

 

The principal significance of the project is three-fold. Firstly, that research on student 

learning in its broadest sense has much to offer assessment of quality pedagogy (Entwistle, 

2000). This is not only in terms of what we teach students, but also how and why. Hence, 

such work not only serves to keep open fundamental discussions about the purpose of coach 

education and what should under-graduate students know as a consequence of it, but also of 

how best to ground such studentsô beliefs and ways of knowing in considerations of 

pedagogy, complexity and social sensitivity. Making an assessment of this intended depth 

and nuance then, holds the potential to considerably improve the quality of student (coach) 
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learning (De Martin Silva et al., 2015; Entwistle, 1995). Similarly, by accepting that 

knowledge is not a given body or distinct curriculum, but a living landscape of experiences 

that contribute in various ways to the field of inquiry, real-life boundaries and opportunities 

for learning can be better articulated (Wenger, 2010). As recently articulated by Stoszkowski 

and Collins (2014), this is particularly in terms of exposing students to epistemological 

considerations related to ñthe ówhyô and ówhat forô of their own beliefs and decision makingò 

(p. 781); something that has particular relevance to sports coaching, taking into account the 

dearth of such knowledge and engagement as discussed earlier.  

 

Secondly, the project can also be seen as a response to McEwenôs (1996) still largely 

unanswered call for more temporal research into student identity development, and of the 

importance of considering various developmental processes as related to each individualôs 

social identity over time. This relates to paying more attention to the practices, people, 

places, regimes of competence, communities and boundaries that serve as the constitutive 

texture of identity formation and become part of who we are (Wenger, 2010). In doing so, 

we can attempt to better capture the complexity of the student identity development process 

(Jones and McEwen, 2000). Similarly, the value of the paper also lies in responding to 

Cushion et al.ôs (2010) call for increased longitudinal research into coach development; to 

better capture the nuance of on-going learning. This is not only ñin terms of what neophyte 

coaches say at a particular point in time, but how they evolve their perceptions of 

development over a period encompassing a variety of learning experiencesò (De Martin 

Silva et al., 2015, p. 672). 

 

Finally, the project is related to the recent call by Jones (and colleagues) to focus less on 

what and how to coach, and more so on ówho is coachingô. Here, the construction of an 

identity involves a reciprocal relationship between self, others and society (Stets and Burke, 

2003). In this respect individuals are considered to affect society through their actions, while 
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society provides social structure and roles that influence the day to day interactions of 

individuals (Stets and Burke, 2003). This reciprocal and symbiotic learning landscape 

deserves further attention to better understand how professional identities are formed 

(Beijaard, Meijer and Verloop, 2004). In this respect, the work marks an effort to put the 

human element back into this most human of jobs (Connell, 1985), reinforcing the view of 

coaching as a socio-pedagogical, collaborative and relational practice (Jones, 2007). Such a 

perspective locates coaching within an idiosyncratic, constructivist realm and an interpretive 

epistemology, which demands a considerable investment of self-in-role and personal caring 

from practitioners (Jones et al., 2004; Jones, 2009).  

 

1.3.2 Personal rationale 

 

The interest in exploring sports coaching studentsô learning and identity development 

originated from the different roles I personally experienced within the sports coaching 

environment; namely as a student, a player, a researcher, a lecturer and a coach. As a student, 

coaching has been presented to me from a number of different perspectives. For example, at 

the start of my undergraduate experience, I would define coaching as a series of scientific 

approaches to training. I was led to believe that content covered in modules related to 

physiology and psychology was more relevant than that from sociology and pedagogy. I was 

óguidedô to see coaching as a rationalistic process, where everything could and should be 

measured, and where explanations for multifaceted issues could be presented as linear 

models. 

 

This view was challenged when I undertook a Masters in the area. The programme was 

heavily focused on sociology, which brought some intriguing and puzzling ideas. Seeing 

coaching from and through such a different lens was a striking moment that raised many 

questions regarding my past experiences. These questions seemed to go from ówhatô and 
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óhowô I should coach to óWhy am I coaching this way?ô and óWho am I in this process?ô 

This is not to say that I did not value the earlier gained scientific-orientated knowledge. 

Rather, that it acted as a ówake-upô call that there was much more to coaching than I was 

aware of. Similarly, as a player, I started to pay more attention to the power relationships I 

was experiencing; I could see myself as a ódocile bodyô ready to live under the gaze of others 

and to comply. As a researcher then, I began to realise there were different ways to ódoô 

research, research that had real personal meaning to me.  

  

My experiences as a lecturer, and the opportunity to participate in sports coaching 

curriculum development, also raised some questions regarding what students learn, what 

they should learn, and how I taught and should teach them. More importantly, I became 

increasingly interested in how students made sense of their learning experiences, and how 

these experiences contributed to their developing coaching identities.  

 

Having played football/futsal and have been involved in coaching/teaching for over 15 years 

provided me with the opportunity to work with various coaches (and other players of course). 

The behaviours expressed by these coaches were the benchmarks for playersô judgements 

regarding how óbadô or how ógoodô each coach was. Interestingly, there were situations 

where a órespectedô coach would be safe or not criticised after delivering a pretty poor 

session (or any session for that matter), whereas a ónot likedô coach would certainly receive 

criticism even after a session that could be considered appropriate from technical, tactical 

and physical aspects. While the coachesô tactical and technical knowledge were likely to 

influence playersô reactions, their ósocialô skills were dictating their long-term likability. I 

soon came to realise then, that the person of the coach plays a crucial role in providing 

satisfaction, which can result in enhanced performance. Therefore, exploring the learning 

experiences of student-coaches and how such experiences impact on their identity 

negotiation appeared an important step in trying to understand not only who these students 
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become as coaches, but also how the ómissed turnsô encountered influenced their search and 

willingness to arrive at respective destinations. It was from this personal platform that I 

began the journey of this thesis. 

 

1.4 Overview of the study 

 

This thesis is divided into five chapters. This first chapter presents the background, rationale, 

together with the aims and objectives of the study. Chapter Two comprises the literature 

review, where relevant research concerning learning and identity is discussed. In particular, 

this is divided into two main sections. Within the first part, the literature on coach learning 

is analysed with similar themes being identified (Lyle, 2014). These key themes are 

represented by the sub-headings linked to the metaphors of óacquisitionô, óparticipationô and 

ótransformationô. This first section also explored the research designs commonly used within 

coach learning research, discussing the challenges and recommendations for developing 

future work. The second part of this review focuses on exploring theories and concepts that 

have been central to studies regarding identity development. Also included within the review 

is an exploration of the current landscape of research on coach identity. In Chapter Three, 

the methodology is presented. Following a discussion of the research paradigm within which 

the study is housed, this includes information on the studyôs participants, the research design, 

the precise methods used (focus groups, reflective logs and video diaries) as well as the 

means of data analysis undertaken, in addition to issues related to óreflexivityô 

ótrustworthinessô and óethical proceduresô.  

 

Chapter Four includes the presentation and discussion of findings. These are presented in 

text and quote format and discussed using relevant literature. Here, four main themes are 

presented from the data; namely, (1) óLearning experiencesô; (2) óIntellectual developmentô; 

(3) óPerceived role of the teaching staffô and (4) óIdentity developmentô. 
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In Chapter Five a general conclusion draws together the main points made in relation to the 

projectôs intentions. Additionally, the implications of the study as well as recommendations 

for further research are discussed. Finally, a reflective personal account is presented in an 

attempt to demonstrate the impact of this PhD study upon my personal learning and identity 

development. 
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CHAPTER TWO: A REVIEW OF LITERATURE  

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

The purpose of this review is to provide an in-depth exploration of the literature on coach 

learning and identity, thus providing a ñclear indication of current progress, limitations and 

future directions of the research streamò (Byrne, Keary and Lawton, 2012, p. 239). Here, 

being guided by the aim to identify and evaluate significant research in the area of coach 

learning and identity, the five step process suggested by Creswell (2002) was adopted. The 

process included ñidentifying terms to typically use in [the] literature search; locating 

literature; reading and checking the relevance of the literature; organizing the 

literatureéselected; and writing a literature reviewò (p. 86). These steps were considered 

alongside Boote and Beileôs (2005) concepts of ócoverageô, ósynthesisô, ómethodologyô, 

ósignificanceô and órhetoricô when developing the review. 

 

óCoverageô refers to the criteria for inclusion and exclusion of literature, an aspect related to 

the first three steps suggested by Creswell (2002). In the current PhD study, an exhaustive 

search was performed using online databases (e.g., the Cardiff Met online search engine; 

library catalogue), and peer reviewed journals (e.g., Sport Education and Society; Physical 

Education and Sport Pedagogy; Teaching in Higher Education; Sports Coaching Review; 

Journal of Transformative Education). Here, the use of key words as related to the aims of 

the study (e.g., coach education, coach learning, learning, identity, professional identity) 

guided the initial search. This was followed by decisions taken regarding the suitability and 

quality of the materials found. Particular attention here was drawn to sources that were recent 

(within the last 10 years) and relevant to the topic under investigation. Additionally, sources 

considered appropriate for the conceptual understanding (Lyle, 2014) of the field under 

investigation were also included independently of their year of publication. The selected 

sources were useful in drawing attention to further sources that were analysed in terms of 
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their suitability. 

 

The second aspect included by Boote and Beile (2005), ósynthesisô, consisted of 

summarising, analysing and synthesizing the literature selected (linked to the fourth and fifth 

aspects suggested by Creswell [2002]). Here, a key aspect was to discuss potential 

limitations and strengths associated with the studies under investigation in order to ñmake a 

genuine contribution to the state of knowledge in the ýeldò (Boote and Beile, 2005, p. 7). In 

this respect, ósynthesisô was interlinked with the next aspect, ómethodologyô, which involved 

analysing advantages and disadvantages of methodological procedures adopted within 

studies, their potential effect on the findings, as well as future suggestions. The fourth aspect, 

ósignificanceô, related to explaining the significance of prior research to the topic. Finally, 

órhetoricô involved writing the literature review within a coherent and clear structure (Boote 

and Beile, 2005). 

 

This chapter is structured into two main sections. Within the first part, the literature on coach 

learning is analysed with similar themes being identified (Lyle, 2014). These key themes are 

represented by the sub-headings linked to the metaphors of óacquisitionô, óparticipationô and 

ótransformationô. These metaphors are commonly referred to in research to demonstrate that 

learning is a troublesome and transformative process that goes beyond knowledge 

accumulation by requiring learners to collaborate and negotiate meanings (e.g., Meyer and 

Land, 2005; Erichsen, 2011; Sfard, 1998, amongst others). The selection of these metaphors, 

however, did not neglect other terms used in the learning literature (e.g., enlightenment), 

which were explored within appropriate subsections. Neither did it neglect key learning 

perspectives/theories discussed in coach learning studies (Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2016; 

Cushion et al., 2010). The use of such a thematic approach allowed for an initial organisation 

of the studies (Cushion et al., 2010). Here, some of the literature selected fell into more than 

one category (Lyle, 2014). In this case, the specific source(s) was analysed under different 
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sub-headings with a different focus in mind to avoid unnecessary repetition. This first section 

also explored the research designs commonly used within coach learning research, 

discussing the challenges and recommendations for developing future work.  

 

The second part of this review focuses on exploring theories and concepts that have been 

central to studies regarding identity development. As with the review on coach learning, key 

themes were identified and explored. However, a more general, wider approach was taken 

here in comparison to the first part of the chapter. This was mainly due to the dearth of 

research that explores coach identities. Hence, the decided upon themes originate mainly 

from studies that investigated identity theories and concepts within disciplines other than 

sports coaching. These themes informed the initial part of the review on identity and were 

followed by an exploration of the current landscape of research on coach identity.  

 

The separation of literature into two key sections addressing learning and identity was done 

to facilitate the structure of the chapter. However, as argued by Wenger (1998) ñ[b]ecause 

learning transforms who we are and what we can do, it is an experience of identityò (p. 215). 

In this respect, there was a conscious effort not to lose the connection between learning and 

identity (Jarvis, 2009; Erichsen, 2011) throughout the chapter.   

 

2.2 Coach learning 

 

Coach learning has been the focus of much recent literature (e.g., Stodter and Cushion, 2014; 

Jones, Morgan and Harris, 2012; Stoszkowski and Collins, 2014; Piggott, 2012; Cushion et 

al., 2010). Despite such an increasing focus on coach learning research, the quality and scope 

of the studies are óhighly variableô (Cushion et al., 2010). Additionally, a clear definition of 

coaching is yet to be agreed (Côté, Young, North and Duffy, 2007; Taylor and Garrat, 2008). 

In this context, Jones (2006) argued that the field is under-theorised and lacks consideration 
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of the multifaceted context in which coaches operate. This critique originates from a 

traditional view of coaching as a rationalistic process (Jones and Wallace, 2005) where 

coaches are viewed as mere knowledge appliers. As a consequence, technical knowledge has 

been overly emphasised whilst pedagogical understanding has often been neglected (Taylor 

and Garrat, 2008). In addition, coaches have been led to adopt a product-orientated discourse 

that focuses on compliance with scientific models, rather than critical understanding of 

practice holding primacy (Day, 2012). An inherent limitation of such an approach is that it 

simplifies an intricate process (i.e., coaching) into a ócleanô and sequential structure. 

Consequently, coaches have often been seen as experts in replicating knowledge but less 

able to function well in an ever changing environment (Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2009).  

 

Recent debates, however, have questioned this rationalistic approach to coaching, suggesting 

that coaching should be viewed as an educational and social endeavour (Jones and 

colleagues). Here, coaching is located within a constructivist approach (Vygotsky, 1978), 

where learning refers to ñthe process of being in the worldò (Jarvis, 2006, p. 6). As suggested 

by Jarvis, ñ[a]t the heart of all learning is not merely what is learned, but what [or who] the 

learner is becoming (learning) as a result of doing and thinking ï and feelingò (p. 6). Despite 

such recognition, coach education courses continue to be criticised for being de-

contextualised, focussing on techno-rational óindoctrinationô (Rynne and Mallett, 2014; 

Chesterfield, Potrac and Jones, 2010; Piggott, 2012). It becomes clear then, that despite 

efforts to develop critical thinkers, further evidence is needed to show the impact of different 

types of learning environments on coach learning and development (Cushion et al., 2010; 

Stoszkowski and Collins, 2014).  

 

2.2.1 Learning as acquisition and coaching knowledge  

 

Acquisition can be seen as the accumulation of knowledge, through which gradual 
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refinement can result in richer cognitive structures (Sfard, 1998). Despite a somewhat 

straightforward definition, acquisition as a gradual accumulation of [coaching] knowledge 

is not as simple as the name suggests. Amongst the many challenges experienced in the 

sports coaching field are the lack of clear messages regarding what coaches should know to 

be able to exercise their profession effectively (Cushion, Armour and Jones, 2003).  In this 

context, Taylor and Garratt (2008) argued that most professional occupations have a distinct 

and specialised body of knowledge. However, there needs to be a clear definition and 

understanding of the theoretical background that underpins coach education, whilst 

recognising the complexities inherent to coaching (Jones and Wallace, 2005). Subsequently, 

coach learning and coaching knowledge have been topics of recent debate in coaching 

research (e.g., Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013; Townsend and Cushion, 2015; Piggott, 

2012; Denison, 2010). 

 

The view of coaching as a contextual and complex activity (Jones, 2006; Cushion, Armour 

and Jones, 2003) has led many to question the content to be covered in coach education 

courses (e.g., Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013; Chesterfield et al., 2010). Additionally, the 

view of coaching as a socio-pedagogical endeavour (Jones, 2006; Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 

2009) has resulted in theories of teaching and learning (e.g., Mosston and Ashworth teaching 

styles; learning theories) and sociology (e.g., French and Ravenôs bases of power; Foucaultôs 

concept of relationship of power) to be increasingly placed at the heart of coach education 

(e.g., Jones, Morgan and Harris, 2010). Despite this, the lack of debate regarding what should 

constitute a sports coaching curriculum has become a concern for the academic area 

(Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2009). The studies that follow give examples of those concerns 

by exploring coachesô perceptions of their experiences in coach education courses, and, more 

specifically, their views on the acquisition of coaching knowledge. 

 

Work by Nelson, Cushion and Potrac (2013) gathered coachesô perceptions and 
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recommendations about how to better develop coach education. Findings revealed that one 

of the key aspects desired by the coaches was knowledge óacquisitionô, arguing that the 

courses needed better tailoring to their needs. In this respect, the delivery of a standard 

curriculum was criticised by the coaches, who wanted content that was ñpertinent for their 

on going personal developmentò (p. 209). Here, the main criticism made by the coaches was 

that they were often ólearningô content they already knew. 

 

In contrast, Townsend and Cushionôs (2015) findings showed how the acquisition of ónewô 

knowledge was resisted by coaches. Indeed, findings from the interviews held with 11 elite 

cricket coaches showed that they were resistant to knowledge that ñchallenged deeply held, 

traditional and self-referenced ósuccessfulô approachesò (p. 10). Drawing on a Bourdieusian 

framework, the authors found that the coaches were shaped by the culture of cricket; that is, 

ñthe continuous reinforcement of similar experiencesò (habitus) which resulted in ñnaturally 

developed legitimate knowledgeò (p. 7-8). This taken for granted, órightô way of coaching, 

was then perpetuated as legitimate coaching (Townsend and Cushion, 2015), which resulted 

in the marginalisation of ónewô ways suggested on the coaching course.  

 

While the previous two studies discussed above (i.e., Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013; 

Townsend and Cushion, 2015) provide somewhat contradictory information with regards to 

coachesô perceptions of what constitutes relevant knowledge, caution needs to be exercised 

before applying these results as a way to progress coach learning understanding. In this 

respect, one should not assume that the issue lies exclusively with the acquisition of ónewô 

knowledge. As shown by Townsend and Cushion (2015), the main reason for the coachesô 

resistance was the ócontradictingô nature of the new knowledge presented to them. This 

contradiction challenged previously held assumptions and ways of thinking, and this was 

resisted by the coaches as it did not fit previous positionings (see section 2.2.5 for a more in-

depth discussion of the topic). Indeed, the coaches in Nelson et al. (2013) and in Townsend 
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and Cushionôs (2015) study made recommendations that can be seen as pragmatic in the 

sense that they ñdesired personally relevant and practically usable content delivered through 

pedagogical approaches that encourage learners to actively participate in the courseò (Nelson 

et al., 2013, p.13). This is also in keeping with the findings from Stodter and Cushion (2014) 

and Jones and Allisonôs (2014) studies, discussed later in this chapter. 

 

While, on the one hand, the coaches in Townsend and Cushionôs (2015) study wished for 

knowledge that was accepted within their coaching circle, the coaches in Piggottôs (2012) 

work criticised the idea of closed systems as a way coaches should progress. The main 

difference here was that Townsend and Cushionôs (2015) participants welcomed the 

perpetuation of a view within their óchosenô óclosed systemô, whereas the coaches in 

Piggottôs (2012) study were resistant to a óclosed systemô that was imposed by the structure, 

in this case the National Governing Bodies (NGBs). Specifically, Piggott (2012) interviewed 

12 coaches (from a range of sports) regarding their experiences of formal coach education 

courses delivered by NGBs. 10 out of the 16 courses experienced by the coaches were 

classified as óclosed circlesô; in other words, "social system[s] in which actors pursue 

knowledge and behave in accordance with that knowledge" (p. 539).  According to Piggott 

(2012) óclosed circlesô invite ócommon senseô knowledge to be reproduced based on what is 

accepted as ótrueô and órightô within that circle. It is a view of learning as taking place via 

transmission and reproduction (i.e., the acquisition metaphor). Here, Piggott (2012) referred 

to the acquisition of knowledge that was strictly linked to attainment of levels, or, ñthe route 

to enlightenmentò (p. 547).  

 

Similar findings were reported by Chesterfield, Potrac and Jones (2010) who interviewed 

six coaches regarding the content knowledge and assessment experienced on a Union of 

European Football Associations (UEFA) óAô Licence course in the UK. Here, in keeping 

with the work of Goffman (1959), the authors discussed how the coaches engaged in 
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óimpression managementô; i.e., ñstrategies to portray the qualities desired to pass the courseò 

(p. 310). Once the assessment was completed, the coaches reverted to their preferred and 

trusted methods of coaching. In this respect, the rationalistic approach, where coaches are 

expected to receive and apply course-delivered knowledge was perceived by the coaches as 

a ódriving testô. In other words, the process was heavily informed by passing the assessment, 

with expected punishment for those who showed signs of óthinking outside of the boxô rather 

than following the ócourse scriptô. 

 

According to the foundational work of Skinner, the punishment of undesired practices and 

the rewarding of desired practices serve to control future behaviour. In this respect, Skinnerôs 

operant conditioning theory focussed on two key aspects, reinforcement and punishment 

(Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2016). Reinforcement can be divided into two parts; positive 

reinforcement, or ñreceiving something that increases behaviourò, and negative 

reinforcement, ñremoving or avoiding a stimulus to increase behaviourò (Eggen and 

Kauchak, 2004, p. 201). Punishment, on the other hand, refers to removing something that 

an individual values (removal punishment), or presenting an individual with a consequence 

to decrease undesirable behaviour (presentation punishment) (Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 

2016). This theory can be applied to the notion of acquisition of coaching knowledge as 

highlighted in the studies previously discussed. For example, in Townsend and Cushionôs 

(2015) study, the reinforcement of a cricket culture rewarded knowledge that was contained 

within the environment, and, as a result, caused resistance against other ways of knowing. 

Additionally, Piggott (2012) and Chesterfield, Potrac and Jonesôs (2010) studies showed 

how coaches complied with specific coaching óscriptsô in exchange for the reward of passing 

the test (i.e., the successful completion of the assessment). These examples highlight how 

rewards and punishments are contextually specific (Schunk, 2004), and have the intention 

to control behaviour; both key aspects of Skinnerôs theory.  
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2.2.2 ï Learning as acquisition, discourses and relationship of power  

 

Learning as óacquisitionô is affected by relationships of power (Foucault, 1978) and, 

subsequently, affects the discourses experienced by coaches (Denison and Scott-Thomas, 

2011). In this context, power is ñproduced from one moment to the next, at every point, or 

rather in every relation from one point to anotherò (Foucault, 1978, p. 93). Such a Foucaldian 

view of power is taken as something in constant flux, rather than being a stable personal 

possession (Markula and Pringle, 2006). The term discourse is used by Foucault ñin 

reference to social practices that regulate the production and circulation of statements and 

perceptions of realityò (Markula and Pringle 2006, p. 105). Here, the concern is that some 

discourses can become a tool of dominance through discipline (Denison, 2007).  

 

An example of the above was seen in Denisonôs (2007) study, where the author discussed 

his experience as a cross-country coach. Amongst the points raised, was the coachôs position 

as the one who ópossessedô the knowledge to be óacquiredô by the athlete. Later reflection 

on such practice revealed how it could be perceived as a strategy to produce docile bodies; 

in other words, athletes who conformed to dominant discourses and were ñwell-disciplined, 

economically efficient, and obedientò (Denison, 2007, p. 375). Such athlete compliance 

resulted in an episode of apathy and discomfort when Brian, the athlete, did not respond to 

the coachôs command within a poor racing performance. This marked a significant moment 

in the coachôs review of his role and recognition that coaches can often become óagents of 

normalizationô. Here, Denison (2007) argued that coaches need to examine their taken for 

granted knowledge to better understand their practices. He further stated that it was essential 

that coaches problematise discourses, and not just accept them as a tool of dominance 

(OôLeary 2002). In agreement, Cassidy, Jones and Potrac (2009) stated that coaches need to 

ñreflect upon and know explicitly what they are doing, why they are doing it and what the 

consequences are of what it is they are doingò (p. 33).  
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Recent research has highlighted how the professionalisation of sports coaching can lead to a 

more institutionalised view of coaching knowledge (Taylor and Garrat, 2008). Here, coaches 

are likely to be expected to act in a certain way in order to gain accreditation (Taylor and 

Garrat, 2010), something already somewhat discussed (e.g., Chesterfield et al., 2010; 

Piggott, 2012). This was a concern recently shared by Cassidy, Jones and Potrac (2016) who 

argued that the discourse(s) of coaching ñshould go well beyond limited categorization and 

prescription of practiceò (p. 64). Here, one of the potential concerns lies in the power 

relationships experienced within such environments. For example, if authorities (e.g., 

National Governing Bodies; Universities) are seen as the holders of ótruthô, coaches are 

likely to reproduce dominant discourses that perpetuate social practice seen as óacceptedô 

and ódesiredô. Doing so, naturally limits their (i.e., coachesô) critical capability and 

conceptual understanding (Chesterfield et al., 2010). This resonates with view that coach 

learning has traditionally been perceived as the accumulation of knowledge (i.e., acquisition) 

with coaches very often seen as empty vessels waiting to be filled (Cushion et al., 2003). As 

a consequence, an institutionalized view of coaching holds the potential for dominant 

discourses to normalise individuals to act in a certain way, and, as a consequence, 

marginalise other ways of knowing (Denison, 2007; Denison, 2010). Therefore, if coaches 

are exclusively given knowledge (acquisition metaphor), they may be led to believe that 

órightô and ówrongô ways of coaching exist, resulting in an over rationalistic view of practice 

(as often encountered in coaching guides) (Jones and Wallace, 2005). Another key issue to 

originate from this rationalistic approach is the recommendation(s) for ógoodô practice before 

adequate exploration of the complex and fluid nature of that practice (Jones and Wallace, 

2005). However, it is important to highlight that discourses are enabling as well as restrictive 

structures. This was a point raised by Penney and Evans (2005) who argued that discourses 

are enabling in the sense that they allow individuals to  explore language and meaning and 

ñthe ówhyô of the inclusions and exclusionsò (p. 29). This exploration is possible when 
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individuals focus on knowledge-for-understanding (Wallace and Poulson, 2003) and 

requires practitionersô (coachesô) flexible consideration of and adaptation to constraints, 

which also involves participation (Jones and Wallace, 2005). 

 

2.2.3 Participation, social learning and communities of practice 

 

Although a significant degree of coach learning is affected by the content exposed to, results 

from previous studies show that a sole focus on such an aspect fails to recognise the social 

environment in which knowledge is learned and applied (e.g., Hodkinson, Biesta and James, 

2008). Hodkinson et al. (2008) identified four problematic limitations related to the learning 

literature: ñIndividual learning is not always understood as embodied and socialò, 

ñIndividual learning is often decontextualisedò, ñLearning theory often fails to fully 

incorporate wider social and institutional structuresò, and ñLearning theory often fails to 

fully incorporate the significance of powerò (pp.31-32). The authors further discussed three 

common dualist views of learning, ñthe splitting of mind and body, the division between the 

individual and the social, and the split between structure and agencyò (p. 32). Here, the 

authors claimed that the scales used to study learning (e.g., the individual; a local site) 

provide different concepts in relation to it. For example, the authors mentioned that when 

focusing on individuals, researchers tend to ñoverlook the socialò, whereas if the focus is on 

social sites, the tendency is to focus on that thus overlooking individual agency. This echoes 

the words of Sfard (1998), who warns of the danger of considering only one metaphor for 

learning. Here, she argued that ñtheoretical exclusivity and didactic single-mindedness can 

be trusted to make even the best of educational ideas failò (p. 11). Without such 

consideration, quite simply, coaching courses could be perceived as largely irrelevant 

(Piggott, 2012; Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013). Such a conclusion is also in keeping with 

the work of Werthner and Trudel (2006), who argued that ñlearning can take place in many 

different ways with many diverse individuals or groups and is seen as more than just an 
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accumulation of knowledgeò (p. 201).  

 

In keeping with the work of Sfard (1998), the learning metaphors of óacquisitionô and 

óparticipationô have been used in conjunction to inform coach education research (e.g., 

Mesquita et al., 2014). In their study, Mesquita et al. (2014) interviewed six Portuguese top-

level coaches from a range of sports to explore their perceptions of different learning sources 

in coach development. Findings revealed that interactions with other coaches, collaborating 

with experts, and mentoring opportunities were cited as being key in and for development. 

These aspects, relate to the participation metaphor, and refer to ñbecoming a member of a 

certain communityò (Sfard, 1998, p.6) where learning represents ña way of being in the 

social world, not a way of coming to know about itò (Hanks, 1991, p.24). In this socio-

constructivist approach to learning, knowledge is considered to be co-constructed through 

interaction and collaboration. A principal exponent of such a view was the educational 

psychologist Lev Vygotsky; and it is to a brief examination of his work that I now turn. 

 

According to Vygotskyôs (1978) theory of social development, learning is a process that 

requires active engagement from individuals who collaborate in the co-construction of 

knowledge. Therefore, Vygotsky rejected the idea that individuals learn by acquiring 

information and being mere recipients (Harris, 2010). One of the key features of Vygotskyôs 

theory relates to a zone of proximal development; that is, ñ[t]he distance between the actual 

development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential 

development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with more capable peersò (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). Here, Cassidy, Jones and 

Potrac (2009) refer to the metaphor of a staircase, where the zone of proximal development 

is described as the ñvertical distance to the next stairò (p. 81). Cassidy et al. (2009) further 

argue that assistance from more capable others can allow individuals to internalise the 

resources needed to perform a certain skill, leading to less assistance needed and, 
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consequently, the ability to perform the skill without assistance. When this happens, a new 

zone of proximal development is reached or embarked upon, and the process is repeated at 

a higher level of development (Cassidy et al., 2009). 

 

A second concept, scaffolding, firstly introduced by Wood et al. (1976) and commonly 

associated with Vygotskyôs work (Jones and Thomas, 2015; Wass, Harland and Mercer, 

2011) also refers to the act of assisting others so that they can eventually complete tasks 

independently (Wass and Golding, 2014).  In the words of Wass and Golding (2014), there 

are ñtwo conditions required for scaffolding: (1) students are assisted to do something they 

could not do on their own; and (2) this assistance enables them eventually to learn to 

complete the task independentlyò (p. 677). Here, the authors refer to the need to encourage 

students to identify and solve problems rather than structuring the activity in such a 

simplistic way that the problems are removed (Wass and Golding, 2014).  

 

A third concept introducted by Vygotsky was that of mediated action; something recently 

discussed by Jones, Edwards and Viotto-Filho (2016). Here, Jones et al (2016) built on 

current frameworks to analyse sports coaching from an activity theory lens. Borrowing from 

Kuutti (1996), the authors defined activity theory as ña philosophical and cross-disciplinary 

framework that can be used to study forms of human practice where both individual and 

social processes are interlinkedò (p. 203). They further suggested ñthat humans are not 

passive participants but operate within a shared social environment where interactions 

instigate meaning-making processes enabling them to engage in that shared activityò (p. 

203).  

 

Learning as a collaborative process (participation metaphor) has also been alluded to in 

other recent coaching studies (e.g., Jones and Turner, 2006; Santos, Jones and Mesquita, 

2013; Harris, 2010; Jones and Allison, 2014; Stoszkowski and Collins, 2014). For example, 
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in an attempt to explore the use of problem based learning (PBL) as a means to educate 

student-coaches about the nature of their work, Jones and Turner (2006) analysed the use of 

ill -structured scenarios. The approach used ñrealistic, problematic scenarios and subtle tutor 

questioning, to challenge and instill in students critical ways of thinkingéò (p. 185). The 

findings revealed that despite an initial shock, the students reported that the group-PBL 

approach made them more aware of potential issues they may face as coaches as well as 

widening their views on coaching.    

 

Collaboration was also a fundamental finding in Santos, Jones and Mesquitaôs (2013) 

research. The authors here explored ñif and how coaches manipulate contexts and 

relationships toward desired endsò (p. 263), using the metaphor of orchestration. The 

findings suggested that top-level Portuguese coaches engaged in a process of ócollaborationô 

and ónegotiationô with others to achieve desired aims. An example of this was the coachesô 

role in scaffolding playersô development. In this respect, the coaches created environments 

for learning that were embedded with uncertainty and challenges to ensure that players were 

constantly seeking to improve their performances rather than becoming complacent with 

their position in the team(s).  

 

The processes of participation and collaboration may occur amongst many different actors. 

For instance, whilst Jones and Turner (2006) and Santos et al. (2013) focused on 

collaboration between peers and between coaches and athletes, Harris (2010) focused on 

interactions amongst coaches in so-called ócommunities of practiceô. A community of 

practice has been defined as ñan activity system about which participants share 

understandings concerning what they are doing and what that means in their lives and for 

their communitiesò (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p. 98). This also relates to Lave and Wengerôs 

(1991) idea of participation as a way ñof both absorbing and being absorbed in the óculture 

of practiceôò (p. 95). Here, participants contribute to the reconstruction of the culture 
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(Hodkinson e al., 2008). Advocates for the concept of communities of practice argue that 

they allow for meaningful experiences that resonate with the óreal worldô of coaching 

(Gilbert and Trudel, 2005). Amongst other benefits of such collaboration are the sharing of 

ideas and the feeling of belonging to a community (Wenger, 1998). Here, negotiation is a 

central concept that, it has been claimed, allows coaches to ómake senseô of their experiences 

(Culver and Trudel, 2008a). However, it should not be assumed that coachesô engagement 

in conversations with others will automatically result in learning (Culver and Trudel, 2008b). 

As highlighted by Harris (2010), this engagement needs to be meaningful, where ñcoaching 

experiences can be better respected, harnessed and developedò (p. 4).  

 

Despite the benefits associated with participation in communities of practice, this form of 

engagement is often affected by the competitive nature of sport (Culver and Trudel, 2006). 

For example, according to Culver and Trudel (2006), coaches tend to share their knowledge 

and understanding with closer colleagues rather than with those who are outside of their club 

environment. Similar challenges were found by Harris (2010) in a study that aimed to 

explore the use of communities of practice in harnessing coachesô experiential learning 

during a nine month period. Results showed that whilst developmental coaches benefitted 

from engaging within a community of practice, elite coaches found the process less 

appealing. Here, Harris (2010) argued that the organisational pressures such as the obligation 

to sustain club norms contributed to lack of an in-depth participation in such communities. 

 

Other factors, such as the inability to relate to course content, were also reported by Jones 

and Allison (2014) as a cause for the surface level of participation in coaching communities. 

Here, Jones and Allison (2014) investigated coachesô experiences on an 18 month elite level 

coach education course. The coaches argued that the experiences they had on the course 

were often far removed from their day to day coaching practice, which subsequently led to 

a surface approach to the community learning. Despite such discontentment, the coaches 
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highly valued the incidental interactions during the course as a means of gaining a degree of 

security within a very insecure professional environment (i.e., the elite level coaching 

world). In the words of Jones and Allison (2014), ñthe course seemed to provide a latent 

function related to providing a ócommunity of securityô for the coaches; something they 

valued over and above every other aspect of their educational experienceò (p. 119). 

 

Learning by interacting with other coaches was also considered beneficial in Cassidy, Potrac 

and Mckenzieôs (2006) study, the aim of which was also to evaluate a coach education 

programme. Here, semi-structured interviews with eight rugby union coaches (of 

óparticipationô level) revealed that ótalking with other coachesô was of great value for their 

development. It was seen as an opportunity to share ideas relevant to individual coaching 

practice. Although recognising the benefit of talking to each other, the coaches argued that 

the given forums needed to be mediated to avoid conversations going off track and to provide 

more meaningful experiences. Such a suggestion was later reinforced by Stoszkowski and 

Collins (2016) who argued that support structures (e.g., formal learning approaches) should 

precede the provision of social learning activities such as communities of practice and 

mentoring. In the words of Stoszkowski and Collins (2016), the main aim here is ñto ensure 

that their informal development is sufficiently open- minded, reflective and criticalò (p. 794).  

 

2.2.4 Mentoring 

 

Recent research has highlighted the lack of a clear conceptual definition of mentoring in 

sports coaching (e.g., Jones and Allison, 2014; Jones, Harris and Miles, 2009; McQuade, 

Davis and Nash, 2015). In this respect, the aforementioned study by Jones and Allison (2014) 

showed how the coaches perceived their roles as mentees to be that of passive recipients 

whilst expecting mentors to actively lead the process. This led to a suggestion by the authors 

that the lack of clear role definitions (for both mentee and mentors) was a matter that needed 
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further consideration within coach education. 

 

Likewise, in an earlier review of literature, Jones, Harris and Miles (2009) argued for the 

need to better understand what mentoring actually entails. Here, the authors presented many 

different definitions for mentoring, one being that from Roberts (2000, p. 162) who 

suggested that mentoring is ña formalised process whereby a more knowledgeable and 

experienced person actuates a supportive role of overseeing and encouraging reflection and 

learning within a less experienced and knowledgeable person, so as to facilitate that personôs 

career and personal developmentò. One of the clear messages from Robertsô (2000) work 

was that mentoring should have a nurturing nature rather than a replication of oneôs practices. 

In this respect, identifying the needs of the mentee was argued to be a key aspect for a 

successful mentoring relationship. 

 

Contradicting such a focus on individual needs, the work of Zehntner and McMahon (2014) 

showed how the mentor-mentee relationship experienced by an Australian swimming coach 

was characterized by a culture of surveillance and conformity. Here, the authors drew upon 

the work of Foucault (1979) to make sense of the experience. More specifically, they 

discussed how the mentor-mentee relationship resulted in ña means and expression of 

disciplinary power, regulating behaviour and bodies in accordance with what comes to be 

not merely expected, but also normalized within the context and cultureò (p. 601). 

 

Despite Zehntner and McMahonôs (2014) association between mentoring and surveillance, 

other studies (e.g., McQuade, Davis and Nash, 2015) have painted a more positive picture 

of the potential benefits of mentoring. As argued by McQuade et al. (2015), ñ[m]entoring 

could be considered as an effective and accessible method of supporting practice in the fieldò 

(p.318). Here, the authors suggested that mentoring relationships can provide coaches with 

opportunities to link theory and practice. In this respect, echoing the words of Jones et al. 
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(2009), Mcquade et al. (2015) argued that attention should be draw to nurturing individuals 

rather than developing clones of the mentors. Additionally, similar to that of Jones and 

Al lison (2014), Mcquade et al. (2015) claimed that mentoring is still very much under-

theorised in sports coaching thus suggesting a need for ever greater clarification and further 

evaluation.  

 

An example of evaluating a formalised mentoring initiative came from the work of Griffiths 

and Armour (2012). Here, the aim was to explore the use of mentoring relationships within 

community volunteer sports coaches and their impact on the latterôs learning. Findings from 

this 12 month longitudinal study highlighted the importance of interactions between coaches 

and the contexts in which they operate. This relates to Lave and Wengerôs (1991) concept of 

situated learning. Here, it is considered that ñlearning is not merely situated in practice; 

learning is an integral part of generative social practice in the lived-in worldò (Lave and 

Wenger, 1991, p. 35). Griffiths and Armour (2012) referred to this notion as ñthe 

interrelationship between biography and cultureò (p. 156), and went on to argue that 

ñlearning through formalized mentoring is not seen solely as the acquisition of knowledge 

by detached individuals, but as a process of social participation, situated within a cultural 

contextò (p. 158). However, the coaches interviewed within the study commented that they 

perceived the role of the mentor to be a provider of technical skills amongst other aspects. 

This calls for better understanding of the relationship between individuals (mentor/mentee) 

and social contexts (e.g., voluntary work) in order to better understand the act and process 

of mentoring (Griffiths and Armour, 2012). 

 

2.2.5 Learning as transformation 

 

Despite the previously discussed benefits associated with learning as participation (e.g., in 

a community of practice), Stoszkowski and Collins (2014) called for a more detailed 
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exploration of ósocialô learning as a legitimate tool in coach education. The authors argued 

that further evaluation is necessary to explore how social learning approaches ñcan influence 

both coach behaviour and learning for better and for worseò (p. 775). Here, they highlighted 

the importance of exploring coachesô epistemological beliefs (i.e., ñbeliefs about the nature 

of knowledge and how it is gainedò - p. 778) as they are likely to affect coachesô assumptions 

and acceptance of content knowledge. This was evidenced in the work of Townsend and 

Cushion (2015) previously discussed in this chapter. Specifically, it was clear how the 

cricket coaches featured in this study were reluctant to óupdateô their beliefs by not 

recognising value in the ónewô knowledge presented that contradicted their then current 

understandings. Here, the idea of óconcept analysisô as discussed by Evans (2014) can allow 

individuals to become more aware of their epistemological beliefs. According to Davis and 

Samura (2010), concept analysis includes ñways of representing ideas to students [and 

coaches], presenting alternative definitions and their implications, histories and evolutions 

of concepts while also exploring learnersô interpretations of what they are learningò (p. 857, 

cited in Evans, 2014, p. 53). Furthermore, in order to encourage coaches to explore their 

epistemological beliefs, Stoszkowski and Collins (2014) suggested that: 

 

as a minimum requirement, presentations at CoPs should provide a clear context to 

what is being described, trace and make explicit the óchain of reasoningô through 

which this particular combination of options were selected, describe some other 

options and finally, describe and discuss how the processes are evaluated and refined. 

(p. 780). 

 

This recommendation and search for criticality involves developing a better understanding 

of the self and of related personal beliefs and practice. Here, Stoszkowski and Collins (2014) 

suggested that, despite the array of criticism formal coach education has received over the 

past decade (e.g., Chesterfield, Jones and Potrac, 2010; Nelson et al., 2013), it still has a role 

to play if considered as a long term approach. This coincides with the definition of learning 

as process of transformation; that is, ña movement through time of reformulating reified 
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structures of meaning by reconstructing dominant narrativesôô (Mezirow, 2000, p. 19). In the 

words of Erichsen (2011, p.114), transformative learning theory; 

 

éis about learning and changes in our personal perspectives that transform our lives 

and how we see and understand ourselves, our context, and the world around us. It 

is a process of calling our old meanings and past experience into question due to 

something new in our lives or epiphanies, and then attributing new meanings to our 

lives and experience. 

 

The process of transformation goes beyond the sharing of knowledge, and requires 

individuals to immerse themselves in the ónot yetô known. Hodkinson et al., (2008) refers to 

this process as ólearning as becomingô; that is, learning is seen as identity construction 

(Wenger, 1998). Hence, it is considered that ña person is constantly learning through 

becoming, and becoming through learningò (Hodkinson et al 2008, p. 41). This 

transformation is likely to cause discomfort, as one is led to experiences outside established 

ócomfort zonesô (Meyer and Land, 2005). Such aspects resonate with the concept of liminal 

space; that is, ñ[t]he period in which the individual is naked of self - neither fully in one 

category or anotherò (Meyer and Land, 2005, p. 376). Consequently, individuals who go 

through the liminal space encounter a ñnew way of understanding, interpreting, or viewing 

somethingò (Meyer and Land, 2005, p. 373). In the words of Meyer and Land (2005), this 

experience is described as ótransformativeô, óirreversibleô, óintegrativeô and ótroublesomeô.   

 

Learning as transformation is, therefore, a complex process where individuals may encounter 

challenges to developing an awareness of their epistemological beliefs (Grecic and Collins, 

2013). According to Grecic and Collins (2013), in attempting to work within their comfort 

zones, coaches often show preferences for learning environments that provide them with ña 

vast array of information and development opportunities at their ýngertipsò (p. 160). They 

further argued that by doing so, coaches remain with their current (and largely unexplored) 

beliefs about the nature of knowledge and why they practice as they do. The main issue with 
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this lack of awareness regarding epistemological beliefs is that it can hinder a key 

expectation of coaching; i.e., that which involves making other ñchoices about the coaching 

methods, techniques, and practices they [coaches] developò (Grecic and Collins, 2013, p. 

159).  

 

2.2.6 Learning as transformation and intellectual development 

 

According to Sfard and Prusak (2005), practitionersô intentions, which relates to what 

ñcounts as critical to oneôs identityò can dictate learning (p.47). In this context, learning as 

transformation is somewhat affected by the view of learning as the missing link between 

ówho one isô and ówho one desires to beô (Sfard and Prusak, 2005). These terms are referred 

to as óactualô and ódesignatedô identities, respectively. This close link between learning and 

identity was identified by Perry (1999) through his Scheme of Intellectual development. The 

scheme was developed from a series of open-ended interviews conducted with Harvard and 

Radcliffe undergraduates during the late 1950ôs and 1960ôs. In raising questions related to 

ñgrouping, curriculum design, and teaching methodò (Perry, 1999, p. 235), Perry mapped a 

relatively consistent educational journeyðwhat he characterized as ñan intellectual 

Pilgrimôs Progressò (1974, p. 3). Perry identified nine ópositionsô describing how 

undergraduate students saw knowledge and the process of learning. One of the key findings 

from this work was the transformation experienced by students, a movement from a dualist 

view of the world (i.e., right/wrong) to a truly relativistic view, where infinite context 

requiring constant decisions to avoid disorientation exists. Consequently, students started to 

accept responsibility for making their own decisions in an uncertain world (Perry, 1999).  

 

Perryôs work invites educators to consider ówhere students areô in guiding timing and 

methods of teaching (Clarkeburn et al., 2003). Although coach education and learning 

research has been subject to considerable investigation, it has generally ignored coachesô 
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intellectual, or epistemological, development; that is, how coachesô perception of knowledge 

construction, learning and sense of self alter over time as a consequence of their learning 

experiences. An exception to this claim is the work developed by De Martin-Silva et al. 

(2015) that explored undergraduate sports coaching studentsô intellectual development in 

two formal coach education settings. The longitudinal nature of the study allowed for the 

analysis of the studentsô development in light of Perryôs (1999) Scheme of Intellectual 

development. Here, the findings from reflective logs, video diaries and focus group data 

revealed that students experienced uncertainty and frustration during the first months of 

study. This frustration was caused by a discrepancy between the studentsô dualistic 

perceptions of learning as acquisition (i.e., that provided by lecturers), and the relativist 

agenda being offered via the course structure and delivery. As the study progressed, De 

Martin-Silva et al. (2015) argued that the students moved from a dualist to an increasingly 

relativist view of the world. Here, alongside the previously mentioned course structure, other 

contributing aspects were the studentsô strategic approach to learning, and the relationships 

established with staff members. However, as pointed out by the authors, the studentsô 

intellectual development ñwas far from unproblematic and uniformò (p. 1).      

 

Another aspect claimed to interfere with the process of transformative learning is that of 

assessment. Surprisingly, despite concerns regarding coach learning, the contributions of 

assessment practices have received little attention by sports coaching scholars (Hay, 

Dickens, Crudgington and Engstrom, 2012). This becomes a critical issue taking into 

account the often strategic approaches adopted by learners (Entwistle, 2000; De Martin-Silva 

et al., 2015). For example, participants in Chesterfield, Potrac and Jonesô (2010) study 

revealed how learners/practitioners engaged with the coaching assessment in a superficial 

way to meet the certification criteria. Indeed, once the test was completed, the coaches 

returned to what they believed to be a more authentic way of coaching. In this example, the 

coaches perceived the assessment not to encourage transformational learning. Instead, there 
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was a search for órightô answers and behaviours to ópass the testô, resembling the idea of a 

surface (i.e., memorising) approach to learning (Entwisle, 2000). Similarly, in the work of 

De Martin-Silva et al. (2015), the students adopted a strategic approach to learning. 

However, the authors argued that this approach ñsomewhat ironically ensured their 

engagement on a general trajectory towards relativismò (p. 10). In this respect, the students 

showed signs of adopting what Entwistle (2000) defined as a deep approach to learning (i.e., 

a commitment to understanding the content being introduced) as the study progressed. This 

search for ócommitment to a reasoned interpretationô was described by Perry (1999) as a key 

characteristic related to personal development (a process of transformation).   

 

The link between learning and assessment, therefore, may result in a significant amount of 

control regarding how students learn; something which can contribute towards intellectual 

development (De Martin-Silva et al., 2015). De Martin-Silva et al. (2015) subsequently 

argued that if coaches are to be developed as relativist thinkers, assessment requirements 

should focus on personal understanding rather than memorisation (Entwistle, 2000). This 

relates to what Biggs and Tang (2011) describe as constructive alignment; the alignment 

between learning activities, assessments and learning outcomes.  

 

Despite the previously mentioned dearth of studies investigating coachesô epistemological 

beliefs and intellectual development, current research in the area has argued for the need to 

promote learning environments that challenge coaches intellectually and, subsequently, 

transform personal perspectives (e.g., De Martin-Silva et al., 2015; Grecic and Collins, 2013; 

Collins, Collins and Grecic, 2015). This relates to paying more attention to the practices, 

people, regimes of competence, communities and boundaries that serve as the constitutive 

texture of identity formation and become part of who we are (Wenger, 2010). This 

consideration is particularly appropriate for the field of sports coaching, as it relates to seeing 

coaching as a complex and socio-pedagogical practice (Jones and colleagues). Here, the 
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metaphors of acquisition, participation and transformation (discussed throughout this 

chapter) appear as relevant concepts to inform the development of coach learning research 

and practice.  

 

2.2.7 Research designs in sports coaching research ï limitations and 

recommendations 

 

Research in coach learning has often utilised limited data sets (often gathered through the 

use of interviews) to explore coachesô perceptions of coach education (e.g., Stephenson and 

Jowett, 2009; Knowles et al., 2006, Chesterfield et al., 2010; Townsend and Cushion, 2015; 

Piggott, 2012; Cassidy, Potrac and Mckenzie, 2006; Collins, Collins and Grecic, 2015). 

Despite providing beneficial information, a key limitation with this type of research is that 

it doesnôt factor in the temporal aspect of development (Cushion at al., 2010). Indeed, 

according to Thomson, Plumridge and Holland (2003), because learning takes time, research 

that investigates the opportunities and challenges inherent in the learning process should 

incorporate a longitudinal element. This is defined as the ñdeliberate way in which 

temporality is designed into the research process, making change a central focus of analytical 

attentionò (p. 185).  

 

As previously mentioned by Cushion et al. (2010), the quality and scope of the work in and 

on coach learning are varied. Whilst a significant number of studies focus on a single point 

of data collection, others have used a more in-depth longitudinal approach. Examples of the 

latter are those by Jones and Turner (2006), Jones, Morgan and Harris (2010), Stodter and 

Cushion (2014), and Jones and Allison (2015). Jones and Turnerôs (2006) study explored a 

Problem-Based Learning (PBL) approach as one means through which coaches could be 

better educated to meet the complex and holistic nature of their work. Eleven final year 

undergraduate students (in their third year of study) took part in this research. Data were 
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gathered through on going observations, reflections and a group interview at the termination 

of the module under investigation. The research design adopted allowed for intricate aspects 

of learning to be explored, such as the opportunities and challenges experienced by students.  

 

Similarly, Jones, Morgan and Harris (2010) adopted on-going observations and focus groups 

to investigate how eight MSc Coaching Science students experienced a pedagogical 

framework aimed at addressing the practice-theory gap in sports coaching. Here, the use of 

a longitudinal framework allowed the authors to discern how studentsô perceptions changed 

throughout the unit delivery. For example, it was identified that the students initially 

struggled with seeing the theories as ñworking toolsò rather than ñbehavioural prescriptionsò 

(p. 320). This view changed as the unit progressed and the students started to appreciate the 

value of theory in better understanding their practice. Without such a design, the authors 

would be only able to gather evidence of the studentsô experiences at a specific point in time 

to assess a continuous and fluid process (i.e., learning). On the other hand, the adoption of a 

longitudinal research design, allowed for a deeper exploration of learning as ñéa journey or 

excursion which will have intended direction and outcome, but also acknowledge that there 

will be deviation and unexpected outcomes within the excursionò (Land et al., 2006, p.202). 

According to Stoszkowski and Collins (2014), such in-depth explorations, rather than 

providing selected snapshots are key for further understanding coachesô needs. More 

recently, Stodter and Cushion (2014) explored two coachesô experiences on a coach 

education course over the course of a year using observations and interviews pre, during and 

post-course.  The longitudinal aspect of the study combined with the multiple methods of 

data collection utilised allowed the authors to analyse the changes experienced by the 

coaches as a result of being on the course. For many of the coaches, these amounted to 

ñvarying, even paradoxical experiencesò (p. 72).  

 

In a similar vein, Jones and Allison (2014) tracked 20 coaches over a period of 18 months 
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to explore their experience on an UEFA coach education course. Here, the use of video 

diaries and focus groups allowed data to be gathered periodically, which was key when 

discussing issues such as the lack of ñconceptual shifts in thinkingò (p. 115). Echoing the 

work of Jones and Turner (2006) and Jones, Morgan and Harris (2010), this study provided 

a wider view of the learning process. However, one could argue that more focus on 

presenting the results in a temporal fashion (e.g., dates for the quotes included as well as the 

method of data collection) could have allowed for a more detailed representation of the 

potential changes (or lack of) that took place in the coachesô experiences. 

 

Concerns with coaching research designs, however, go beyond the temporal aspect, also 

relating to the methods of data collection adopted. Although coachesô perceptions can bring 

some insightful information to inform the design of courses (especially regarding 

satisfaction), it is important to remember that learning involves a certain degree of 

discomfort and uncertainty, which may not always be welcomed by coaches (De Martin-

Silva et al., 2015; Meyer and Land, 2006). This could, in turn, result in dissatisfaction with 

the coach education opportunities provided (although they may be beneficial for learning as 

transformation). This was a point made recently by Lyle, Jolly and North (2010), who argued 

that, rather than merely making a case for the adoption of coachesô preferred pedagogies, 

research should focus on exploring the origins of such thoughts and the effects of different 

learning environment on coach learning. This could be achieved not only through the use of 

longitudinal research (as mentioned previously) but also the use of a combination of data 

collection methods (e.g., video diaries and focus groups, as used by Jones and Allison, 2014).  

 

Other concerns with coaching research designs refer to the lack of specific criteria adopted 

when selecting participants. One example on this is the study by Nelson et al., (2013). The 

study was conducted with ninety coaches from eight sports to investigate not only how 

coaches experienced coach education courses delivered by NGBs, but also their 
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recommendations to enhance the quality of those courses. The participants in Nelsonôs et al. 

(2013) study were purposively selected with a criterion requirement of at least ten years of 

coaching experience, and to be qualified to the highest level offered by their NGBs. The 

criteria were based on research (Côté et al, 1995) that suggested ten years (or 10,000 hours) 

was required to become expert in their specific domain. There are two main concerns here; 

one relates to the criteria for expertise, and the other to the participantsô experience of 

ócurrentô coach education programmes. Regarding expertise, some studies have 

demonstrated that óexpertô athletes invest in greater amounts of deliberate training than non-

experts (e.g., Baker, Côté and Abernethy, 2003; Deakin and Cobley, 2003). However, ñthere 

is conflicting evidence that 10,000 hours of involvement is necessary for all domainsò (Baker 

and Young, 2014, p. 147). For example, some studies have concluded that triathletes and 

gymnasts required 12,558 (Baker, Côté and Deakin, 2005) and 18,835 hours (Law et al., 

2007) respectively, to achieve such expertise. Other studies meanwhile have claimed that 

athletes required less than 4,000 hours to become experts (e.g., Soberlak and Côté, 2003). 

This poses the question of whether the coaches selected in Nelson et al.ôs (2013) study were 

actually experts. The second concern is that, there was no criterion regarding the time frame 

(e.g., within the last five years) in which the qualifications should have been obtained. 

Therefore, some of the aspects raised by participants may have been already implemented 

by NGBs, not taking into account the considerable transformation that coach education has 

undergone in the last ten years (Harris, 2010).  

 

In another study, Piggott (2012) selected participants who had completed their qualifications 

within the last two years in order to analyse current coach education courses. The twelve 

coaches who participated were selected from a range of different sports and possessed 

different levels of qualifications (e.g., level 1; level 2). Piggottôs (2012) study provided a 

broad picture regarding the nature of participantsô experiences. However, it did not allow for 

a deeper representation of those experiences within each NGB. For instance, although the 
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author mentioned that ñ[s]ome of the 12 participants had undertaken qualifications in more 

than one sportò (p. 543), it was not clear how many participants had a background in each 

of the twelve sports. ñThick description of the phenomena under scrutinyò is an important 

aspect when addressing credibility in qualitative research (Shenton, 2004, p. 69), which will 

be covered in more detail in the Methodology chapter. The lack of clarity regarding the 

number of participants from each NGB allied to the fact that each participant was 

interviewed once (interviewed lasted between 30-50 minutes) raises some questions about 

the inferences drawn in the findings; that is, that some NGBs do indeed operate as óclosed 

circlesô.  

 

More recently, Stoszkowski and Collinsôs (2016) study explored coachesô perceptions of 

their actual and preferred ways of acquiring knowledge as well as how they applied it. The 

320 coaches who took part in the study came from many different sports (30 in total), worked 

in a variety of countries (26 in total) and had different levels of coaching experience and 

qualifications. Here, the method used for data collection was an online survey, the drawbacks 

of which were recognised by the authors. These included the ñlack of ability to clarify and 

probe viewsò (Stoszkowski and Collins, 2016, p. 801). However, based on the aims of the 

study (i.e. to óexploreô coachesô perceptions), the ability to clarify and probe was obviously 

paramount; something again that somewhat limited the intended exploratory nature of the 

study. 

 

2.2.8 Concluding thoughts 

 

The purpose of the first part of the literature review was to provide an in-depth exploration 

of the literature on coach learning thus providing a ñclear indication of current progress, 

limitations and future directions of the research streamò (Byrne, Keary and Lawton 2012, p. 

239). 
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The studies reviewed showed how coach learning has been approached from a variety of 

perspectives which were structured using the metaphors of óacquisitionô, óparticipationô and 

ótransformationô. The review demonstrated that whist recent research has exhibited signs of 

progression in recognising coaching as a pedagogical and social practice, it is yet to fully 

explore and embrace the intricacies inherent within coach learning. 

 

Recent findings also revealed coachesô resistance to the óacquisitionô of new knowledge that 

challenged their traditional ways of coaching (e.g., Townsend and Cushion, 2015). Instead, 

there was a clear desire for practically relevant content that fitted with the coachesô current 

practices (e.g., Nelson et al., 2013; Townsend and Cushion, 2015; Jones and Allison, 2014). 

Additionally, coaches showed themselves to be strategic learners, often selecting content 

knowledge based on assessment requirements rather than a means to become óbetterô. Here, 

power relationships were key in dictating what counted as a legitimate way of coaching, 

often normalising coaches to act in specific ways; described by Piggott (2012) as closed 

systems, where coaches are led to reproduce dominant discourses thus limiting their 

conceptual understanding. There was also clear evidence of coachesô resistance in sharing 

knowledge outside of their close circles (e.g., Harris, 2010), whilst informal interactions 

were desired and valued in the search for a ócommunity of securityô (Jones and Allison, 

2014).  

 

Despite some relevant findings, many of the studies discussed were limited by the use of a 

single data collection point to examine something for which the evidence should go beyond 

one-off measures of progressive ósatisfactionô. With the aim to develop a better 

understanding of the intricacies within learning, longitudinal research designs including a 

combination of appropriate methods (i.e., that allow the aims of the study to be achieved) 

should consequently be increasingly considered. Such approaches can allow for prolonged 
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researcher and participant engagement, something seen as key to better capture the 

complexity of learning experiences and their impact on identity development (Jones and 

McEwen, 2000). Finally, although accused by some as lacking óreal-wordô relevancy, 

evidence exists that formal education can play a critical role in coachesô cognitive 

development. This is particularly in terms of exposing student-coaches to epistemological 

considerations related to ñthe ówhyô and ówhat forô of their own beliefs and decision makingò 

(Stoszkowski and Collins 2014, 781). This is a process akin to meta learning, where learners 

become ñaware of task demands and of how, or even whether, to meet those demandsò, in 

addition to ñassessing and exerting control over [personal] cognitive resourcesò (Biggs and 

Tang, 2011, p. 185). Not only does such learning involve the development of reþective skills 

critical to becoming an effective practitioner, but also a change in the way individuals see 

themselves and the world around them (Erichsen, 2011). Despite such claims, however, we 

still know little about how this process is manifest in the development of sports coaches 

through undergraduate provision. 

 

2.3 Understanding identity - a challenging endeavour 

 

The term identity has been explored through a range of disciplines (e.g., sociology, 

psychology, philosophy) often making it a testing topic for investigation (Beauchamp and 

Thomas, 2010, p. 175). Here, the main challenge appears the variability with which the term 

is defined often within the same area of study (e.g., social sciences) (Stryker and Burke, 

2000, Sfard and Prusak, 2005). Examples here include use of words such as ómultiple selvesô 

(Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010); óactual and designated selfô (Sfard and Prusak, 2005); 

ófictive identityô (Jenlink, 2006); ópossible selvesô (Ronfeldt and Grossman, 2008); and ócore 

identityô (Jones and McEwen, 2000), to name but a few.  

 

The great variability used in relation to the term identity suggests further complexity in 
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understanding how identity changes. For example, the work by Watson (2006) adopted the 

terms óconstructionô of identity and identity ódevelopmentô when presenting a narrative study 

that focused on the resources used by a teacher to construct his own professional identity. 

Flores and Day (2006), on the other hand, used the term óshapingô identities when 

researching how new school teachers óshaped and reshapedô their professional identities. 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2010) meanwhile utilised the term identity óshiftsô when reviewing 

literature on teacher identity, while Cassidy and Trew (2001) referred to identity óchangeô in 

a study where the authors examined the multiple identities of 210 secondary school students 

as they transitioned to university. While the terms óconstructionô and ódevelopmentô are more 

likely to refer to changes in identity that occur in a progressive way, the term óshiftsô and 

óchangeô may imply the potential for a multidirectional perspective, including regression 

despite such an aspect not made explicit by the authors. Such a discrepancy, however, does 

not negate one similarity that seems to prevail in identity research; that is, the view of identity 

as a ómulti-facetedô and ófluidô construct affected by the context (Flores and Day, 2006, 

Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010). 

 

The close link between teaching and coaching (Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2016), aligned to 

the dearth of research exploring coaching identities, mean that many of the studies drawn 

upon in this part of the chapter originate from studies within teacher education. In this 

respect, it is taken that studies on teacher education can inform future directions in coaching 

where teaching, learning and professional development have likewise been highlighted as 

key aspects of practice (Jones, Armour and Potrac, 2004; Jones, 2006).    

 

Identity in the present thesis is defined as ña type of on-going negotiation of participation, 

shaped by ï and shaping in response ï the context in which it occursò (Faircloth, 2012, p. 

186). Here, identity negotiation can be influenced by ñhow collective discourses shape 

personal worlds and how individual voices combine into the voice of a communityò (Sfard 
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and Prusak, 2005, p. 15). This individual and collective description of identity is somewhat 

further clarified by Timoġtġuk and Ugaste (2012) who discussed the formation of teacher 

identity as  

 

éa continuous learning process, where each professional experience is re-thought 

against a background of interactions of emotions and knowledge, and where an 

experience can be both deeply individual and one which is experienced with peers 

(Timoġtġuk and Ugaste 2012, p. 2). 

 

2.3.1 ï Developing a professional identity 

 

 A recent review by Trede, Macklin and Bridges (2012) revealed that, despite the focus on 

preparing students for the world of work, the concept of professional identity has rarely been 

explored comprehensively in higher education. The authors also concluded that ñ[o]nly a 

few articles that we reviewed focused on external influences upon professional identity 

development, despite most mentioning work environments and learning contexts fleetinglyò 

(p. 376). This is of particular concern, as the way the self is shaped by or shapes social 

structure has a key impact on someoneôs identity (Cinoĵlu and Arēkan, 2012). Here, ñ[t]he 

development of professional identity should not be seen as an isolated phenomenon that 

takes place at the university or in the work context, but rather a dynamic relationship between 

different life spheresò (Reid, Abrandt Dahlgren, Petocz and Dahlgren,  2011, p. 91).  

 

Despite Trede et al.ôs (2012) dearth related critique of studies that have adequately explored 

the development of professional identity in higher education, a considerable number of 

studies not covered by Trede et al., (2012) claimed to do so. Many of these focused on how 

teachers develop their professional identities (e.g., Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010; Anh, 

2013; Beijaard, Meijer and Verloop, 2004; Abrandt Dahlgreen and Chiriac, 2009; Friesen 

and Besley, 2013; Hong, 2010; Pillen, Den Brok and Beijaard, 2013; Thomas and 

Beauchamp, 2011; Timoġtġuk and Ugaste, 2010; Timoġtġuk and Ugaste, 2012). In an attempt 
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to highlight key themes from these studies, some of the principal ones are now examined in 

greater depth. 

 

Beauchamp and Thomas (2010) interviewed 48 participants following their graduation from 

a teacher education programme. The purpose was to understand how the studentsô identities 

shifted as they started their initial practice as teachers. Interestingly, findings revealed that 

despite demonstrating an ability to reflect on an óidealô identity, the students claimed this 

was the opportunity they had to do so, demonstrating its neglect during their programme of 

study. Here, the authors suggested that professional identity development should become 

ñintegral to initial teacher education programmesò (Bauchamp and Thomas, 2010, p. 639); 

a concept coined as the ópedagogy of identityô (Jenlink, 2006). Borrowing from 

Thatchenkery and Metzkerôs (2006) notion of ñappreciative intelligenceò, that is ñthe ability 

to perceive the positive inherent generative potential within the presentò (p. 5), Beauchamp 

and Thomas (2010) argued that the role of teaching staff is to assist students to recognise 

their strengths as well as ñstimulate their thinking about who they are now, and how they 

want to direct their development to reach desired goalsò (p. 640). This was echoed by Trede 

at al. (2012) who suggested pedagogical support and mentorship as key for professional 

identity development. Despite such a suggestion, the methods adopted by Beauchamp and 

Thomas (2010) (i.e., two interviews following graduation) did not allow for an on-going 

exploration of how the teaching staff affected (or did not affect) professional development. 

 

The focus on positive factors in helping student teachers to better understand their 

professional experiences was also highlighted by Timoġtġuk and Ugaste (2012). In stating 

that ñthe emotions teachers experience affect their sense of professional identityò (p. 3), they 

argued that teachers who focussed on positive emotions developed broader coping strategies 

as they were capable of distancing themselves from their experiences (somewhat similar to 

the concept of reflexivity, discussed later in this chapter). Additionally, Timoġtġuk and 
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Ugaste (2012) claimed that ñstudents should be especially strongly supported in noticing, 

recalling, and a detailed analysis of positive moments in teachingò (p. 11).  

 

In a similar study, Timoġtġuk and Ugaste (2010) had earlier revealed some limitations in the 

understanding of professional development within specific disciplines. For example, with 

the aim to understand the impact of initial teacher education on studentsô professional 

identity, the authors interviewed 45 students ñfrom as many teacher education programmes 

as possibleò (p. 1565). Despite the significant length of the interviews (between 55-130 

minutes), the data gathered did not represent the professional development of teachers within 

specific disciplines. This somewhat contradicted a particular concern raised in the literature 

regarding the ñimportance of appreciating discipline-specific professional identitiesò (Trede 

et al., 2012, p. 379). Here, the ability to articulate disciplinary content and apply it to 

professional environments was considered as crucial in contributing to professional 

development (Ryan and Carmichael, 2016). 

 

In a more specific context, Ryan and Carmichael (2016) explored how 25 students on a 

Bachelor of Radiation Therapy programme recorded and represented their professional 

identity development through the use of reflective journals over the course of three years. 

The longitudinal nature of the study allowed the authors to identify different modes of 

reflexivity used by the students over time. More specifically, the authors used Archerôs 

(2012) four reflexive modes (i.e., ócommunicativeô, óautonomousô, ómetaô and ófracturedô 

indicators) when analysing the data. Despite revealing the use of reflective journals as 

allowing students to become aware of their developing professional identities, the approach 

was seen as somewhat constraining or, controlling how students reflected. This was 

particular the case as the students were encouraged to use Gibbsôs reflective Cycle (1988) 

when framing their reflections. Despite the potential benefits of presenting given stages of 

reflection (i.e., Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusion and Action Plan), 
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Gibbsôs work has been criticised as oversimplifying a complex process; that reflection does 

not always present itself ñin neatly defined stagesò (Cropley, Hanton, Miles and Niven, 2010, 

p.184). This was echoed by Hughes, Lee and Chesterfield (2009), who argued that Gibbsôs 

(1988) model ñis far too simplistic because the step-by-step process does not allow for in-

depth learning to occurò (p. 381). 

 

Taking a different perspective towards the encouragement of reflection, Gilardi and Lozza 

(2009) used an inquiry based learning approach (including reflective practice) to the 

development of professional identity. Differing from Ryan and Carmichaelôs (2016) use of 

reflective models, students within Gilardi and Lozzaôs (2009) work engaged in reflective 

practice with their tutors, whose role was to prompt the former based on the studentsô 

experiences of a module entitled óPractical experience of internshipô. The module, in turn, 

was delivered as part of a third year undergraduate degree in psychology at the Università 

Cattolica of Milan. The module lasted about eight months, where students undertook work 

experience with external companies under the guidance of tutors. Gilardi and Lozza (2009) 

drew upon the concepts of ñreflective conversation with the situationò (Schön, 1983, p. 242) 

and óreflexivityô, in arguing that such concepts were incorporated within the development of 

professional identities. In this respect, a reflexive practitioner was one who ñneeded to be 

able to listen to and negotiate with others and to reflect on tacit assumptions shared within 

the communityò (Gilardi and Lozza, 2009, p. 247). Interestingly, the findings revealed that 

self-reflection was one of the highest rated skills that students perceived they developed as 

a consequence of taking part in the module. Indeed, the encounters with tutors as well as 

opportunities to discuss their experiences with others were considered as ways that students 

could clarify the information for and to themselves.  

 

The general case put forward in this body of work was that by reflecting on a future ideal 

identity, or in other words, who they would like to become, student teachers can progress 
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towards achieving that identity (Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010). This relates to the work of 

Hamman et al. (2010), where ópossible selvesô theory (Markus and Nurius, 1986) was 

adopted through which identity development was made sense of. This theory refers to óóhow 

individuals think about their potential and about their futureôô (Markus and Nurius, 1986, p. 

954). In this respect, a key aspect of the theory is its potential to inform and motivate 

individuals towards the achievement of their ñhoped-for potential selfò (Hamman et al., 

2013, p. 309). Similarly, Hamman et al. (2010) argued that ñ[i]ndividals with foresight of 

what they want to become, may be more likely to persevere in pursuing their goals and 

aspirationsò (p. 1351).  

 

Hamman et al. (2010) conducted a study with 175 student teachers and 46 new in-service 

teachers aimed to identify the expected and feared developing óteacher selvesô within the 

first year of teaching. The findings suggested that for student teachers, the possible teacher 

selves (both expected and feared) were mostly task-focused, whereas for the in-service 

teachers the expected possible selves were quality-focused. The authors suggested that in-

service teachers ñmay be able to look beyond the everyday tasks and consider a more 

abstract, value-laden future self, while remaining aware of the consequences of not 

mastering typical classroom tasksò (p. 1356). Although the above work has no doubt 

contributed to better understanding the development of professional identities, further 

exploration of the ówhysô behind the findings is necessary. Here, the use of a longitudinal 

research design could be beneficial in adding a temporal insight.  

 

Another key point highlighted by Hamman et al. (2010) was that in order to affect behaviour, 

possible selves need to be meaningful (i.e., ñbe really possible in a concrete futureò) (p. 

1352). Here, individuals must experience a sense of agency, which, according to Hamman 

(2010, p. 1357), ñ is formed through reflectionò. This is in keeping with the work of Fellenz 

(2016) who argued that óagencyô is a key aspect involved in becoming a professional. This 
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sense of óagencyô can be seen as ñthe active pursuit of professional development and learning 

in accordance with a teacherôs goalsò (Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010, p. 177). Agency also 

relates to ñ[t]he extent to which possible selves are associated with strategies to achieve or 

avoidò (Hamman et al. 2013, p.1358). Of importance then is that óstructureô as well as 

óagencyô are key in the process of identity formation (Stryker and Burke, 2000). Structure, 

in this context, refers to the ñexternal and structural factors that are influential over identityò 

(Cinoĵlu and Arēkan, 2012, p.1117). A key message here then is that individuals are not only 

the objects of social structure but more importantly contribute to its creation (Stets and 

Burke, 2003).  

 

2.3.2 Social identity theory and identity theory 

 

Research has highlighted two main strands of identity theories; namely Social Identity theory 

(Tajfel, 1972) and Identity theory (Stryker, 1968; 1980). These theories have often been 

considered in opposition to one another, despite key similarities between them. This 

separation, however, has been somewhat contested by Stets and Burke (2000) who argued 

for a more integrated theory of the self. In the words of Stets and Burke (2000), ñalthough 

differences exist between the two theories, they are more differences in emphasis than in 

mindò (p. 224). 

 

2.3.2.1 Social identity theory 

 

Social identity theory is concerned with how individuals form their identities by belonging 

to different social groups (Stets and Burke, 2000; Cinoĵlu, and Arēkan, 2012). A key aspect 

here is that of self-categorisation where individuals define themselves in relation to other 

groups (Stets and Burke, 2000). This is done through a social comparison process where, 

through efforts to be seen as in-group members, individuals accentuate the perceived 
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similarities with that group whilst distinguishing themselves from out-group members. This 

is an attempt to ñconfirm and enhance [individualsô] social identification with the groupò 

(Stets and Burke, 2000, p. 232). When this happens, Cinoĵlu, and Arēkan, (2012) argue that 

ñindividuals will cease to have personal opinions and will become a reflection of the groupò 

(p. 1124). It refers to the process of despersonalisation; i.e., ñlosing oneôs personality in favor 

of groupôs existenceò (Cinoĵlu and Arēkan, 2012, p. 1125). Additionally, it has been argued 

that classifying and identifying with specific groups and consequently adopting group 

behaviours serve to reaffirm social structures (Stets and Burke, 2000). This is not to say that 

in-group members are similar in every respect, rather that they are seen as members ñof a 

unique combination of social categoriesò (Stets and Burke, 2000, p. 225), which leads to 

unique identities. 

 

Another relevant facet of social identity theory in this context is that group membership may 

not necessarily be defined by the individualôs identification with the group. Instead, it may 

be confirmed when others show acceptance of that individual as an in-group member (Stets 

and Burke, 2000). This acceptance provides the individual with the evidence of belonging 

ñto a certain social group together with some emotional and value significance to him [or 

her] of this group membershipò (Tajfel, 1972, p. 292). Hence, behavioural óperformancesô 

can be seen as powerful strategies to gain acceptance into a group. Here, individuals act in 

ways that they perceive are desired by group members (Stets and Burke, 2000). This is in 

keeping with the work of Goffman (1959) who drew upon the concept of óimpression 

managementô to explain how individuals portray images of themselves in attempts to dictate 

how others see them. Here, ósocial rulesô provide the base for behaviours that are seen as 

desirable or not within a certain groupôs code of interaction (Jones et al., 2011). These group 

órulesô are more than often not explicitly communicated. Rather, they are part of the process 

of seeing the self as reflexive; an activity that involves seeing oneself from othersô 

perspectives in an attempt to create the ñuniformity of perception and action among group 
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membersò (Stets and Burke, 2000, p. 226). Despite such search for homogeneity, social rules 

are not automatically accepted. As argued by Jones et al. (2011), individuals have the ability 

to ñmanipulate the procedure of social interactionò (p. 19), thus allowing room for agency.   

 

When in-group homogeneity is strong and individuals identify with in group members, 

greater levels of commitment to the group are observed (Stets and Burke, 2000). 

Commitment in this respect can be defined as ñthe attachment of the self to the requirements 

of social relations that are seen as self-expressiveò (Kanters, 1972, p. 66). Additionally, 

situational changes can result in different activities being considered salient. Here, Stets and 

Burke (2000) discussed accessibility and fit as key aspects that influence salience. 

Accessibility was defined as ña function of the personôs current tasks and goals, and of the 

likelihood that certain objects or events will occur in the situationò (p. 230). Fit, on the other 

hand, referred to ñthe congruence between the stored category specifications and perceptions 

of the situationò (p. 230).  

 

A final aspect of social identity theory relates to the motivational processes that accompany 

the activation of social identities. Here, self-esteem (Abrams, 1992) and uncertainty 

reduction (Hogg and Mullin, 1999) were two aspects cited as key in the process of social 

identity activation. According to Stets and Burke (2000), by activating a certain identity and 

acting in line with expectations, one increases their identification with any given group and, 

consequently, their self-esteem, while decreasing any feelings of uncertainty. 

 

2.3.2.2 Identity theory 

 

Identity theory has its roots on Meadôs (1934) structural symbolic interactionism, where the 

process of symbolic communication is key in creating, maintaining and changing self and 

society (Cassidy and Trew, 2001). It is widely acknowledged in identity research that self 
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and society come in a reciprocal relationship where self can affect society though individual 

actions and society can affect self through providing a social structure and roles that 

influence day to day interactions (Stets and Burke, 2003). This process involves the 

exchange of symbols and meanings, which Mead (1934) considered essential in 

understanding behaviours of others as well as oneôs own self (i.e., who they are). Another 

key aspect in symbolic interactionism is the relationship between the óIô and ómeô (Mead, 

1934), also known as reflexivity. Reflexivity here is ñthe ability to somehow turn around 

and take itself as the object of its own viewò (Carver, 2003, p. 179). In this respect, one 

views oneself from the perspectives of others. Therefore, ómeô becomes an object of 

exploration. This relates to Meadôs concept of the ógeneralised otherô. For Mead, people are 

affected by ñhow they think their entire social group, in an abstract sense, responds to themò 

(Tice and Wallace, 2003, p. 92). This builds on the concept of ólooking-glass selfô introduced 

by Cooley (1902), which claimed that significant others (such as close members of a social 

group) were more likely to affect oneôs self-concept when compared to other people (Tice 

and Wallace, 2003). Here, Tice and Wallace (2003) made a very relevant claim that ñ[i]tôs 

peopleôs perceptions of how they are viewed, not how they are actually viewed by others, 

that have the strongest impact on peopleôs self-conceptò (p. 103). 

 

Despite similarities with the symbolic interactionist approach suggested by Mead (1934), 

identity theory has a more explicit focus on how social structure works within the self-

structure. In this respect, identity theory is concerned with the roles that individuals occupy 

in society (Stryker, 1980). These roles take place within a social structure, where 

expectations are incorporated within the self in an attempt to successfully perform the role 

(Stryker and Burke, 2000). Whilst in social identity theory, the homogeneity of perceptions 

is assumed, in identity theory, individuals act in ways that are specific to their roles, often 

negotiating meanings in different situations (Stets and Burke, 2000). Here, individuals tend 

to see themselves as different to others, with specific role performances required. Instead of 
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seeing things from the group perspective then, individuals negotiate their understandings and 

relate to each other in reciprocal, yet unique ways (Stets and Burke, 2000). Additionally, 

according to Stryker and Burke (2000), individuals adopt multiple roles which often result 

in reciprocal or competitive relationships. In this respect, roles that are reciprocal were 

considered to reinforce one another while those who compete may result in stress, especially 

when levels of commitment and salience to each role are equivalent (Burke, 1991).  

 

In this context, commitment is defined as ñthe degree to which personsô relationships to 

others in their networks depend on possessing a particular identity and roleò (Stryker and 

Burke, 2000, p. 286). That is, as Stryker and Serpe (1982) argued, ñ[a] man is committed to 

the role of óhusbandô in the degree that the number of persons and the importance to him of 

those persons requires his being in the position of husband and playing the roleò (p. 207). 

Salience, on the other hand, is defined as ñthe probability that an identity will be activatedò 

whilst activation refers to the probability ñthat an identity actually will be played out in a 

situationò (Stets and Burke, 2000, p. 230). According to Stryker and Burke (2000), role 

identities are organised in a ósalience hierarchyô. Here, an identity is not activated by the 

situation, but by the individual who invokes those roles that are higher in the salience 

hierarchy. Indeed, Brenner, Serpe and Stryker (2014) concluded that ña highly salient 

identity is likely to be enacted or to define a situation to promote its own enactmentò (p. 

232).  

 

Interestingly, a study by LeBoueuf, Shafir and Bayuk (2010) paint a more transient nature 

of identity salience. In examining how conflicting identities affect choice, the authors 

claimed that ñidentity-salience fluctuationséoccur naturally and frequently as decision 

makers navigate and balance their many rolesò (p. 58). LeBoueuf et al. (2010) further 

claimed that salience was associated with preference in giving the example of a woman who 

chooses to use a bookstore gift card to buy óprofessionally oriented booksô over óchildrenôs 
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booksô (p. 48). However, the womanôs preference, rather than a sign of salience, could be 

interpreted as a sign of identity prominence. Indeed, Brenner, Serpe and Stryker (2014) also 

draw attention to the need to separate identity salience (Sryker, 1980) from identity 

prominence (McCall and Simons, 1978). Prominence refers to the ñindividualôs subjective 

sense of the worth or value of an identity to himself or herselfò (Ervin and Stryker, 2001, 

cited in Brenner, Serpe and Stryker, 2014, p. 233).  In this respect, an identity could be of 

high importance to the individual but not necessarily likely to be invoked. This shows that 

salience (behaviour) and prominence (affect) are two distinct concepts and should be treated 

as such (Brenner, Serpe and Stryker, 2014).  This is because salience focuses on the aspects 

likely to be displayed but not necessarily what one wishes to perform. On the other hand, a 

prominence hierarchy refers to different levels towards the óideal selfô (Brenner, Serpe and 

Stryker, 2014).  

 

Despite such differences in conceptual meaning, Brenner, Serpe and Stryker (2014) claimed 

a causal relationship between identity prominence and identity salience. More specifically, 

they maintained that ña highly prominent science student identity leads to a highly salient 

science student identityò (p. 246). Such findings contradict earlier findings (e.g., Stryker and 

Serpe, 1994) that showed a low correlation between prominence and salience. This then, is 

an area in need of further clarification. 

 

Despite differences between social identity theory and identity theory, Stets and Burke 

(2000) argued that many similarities between them exist and that they should therefore be 

linked to ñestablish a more fully integrated view of the selfò (p. 224). The point is reinforced 

by the belief that ñone always and simultaneously occupies a role and belongs to a groupò 

(p. 228). One of the similarities between social and identity theories is that individuals 

reaffirm social structure arrangements by entering into a process of self-verification (identity 

theory) or depersonalisation (social identity theory). In other words, individuals act 
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according to expectations associated with their group memberships and with the roles they 

perform. Another similarity regards the motivational processes that lead individuals to act in 

certain ways to meet group or role expectations. Here, Stets and Burke (2000) claimed that 

ñindividuals may categorise themselves in particular ways (in a group or in a role) not only 

to fulfil the need to feel valuable and worthy (the self-esteem motive) but also to feel 

competent and effective (the self-efficacy motive)ò (Cast, Stets, and Burke, 1999 cited in 

Stets and Burke, 2000, p. 233).  

 

2.3.3 Multiple dimensions and core identity  

 

Researchers have argued for the need to better understand how ómultipleô dimensions of 

identity affect identity development over time (e.g., Jones and McEwen, 2000; Abbes, Jones 

and McEwen, 2007). Studies here have revealed a clear consideration for understanding 

dimensions in conjunction with one another rather than in isolation. For example, exploring 

how students made sense of their identities, Jones and McEwen (2000) developed a model 

that comprised multiple dimensions of identity (e.g., gender, race, religion). Accordingly, 

they claimed that these dimensions could assume different salience for different individuals 

based on contextual factors (e.g., family background; current experiences). Results from the 

study concluded that students who were perceived as less privileged by systems of inequality 

(e.g., Black women) perceived race to be a very salient dimension. 

 

An interesting and useful aspect highlighted by Jones and McEwen (2000, p. 408) is that the 

model they presented refers to a ñone personôs identity construction at a particular timeò. 

This dynamic approach to identity incorporates a view that identity is always changing and 

never stable. This view is shared by Gee (2001) who states that ñthe ókind of personô one is 

recognized as óbeingô at a given time and place, can change from moment to moment in the 

interaction, can change from context to context, and of course, can be umbiguous or 
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unstable.ò (p.99). 

 

Although claiming there is a dynamic nature to identity, Jones and McEwen (2000) highlight 

that óat the center of multiple dimensions of identity is a core sense of selfô (p. 408). This 

core is seen as the óinner identityô or óinside selfô and includes personal attributes, personal 

characteristics and personal identity. Moreover, the salience of a certain dimension is 

dictated by its proximity to the core identity. For instance, Jones and McEwen (2000) argue 

that if a dimension (e.g. religion) is more likely to be invoked at a certain moment of an 

individualôs life, it will tend to be closer to the core (óinner identityô). Although the idea 

seems very plausible and complete at first glance, it poses an important and perhaps 

contradictory question regarding the fluid nature of identity previously defended by the 

authors. Here, the use of the word ócoreô brings the assumption that it is somewhat stable 

and unchangeable. Indeed, whilst Jones and McEwen argue that contextual differences affect 

the salience of each identity dimension to the core, they do not discuss how adaptable or 

fluid the core is. 

 

The terminology ócoreô identity has also been used by Gee (2001), despite from a different 

perspective. The author refers to ócore identityô as the consequence of someoneôs immersion 

in discourses, and not as a central point around which dimensions are classified as more or 

less salient. In this respect, what Gee (2001) is defining as ócore identityô could simply be 

called óidentityô. This point is made clear at the introductory section of the article when the 

author recognises that ñsome people reserve the term identity for ócore identityôò (p.100).  

 

Here, once again the lack of a clear definition for terms in identity research poses a challenge 

to further developing advances in the area. This is a point that Gee (2001) seems to ignore 

when the author argues that óI do not think it is important what terms we useô (p.100). A 

question to be asked here is why shall óidentityô be referred to as a ócore identityô? A core 



54 
 

identity portrays the image of something being central and, therefore, influencing other 

aspects of oneôs identity. This is a concern raised in Abes, Jones and McEwen (2007) as they 

reconceptualised Jones and McEwenôs (2000) model of multiple dimensions of identity by 

adding what they called ómeaning-making capacityô. Here, Abes et al. (2007) were interested 

in how students ñcome to perceive them as they doò (p. 13). It was an attempt to combine 

intrapersonal, interpersonal and cognitive domains. A key point raised in this study was the 

idea of how the core is formed. For some of the participants, a dimension (e.g., sexual 

orientation) was part of their core as they considered it to be ñinternally definedò. For others, 

the same dimension was part of their core because they perceived it to be affected by external 

factors. This led the authors to revisit the concept of ócore selfô and reconceptualise it as a 

ófluid in natureô but representing ñaspects of identity that individuals perceive as central to 

their sense of selfò (p. 15). 

 

The idea of having a ócore identityô also contradicts the concepts of identity introduced by 

Gee (2001). For Gee (2001), identity is influenced by the positions individuals occupy in 

society (Institutional-identity), how they are seen by others (Discourse-identity) and the 

experiences they have in certain affinity groups. In a broader sense, Gee (2001) presents four 

different types of identities, which he argued could not be seen as separate from each other 

but rather as predominant in a certain time and place. The first of them is ónature-identityô, 

which the author describes as a state that is developed from natural forces (e.g., being twins). 

The next type is óinstitution-identityô, or a position someone assumes within an institution 

that is authorised by its members (e.g., being a Professor). The third way to view identity is 

as a ódiscourse-identityô, which relates to individual traits that are recognised in discourses 

or the language used by individuals. Finally, the óaffinity-identityô relates to social practices 

that sustain group affiliations (e.g., a group of sports coaching students dressed in a similar 

way). 
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Gee (2001) called these different ways to see Identity as óinterpretive systemsô. According 

to the author, óalmost any identity trait can be understood in terms of any of these different 

interpretive systemsô (p. 108). For example, consider a coach identity. It can be understood 

as an institution-identity, where individuals will be expected to act in a certain way, which 

the institution sees as being a coach. One can also treat being a coach as a discourse identity. 

This refers to the language people use when talking to and about someone as a coach. The 

coach identity can also be seen as an affinity-identity, which is recognised by coaches 

sharing their practices and affinities with other coaches, such as discussing their coaching 

practices. Finally, understanding coach identity as a natural identity would challenge the 

majority of discussions surrounding the profession. Perhaps, this is one example to show 

that some of the interpretive systems will be more specific to óalmost anyô yet ónot allô the 

traits under investigation. 

 

Furthermore, most of the interpretive systems cannot operate on their own (Gee, 2001). For 

example, being a coach (institution-identity) could not be sustained without discourses and 

dialogues. Individualsô positions as coaches are only sustained because people talk about 

and treat them as coaches (discourse-identity). This perspective is illustrated by Gee (2001) 

who argues that ñ[i]t is only because other people treat, talk about, and interact with my 

friend as a charismatic person that she is one.ò (p. 103). Here, due to the fluid nature of 

discourses the concept of ócore identityô seems incompatible. 

 

 

 

2.3.4 Coach Identity ï an under explored territory 

 

As highlighted in the first section, ñlearning changes not just what the learner knowsébut 

also who the learner isò (Wortham, 2004, p. 716). This process of transformation ñis an 

experience of identityò (Wenger, 1998, p. 215) that invites researchers to consider ówhoô is 
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coaching (Jones et al., 2012). The focus on the person of the coach can allow for important 

findings in order to ñsucceed in developing relational, social and emotional accounts of 

coachesô workò (Purdy and Potrac, 2014, p. 3). Here, paying more attention to the landscapes 

in which individuals operate is needed if the formation of professional identities are to be 

better understood (Beijaard et al., 2004). This is in keeping with the work of Faircloth (2012) 

who discusses the fluid nature of identities that are continually negotiated through daily 

experiences. 

 

Despite the above recognition, little attention has been directed to better understanding how 

coach identities develop (Purdy and Potrac, 2014). This is not to say that the focus of some 

studies are not relevant to identity work. For example, Cushion and Jones (2014) highlight 

two key aspects relevant within identity theory, namely agency and structure. More 

specifically, the authors uncovered the unwritten rules that informed the interactions 

between coaches and players in a Football Academy. This is an important aspect in 

developing an identity as through better understanding their practices, coaches can decide 

on how much resistance they may direct to specific practices, a learning opportunity that 

again shows how learning and identity processes are inextricable (Wortham, 2004). Despite 

discussing some relevant aspects related to identity shaping, the study focused on how 

players were affected by social practices that served to reproduce the existing culture rather 

than on how coachesô identities were affected. 

 

The study by Cushion and Partington (2014) provided a review of literature on ócoaching 

philosophyô. Taking into account that previous literature on the topic (e.g., Camire, Trudel 

and Forneris, 2014, 2012; Kidman and Hanrahan, 2011) use words such as personal values 

and beliefs when describing coaching philosophy, one could recognise the potential link 

between philosophy and identity. This potential connection is reinforced by Cushion and 

Partington (2014) when they introduce the notion of self-awareness, a concept that is also 
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focused upon within identity literature (e.g., Carver, 2003). Here, borrowing from the work 

of Jones, Edwards and Vioto-Filho (2014), Cushion and Partington (2014) criticised ñthe 

uncritical representation of a fixed and stable individualò (Cushion and Partington, 2014, p. 

9), a discussion that is often present in identity literature. For example, Erichsen (2011) refers 

to a postmodern conception of identity as ñin flux, continually changing, and always 

becomingò (p. 128). Despite briefly referring to the term ósocial identityô when discussing 

how coaches acquire ña set of practical cultural competenciesò (p. 10), Cushion and 

Partington (2014) focused on the lack of a conceptual clarity for the term óphilosophyô rather 

than exploring how it is developed or its connection with identity.   

 

Another study by Nash and Sproule (2009) focused on the development of expert coaching 

rather than analyzing the landscape in which coaches operate. Despite recognising the role 

of the context in informing coach development, the authors did not explore how such 

contexts affected ówhoô the coaches became (i.e., experts). This exploration is a key aspect 

of work on identity where the interaction between individuals and the social environment 

are investigated (Illeris, 2014). Instead, the work of Nash and Sproule (2009) takes a 

retrospective approach where coaches were asked to recall their experiences of coach 

education during interviews, already considering their then current perceived positions as 

expert coaches. Despite beneficial in informing coach development, such approach did not 

allow for exploration of coachesô identity; that is, a ñtype of ongoing negotiation of 

participation shaped by ï and shaping in response ï the context(s) in which it occurs.ò 

(Faircloth, 2012, p. 186).  

 

On a perhaps closer attempt to explore coach identity from a role identity theory perspective, 

the work by Pope, Hall and Tobin (2014) showed how the coaching role was dominant within 

the participantsô (i.e., coachesô) lives.  However, as the authors acknowledged, the study was 

ñlimited to descriptive analysis and did not allow for inferences pertaining to causal 
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relationshipsò (p. 150). Despite no doubt a relevant start to better understanding coach 

identity, a more in-depth approach appears necessary to explore how identities are shaped 

by (and shape) the subject and structure. This would require a closer involvement with the 

coachesô day to day lives, instead of the one interview used in this instance. Moreover, a 

more homogeneous group may allow for better representation of how certain structures may 

impact on identity prominence. For example, the participants varied in relation to age (22 to 

60 year olds), coaching experience (between 5-35 years), sports coached, years coached 

(between 5 and 35 years) and level coached (e.g., High School and National). The main 

concern here is that the great level of variability between the participants may make the 

analysis of identity somewhat hard, given the great influence of the different social contexts 

in its development. Drawing on the work of Miller and Cronin (2013), Thomson, Potrac and 

Jones (2015) remind us, ñaction both shapes and is shaped by context, making both mutually 

determinativeò (p. 988).  

 

In a longer intervention (four months), Thomson, Potrac and Jones (2015) interviewed a 

newly appointed coach in relation to the acceptance and respect experienced within a new 

club. The completion of five interviews within the four month period showed how Adam 

(the coach) attempted to establish himself as a coach. Concepts such as micro-politics, 

professional front and social bond can all be related to aspects inherent to identity and social 

identity theory (Stets and Burke, 2000). For example, when adopting the óroleô of a coach 

(identity theory), one is also led to live within a set of social rules that categorise one as a 

member of a specific group (social identity theory). This often involves individuals behaving 

in ways that will accentuate their similarities to in-group members while enhancing the 

perceived differences with out-group members (Stets and Burke, 2000). Despite creating the 

potential for such discussion, Thomson, Potrac and Jones (2015) use the work of Goffman 

(1959) with the aim to further explore the micro-political nature of coaching rather than the 

impact on Adamôs identity. This serves to highlight that despite recent interest with 
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understanding identity-related concepts in coaching research, there is still a long territory to 

be explored in order to understand how ñcoaching identities are developed, advanced, 

sustained, or, indeed, disruptedò (Purdy and Potrac, 2016, pp.779-780). 

 

2.3.5 Reflective Practice  

 

Reflective practice, acknowledged in previously discussed literature (e.g. Ryan and 

Carmichael, 2016; Gilardi and Lozza, 2009; Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010) as a 

contributing factor to the development of professional identities is seen as a much needed 

and valued practice in the sport context (Knowles, Gilbourne, Cropley and Dugdill, 2014; 

Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2016). Despite the recognition of the value of reflective practice 

for learning and identity, its application in practice is not a simple task (Cassidy, Jones and 

Potrac, 2016). This is particularly the case in coaching where individuals tend to learn from 

observing those who they respect and often take their practice as the right way of coaching 

without further considerations (Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2016). 

 

There are many different definitions for reflective practice, one of them being the act of 

ñ[l]ooking back and making sense of your practice, learning from this and using this learning 

to affect future actionò (Ghaye, 2010, p.22). Amongst the many benefits highlighted in the 

literature is the role of reflective practice is supporting sport practitioners (e.g., 

psychologists, coaches) to deal with the complex nature of their work (Bowes and Jones, 

2006; Cropley and Hanton, 2011). It is also seen as a way for learners to connect and make 

sense of their experiences (Knowles et al., 2014). Here, reflective practice is particularly 

valued by those coaches who associate their role as that of a teacher; that is, someone who 

is invested in the teaching and learning process (Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2016). In this 

respect, despite advances made from a theoretical point of view, there needs to be more óon 

the groundô evidence-based research to further develop the field (Knowles, Katz and 
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Gilbourne, 2012; Knowles et al., 2014). 

 

Change (including personal and professional development) has been considered a key aspect 

originated from involvement in reflective practice (Knowles et al., 2014; Anderson, Knowles 

and Gilbourne, 2004). This change has been related to, amongst other aspects, a ñchange in 

knowledge of the selfò (Knowles et al 2014, p. 10). Despite such an important consideration, 

reflective practice has been criticised by being driven by policy and a requirement of courses 

if individuals are to obtain their qualifications (Huntley et al., 2014). A potential concern 

suggested by Huntley et al. (2014) is that individuals may attempt to engage in reflective 

practice as a box ticking exercise rather than a meaningful and developmental activity. Other 

concerns refer to how realistic and meaningful the practices are in relation to the 

requirements of the workplace. For example, Knowles et al. (2006) interviewed six graduate 

students from a Coaching Science bachelor degree to explore how they deployed reflective 

practice within their coaching practice after graduation. Findings of the study suggested that 

participantsô engagement with reflective practice did not match the academic rigour with 

which it was discussed in the course undertaken by the graduates. Here, the criticality of 

such practice was one of the key aspects that suffered. As a result, Knowles et al. (2006) 

argued that a review was needed to better understand how reflective practice (covered in the 

course) met the requirements of the workplace. 

 

This call for a review in the way reflective practice affects professional development and 

practice is an essential advancement required in sports (Picknell, Cropley, Hanton and 

Mellalieu, 2014; Knowles, Borrie and Telfer, 2005). Findings from Knowles, Borrie and 

Telfer (2005) revealed that despite adopting assessment modes that required the use of 

reflective practice (e.g., logs), the six National Governing Bodies they examined failed to 

provide evidence of having teaching structures that helped learners to understand and nurture 

their use of reflective practice. With this being the case, coaches are not provided with the 
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time and space that is needed to develop their reflective skills which is likely to result in 

superficial reflection (Cushion et al., 2010). Knowles, Borrie and Telferôs (2005) study 

focused on analysing the programme structures which resulted in only two cases where  

reflective learning was included as part of their learning outcomes. Despite beneficial in 

parts, the sole use of documentation to assess the use of reflective practice in courses may 

paint a rather incomplete picture of what happens in practice. Here, the combination of 

documentation analysis with other methods of data collection (e.g., participant observation) 

had the potential to reveal more about what courses advocate they do (espoused theory) and 

what they actually do (theories in use) (Argyris and Schön, 1974).  

 

The advancement in the way reflective practice is studied is of paramount importance as 

much of the information discussed is based on theoretical or subjective accounts (Picknell 

et al., 2014, Cropley and Hanton, 2011; Hall and Gray, 2016). In this context, Hall and Gray 

(2016) argue that ñthe coachôs voice has been largely ignored in a domain where their highly 

personal experience is absolutely central to the topic of interestò (p. 2). It is not surprising 

then, that Hall and Gray (2016) decided to adopt a narrative approach based on action 

research to represent the experiences of a coach (i.e., Edward, the first author) when 

engaging with reflective practice in two coaching courses (i.e., level three rugby coaching 

and MSc in sport coaching). Indeed, action research has been seen as an approach ñthat 

encourages coaches to have a reflective conversation with the situationò (Cassidy, Jones and 

Potrac, 2016, p. 26). Interestingly, one of the key findings discussed by Hall and Gray (2016) 

was the discomfort felt by Edward when observing his own coaching practice and 

recognising that his espoused theory was incompatible with the theories-in-use. The use of 

video footage here allowed Edward to recognise that many of his practices were taken for 

granted as the right óway of coachingô without a clear justification or attempt to reflect upon 

his assumptions. 
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The use of video observation also helped coaches in Partington et al.ôs (2015) study to better 

understand and, as a result, change their behaviours. This is in keeping with the work of 

Cushion, Harvey, Muir and Nelson (2012) where the use of reflective practice was seen as a 

catalyst for change. More specifically, Partington et al. (2015) followed five youth football 

coaches for three Football seasons to examine how their coaching practice may have changed 

over time as a result of the use of video-based feedback. Similar to Hall and Grayôs (2016) 

findings, the coaches argued that being able to watch their sessions was key in igniting the 

value of reflective practice for improving practice.  

 

Other reflective practice techniques have been suggested in recent literature such as the use 

of reflective cards (Hughes, Lee and Chesterfield, 2009).  Here, three Equine sports coaches 

were required to reflect in-action (Schön, 1983) over a six week period and participate in 

two focus groups where they discussed their use of reflective cards. Hughes, Lee and 

Chesterfield (2009) argued that participants became more self-aware of their practice as a 

result of reflection. This was seen as particular important in coaching where ónoticingô 

(Dewey, 1933) was key for guiding action to improve practice, something that Ghaye (2008) 

has argued to be the main aim of reflective practice. Furthermore, becoming self-aware has 

been suggested as a key aspect in professional development (e.g., Peel, Cropley, Hanton and 

Fleming, 2013; Holt and Strean, 2001). It was facilitated by both the use of reflective cards 

and the reflective conversations that participants took part in during focus groups.  

 

Despite many benefits associated with reflective practice, barriers have also been discussed 

in the literature. Amongst those are time constraints, lack of motivation and understanding 

of how to reflect (e.g., Knowles et al, 2006; Cropley and Hanton, 2011), difficulties in 

reflecting on positively perceived moments (Ghaye, 2011) and the emotional responses that 

may challenge previous ways of knowing and behaving (e.g., Peel, Cropley, Hanton and 

Fleming, 2013). These barriers aligned to very recent critiques regarding the intricacies of 
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reflective practice call for a more comprehensive understanding of contexts in which it 

occurs (Cushion, 2016). Here, Cushion argued that reflective practice is often taken for 

granted as a positive tool to develop sports coaches. According to Cushion (2016), the 

concern is that, instead of the development of individuals through empowerment, reflective 

practice may become a normalised practice that legitimates certain ways of being and 

thinking. In this respect, Cushion (2016) claimed that if coaches refuse to engage in 

prescribed reflective practices, they may be seen as unprofessional. Whereas some literature 

focus on how the use of reflective practices with others may result in positive outcomes (e.g., 

Hughes, Lee and Chesterfield, 2009; Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 2016) such as self-

awareness, Cushion (2016) focuses on the idea that it may instead ñreinforce practitionersô 

self-surveillance as well as contribute to the construction of docilityò (p. 9).  

 

Despite the lack of studies that use reflective practice frameworks to understand identity 

development, some significant contributions are seen in the work of Dixon, Lee and Ghaye 

(2016) and Peel, Cropley, Hanton and Fleming (2013). Dixon, Lee and Ghaye (2016) argued 

that the use of strengths-based reflective practices can target one of the common discussed 

barriers in reflective practice; that is, the focus on óproblemsô that need to be solved. The use 

of the word óproblemsô often receives negative connotation in the literature due to its 

association with ómistakesô and wrong doing (Loughran, 2006). As such, it relates to what 

Dixon, Lee and Ghaye (2013) called ópedagogy of scarcityô; that is, an approach to reflective 

practice of which the main focus is to ófixô problems (p. 597). Counteracting this approach, 

Dixon, Lee and Ghaye (2016) argue that ñparticular reþective practices which are fuelled by 

positivity and the use of strengths (both performance and character) can reveal new insights 

and understandings about who we are, what we do and whyò (p. 155). This relates to a 

ópedagogy of abundanceô (Dixon, Lee and Ghaye, 2013) where a focus on expanding the 

individualôs strengths (rather than deficiencies) can lead to transformation.  This echoes the 

findings from Peel, Cropley, Hanton and Fleming (2013), who examined the use of reflective 
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practice by a volunteer youth sports coach in an autoethnographic study. The findings 

showed that, as a result of focusing more on his strengths (instead of ódeficienciesô), the 

coach was able to recognise qualities in his coaching practice that he wanted to reproduce in 

other aspects of his life (e.g., work as a manager). Here, the use of reflective practice and 

exposure to sociological and psychological theories allowed the coach to understand his own 

development. Again, despite initial links between reflective practice and identity 

development, the focus of Peel et al.ôs (2013) work did not allow them to comprehensively 

examine the relationships between both aspects.  

 

Based on the literature reviewed, it is clear that reflective practice is seen as a valued tool 

for developing coaching identities. It is also suggested that through reflection individuals 

become more self-aware. Equally important are the challenges imposed in studying the topic, 

most notably the need for more evidence based studies that take into account the contextual 

complexities experienced by coaches and the idea of a pedagogy of abundance where 

reflective practice happens through a closer focus on the coachesô strengths.   

 

2.3.6 Concluding thoughts 

 

The purpose of the second part of the literature review was to explore theories and concepts 

that have been central to studies regarding identity development. As apparent in the review, 

the main challenge in studying identity is to grapple with the variability with which the term 

is defined often within the same area of study. This then suggests further complexity in 

understanding how identity changes. 

 

Many of the studies drawn upon in this part of the chapter originated from studies on 

teaching. Here, pedagogical support and mentorship were considered key for professional 

identity development (Trede at al., 2012). Moreover, limitations in the understanding of 
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professional development within specific disciplines were also raised (Timoġtġuk and 

Ugaste, 2010). Overall, despite beneficial, the studies reviewed rarely allowed for ongoing 

exploration of professional identity development. 

 

Key aspects related to social identity theory and identity theory also revealed many 

similarities between the two theories. In this respect, the belief that ñone always and 

simultaneously occupies a role and belongs to a groupò (Stets and Burke, 2000, p. 228) calls 

for ña more fully integrated view of the selfò (Stets and Burke, 2000, p. 224). Amongst the 

many aspects discussed in this review, the concept of ócore identityô was problematized as 

ófluid in natureô. Additionally, the role of reflective practice as a catalyst to self-awareness 

and identity change appeared as a key finding originated from studies in the sports area. 

 

Despite the recognition that identity relevant aspects have been covered in some coaching 

research, little attention has been directed to better understanding how coach identities 

develop (Purdy and Potrac, 2014). Indeed, there is still a long territory to be explored in 

order to understand how ñcoaching identities are developed, advanced, sustained, or, indeed, 

disruptedò (Purdy and Potrac, 2016, pp.779-780). 
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CHAPTER THREE : METHODOLOGY  

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter is divided into 11 sections. This first (a brief introduction) sets the scene for the 

chapter. Section two explains the ontological and epistemological tenets of the research 

paradigm adopted. This subsequently informs a brief overview of the methods used in the 

study which are, in turn, covered in section three. Section four comprises a discussion 

regarding the sampling criteria and recruitment process adopted within the study, followed 

by a discussion of the research design utilised. Section six contains a detailed account of the 

methods of data collection (focus groups, reflective logs and video diaries), procedures and 

practicalities. An overview of the pilot work undertaken is covered in section seven, 

followed by an in-depth account of the data analysis process adopted in section eight. In 

section nine, the concept of reflexivity is discussed with a particular focus on how it was 

applied within the study. Research trustworthiness is then covered in section ten, focusing 

on the key concepts of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Guba, 

1981; Shenton, 2004). Finally, an account of ethical considerations in relation to the study 

is presented in section 11. 

 

3.2 Research paradigm: ontological and epistemological considerations   

 

A research paradigm can be defined as ña view of what counts as accepted or correct 

scientific knowledge or way of workingò (Cohen, Manion and Morrisson, 2011, p. 5). It 

ñcontains the researcherôs epistemological, ontological, and methodological premisesò 

(Denzin and Lincoln, 2003, p. 33). The researcherôs ontological assumptions refer to 

ñassumptions about the nature of reality and the nature of thingsò, whereas epistemological 



67 
 

assumptions refer to ñways of researching and enquiring into the nature of reality and nature 

of thingsò (Cohen, et al., 2011, p. 3). In other words, a researcherôs ontological and 

epistemological premises reflect the way they understand the world and how it should be 

investigated.  

Amongst the major research paradigms are positivist, postpositivist, constructivist-

interpretive, critical and feminist-postructural (Denzin and Lincoln, 2003). The paradigm 

adopted in the current study was the constructivist-interpretive. Building on a view of 

learning and identity as socially and contextually negotiated, the adoption of such a paradigm 

held the potential to ñaddress the processes of interactions amongst individualsò (Cresswell, 

2013 p. 25) as well as taking into account the context in which they were investigated. In 

this respect, it also had the potential to address the key aims and objectives of the study. This 

is because the central aim of the interpretive paradigm ñis to understand the subjective world 

of human experienceò (Cohen at al., 2011, p. 17). More specifically, the use of the 

constructivist-interpretive paradigm was of particular relevance to this study, the aims of 

which evolved around ómaking senseô of studentsô learning experiences and identity 

changes. Here, in line with this paradigmôs epistemological premise, knowledge was viewed 

as subjective and co-created by the researcher and participants.  

The ontological premise of the study is based around relativism; in other words, there is an 

understanding that experiences are locally constructed, resulting in the creation of multiple 

realities (Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011). Indeed, ñ[f] rom an interpretative perspective 

the hope of a universal theory that characterizes the normative outlook gives way to 

multifaceted images of human behaviour as varied as the situations and contexts supporting 

themò (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 18). Here, knowledge is seen as a human construction and, 

therefore, ñit can never be certifiable as ultimately true but rather it is problematic and ever 

changingò (Sparkes, 1992, p. 26).  



68 
 

The assumptions made about the nature of reality (i.e., ontology = multiple and self-created 

realities) leads to the epistemological assumptions embedded within the interpretivist 

paradigm. Here, ñsubjective interaction seems to be the only wayò to access the realities that 

exist in peopleôs minds (Sparkes, 1992, p. 26). In this respect, the findings of any research 

are a result of the interactions between the researcher and participants (Guba, 1996). Indeed, 

the researcher is referred to as ñthe research instrument par excellenceò (Hammersley and 

Atkinson, 1983, p. 18). Rather than objective findings then, the methods adopted when 

collecting data in interpretivist work allow for subjective knowledge to be co-created by 

participants and researchers (Lincoln, Lynham and Guba, 2011). 

It is, therefore, accepted and expected that the results obtained from this study are not 

applicable worldwide and/or in their entirety. Indeed, recognising multiple and contradictory 

realities whilst neglecting óone size fits allô assumptions is essential in the search for 

meaningful and rich contributions. Having said that, an expectation exists that not only can 

the results but also the process of developing this longitudinal research provide insights that 

invoke critical reflection and meaningful discussions amongst those who are involved in the 

creation and elaboration of coach education provisions. Additionally, although interpretative 

studies may look at specific cases, by reflecting on the findings one is able to generate ways 

to improve aspects in their own context. 

Despite the many contributions made by interpretivists, especially in educational research, 

their work has not been free from criticisms. Amongst these are the claims that interpretivists 

ñhave gone too far in abandoning scientific procedures of verification and in giving up hope 

of discovering useful generalizations about behaviourò (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 21). Another 

criticism regards the suggestion that ñsubjective reports may be incomplete and misleadingò 

and that they may create ñnarrowly microsociological perspectivesò (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 

21). A response to these assertions focuses on the steps adopted to guarantee trustworthiness 

within the current research agenda. For example, a clear and thorough explanation of the 
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data analysis process employed can prevent contradicting claims regarding incomplete or 

misleading reports. This and other aspects related to the quality and óreachô of the study are 

discussed later on in this chapter. 

 

3.3 A Brief overview of the methods adopted 

 

In line with the constructivist-interpretive approach adopted, the methods to be used within 

the study were decided upon based on the ontological and epistemological assumptions 

introduced in the previous section. More specifically, methods were chosen that allow 

interaction between the researcher and participants so that realities can be co-constructed 

(Angen, 2000). In this respect, the objectives of the study were addressed through the use of 

three research methods within a broad ethnographic framework. These included individual 

reflective logs (RLs), video diaries (VDs) and focus group (FG) interviews. 

Qualitative researchers have increased their search for ónewô methods of data collection 

(Travers, 2009). However, ñwhether something is recognised as new will depend on where 

and when one makes the claim, and the particular cultural contextò (Travers, 2009, p. 169). 

It is worth noting, therefore, that the methods adopted in the current study were not entirely 

new. For instance, there is evidence to show the use of video diaries (e.g., Noyes, 2004), 

reflective logs (e.g., Jindal-Snape and Holmes, 2009) and focus groups (e.g., McLafferty, 

2004) in previous work. The óinnovationô within this study, however, comes from the 

combination of the three and the context in which they were used; to explore learning 

experiences and identity development throughout a three year coaching degree. 

It is important to note that the methods were selected not because of their somewhat 

óinnovativeô characteristics, but most importantly, for their appropriateness in answering the 
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research questions (Morgan, 1997). In this context, there was an attempt to avoid óbeing 

dazzledô by new technologies, and risk trivialising crucial aspects such as the practicalities 

and óproblemsô faced when using such methods. A more detailed account of the methods 

used within this study is presented after introducing the participants and the research design. 

 

3.4 Characteristics and recruitment of participants 

 

The participants comprised 12 BSc undergraduate sports coaching students. They were 

chosen using purposeful and convenience sampling (Patton, 2002; Creswell, 2014). 

Purposeful sampling involves sampling with a particular purpose in mind. The principal 

objective of such a procedure is not representation of all possible variations, but to gain a 

deeper understanding of analysed cases. Here, the criteria used for selection was to recruit 

students who were in their first year of study on the BSc Sports Coaching programme at 

Cardiff Metropolitan University. This leads into the second aspect of sampling, that of 

convenience. The need to collect information from students soon after they had begun their 

studies meant that their availability and willingness to take part in the study were of crucial 

importance. Despite such an initial focus, the recruitment process allowed the researcher to 

discuss the research in depth with the participants as well as providing them with 

opportunities to consider whether they had the potential to be óinformation-richô cases, or, 

in other words, ñthose from which one can learn a great deal about the issues of central 

importance to the purpose of the researchò (Patton, 2002, p. 46). This was particularly with 

regards to their ability and willingness to contribute to achieving the aims and objectives of 

the study over the course of the three years, including engagement with the methods of data 

collection used. 
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The study was introduced to first year students during their induction week; i.e., the week 

that preceded studentsô first week of official lectures. Two days were targeted for the 

recruitment process; both being during the induction week. On the first day, the aims and 

objectives of the study were presented to students, who were provided with an information 

sheet (see appendix 1) containing further details about the project. Students were then given 

opportunities to ask questions. Those students who showed an initial interest to partake in 

the study were asked to provide contact details by filling in and detaching the slip from the 

information sheet. The students, however, were made aware that they did not have to commit 

to the study there and then. In order to allow the students to decide whether they would like 

to take part in the study, they were informed that they would have another opportunity to ask 

questions and discuss the implications during the second session of the week. A total of 10 

students showed interest during the induction week. This number was raised to 13 when 

three more students decided to join the study two weeks later. However, further discussions 

with the students to gather evidence of their suitability for the study revealed that one of 

them showed concerns regarding being able to contribute and commit fully to it. 

Consequently, it was agreed that his participation in the study was not appropriate. 

Subsequently, a total number of 12 students commited to the study and signed the consent 

form as detailed in the óEthical Proceduresô section. 

 

3.5 Research design  

 

The process of developing high quality research consists of a well-thought and detailed 

approach; one that is fit for purpose (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). It involves 

making a series of decisions in accordance with the aims and objectives of a particular study. 

It also involves an alignment between aspects such as the aims of the study, the methods 

adopted, and the resources available (Flick, 2009). This planning stage, very often called 
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óresearch designô, constitutes ñthe means for achieving the goals of the researchò (Flick, 

2009, p. 133). It is important to highlight that, although the term ódesignô may suggest a rigid 

structure, flexibility is (and was) essential ñto permit exploration of whatever the 

phenomenon under study offers for inquiryò (Patton, 2002, p. 255). 

Taking into account the aims of the current study (identified in Chapter One), a longitudinal 

design was adopted. This approach is defined by Thomson, Plumridge and Holland (2003) 

as a ñdeliberate way in which temporality is designed into the research process, making 

change a central focus of analytical attentionò (p. 185). Indeed, the ability to register changes 

through repeated data collection cycles, a key aspect of the current study, is seen as one of 

the strengths of a longitudinal research design (Flick, 2009). 

Within this longitudinal design, a qualitative approach was embraced and can be defined as  

éan inquiry process of understanding based on distinct methodological 

traditions éthat explore a social or human problem. The research builds a 

complex, holistic picture, analyses words, reports detailed views of informants, 

and conducts the study in a natural setting (Creswell, 1998, p. 15). 

 

More specifically, this qualitative approach consisted of three principal methods: individual 

reflective logs, video diaries, and focus group interviews. Such an approach has been termed 

ómethodological eclecticismô (Hammersley, 1996), which emphasises the practical nature of 

research as the driving concern to ensure an appropriate fit between the method and the 

studyôs aims and objectives. Table 1 provides an overview of the study, in which participants 

were required to keep reflective logs and video diaries throughout the three years of their 

undergraduate studies (i.e., from October 2011 to June 2014). In addition, the focus groups 

met four times during each year (October, December, February and May). Consequently, 16 

rounds of group interviews were held throughout each year, making a total of 46 throughout 

the three year duration of the project. 
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Year Month 

       Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep 

2011-

2012 

2012-

2013 

2013-

2014 

FG1 

x3 

FG5 

x4 

FG9 

x4 

 FG2 

x4 

FG6 

x4 

FG10

x4 

 FG3 

x4 

FG7 

x4 

FG11 

x4 

  FG4 

x4 

FG8 

x4 

FG12

x3 

    

  

Video diaries and reflective logs 

Table 1. An overview of the study  

FG = focus group 

  

3.6 Methods of data collection; Procedures and practicalities 

  

3.6.1 Focus groups 

 3.6.1.1 Focus group interviews  

Focus groups are defined as ñan interview with a small group of people on a specific topicò 

(Patton, 2002, p. 385). They are ñ[a]mongst the most widely used research tools in the social 

sciencesò (Stewart, Shamdasani and Rook, 2007, p. 1). Despite this popularity, their use in 

educational research presents a more steady growth when compared to areas such as politics 

and business (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Amongst the advantages of focus groups are: the presence of the researcher who is able to 

interact directly with the participants, asking extra questions when necessary; the potential 

to produce rich data; the discussion of ideas that would not have been possible without the 
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interaction of group members; flexibility as the researcher is allowed to investigate different 

topics in a variety of settings; and, the relative quick capturing of data when compared to 

individual interviews (Stewart et al., 2007; Cohen et al., 2011).  

On the other hand, focus groups can also present challenges to the research process. Amongst 

these are the ability to deal with an opinionated or dominant participants, and ñthe more 

difficult organizational details and work required to analyse group protocolsò (Flick, 2009, 

p. 207). Other challenges involve people not willing to share their viewpoints if they perceive 

it to be the minority perspective (Patton, 2002). Cohen et al. (2011) further remind us of the 

need to consider key aspects when conducting a focus group such as the size and the number 

of groups required. These are discussed next amongst other key factors that were taken into 

account when developing this study. 

3.6.1.2 Group sizes and composition 

It is common to find literature suggesting that focus groups should include between 6 and 

12 participants. For instance, Creswell (2009) argues that focus groups should be undertaken 

ówith six to eight interviewees in each groupô (p. 181), while Stewart et al. (2007) argue that 

they generally involve 8-12 participants. However, Krueger and Casey (2009) claim that 

focus groups can be performed with as few as four participants. This view is reinforced by  

McLafferty (2004) who claims that the focus group interviews she conducted (of which some 

contained four participants) were a rich source of data and more manageable. Despite the 

number of textbooks delimitating the number of participants in a focus group session, 

Morgan (1997) argues that óone should not feel imprisoned by either this lower or upper 

boundaryô (p. 43); a position which somewhat disagrees with Stewart et al.ôs (2007) claim 

that ñ[f]ewer than 6 participants makes for a rather dull discussionò (p. 58). Morgan, 

however, highlights the danger of following such a stipulation without taking into account 

the purpose and constraints associated with the research being developed. For instance, the 
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author argues that if rich information is to be obtained from each participant, ñsmall groups 

are more usefulò as they allow ñeach participant more time to talkò (p. 42). This view is 

shared by other researchers who claim that participants in smaller gatherings can play a more 

active role and create more focused discussions when compared to larger groups (Wibeck, 

Abrandt Dahlgren and Öberg, 2007; Krueger and Casey, 2009). According to Krueger 

(1994), there are two factors that dictate the size of a focus group: ñ[i]t must be small enough 

for everyone to have opportunity to share insights and yet large enough to provide diversity 

of perceptionsò (p. 17).  

After conducting a pilot interview with four PhD students (see ópilot studyô section for more 

details), it was concluded that the number of participants in each focus group should be 

between three and five. Indeed, experiences throughout the data collection process revealed 

that participants were more óequallyô engaged in the focus groups when in groups of three. 

Despite this, there were instances when the studentsô availability meant that groups of five 

participants had to be adopted. In this context, some of the participants, who previously 

showed a good level of active engagement in previous focus groups, presented themselves 

in a quieter and in a ónot as comfortableô way. Therefore, efforts were made to keep the 

groups to ñ3 highly involved participantsò (Morgan, 1997, p. 43) based on the aims of the 

study and the number of participants available. 

In order to verify saturation levels; that is, the point at which additional data collection no 

longer generates new understanding (Strauss and Corbin, 1998), the decision about the 

number of groups required throughout the project was crucial. Here, between three to five 

groups was seen as ideal to provide such a level (Morgan, 1997). Despite the initial target 

set for the study of having four groups of three participants each, special consideration was 

given to the possible need for more groups, in which case, a new recruitment process would 

have taken place (Morgan, 1997, p. 44).  
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Each student (n=12) was allocated to one of four focus groups; each group then, comprised 

three students. Regarding the composition of the groups, Morgan (1997) argues that one of 

the key aspects to take into consideration is the variability of the participants within and 

across groups. Moreover, ña certain amount of homogeneity among group members is 

desirable, while for the sake of active discussion, some heterogeneity should also be soughtò 

(Wibeck et al., 2007, p. 260). However, one could argue as to whether it is possible to form 

a óhomogeneousô group. For instance, Roulston (2010) claims that ñto organize a group on 

the basis of one category (e.g., that of occupying an identity as an óinternational studentô), 

may overlook other relevant social locations (e.g., native language or country of origin) that 

may be of relevance to both the participants and the topic studied.ò (p. 40). A comparison 

between groups was not the aim of this study. Consequently, due to studentsô varied 

schedules, the group compositions were decided according to studentsô availability. 

Therefore, the composition of group members varied from one set of focus groups to the 

next.  

3.6.1.3 Organising the groups 

In order to verify participantsô availability for each of the focus groups, the students were 

contacted through different means including face-to-face conversations, emails and text 

messages. This contact was made at least one week prior to the focus group interviews. 

Students were provided with different dates and times and were asked to verify which 

days/times they would be available (providing more than one slot when possible). This 

strategy is seen by Krueger and Casey (2009) as an efficient way to organise focus groups. 

Indeed, the authors claim that contacting participants before having the dates in mind could 

result in a ñnightmareò (p. 75). Different dates and times were offered with the aim of 

providing suitable slots for participants, increasing the likelihood that they would be free to 

participate (Stewart et al., 2007). After gathering information on participantsô availability, 

the next step involved creating groups of three participants. This represented a straight 
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forward process at times (i.e., when groups of three were formed naturally as a result of 

participantsô availability) whilst in other situations (i.e., when participantsô availability 

meant group numbers included other than three participants) students were contacted again 

to discuss their potential availability to attend a suitable slot.  

The sessions took place in different rooms at the University and on a few occasions, in social 

settings such as a local café. Each room was booked for two hours to make sure time was 

sufficient for not only the focus group itself but also to allow (pre and post) informal 

conversations between the researcher and the participants. The final step was to send 

participants a reminder a day or two before the focus group session (Stewart et al., 2007).  

3.6.1.4 On the focus group day 

In order to create a welcoming environment, the interview room was organised in advance 

and refreshments were provided. Chairs were organised in a circle around a table to ensure 

that group members could see each other and to ñreduce the tendency for particular members 

of the group to emerge as dominantò (Stewart et al., 2007, p. 32). As many of the focus 

groups were conducted near a mealtime, some form of food (sandwich, biscuits) was also 

provided. According to Stewart et al. (2007), ñ[t]he presence of food tends to relax 

participants, and it encourages participation by eliminating concerns about meals.ò (p. 56). 

Once the room was organised, participants met just before their focus group in one of the 

Universityôs cafés, as this was an easy place to find (Krueger and Casey, 2009). From there 

students were directed to the focus group room. My being on time and showing students an 

appreciation for their participation in the study contributed to creating an environment of 

trust, seen as essential in focus group functionality (Wibeck et al., 2007).  

Preceding the start of each focus group, the participants had a chance to chat for a few 

minutes about anything that would come naturally to the conversation. This was a way of 

providing opportunities to talk which could also facilitate their interaction in the focus group 
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(Krueger and Casey, 2009). This was also a way of developing a positive relationship 

between myself as the researcher and the participants.  

The next stage was a brief introduction to the focus group. Here it was made clear that the 

studentsô experiences were being explored in a non-judgemental way. This was seen as key 

in allowing participants to discuss their actual feelings and experiences, rather than 

attempting to some self-presentations in perceived desired ways. 

3.6.1.5 Using semi-structured interviews 

The level of structure adopted during focus groups can influence the results obtained. For 

instance, the use of more structured group interviews can allow for greater focus directed at 

the researcherôs interests, despite those not necessarily being as important for the participants 

themselves (Morgan, 1997). On the other hand, less structured group interviews can be a 

strong tool that can óspark a lively discussion among [the participants] without much 

guidance from either the researcherôs questions or the moderatorôs direction.ô (Morgan, 

1997, p. 40). Despite such a benefit, however, a risk exists in this latter strategy that the 

group discussions may lack direction and, therefore, not allow for the objectives of the study 

to be achieved. 

Due to the exploratory nature of the study, as well as respecting its aims and objectives, a 

balanced and flexible approach was seen as desirable. Therefore, semi-structure interviews 

consisting of open ended questions (see appendix 4) were adopted (Cohen et al., 2011). 

Being semi-structured in nature, the interviews allowed a framework of questions whilst 

allowing freedom to probe beyond the immediate answers given. This offered the flexibility 

for gaining further information on issues deemed important, enabling both clarification and 

elaboration to take place (Bryman, 2016). The interviews were also loosely structured on the 

students unfolding logs and video diaries, thus providing an opportunity for participants to 

communicate their own understandings, perspectives and attribution of meaning as well as 
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providing an opportunity for their further examination and deconstruction.  

In order to provide participants with sufficient cues to stimulate discussion, one of the 

strategies used was the addition of scenarios to the interview guide. Such scenarios are seen 

as ñpowerful triggersò by Abrandt, Dahlgren and Öberg, (2001, p. 278), especially when 

they contain opinions that may be provocative and stimulate emotional involvement. Using 

quotes from the video diaries and reflective logs proved to be an effective way to provoke 

participantsô interest in discussing topics. It also allowed participants to further explore 

themes that had been raised, and for knowledge to be elaborated upon and co-constructed 

(Wibeck, et al., 2007).  

3.6.1.6 The role of the moderator 

The role of the moderator during focus groups involves a balance between being directive 

and being a ñvoiceless participantò (Wibeck et al., 2007). Such a role was described by 

Wilkinson (1998) as the person who  

éallows students to focus and direct discussion while listening carefully to 

determine  when interventionéis needed to refocus the discussion, challenge 

thinking, or subtly  raise additional points to be considered. (p. 304) 

 

There was an interest in letting the discussion flow naturally as long as the participants were 

focusing on the topic of interest. When irrelevancies were introduced, the conversation was 

carefully and subtly (very often using humour as a strategy) guided back on target (Krueger 

and Casey, 2009). Additionally, the use of humour served as a ñpowerful bonding agentò in 

this regard, especially when used with spontaneity (Krueger and Casey, 2009, p. 102). 

It is also crucial that a moderator be aware of the dilemma between dominant versus silent 

participants. In this sense, silent participants were encouraged to contribute in order to avoid 

dominant participants monopolising the discussion. The formerôs participation was 
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encouraged by the use of non-verbal signals and prompts, resulting in their increased 

involvement (Smithson, 2000).  

The use of prompts and pauses were crucial whilst moderating the groups (Krueger and 

Casey, 2009). For instance, a short pause of around five seconds was given after participants 

seemed to have finalised their comments on a topic, in order to observe if other points were 

added to the discussion. Moreover, a concern existed regarding the probing of óvagueô 

answers. For example, when participants mentioned óI agreeô, they were often asked to 

explain their opinion further. However, excessive probing was avoided as it ñcan be time 

consuming, annoying and unnecessaryò (Krueger and Casey, 2009, p. 100). 

There was also an effort to provide óvalue neutralô gestures and comments. This was in line 

with the idea previously introduced to participants regarding the search for their opinions 

rather than órightô answers. There was, however, an attempt to show empathy towards 

participantsô comments by using words such as óokô, óuhmô and open ended prompts. 

Another aspect considered in this respect was the value participants attributed to a particular 

topic being studied. As argued by Morgan (1997), óé[w]hen participants discuss a topic at 

length, this is a good indication that they find it interesting, but that is not the same as saying 

that they think it is importantô (p. 62). Therefore, special attention was paid to identifying 

the aspects students considered important in their discussion rather than leaving it to 

speculation. Such identification was done by using prompts and summarising participantsô 

contributions in order to clarify whether the message received was the one intended.  

3.6.1.7 Recording the data  

Data were collected using an Olympus digital voice recorder (model WS-650S). 

Additionally, notes were taken in the form of key words to facilitate further exploration of 

aspects raised by the participants during focus groups. For instance, in one, Steve mentioned 



81 
 

how a lecturer never gave students a straight answer, demonstrating frustration. At this point, 

the word ófrustrationô was noted down, which allowed further exploration once appropriate. 

Disturbing the flow of the focus group was not desirable, especially as this could risk not 

listening to what the participants had to say thus providing a very óresearcher ledô 

conversation. As soon as the focus group ended, and once participants had left, notes were 

written based on the issues discussed in the focus group and the key issues and emotions 

revealed, which facilitated the process of data analysis (Krueger and Casey, 2009). The next 

stage involved checking if the data were successfully recorded before storing them in a safe 

computer, ready to be transcribed.  

3.6.1.8 Focus group duration 

Special attention was given to generating an appropriate number of questions that could 

allow rich data to be collected. In this respect, rather than the number of questions answered, 

the focus was on the depth in which they were answered. A flexible approach was adopted 

here, which was based on the participantsô contributions. This way, interesting or unclear 

responses were considered in depth without the moderator feeling hurried to complete the 

questions pre-established. 

The focus groupsô duration varied from 60 to 90 minutes. This somewhat differed from that 

proposed by Stewart et al. (2007), who argued that focus groups should last between 90 and 

150 minutes. It is important, however, to remember that the same authors proposed groups 

of eight to twelve participants which may at least partially explain the higher average 

duration recommended. 

3.6.2 Reflective diaries  

3.6.2.1 The use of reflective diaries as a research method 

Data collection through written means has been performed in many different ways within 
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research. For example, Irwin and Hramiak (2010) used online discussion forums to better 

understand trainee teachersô identities. Other studies (e.g., Snee, 2010) similarly used blogs 

in trying to understand the stories people tell about their gap years. Reflective diaries have 

also been used as a pedagogical tool, more specifically when assessing student work 

(Dummer, Cook, Parker, Barrett and Hull, 2008) and to better understand the challenges and 

successes experienced by students during placement (Morrell and Ridgway, 2014). 

One of the benefits of using written diaries is the participantsô opportunity to deal with 

internal tensions. For example, in a study which had law students as participants, Maclean 

(2010) claimed that the ówritingô of letters allowed the students to find their own way of 

managing the tension regarding ñinternal contradictions in the way the law characterises 

itselfò (p. 192). The ability to manage such tension is essential if one is to fully take up a 

social or professional identity (Fairclough, 2003). Indeed, the findings of Jangôs (2009) study 

revealed that by writing diaries, the participants ñdemonstrated how they understood, 

questioned, and negotiated their contexts and identitiesò (p. 53). Another benefit of written 

evidenced by Morrell and Ridgway (2014) was the potential of subsequent data to inform 

practice. Here, student nurses were able to reflect on the factors that facilitated and/or 

hindered their development during their final year placement. These factors were then used 

when discussing how to better prepare the students during their placement. A third example 

of the benefits of using written diaries was demonstrated by Miller (2013). Here the students 

were asked to record their personal experiences and relate them to the course material that 

had been covered in sessions on feminist economics. The findings showed that the students 

enjoyed the use of diaries as they felt they were learning whilst writing it.  

When using written diaries for research purposes, a key aspect to consider is that these diaries 

should allow participants to reflect on significant moments rather than being forced upon 

them. Indeed, when this (latter event) happens, Jindal-Snape and Holmes (2009) claim that 

students may express negative feeling regarding writing. In this respect, Prinsloo, Slade and 
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Galpin (2011) suggest that one should ñexplore initiatives that may deepen reflection and 

critical engagement while not compromising spontaneityò (p. 36). Another key aspect is the 

need to initially guide participants/students with regards to the meaning of diary writing and 

ways in which it can be performed as some participants may be initially uncomfortable with 

the idea (Jindal-Snape and Holmes, 2009). A related issue then is the level of structure 

provided. Findings from Prinsloo, Slade and Galpinôs (2011) study demonstrated that 

ñunstructured, private learning diaries can assist students to become more self-awareò (p. 

27). Here, the authors claimed that ñunstructured and un-assessed diaries do allow for 

spontaneous and authentic reflectionò (p. 36). Additionally, the authors argue that the 

addition of specific headings and questions with the aim to encourage deeper reflection, may 

instead ñimpact negatively on the spontaneity of student postings and erode the difference 

between learning diaries and more formal review activitiesò (Prinsloo, Slade and Galpin, 

2011, p. 36). 

3.6.2.2 Collecting data through reflective diaries 

In the current study, reflective diaries were used as a means to collect written data. The term 

óreflective diariesô refers to ñfirst-person observations of experiences that are recorded over 

a period of timeò (Krishnan and Lee, 2002, cited in Yi, 2008, p. 1). Participants were required 

to add entries to the virtual learning environment (Blackboard) on a page that was created 

specifically for this purpose.  

The purpose of using a reflective log was to look closer at the experiences of undergraduate 

sports coaching students throughout their three year degree. Each participant was required 

to keep a reflective log with an emphasis on reflecting upon personal experiences, reactions, 

ideas, questions and self-evaluation, rather than merely recording and describing events. The 

main purpose then, related to getting participants to consider their own personal development 

over time. In this respect, the logs provided insights into studentsô views of their own 
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learning and evolving identities; albeit in line with the studyôs aims. This also related to the 

idea that creating their own stories could help students establish their own identities (Marble, 

1997 cited in Malderez et al., 2007, p. 239). 

Understanding the context in which a diary was written was essential (Beattie, 2009). 

Therefore, unclear and/or interesting statements made by participants were followed through 

by often replying to the participantôs entry. This allowed participants to further explain their 

perceptions while leading to a better understanding of the message intended. Similarly, 

prompts were provided to students on a sporadic basis and became an important tool to guide 

them at the start of the process. This was in accordance with the aims and objectives of the 

study. However, there was a crucial consideration for how the prompts could affect the 

degree to which participantsô experiences were being represented. In order to cater for 

aspects that may not have been included in the prompts, careful thought was given to 

including questions such as óIs there anything else you would like to talk about?ô  

3.6.2.3 Creating an online diary for the reflective entries 

The blog (i.e., the written reflective entries) was created with support from the learning and 

teaching department using a specific tool on the virtual learning environment (i.e., 

Blackboard). The blog created enabled me, as the researcher, to see all the entries made by 

the students. However, the students only had access to their own entries, and to general 

announcements. The restriction was implemented as it was anticipated that students would 

be more willing to write candidly if they felt comments were confidential. This was an 

attempt to make the students comfortable, a challenge also faced in Jindal-Snape and 

Holmesôs (2009) study.  

3.6.2.4 Steps for creating the blog 

The first step was to decide on what type of óblogô would be used. After discussions with the 
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Learning and Teaching department at the University, the conclusion was that using a blog 

on Blackboard would be more accessible to students. This was because they had to use 

Blackboard on a regular basis to gather information regarding their modules and lectures. 

Once the blog site was decided, the next step was to find out the type of blog that was needed. 

There were many different options here, such as creating a blog where students could share 

their thoughts and see each otherôs entries. The option that best suited the study was one of 

the simplest ones which, as described above, enabled students to see only the entries they 

had posted and the comments made by the researcher on their specific entries. It was 

expected that some students would not be familiar with using the blog so all students were 

shown how to access the blog and add an entry. Participants were free to choose when to 

enter the data but they were told that of the expectancy to contribute every week or so.  

 

3.6.3 Video diaries1  

The use of video diaries as a research method can be seen as a valuable addition to the data 

collection and analysis armoury (Mason, 2006). A video diary is defined by Buchwald, 

Schantz-Laursen and Delmar (2009, p. 13) as ña digitized diary used for research with 

purposes similar to those of studies using written diaries; that is, the collection of data on 

informantsô lives over an extended period.ò  

 

3.6.3.1 Exploring learning and identity 

 

Although a certain similarity regarding the purpose of using video and written diaries can 

                                                 
1 Part of the content included in this section was published by Jones, R. L, Fonseca, J., De Martin-Silva, L., 

Morgan, K., Davies, G. and Mesquita, I. in 2014. See reference list for further details. 
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seem to exist, results from previous studies show discrepancies when assessing their 

respective applicability for research in learning (e.g., Roberts, 2011) and identity (e.g., 

Stenberg, 2009). For example, Robertsô (2011) study on the use of video diaries as a tool to 

investigate transformative learning showed video diaries to be ñmuch more successful in 

capturing the development of student learning than written diariesò (p. 675). According to 

the author, this success could be attributed to studentsô familiarity with the camera, which 

allowed aspects of óbeingô and óbecomingô to be explored. Similarly, Pink (2009) suggested 

that,  

 

éit [video diary] offers a sense of intimacy, a route to (intercultural) 

understanding and ways of knowing not available when represented 

through written words. (p.141) 

 

The potential of video diary as a tool to explore learning and identity was the key aspect that 

led to the use of video diaries as a method of data collection within this project. The 

longitudinal nature of the study pointed to the need for methods that could portray studentsô 

perceptions of their learning experiences and how these influenced their identity 

development. With this in mind, it was important to engage with the mundane 

understandings experienced by the participants. Along the same lines, Cashmore et al. (2010) 

claimed that video diaries hold the potential to illustrate ñthe extent to which [participants] 

engage with shifting, sometimes contradictory, insights and emotions throughout a givenò 

time span (p. 108). 

 

This engagement opportunities were afforded through capturing verbal and non-verbal 

elements of accounts. For instance, Noyes (2004, p. 199) argued that the use of video diaries 

allowed him to explore different aspects of a studentôs experience of mathematics. These 

included participantsô body language, body shape, hair style and clothing, which enabled the 

author to have a more holistic view of the studentôs social background and context in which 
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learning took place. This corroborates with Mannayôs (2010) use of visual methods as an 

instrument that makes "the familiar strange, and provides a gateway to destinations that lay 

beyond my repertoire of preconceived understandings of place and space" (p. 96). In this 

case, video diaries can not only allow access to words, but also provide the researcher and 

participants with opportunities to revisit and ómake senseô of non-verbal data over time 

(Bottorff, 1994). Complex layers of information can, therefore, be unpicked. In other words, 

video diaries provide ñlenses through which otherwise inaccessible aspects ofé.experiences 

can be viewedò (Noyes, 2004, p.206).   

 

3.6.3.2 Empowering participants 

 

Another reason for the use of video diaries originated from claims that they have an 

empowering aspect that allows the participants to tell their own stories (Buchwald, Schantz-

Laursen and Delmar, 2009; Noyes, 2004). For instance, Noyes (2004) used video diaries in 

his research after realising that his presence was limiting studentsô contributions during 

interviews. This perceived limitation led the author to believe that he was ñin need of a tool 

whereby they might talk more freely about their unseen day-to-day experiencesò (p. 196). 

Kaplan and Howes (2004) claimed that such means allow existing institutional hierarchies 

to be by-passed, allowing a transparency not always apparent through other, more 

researcher-dominated, methods. In this respect, methods that ask participants to ócreateô their 

own realities are believed to overcome some of the problems associated with the 

ñrationalistic tendencies of (strictly) verbal approachesò (Buckingham, 2009, p. 633). 

 

The view of identity as ñnarratives-stories we tell about ourselvesò (Bloustein, 1998, p. 126 

cited in Noyes, 2004, p. 200), suggests that stories shared in the form of video diaries have 

an important role in understanding studentsô identity development. Here, Cashmore et al 

(2010) argued that free-form video diaries enabled students to ñproject a sense of identity 
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that is not limited by their social status as studentsò (p.107). In other words, students were 

able to express experiences and emotions that were relevant at a particular time, without the 

imposition of particular researcher assumptions. 

 

Although free-form video diaries are seen to contribute to empowering studentsô 

participation, different approaches have been adopted in other studies. For instance, 

Cherrington and Watson (2010) in their study of college basketball players tried to achieve 

a balance between guidance and freedom in the production of video diaries. Participants 

were given information about the type of content sought but claimed that ñthere were degrees 

of flexibility and freedom implicit within theseò (p. 270). Here, Cherrington and Watson 

(2010, p. 270) claimed that the use of prompts ñwas aimed at being practical, prompting 

aspects of óidentityô, óday-to-day actsô and ófeelingsô but did not specify an exact topic for 

conversation.ò The authors showed a concern with empowering participants to tell their own 

stories, whilst focusing on their ñembodied identities in the context of everyday livesò (p. 

270). It is important to note, however, that despite the implied or explicit freedom and 

flexibility evident in a research project, the story told (as per the interpretive approach) is 

co-constructed by the researcher and participants. In this respect, material collected cannot 

be presented as solely the participant's own production of audio-visual knowledge (Brown, 

Dilley and Marshall, 2008) as researchers control the conceptual framing of the research. 

3.6.3.3 Collecting data though video diaries  

Each participant was required to keep a video diary. Video diaries are often considered a 

way for participants to frame and represent their own lives. Their use in this project then, 

represented an effort to somewhat empower the student participants; enabling them to tell 

their own stories, and to represent their own situations. It also marked an effort to engage 

with the diaristsô mundane, everyday experiences. While recognizing that there is no actual 

escape from the observerôs gaze and the projectôs hierarchy, what was nevertheless hoped 
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for from the use of such a research method, were less ómediatedô representations of 

participantsô selves (Pini, 2001). 

A principal intention related to their use was to create a secure means where students could 

feel comfortable to express their own ideas and feelings. The aim, therefore, was to generate 

rich and interesting data through the representations afforded by the method: to access the 

meanings behind the words (Pink, 2007).  The student participants then, were free to utilize 

any electronic dispositive capable of recording video (e.g., video camera, phone, computer) 

with no established rules given in relation to ówhereô and ówhenô the videos could be 

recorded. Guided by the two principal themes of learning and identity, the participants were 

asked to keep a video diary where they reported stories, experiences and thoughts about their 

lives as students, and reflected on óhowô and ówhyô on-going events had affected them. The 

participants were asked to upload and submit the video to www.sendspace.com after each 

recording. As soon as possible thereafter, the videos were analysed.   

Students were initially told they could write about any positive and/or negative experiences 

they had in the programme of study, explaining and giving examples to show how and why 

the experience affected them. In order to give the students a óvoiceô (Muir, 2008) to directly 

express their views, they were asked to produce free-form video diaries whilst prompts were 

used on a sporadic basis to guide participants. The prompts were added to the study page (an 

online page created in their learning environment area specifically for the current study) and 

sent to the students personal and University email addresses. 

As highlighted by Cherrington and Watson (2010), the aim was to achieve a balance between 

guidance and freedom in the production of video diaries. There was a crucial consideration 

for how this could affect the degree to which participantsô experiences were being 

represented. As argued by Tribe (2006), the experience was meant to be empowering for 

students allowing them to be the experts in the production of the video diaries. However, 
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according to Tribe (2006), the giving of guidance or specific prompts does not mitigate 

against empowerment and true representation of the participants. Along similar lines, careful 

thought was given to the creation of prompts that allowed participants to expand on their 

thoughts in both depth and breadth. Students were also informed that they should not see the 

prompts as a rigid structure to be followed but rather as an example of aspects they could 

focus upon (e.g., what they felt were the strengths and weaknesses of their programme of 

study and why).  

 

3.6.3.4 Further considerations regarding the use of video diaries as a research 

method 

Although no doubt able to supply additional information than just the spoken word, Banks 

(2007) urged caution in relation to unproblematically accepting such a claim on behalf of 

video diaries. Alternatively, he argued that while images could well reveal insight not 

accessible by other means, it is not universal or automatic that those benefits could not be 

reached by other methods. Indeed, the indiscriminate and uncompromising gaze of the 

camera may not provide the indisputable representation of reality that could be supposed 

(Rich et al., 2000). Similarly, others (e.g., Chaplin, 1994; Lomax and Casey, 1998) have 

variously suggested that visual images and their understandings are not direct or 

unproblematic representations, but rather co-created by producers and viewers. In this way, 

they are similar to other texts and should, therefore, be subject to the usual interpretive 

cautions. This was a point reiterated by Stanczak (2007), who stated that such images tend 

to ask us to hold positions related to óthis has beenô while also questioning subjectivities 

simultaneously. For Stanczak (2007) then, the visual ómomentô is both decisive and decided. 

The multivariate nature of the production of images in itself can be a rich source of analysis. 

In this respect, Gibson (2005) suggested that participants may position themselves in a given 

way for a perceived audience when producing video diaries. ñParticipant-generated video 
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accounts can thus be analysed not only for content but also for how participants engage in 

identity constructionò (p.3). Still, the total authenticity of material produced cannot be 

assumed. Consequently, writers such as Gibson (2005) and Pink (2007), while applauding 

the notion of empowerment and collaboration in research, stress the importance of reflexivity 

in the conduct of the research. This is a topic that is explored later on this chapter. 

 

On a different matter, Holliday (2007) suggested that video diaries carry with them potential 

for frustration in that they are one way conversations and thus not possible to enter into a 

dialogue over. This, however, was not an issue in the current study as the points raised by 

the participants were used to inform the focus groups interview guides allowing for further 

exploration of meaning. Moreover, the participants often related to the camera as the 

researcher. This is in keeping with the work of Moinian (2006) and Noyes (2004), who claim 

that some participants may see the camera as a friend, an audience who takes the place of 

the researcher. Here, Tribe (2006) suggested that although the story is inevitably ñskewed 

by the person of the researcher and their situatednessò (Tribe, 2006, p. 375), a video-diarising 

approach can minimise external influence by ensuring the voice of the individual respondent 

is retained and reported. 

 

3.7 Pilot data collection  

 

Pilot studies are ñmini versions of a full-scale studyò (Teijlingen and Hundley, 2001) used 

to assess the feasibility of a study and to pre-test specific instuments used within a particular 

investigation (Bryman, 2016). They allow the researcher to experience a ódry runô of the 

methods adopted allowing for an evaluation of their appropriateness and identification of 

potential room for improvement within the research process (Neuman, 2006). Therefore, the 
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use of pilot studies can increase the likehood of developing a successful study (Teijlingen 

and Hundley, 2001).  

In the current study, pilot studies were adopted to assess the feasibility of using the three 

methods of data collection (i.e., reflective logs, video diaries and focus groups) within the 

research process. It was somewhat expected that potential problems and solutions could be 

uncovered and, as a result, better inform the procedures used. Finally, this was also seen as 

an opportunity to familiriarise myself with the research process (e.g., identify resources 

needed; assess the practicalities of the research design adopted). 

Below is an account of how a mini version of the study was developed to ópre-testô the three 

methods adopted within this particular study.  

3.7.1 Reflective diaries 

In order to verify if the reflective logs would work as planned, two volunteers were óenrolledô 

on the log and asked to add a ótestô entry each. This test revealed that the entries could be 

seen by all the participants, therefore not matching the intended outcome. As a result, 

discussions were held with the learning support team and modifications were made so that 

participants could not see each othersô entries. After a week of entries on the blog, it was 

concluded that I was the only one seeing the entries made by the two ótestô participants and, 

therefore, the blog was ready to be added as a data collection instrument. 

3.7.2 Video diaries 

With the aim to select the best option for students to share videos with the researcher, 

meetings with the Learning and Teaching and IT departments took place within the five 

months preeceding the start of the data collection process. As a result, using an online cloud 

storage service was decided as the most appropriate option for the requirements regarding 

video sizes and specifications. 
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In order to test the practicalities associated with the process of making and sharing a video 

diary, a pilot test was conducted with two volunteers. Feedback gained revealed that using a 

digital camera (e.g., computer; video) to make videos was appropriate and easy (even for 

those who had never used a camera before). The same applied to the use of 

www.sendspace.com to send the videos produced. The only information participants were 

required to enter was their email address and my email address. Both would then receive a 

link in their email account inbox, which was available for around five days. This link 

provided the sender and the receiver with access to the videos uploaded by the participants. 

3.7.3 Focus group 

A pilot focus group was undertaken with four PhD students. I decided to focus on their 

learning experiences which echoes to the topic of the current study. This experience allowed 

me to obtain feedback from the participants regarding their contribution and feelings as well 

as feedback from my supervisor who was observing the session. The other relevant aspect 

to consider was the group size, which was subsequently decided upon (see focus group 

section for more details). 

The pilot study also served to create an awareness of how different backgrounds can affect 

participantsô interaction in the focus group. For instance, one of the PhD students had just 

joined the University at the time of the pilot study. Her participation in the focus group was 

not as engaging as the other PhD students. Understanding the context and her background 

was a key learning opportunity that informed future facilitative behaviour (e.g., how to 

engage participants more equally) during the data collection process (more details are 

provided in the focus group section, more especifically when discussing the role of the 

moderator).  

 

 

http://www.sendspace.com/
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3.8 Data analysis  

 

The collected data were fully transcribed and analysed as soon as they had been collected, 

so that the design of the next data collection phase could benefit. Here, by starting the 

transcription at an early stage allowed for a more detailed understanding of the data (Bryman, 

2016), which subsequently guided the design of the focus group questions as well as of 

prompts used to explore issues further in the video diaries and reflective logs. The on-going 

analysis also avoided being swamped by data, which, according to Bryman (2016) is a 

common occurrence when analysis is deferred until the end of the data collection process.  

Once transcribed, the content of the focus groups, reflective logs and video diaries was 

analysed using Charmazôs (2006) process for inductive analyses (initial coding, focused 

coding and theoretical coding). This process is based on a constructivist grounded theory 

approach the aim of which is ñinterpretive understandingò (Charmaz, 2013, p. 305). In this 

respect, such a process is in keeping with the ontological and epistemological positions 

adopted in this study (i.e., interpretivism) as previously discussed.  

 

3.8.1 Initial coding 

 

Of crucial importance at this stage was the creation of codes from the data rather than 

óforcing the data to fit themô (i.e., codes) (Charmaz, 2006, p.49). Here, a code refers to ña 

researcher generated construct that symbolizes and thus attributes interpreted meaning to 

each individual datum for later purposes of pattern detection, categorization, theory building, 

and other analytic processesò (Saldana, 2013, p. 4). This process resembles that of mining 

without a pre-conceived search for specific stones. Here, if preconceived codes were the 

case, many of the findings could be ignored. Initial coding then is a process of discovery, 
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which, in the current context, was later ópolishedô as the data analysis process developed. It 

is also a process of construction as the codes were ónamedô by the researcher. In this initial 

stage, every effort was made to follow Charmazôs (2006) suggestion to stay as ñclose to the 

data as possible, starting from the words and actions of respondents [to] preserve the fluidity 

of their experience and give new ways of lookingò (p. 49). An example is provided below 

where a code (i.e., óBeing strategic ï assessment influences what students choose to learnô) 

was created based on the data being analysed: 

 

Being strategic - assessment influences what students choose to learn 

I just feel ï yes, I'm probably even more strategic than I was in the first year, because 

now I'm thinking óAll right, whatôs going to get me the best marks? How can I tick 

those boxes?ô (Barry) 

 

There are different ways of performing initial coding, including word-by-word, line-by-line, 

segment-by-segment and incident-to-incident analysis (Charmaz, 2006). In terms of the 

above example the latter two types of coding were adopted. It is important to note that the 

length of the segment being analysed varied depending on the data collected. Here, if 

participants spent a significant length of time or space talking or writing about a specific 

issue, codes often originated from analysing paragraphs rather than lines. Segment-by-

segment analysis encouraged a critical analysis of data while considering the context in 

which they occurred. Additionally, incident-by-incident analysis allowed for later 

comparisons and the identification of emerging concepts; a key aspect, especially taking into 

account the longitudinal nature of the study.  

At this initial stage, despite the focus not being on word-by-word analysis, there was 

attention paid to the language used by the participants whilst coding. This is referred to as in 

vivo codes; that is, ñcodes of participantsô special termsò (Charmaz, 2006, p. 55). This 

allowed for an understanding of implicit meaning while providing further evidence for later 

comparisons between the data and the emerging themes (or categories). For example, Fran 
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referred to the caring provided by lecturers in the first year as ñtough loveò. The use of such 

a term allowed for further exploration of the participantsô views of the lecturersô roles. 

Similarly, it provided information that was compared to previous interpretation of the data 

collected. 

Once each focus group, reflective log and video diary were initially coded, they were 

transferred to an excel spreadsheet to facilitate the next stage (focused coding). Each focus 

group (total of 46) was transferred to an individual table as shown in table 4. Another two 

separate tables were created for the video diary and reflective log entries, respectively (table 

3 and 2, respectively). Here, to avoid a óroboticô approach to data analysis, there was careful 

consideration of the context in which the data occurred by returning to the original 

transcription documents. The information provided on the tables include examples of raw 

data, initial codes, the studyôs objectives, and the date (for RLs and VDs) or number and 

page (for FGs) to show when the data were collected. 

Raw data Initial coding  Objective Date 

I feel much more committed already than I did 

at my A levelséthe work is more focused at 

what I want to do as a job (Katie) 

Feeling 

committed to the 

course as it is 

linked to career 

ambitions 

1 17th October 

2011 

Iôm really enjoying coaching science. I can see 

how itôs going to help my coachingé (Tracey) 

Finding sessions 

relevant to 

coaching practice 

1 25th October 

2011 

Having a close friend from back home living 

close to me means that together we keep 

ourselves ógroundedô reminding ourselves who 

we are and not to change to a different person. 

(Steve) 

Being ógroundedô 4 13th 

November 

2011 

I prefer the interactive lectures where questions 

and answers are involved, but Iôm not a fan of 

the lectures where you just sit there and listen 

for an hour. (Daniel) 

Showing 

preference for 

interactive 

lectures 

5 13th 

November 

2011 

I really have no worries when it comes to 

coaching and have good confidence with myself 

but I think I would just like a chance to do some 

more of it. (Barry) 

Wishing he could 

do more practical 

coaching 

2 29th 

November 

2011 

Table 2. Example of initial coding for reflective logs 
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Raw data Initial coding  Objective Date 

I usually go to the lecturers and like just tell 

them what I think (emphasis on her voice and 

slower pace) like what I think (bring shoulders 

forward) the answer is so that they can confirm 

that is kind of right. (Mary) 

Looking for 

reassurance 

3 16th October 

2011 

Iôve enjoyed my practical sessions when I had 

the opportunity to coach my peers in small 

groups. Actually pretty (raises eyebrows) 

interestingé (Martin) 

Enjoying peer 

coaching 

2 25th October 

2011 

Iôm not entirely sure if that (e-lesson) is 

compulsory or not but I paid to go to Uni and 

paying for something I wana be taught it. 

(Gavin) 

Not 

understanding 

why he is doing 

e-lessons as he 

paid to be taught 

1 24th October 

2011 

Itôs hard when you got all this workload (raises 

eyebrows) and no one there to help you (nods 

her head downwards). (Fran) 

Feeling there is 

no one to help 

with Uni work 

3 1st November 

2011 

I was pretty happy with (looks at the camera) she 

tapped me on the back and said ñHave you got 

any swimming qualifications? Because I was 

really impressed with your sessionò. (Martin) 

Feeling happy 

after being 

praised by a 

lecturer 

5 13th 

November 

2011 

Table 3. Example of initial coding for video diaries 

 

Raw data Initial coding  Objective Page 

Iôm probably even more strategic now than I 

was in the first year, because now Iôm thinking 

ñAll right, whatôs going to get me the best 

marks? How can I tick those boxes?ò (Barry) 

Assessment 

affects what 

students learn 

1 20 

I think now I realise that coaching is a hard 

profession and isnôt secure. Whereas when 

youôre younger, when we first joined I thought 

ñI enjoy that, I want to earn money from itò 

(Nathan) 

Changing goals 

as a result of a 

reality check 

4 6 

Although weôre learning the theory, you can 

learn from how they are as a lecturer and even 

when they talk about their own experience as 

coaches you can learn from them, which is really 

helpful. (Daniel) 

Learning from 

who lecturers are 

5 11 

Iôm not sure, because if I were to coach it would 

be as a career, it would be skiing, because youôre 

moving around and it makes it hard to have a 

proper life. (Nathan) 

Changing 

ambitions 

4 15 

Table 4. Example of initial coding for focus group number 44 
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3.8.2 Focused coding 

The second stage (focused coding) consisted of returning to the data and recognising similar 

codes across the complete dataset. One of the goals of this stage was to determine how 

adequate the codes were when categorizing the data ñincisively and completelyò (Charmaz, 

2006, p. 58). A key aspect in this stage is that data are acted upon rather than being passively 

read. Here, then it was possible to compare recently created codes with previous codes as 

well as using such codes as potential topics to be covered in future data collection. 

Consequently, once recognised, similar codes were highlighted in a particular colour to show 

their commonality. In the example below, the passages were included under the theme 

óStrategic learningô as this was the common theme that best described all three. 

Having grades as a motivating factor  

Daniel: I think you'd still gain that learning experience of going to university from 

the year, because obviously you're here, you're learning, you're there, but I think 

having something to motivate you to still go to those lectures, and do well in your 

exams and things, having that extra little bit of grading or extra points towards your 

final degree, that helps a little bit. 

 

Aiming for 40%   

Tracey: My aim is 40%... if I pass this year, Iôll sort it out next year. 

 

Assessment affects what students choose to learn  

Barry: I just feel ï yes, I'm probably even more strategic than I was in the first year, 

because now I'm thinking óAll right, whatôs going to get me the best marks?  How 

can I tick those boxes?ô   

 

 

The focused coding stage was also represented on a table to facilitate further analysis and 

organisation of the data. An example of such tables is provided next, this time with an extra 

column related to ófocused codingô: 
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Raw data Initial coding  Focused 

coding 

Objective Page 

Having that extra little bit of grading or 

extra points towards your final degree 

helps a little bit. (Daniel) 

Having grades 

as a motivating 

factor 

Strategic 

learning 

1 3 

Iôm probably even more strategic now 

than I was in the first year, because now 

Iôm thinking ñAll right, whatôs going to 

get me the best marks? How can I tick 

those boxes?ò (Barry) 

Assessment 

affects what 

students choose 

to learn 

1 20 

I think now I realise that coaching is a 

hard profession and isnôt secure. 

Whereas when youôre younger, when we 

first joined I thought ñI enjoy that, I want 

to earn money from itò (Nathan) 

Changing goals 

as a result of a 

reality check 

Identity-

ambitions 

4 6 

Iôm not sure, because if I were to coach it 

would be as a career, it would be skiing, 

because youôre moving around and it 

makes it hard to have a proper life. 

(Nathan) 

Changing 

ambitions 

4 15 

Although weôre learning the theory, you 

can learn from how they are as a lecturer 

and even when they talk about their own 

experience as coaches you can learn from 

them, which is really helpful. (Daniel) 

Learning from 

who lecturers 

are 

The role 

of the 

lecturers 

5 11 

Table 5. Example of focused coding for focus group number 44 

Following the creation of tables organised by data set in chronological order (as shown 

above), the next step was to organise the data under specific objectives and when collected 

so that further temporal analysis could be performed. This strategy was also adopted to avoid 

being swamped with so much data without knowing their meaning and significance to each 

stage of the data collection process. Here, the codes originated from FGs, VDs and RLs were 

all combined under similar themes. In total, twelve yearly thematic tables were created (see 

appendices 5-16), with objectives 1 and 2 being represented in the same table, whereas 

objectives 3, 4 and 5 were presented in individual tables. An example is shown next (table 

6): 
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Raw data Initial coding Focused 

coding 

Objective Source Page or 

date 

I think that I need a lot 

from others to reassure 

myself that what I am 

doing is correct or right. 

(Tracey) 

Looking for right 

answers (Need 

reassurance from 

others) 

 

Intellectual 

development 

3 Year 1 

Reflective 

Log 

20h 

January 

2011 

I know the whole point 

is for us to give them the 

answers (stares at the 

camera) but I work 

better with them giving 

the answers so I know 

the answers when it 

comes to the test. (Mary) 

Looking for right 

answers 

from the lecturer 

Intellectual 

development 

3 Year 1 

Video 

diary 

7th 

December 

2011 

 

It prompts you to 

explain everything 

youôre talking about and 

to go into more depth 

with the answer.  If he 

gives you a closed 

question itôs just a yea or 

nay.  (Fran) 

Discussing the 

benefit of having 

open ended 

questions 

Intellectual 

development 

3 Year 2 

Focus 

group 30 

 

7 

The lecturer always asks 

us what we think 

because we know there 

isn't always a right 

answeré(Heather) 

Accepting multiple 

answers  

Intellectual 

development 

3 Year 3 

Focus 

group 37 

16 

I think thereôs always 

going to be an element 

of doubt.  If you 

understand why it has 

the most value to you 

and why you think itôs 

better than anything, 

then I guess thatôs all 

right. (Tom) 

Accepting doubts 

as part of learning 

 

 

 

 

 

Intellectual 

development 

3 Year 3 

Focus 

group 41 

 

3 

Table 6. Example of data included in a thematic table (intellectual development) for 

FGs, VDs and RLs across all 3 years of data collection 

 

3.8.3 Theoretical coding 

 

Theoretical coding relates to ñpossible relationships between categories developed in 

focused codingò (Charmaz, 2006, p. 63). It moves the ñanalytic story in a theoretical 

directionò (p. 63), in order to make the analysis ñcoherent and comprehensibleò (p. 63). 

Theoretical codes then, are used to óclarifyô and ósharpenô the analysis without imposing a 
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framework. Subsequently, theory is taken as ñemergent and must arise from particular 

situationsò (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 18). In the current study, theories related to learning and 

identity were used to create an awareness of the research landscape. However, in this respect, 

theory was not imposed on the results, but rather used to facilitate knowledge exploration 

and creation. In this sense, the analysis and interpretation of data were also guided by the 

studyôs aims and objectives (Mason, 2005). Consequently, it should be acknowledged that 

the notion of a totally ógroundedô analysis was not the case here. This was not only in relation 

to the studyôs stated objectives but also my personal previously constructed perspectives and 

beliefs. Here, Harry, Sturges and Klinger (2005) argue that although the inductive nature of 

grounded theory ñrequires researchers to approach the data from a perspective of relative 

neutralityò they usually also do so ñwith a great deal of knowledge about literature on the 

topic being studied, as well as a set of beliefséò (p.11).  

In the current study, links with the literature were created or developed from analytical 

memos. Here, memos are defined as ña place to ódump your brainô about the participants, 

phenomenon, or process under investigation by thinking and thus writing and thus thinking 

even more about themò (Saldana, 2013, p. 41). It consists of being reflexive regarding the 

data being analysed; in other words, ñthinking critically about what you are doing and why, 

and recognizing the extent to which your thoughts, actions and decisions shape how you 

research and what you seeò (Mason, 2002, p. 5). The example below illustrates a segment of 

the process undertaken; 

Memo: Students were clearly adopting what Entwistle (2000) would describe as a 

strategic and surface approach to learning in the first year. Their approach was often 

focused on what was needed to pass the assessment. Here, as the grades from the 

first year did not count toward their final degree classification, they did not feel they 

had to invest as much effort. Potential links with constructive alignment between 

learning outcomes, assessment and teaching methods (Biggs and Tang, 2011). Also, 

focus on the idea that if coaching is to be seen as a complex endeavour (Jones and 

Wallace, 2005), so have the assessment requirements. Action: See how this view 

develops throughout the study and what affects it.  
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Although the links with theory were mainly developed in this latter ótheoretical analysisô 

stage, reflection was constant at all times. Hence, if there was a perceived link with literature, 

it would be recorded immediately. This relates to Deyôs (2007) argument that we ñdo not 

categorise and then connect; we connect by categorizingò (p. 178). An initial link was thus 

made and developed further as necessary in the general inductive process. 

The theoretical analysis was not the ófinalô stage of the analysis per se. Rather, the data that 

had gone through the three stages of analysis were constantly revisited in attempts to ósee 

them with different eyesô and thus be able to get a glimpse of the many associated intricacies 

inherent within them. This relates to the óconstant comparative methodsô identified by Glaser 

and Strauss (1967). Such comparison required constantly returning to the data to explore 

how the participants understood experienced situations before making judgements regarding 

perceived changes in their actions and perceptions.  

 

3.8.4 Specific considerations when analysing video diaries 

 

Although Charmazôs (2006) process was adopted when analysing data collected through 

reflective logs, focus groups and video diaries, extra considerations were given when 

analysing data from the video diaries. Here, Noyes (2004) discussed his difficulty in 

communicating the mental image on paper. To overcome them, Noyes (2004) used 

descriptions of non-verbal communication alongside the text, which facilitated the creation 

of a mental image when reading the passages. An example from Noyesô (2004) work is given 

below: 

 

[Approximately two minutes into interview]éas it is my first day of the diary I 

find it really good todayé(pause for effect)éto get to knowéYOU (points, 

stares and grins proudly at the camera)ébecauseéfirst time Iôve been in front 

of a cameraédonôt feel badé(grins)éfeel goodéfeel famous (satisfied giggle) 

(p. 199). 
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In the current study, the videos were transcribed following the examples given by Noyes 

(2004). Therefore, in addition to the words spoken, special attention was paid to representing 

a ómental imageô on paper by following a detailed description of the witnessed non-verbal 

communication. 

 

3.9 Reflexivity  

 

Reflexivity has been defined as ñthe ability to take oneself as an object of knowledge or 

óreflectionôò (Benton and Craib, 2001, p. 185) or ñthe process of reflecting critically on the 

self as researcherò (Lincoln and Guba, 2000, p. 183). It refers to the researcher reflecting 

ñabout how their role in the study and their personal background, culture, and experiences 

hold potential for shaping their interpretations and the meaning they ascribe to the dataò 

(Cresswell, 2013, p. 186). The researcher then is acknowledge as one ñwho actively 

constructs the collection, selection and interpretation of dataò (Finlay, 2003, p. 5), rather 

than ñsomeone who extracts knowledge from observations and conversations and then 

transmits knowledge to an audienceò (Bryman, 2016, p. 388). In this respect, ñsubjectivity 

in research is transformed from a problem to an opportunityò (Finlay, 2002a, p. 531).  

Although reflexivity is considered essential to the process of qualitative research, questions 

regarding óhowô to practice reflexivity still current exist (e.g., Doyle, 2013). In this context, 

Doyle (2013) argues that reflexivity goes beyond ñinternal conversationò (Archer, 2007, p. 

3), to a ñpractice in which to actively engageò (p. 251). Finlay (2003) divided the practice of 

reflexivity into five variants: introspection, intersubjective reflection, mutual collaboration, 

social critique and ironic deconstruction.  

The current study adopted the first three of Finlayôs (2003) variants. Firstly, reflexivity in 



104 
 

introspection was adopted through the use of (my own) personal written and video research 

diaries. The use of research diaries has been seen as very beneficial in the process of doing 

reflexivity as they allow on-going reflection upon the research process (e.g., Baxter et al., 

2001; Alley, Jackson and Shaky, 2015). Alley, Jackson and Shakya (2015) argue that ñby 

taking the time to engage in reflexive practice, researchers have the opportunity to develop 

greater self-awareness and insight into how their values, beliefs, and assumptions affect the 

synthesis, dissemination, exchange, and application of research findingò (p. 430).    

Reflexivity as introspection focuses on óself-dialogueô and ódiscoveryô (Finlay, 2003, p. 6).  

This process was also encouraged by frequent meetings with my supervisor, which led me 

to search for and clarify internal dialogues regarding the methods I was adopting in my study. 

More specifically, the use of such reflective diaries encouraged me to not only express my 

opinions and feelings, but also to better understand the decisions being made. Here, as 

suggested by Finlay (2003) I was using ñpersonal revelation not as an end in itself but as a 

springboard for interpretations and more general insightò (p. 8). An example can be found 

below: 

I seem to keep getting stuck and keep asking myself ñHow should I present the data? 

How should I discuss the data?ò But now, I have achieved a point where I know what 

I am doing (showing the paperwork). As you can see, it is still a mess, but it is almost 

like ñWhy havenôt I thought about this before?ò So, ñhow did I get to this point?ò I 

guess it was about not giving up when I wasnôt certain about what I wanted to do. I 

feel like the PhD has helped so much in adopting this approach as in the past if I got 

stuck the way I did, I might have stopped and not really thought about it as part of 

the process of learning. (Researcherôs video diary, September, 2015) 

Link: https://youtu.be/YSpFQhTHCxY 

 

Despite the benefits associated with reflexive introspection, it is not without its challenges. 

Here, to avoid having my voice overshadowing those of the participants (a critique made by 

Finlay, 2003), there was a conscious effort to listen to the participantsô voices and how they 

made sense of their experiences. This refers to the second type of reflexivity introduced by 

Finlay (2003); ñreflexivity as intersubjective reflectionò (p. 8). Here, I focused on my 

https://youtu.be/YSpFQhTHCxY
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relationship with the participants which can be referred to as ñself-in-relation-to-othersò 

(Finlay, 2003, p. 8). It included analysing my position throughout the study. Mannay (2010) 

argues that the position assumed by the researcher in research (e.g., insider/outsider) is a 

debatable and often contradictory issue. More specifically, the search for 'research 

legitimacy' (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007) results in some advocating that researchers 

should possess certain characteristics that allow them to be an insider or an outsider. With 

regards to the current study, I had characteristics that classified me as both. For instance, my 

background in sport and having graduated with a sports degree could classify me somehow 

as an insider. However, a great part of my educational background took place in a different 

culture which positioned me as an outsider.  

It is crucial to highlight that this notion of sharing (or not) similar characteristics with the 

context and participants should not be seen as a black and white or clear cut issue. Indeed, 

the idea of a binary system where people either 'are' or 'are not' members of a certain group 

who possess similar experiences ignores the "multifaceted nature of identities" (Mannay, 

2010, p. 92). Consequently, recognising similarities and differences with the participants 

while reflecting where to position myself throughout the research was essential for 

developing a trustworthy relationship with them. The excerpt below from my research 

journal illustrates the type of questions I grappled with, especially during the first year of the 

study in this respect: 

I keep asking myself: ñHow much shall I interfere with what they write? What am I 

looking for?ò The answer that comes to mind is ñI want to explore, understand their 

learning and their identity development. I am trying to find a balance, trying to find 

the best way to óassistô students with their reflection. So I think ñWhat feedback shall 

I give them?ò I do not want to dictate the content of their reflection as this would 

mean choosing what is affecting their development, which could be misguiding. 

(Researcherôs reflective journal, November 2011) 

 

The relationship between myself, as a researcher, and the participants was an important 

aspect in helping to recognise when to ózoom inô and when to ózoom outô. In other words, it 
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allowed for the environment to be assessed, which led to the identification of support needed 

and involvement required for the success of the research process. This relationship involved 

the (hoped for) development of ñtrust and integrityò (BSA, 2002, para. 14). These were 

demonstrated and nurtured by arriving for meetings in good time and being available for 

informal chats.  

Finally the concept of ñreflexivity as mutual collaborationò (Finlay, 2003, p. 10) was adopted 

when involving myself in a reflexive dialogue with the participants, with PhD colleagues 

and with my supervisor. Firstly, with the participants, the methods of data collection allowed 

me to engage in mutual reflection during focus groups based on their contributions to the 

written and video diaries. As explained in the óMethods of data collectionô section, the 

participants were led to explore issues from their diaries in a discussion with others and 

myself. This allowed for clarification, elaboration and negotiation when co-constructing and 

making sense of knowledge. 

 

With regards to my supervisor, frequent meetings encouraged me to become more aware of 

my thoughts and myself, and to consider different (at times conflicting) positions. Despite a 

potential danger of taking my supervisorôs advice as órightô due to his position as a more 

knowledgeable other, his effort to provide suggestions in the form of open ended questions 

proved to be a catalyst in my own reflexive activity. Here, despite bringing uncertainty, it 

demonstrated the value in being constantly reflexive and to search for my own commitment 

to my decisions (an aspect that is key in developing an identity) (Perry, 1999). It also allowed 

me to re-evaluate previous and present understandings (Enosh and Ben-Ari, 2016). 

Interestingly, moments of reflexivity resulted in emotional outcomes. Below is an entry to 

my research diary minutes after I met with Bill and Robyn: 

 

óThe most interesting thing is that although I am analysing how the studentsô 

identities are changing I feel like I am going through the same process. I am a 

student, a lecturer, a footballer (although I feel this part of my identity has become 
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weaker in the past year). Losing who I am is bothering meé(a minute of silence and 

tears start coming out of my eyes)éI tried to resistéI didnôt want them to see me 

crying, but it was too late!!! Robyn looks at me and says: Are you ok? I try to say yes 

but it was clear that something was going on. I was going through a period of 

transition and just had that feeling of ónaked selfô. (Researcherôs reflective journal, 

April 2012) 

 

  

It was clear that the research process was affecting me as a researcher and as a person. 

However, despite the event shared above, I was careful to not to be overpowered by one of 

the major pitfalls regarding reflexivity; that is, the swamp analogy or, ñgetting lost in endless 

narcissistic personal emoting or interminable deconstructions of deconstructions where all 

meaning gets lostò (Finlay, 2002b, p. 226). Here, of crucial importance was to ensure that 

the focus on interpersonal aspects did not move away from the topic under study (Finlay, 

2003). For example, sharing the findings of the study with my supervisor(s) allowed an in-

depth conversation about the concept of ócaringô, which led to further investigations 

regarding the participantsô perceptions of the role of the lecturers; 

 

As I go through my data, I reflect on what exactly they are trying to show me. I have 

been debating whether the perception that lecturers care is sufficient for student 

satisfaction and engagement in sessions. I feel that as long as students think lecturers 

care, they are fine with it ï so when Tracey said ñif they show that they careòéas 

long as she believes they do, then it is fine. So, in a sense, by reflecting on what I had 

written about my results before, I donôt think this was only in the first year. This was 

something that students had throughout the study. However, what changed was their 

perception of what caring meant to them. Whilst they initially thought it was 

providing them with the right answers, they later realised that by challenging their 

ways of knowing, lecturers were caring ï BUT, they only realised that in the second 

year, which means that the frustration they felt in the first year (when not being given 

the right answers) contributed to their development. This makes me think that we 

really need to consider how staff develop (and the CPD courses available) as some 

may listen to the student voice without the necessary critical awareness needed. 

Instead of student satisfaction, perhaps student frustration could be a sign of 

development????(Researcherôs reflective journal, August 2015). 

 

Overall, reflexivity constituted a key process through which I ómade senseô of my role in the 

research process. It allowed me to deal with uncertainties and grapple with the challenges 

involved in developing such a demanding yet very rewarding project. It kept me motivated 
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and challenged me to search for new ways of knowing. It was certainly a process of self-

dialogue, intersubjective reflection and mutual collaboration. Here, of crucial importance 

was the opportunity to focus on the aims and objectives of the study whilst acknowledging 

my own development in the research process. 

 

3.10 Research trustworthiness  

 

Quantitative researchers often refer to terms such as validity and reliability when assessing 

the quality of research. Although some qualitative researchers may adopt such terms, many 

prefer to distance themselves from such terminology (Bryman, 2016). Instead, the quality of 

qualitative research is often assessed using the concept of trustworthiness (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985). In order to ensure trustworthiness within the current study, Gubaôs (1981) four 

constructs of credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability were considered.  

Firstly credibility, or ñaccurately record[ing] the phenomena under scrutinyò was achieved 

by adopting aspects introduced by Shenton (2004, p. 64). The first related to the development 

of an early familiarity with the culture of participating organisations. Here, engagement 

with participants was done through meetings, text messages, emails and by attending lectures 

within their programme of study. This allowed for an understanding of the context whilst 

developing a relationship of trust with the participants. Here, a concern existed in not being 

óone of the studentsô which, according to Shenton (2004), can overly influence professional 

judgements. Additionally, and equally, there was a concern with not becoming too close to 

staff members and being seen as one of them. Consequently, I made sure that any 

experiences that could affect my relationship with the participants were carefully discussed 

with my supervisor. For example, as part my teaching training programme, I was asked to 

mark assignments for the first year BSc Sports Coaching students. I discussed the offer with 

my supervisor and my related concerns regarding its impact on relationships with the 

participants. We decided it was not a risk worth taking.  
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The use of video diaries, reflective logs and focus groups in the current study symbolised an 

attempt to óseeô the phenomenon from different óanglesô and allowed for complementary 

and/or contradictory insights to be explored (Flick, 2009). This refers to triangulation, which 

is defined as the strategies ñfor improving the quality of qualitative research by extending 

the approach to the issue under studyò (Flick, 2009, p. 405). The methods complemented 

each other in the sense that on-going findings (related to the aims of the study) guided the 

following set of data collection as discussed in previous sections. It also allowed for iterative 

questioning, which was adopted when asking students questions to clarify their thoughts and 

opinions on specific issues. This was particularly the case when the information provided 

was not detailed or when there was discrepancy amongst participantsô contributions. Here, 

the use of three methods, however, was not invested in equally by the participants. For 

example, the study demonstrated that the participants perceived the focus group interviews 

as being more important than the video diaries, often due to having the opportunity to 

physically meet in a group within short periods of time (Jones et al., 2014). Thus, as Jones 

et al. (2014) suggested, combining different methods of data collection should take into 

account situational aspects related to the participants and the research context.  

 

Frequent debriefing sessions constituted another aspect adopted in the study. Regular 

meetings were held with the supervisory team to discuss approaches adopted in the research 

(e.g., data collection and analysis process). This contributed to not only answering questions, 

but more importantly, generating access to previously inaccessible ways of thinking. Below 

I share one of my reflective diary entries: 

 

Before I came to the meeting today, I was concerned about having a 'right' and 

'accepted' way of analysing data. I wanted to perhaps have a relatively simple 

answer for something that is complex (the analysis of the data with the means of 

enhancing understanding). I keep asking myself: ñHow flexible should I be when 

thinking about the different steps I have to go through when analysing data? 
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What if I think of an important theory while doing my initial coding?ò It took me 

a lot of thinking regarding the organisation of the data but I feel that my 

discussion with Robyn today made me more critical of my thoughts and 

assumptions. (Researcherôs reflective journal, April 2012) 

 

In this respect, frequent meetings with my supervisor also resulted in peer scrutiny of the 

research project. This aspect was also gained from conference presentations and feedback 

from reviewers during the process of publishing peer reviewed articles and book chapters 

related to the study. Here, the feedback gained allowed me to refine my understanding and 

development of the study. Similarly, the participants were guaranteed access to the data 

collected if they wish to examine them (as previously mentioned), which allowed for further 

member checks.  

 

The reflective journal served not only as a way to consider future practice but also to review 

my experience. The researcherôs ñreflective commentaryò, was attained by keeping a 

reflective journal throughout the duration of the study. This enabled me to reflect on the 

successes and potential issues associated with the research itself. Below is an example of 

such experience when looking back at my experience at the end of the first year: 

 

I am now at my desk in Research House and feel very happy about the data 

collection process Iôve been through in this first year. I feel the participants have 

shared their experiences to the best of their abilities and Iôve been able to collect 

some very relevant data. This has been a rewarding process. I remember when I 

was worried about having all the participants and how now things seem to have 

fallen into place. My relationship with them has become strongeréI donôt feel 

we are closer in terms of being friends, but I definitely feel there is an element of 

trust and respect that has been growing throughout this first year. This makes me 

really happy. (Researcherôs reflective journal, May 2012) 

 

In order to provide a detailed account of the methods and procedures adopted in the study, 

careful attention was drawn to making sure a comprehensive account of the process 

employed was developed. This relates to what Shenton (2004) defines as thick description 

of the phenomenon under scrutiny. Here, however, contradicting Shentonôs (2004) work, the 

aim of providing such a detailed account was not seen as  a way to allow others to ñdetermine 
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the extent to which the overall findings óring trueôò. Instead, it was an attempt to provide the 

reader with further understanding of the context in which the research took place, a key 

aspect that can allow for naturalistic generalisation (Stake, 2000) and transferability (i.e., 

when readers relate findings to their own positions) (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). In this 

context, naturalistic generalisation means the ability of the reader ñon the basis of a thick 

description and the provision of a vicarious experiential account, to determine if and how 

these experiences can be used to understand a new settingò (Hellstrom, 2008, p. 324).This 

concept informed the idea of transferability introduced by Lincoln and Guba (1985). 

According to the authors, ñthe degree of transferability is a direct function of the similarity 

between the two contextsò (p. 124). In this sense, measures were taken such as to describe 

key aspects (e.g., duration of the data collection; length of the sessions; the number of 

participants) to provide readers with sufficient information to ñcompare the instances of the 

phenomenon described in the research report with those that they have seen emerge in their 

situationsò (Shenton, 2004, p. 70). 

 

Further details regarding the research design, the data collection process and an appraisal of 

it contributed to the studyôs ódependabilityô, a term that is usually referred to as óreliabilityô 

in quantitative research ñto show that, if the work were repeated, in the same context, with 

the same methods and with the same participants, similar results would be obtainedò 

(Shenton, 2004, p. 71). This term should however be used with caution as the attainment of 

similar results in qualitative research is problematic. Instead, dependability in this context 

focused on a ñthorough understanding of the methods used and their effectivenessò (Shenton, 

2004, p. 71); something (hopefully) accomplished by devoting detailed sections to explain 

the research design, the data collection methods and procedures as well as a reflective 

appraisal of the project through the use of a research reflective diary. 

 

Finally, in order to guarantee trustworthiness, the concept of confirmability was considered. 
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This refers to ensuring ñas far as possible that the workôs findings are the result of the 

experiences and ideas of the informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of 

the researcherò (Shenton, 2004, p. 72). In this context, the detailed description of the data 

analysis process adopted, including transcription in full of all focus group interviews and 

video diaries helped to illustrate a consistent way of engaging with the data. Furthermore, 

an appreciation of the context in which the videos were produced was important in 

constructing interpretations of the participantsô meanings. This echoes Ball and Smith's 

(2002) concerns regarding the relatively easiness to manipulate images and provide results 

that are out of the initial context. It also relates to Pink's (2001) claim that reflexivity needs 

to be engaged with in terms of recognising the context in which images and knowledge are 

produced.  

 

3.11 Ethical Procedures 

 

According to Bryman (2016), participants should be informed of any ethical issues before 

they agree to participate in a specific study. To achieve this, information detailing their 

participation in the study was provided to the students during the recruitment process. The 

information included the aims of the study; what participation in the study consisted for those 

who agreed to take part; the methods used; and how the findings would be disseminated (see 

appendix 1).  

The Statement of Ethical Practice for the British Sociological Association (BSA) (2002) and 

the Data Protection Act (1998) were key in deciding upon key ethical considerations that 

were adopted throughout the study.  The sections focused upon are referred to when 

introducing the ethical considerations in the text that follows. Ethical procedures adopted 

within the current study were also approved by the University of Wales Institute (UWIC)ôs 

(now Cardiff Metropolitan University) research ethics committee prior to data collection. 
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Anonymity 

Pseudonyms were used to avoid the recognition of participants in the presentation of data. 

This was adopted for all data, including reflective entries, video diaries and focus groups. 

However, the original reflective log entries contained the participantsô real names. This was 

part of the standard process when logging into the Universityôs virtual learning environment 

and adding entries to respective reflective logs. However, a word document was 

subsequently created with all the entries ensuring the replacement of participantsô names 

with pseudonyms. 

Students were also given the opportunity to create their own pseudonyms which was seen as 

a way of further involving the students in the study. The use of pseudonyms for video entries, 

however, was obviously not a guarantee that participants would not be recognised. 

Therefore, data in the form of video diaries were only released (e.g., for presentations in 

Conferences) after prior consent was obtained from the participants for each of the videos 

and each of the occasions they would be used for. This corroborates with the British 

Sociological Association requirements when using a method that could lead to actual or 

potential identification of participants. This way, it was made ñclear to research participants 

the purpose of the notes, filming or recording, and, as precisely as possible, to whom it will 

[read would] be communicatedò (BSA, 2002, para. 20). This ótransparencyô in providing 

information regarding how the data would be disseminated is one of the key concepts 

underlying the Data Protection Act (1998).  

Consent form 

The participants who volunteered for the study were invited for an initial group meeting 

where they had the opportunity to meet each other and ask further questions. After all the 

questions had been satisfactorily answered, they were invited to read and sign the consent 

form (see appendix 2). Consent is another key aspect informing the Data Protection Act 
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(1998) (Social Research Association, 2013). Here, the participants were reassured that they 

were free to withdraw at any time without reason, that they would be guaranteed anonymity 

and confidentiality, and that video entries would only be used with prior consent. Therefore, 

there was a careful consideration that ñconsent [was] to be regarded, not as a once-and-for-

all prior event, but as a process, subject to renegotiation over timeò (BSA, 2002, para. 25). 

The data collected were saved to a secure computer to which only myself as the main 

researcher had access. Access was restricted by the use of a password, and the data were 

held in secure premises (Social Research Association, 2013).  
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

The purpose of the results chapter is to present the key findings of the study, in accordance 

with the stated aims and objectives. The data have been organized in a text and quote format, 

and in chronological order. Most of the data cited are derived from the focus group 

interviews as they provided opportunities for further examination, elaboration, and 

deconstruction of the video diaries and reflective logs (as detailed in the methods section). 

In terms of structure, the chapter is divided into four main sections, namely óLearning 

experiencesô (objective 1 and 2); óIntellectual developmentô (objective 3); óThe role of the 

teaching staffô (objective 5) and óIdentity developmentô (objective 4).  

Following each results section, a discussion of the findings is presented. Here a conscious 

effort was made to avoid ñimposing a specific theoretical framework on the study at the 

outsetò (Dunne, 2011, p. 119). Instead, theories were used as and when they had the potential 

to ómake senseô of the data and further the analysis.  

 

4.1 Learning experiences - Results 

 

The results presented and discussed in this section primarily refer to objectives 1 and 2; more 

specifically, 1) óHow and why did the sports coaching students think about learning and 

carry out their studying in the ways they did?ô and 2) óHow much did the students value the 

role of theory in informing coaching practice and development, and why?ô 

The findings were structured under six key themes, namely óThe first steps: a strategic and 

surface approach to learningô; óThe transition to a deeper, yet still strategic, approach to 

learningô; óA lack of understanding and motivation for óindependentô learningô; óTowards 
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more engagement with órelationalô learningô; óCoaching theory and practice ï From 

knowledge for action to knowledge for understandingô and finally, óApplying theory to 

practice is not always a straight forward processô. 

4.1.1 The first steps: a strategic and surface approach to learning  

Data from the first year of the study demonstrated that the students expected a ótraditionalô 

learning system, where information is transferred from lecturers to students. The main focus 

within such an approach lies on memorising facts and concepts (i.e., acquisition). Hence, 

engaging in critical analysis was not seen as a priority for the students in the current study. 

Rather, during these initial experiences, learning centered around three main aspects; 

ógetting knowledge from the lecturerô, óbeing able to remember the informationô and ólinking 

theory and practiceô. In the words of three of them: 

Getting knowledge of things you donôt knowéor you donôt know as much aboutéso 

getting that knowledge from the teacher (Steve, year 1, FG4/15, May 2012). 

 

  Something that you can actually repeat again and againéjust not like a one off 

 (Barry, year 1, FG4/13, May 2012). 

 

You learn a theory and then put the theory into practice. If you are not actually 

putting it into practice, I donôt class that as actually learning (Martin, year 1, 

FG4/13, May 2012). 

 

All twelve students commented on the fact that the first year of the study did not count 

towards their final degree classification, and that they only had to achieve 40% to progress 

to the second year. As a result, the students did not invest too much effort in the first year 

óas itôs not as important, whereas next year we will probably have to, not go out so much, 

do more work, get out of bed for lecturesô (Nathan, year 1, FG1/3, November 2011). In the 

words of one: 

 

It feels like ñOK, Iôm glad I know that now.ò But the amount of effort that [reading] 

took...[laughs]éIôve got to times that by, like, a thousand! To be able to write an 
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essay. And then I just think - ñis it really worth it?ò And at the moment, itôs not, 

because I only need 40% [laughs] (Tracey, year 1, FG2/4, December 2011). 

 

This strategic and surface approach to learning was clearly a decided upon choice, as the 

students demonstrated situational awareness and recognition that they óshould be doing a lot 

more research on the topics and looking at different theories to expand my knowledgeô 

(Tracey, year 1, RL, November 2011). Amongst the factors that contributed to this apparent 

surface approach to learning was the perceived complexity and demands associated with 

reading. As a result, reading was completed only in preparation for assessments: 

éso, having a goal in front of me, like an exam, is why Iôd be reading the bookéI 

know what Iôm looking for. Read for that. Find the relevant chapter, or what the 

relevant page is, and just sort of stick to it (Tom, year 1, FG2/7, December 2011). 

 

Furthermore, the studentsô interest in the topics covered in lectures affected how much they 

were willing to read. This interest often originated from their ability to relate to the topic in 

question. Here, a common finding was that students were reading for the modules that they 

enjoyed whilst ignoring those they considered had óno relevance to my headô (Steve, year 2 

FG5/19, October 2012). 

Another factor that contributed to the surface approach to learning witnessed was the 

influence exerted by second and third year students. Such students tried to persuade the first 

years to focus on their social life rather than their studies by arguing that óthis year doesnôt 

really countô (Mary, Year 1, FG2/4, December 2011). As a result, the participants argued 

that it affected their thoughts: Iôve got that into my head now. So I think, ñOh, it doesnôt 

count, as long as I pass it...ò (Fran, year 1, FG2/5, December 2011). 

 

The effects of such a surface approach to learning manifested themselves in the lack of 

understanding regarding some of the content the students had been exposed to. For example, 

Tracey mentioned that ñI feel like I am only just scraping by and not learning anything but 
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just lucky guessing my way through my examsò (RL, year 1, March 2012). 

 

 

4.1.2 - The transition to a deeper, yet still strategic, approach to learning 

 

As the study progressed, a change in the studentsô conceptions of learning took place. Here, 

a move was evident towards the need to óunderstandô (rather than simply memorise) 

information. In the words of Daniel: 

 

Weôve been to lectures and itôs all about gaining that understandingé The actual 

understanding of it we gained from going to those lectures; so that was definitely a 

bonus for me (Daniel, year 3, FG12/44, May 2014). 

 

 

In this context, learning started to be seen as a more complex process (e.g., óI donôt think you 

can simplify learning as just one specific thingô - Daniel, year 3, FG12/44, May 2014) and 

about exploring different avenues (e.g., ófor a lot of the stuff weôve learned about thereôs no 

órightô answer and there are still a lot of avenues to explore, by having those conversations, 

itôs the ability for us to come out with stuffô - Tom, year 3, FG11/41, March 2014). 

 

This change in the meaning associated with learning coincided with a move towards deeper 

approaches. Here, one of the contributing factors was the development of critical thinking 

through, for example, the use of reading tasks in preparation for seminars combined with in-

class group discussions: 

 

Because you have these small groups for the seminaréit is helpful, because you 

know, when we spread our ideas, sometimes we have the same ideas. And then when 

we receive these different ideas, I think itôs good that, you know, maybe we tend to 

think outside of the box. Like, ñwhy would he do this differently?ò (Heather, year 2, 

FG6/23, December 2012). 

 
This process required students to deal with previously inaccessible ways of thinking, 

resembling the idea of learning as a process of transformation. Here, the teaching staff played 
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a key role (especially during seminars), where they were able to demonstrate that confusion 

and uncertainty were inherent to the learning process. 

 

Linked to the idea of learning as a transformative process, the personal stories shared by 

lecturers were perceived as very beneficial in terms of providing students with ideas for 

potential career aspirations and actions to be taken (e.g., the relevance of finding external 

coaching opportunities). In the words of Steve: 

I remember a guy coming in to talk about his experience at university. He said he got 

a First Class Honours degree but he didnôt get a job because he didnôt have 

experience in the workplace. So he spent the next 3 years gaining the experience to 

get a job. Whereas if you can combine while you're at university youôd be there 

quicker. I think getting people whoôve been through university to come back and give 

you a lecture, I found it interesting to know where theyôve been and how they got 

there (Steve, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). 

The alteration in the course structure from the first to the second year was a catalyst for 

changing the studentsô attitude towards learning. More specifically, once the marks started 

counting towards the studentsô final degree classification (in the second year of study), they 

showed more motivation to learn: 

 

The motivation changed because there were just lecturers saying your first year 

doesnôt count and the second year counts towards your degree ï itôs just a massive 

change. I find everyoneôs trying a lot harder this year.  Everyoneôs in there and weôre 

all studying but last year we were just out drinking (Steve, year 2, FG8/30, May 

2013). 

 

 

Relatedly and importantly, the nature of the assessments was crucial in encouraging a deeper 

approach to learning. Here, the students referred to assessments that prompted them to 

óexplain everything you are talking aboutéwhich makes you better cos when you come to 

write your essays  youôve got to back up every single thing that you sayô (Fran, year 2, 

FG6/21, December 2012). The adoption of ótake homeô tasks such as reading and completion 

of workbooks to be discussed in seminars was another powerful assessment aspect that 

encouraged deep learning. Here, the need to complete the task was reinforced when students 

argued that without it, they were a óbit of an outcastô (Daniel, year 3, FG11/43, March 2014). 
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Indeed, having a purpose for doing the tasks was key for their engagement as the following 

excerpt illustrates: 

 

If they told me to read them and do the work, and you only get a tick in a box for it, 

I wouldnôt do it. But, because I get to discuss it, I know what Iôm doing and where I 

am. Ié Iôm more likely to do it because itôs going to be more relevant to what I learn 

(Steve, year 2, FG6/22, December 2012). 

 

In this respect, (inter)active participation in their own learning was key in stimulating the 

studentsô engagement in the learning process. Here, one suggested that óIf I get involved in 

discussions or group tasks in any way, I can learn a lot moreô (Daniel, year 3, FG9/33, 

October 2013). 

 

 

The studentsô developing perceptions of learning included its re-conceptualisation as a 

demanding activity. This was because of a better understanding of what was needed to 

participate in meaningful seminar discussions as well as to complete the assessment 

requirements of the course. This, in turn, resulted in a recognition that without effort and 

personal commitment they would not have enough knowledge to question others, including 

the lecturers: 

 

For me, I probably donôt read enough and I donôt know enough about the subject, so 

I go into a lecture thinking that the lecturer is going to be right, because I donôt have 

enough knowledge to question him (Martin, year 3, FG12/44, March 2014). 

 

Indeed, reading (something perceived as demanding) became an activity seen as very 

beneficial for learning, as the students increasingly recognised that óI understand more from 

them [the sources they read], they say a lot of things and explain more, rather than from the 

lecture notesô (Heather, year 3, FG9/35, October 2013). Here, as the students entered their 

third year of study, they argued that the need to read for their dissertations, as well as making 
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their own decisions and taking responsibility for knowledge construction, was also beneficial 

towards developing a deeper approach to learning. In the words of two: 

 

You had to really dig in and get your own answers ï it was hard!  You're never really 

sure. But I can see why itôs hard work and it makes a lot of sense (Gavin, year 3, 

FG12/47, May 2014). 

 

In second year, youôd have an assignment, then youôd have a break. But in third itôs 

just constant. Youôve got to be in the library every day or youôre not going to get 

your work done. Thereôs no stopping, thereôs always something you need to be 

working on (Daniel, year 3, FG10/39, December 2013). 

 

 

4.1.3 ï A lack of understanding and motivation for óindependentô learning 

 

The data revealed that the concept of independent learning was not clear to the students, 

which often led to a lack of interest and motivation for undertaking such work: 

 

I think the main thing is that, as undergrads, we donôt really understand the full 

extent of independent learning - and weôre not, definitely not fully participating in it! 

(Tom, year 1, FG2/7, December 2011). 

 

Indeed, the initial stages of the course showed independent learning to be a challenge for 

students. In this respect, a principal barrier was the lack of motivation for doing the work 

(e.g., Itôs hard to say ñOK, this hour Iôm doing biomechanicsò on your own - you just end 

up not doing itô - Tracey, year 1, FG2/4, December 2011). Here, the perceived lack of 

support from others was seen as a key barrier (e.g., itôs hard when youôve got all this 

workload (raises eyebrows) and no one there to help you (nods her head downwards)ô -

Fran, year 1, VD, December 2011). 

 

When discussing independent learning, the students mentioned that they had rarely done it 

in the first year. Tom suggested that the reason for this lay in its perceived irrelevancy; óyou 
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donôt need to this year, like the fact that you can pass, like comfortably without doing ité.ô 

(year 1, FG4/15, May 2012). He and Steve explained it further; 

 

Tom: When thereôs an essay and stuff you end up going back over it. And cos this 

year is not really worth anythingécos itôs not worth, you donôt really need to, I donôt 

know, I just donôt feel you need to put as much effort iné 

 

Steve: I donôt think the motivation is there cos it doesnôt count to anything 

 

(year 1, FG4/15, May 2012) 

 

This initial barrier to being óindependentô originated from the studentsô previous experiences 

(e.g., At college I used to get everything on a piece of paper ï like, people would just tell me, 

do this, workébut at uni, you come here, they just say ñdo this by this. And read this.ò I'm 

like, ñno!òô - Gavin, Year 1, FG2/6, December 2011). In this context, the students 

demonstrated their lack of time management skills, which led to a desire for being told what 

and when to do work (e.g., Sometimes I wish someone would be, like, ñYou need to get on 

and do this piece of work.ò Because I feel like sometimes I'm just leaving it a bit too late. I 

need to plan my time better - Katie, year 1, FG1/3, October 2011). Additionally, handing in 

assignments ótwo minutes before the deadlineô (Gavin, year 1, FG2/6, December 2011) was 

not uncommon amongst the students in their first year. 

 

Consequently, while some accepted that independent learning was part of being at 

university, others showed frustration when not given the óserviceô they perceived they should 

be receiving:  

 

I paid (uses hands for emphasises whilst talking down at the camera) to go to uni 

and paying for something, I wana be taught it! So I didnôt pay (raises eyebrows) to 

sit at home in the computer do e-lessons, itôs kind of stupid, I donôt really get that. 

But itôs gotta be done (shrugs shoulders), itôs extra knowledge and all that nonsense 

but yeah it kind of annoys me that Iôve gotta teach myself in some respectsô (Gavin, 

year 1, VD, October 2011). 
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Other barriers to doing what students perceived to be óindependentô learning were the 

distractions experienced when living on campus (e.g., ówith all your mates living around 

you, and having the gym, and the tennis courts, and all sorts... I just do something more fun 

than sit down and workô - Nathan, year 1, FG2/5, December 2011). This lack of engagement 

with academic work was evidenced in some of the studentsô responses (e.g., óI got kicked 

out of a lecture today (looks up) for not having done my blog for Coaching Science. Not 

good at all! [Shaking head right and left]ô - Gavin, year 1, VD, December, 2011). The 

following research diary entry illustrates this point further:  

 

I start walking to the lecture room and see students who were supposed to be in the 

lecture walking past me coming from the building. I start to doubt: ñHave I got the 

room number wrong?ò This doubt passed as I used to attend that lecture every 

Tuesday and was certain of the room number. A second question came to mind: 

ñHave they changed the room?ò followed by another thought: ñHas the lecture been 

cancelled?ò More and more students were walking past me. I asked one of them to 

see what was going on: ñHas your Coaching Science lecture been cancelled?ò The 

student replied: ñWe all got kicked out by the lecturer as we didnôt do the blog.ò I 

get to the lecture room that is normally packed with around seventy students, now 

had only fifteen. Students were set an activity that they had to bring in order to 

evaluate each otherôs work. As most students had not completed the task they were 

told there was no point in them being there (Researcherôs reflective diary, year 1, 

16th December 2011). 

 

 

4.1.4 - Towards more engagement with órelationalô learning 

 

As the study progressed, the students increasingly showed more engagement with activities 

they characterised as óindependent learningô. However (despite the term) such activities were 

always related to, or embedded within a wider context set by another (e.g., lecturers), and 

often related to assessment. 

 

Interestingly, when the learning tasks were related to assessments (particularly in the second 

and third years of study), the students showed more evidence of completing them: 
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I think the way theyôve structured this year, with our seminars, Iôve definitely done a 

lot more reading because youôve got to bring a certain amount of work with you, so 

you need to contribute to it (Tom, year 2, FG7/24, February 2013). 

 

If we didnôt have that coursework that we have to submit, then Iôll justé do nothing 

(Heather, year 2, FG6/23, December 2012). 

 

In this respect, órelationalô learning (e.g., set by others in relation to assessments) was what 

students referred to as independent learning. Here, the use of weekly tasks motivated the 

students and gave them a sense of goal setting to do the work (e.g., óOh, I have to submit 

this, so I have to work for itô - Heather, year 2, FG6/23, December 2012). 

 

Despite the initial challenges faced by the students in trying to understand their role in 

independent [relational] learning, the initial perceived lack of support previously introduced 

in this section, was now recognised as very beneficial for their subsequent development: 

 

I feel itôs helped a lot this year because Iôve learned to think and do everything on 

my own, because Iôve had to and now Iôve got their help I feel Iôve got loads of help, 

rather than just being used to being spoon-fed in college (Tracey, year 3, FG10/38, 

December 2013). 

 

A better understanding of the benefits of doing work on their own was evident in the second 

year of study. Taking into account that most of the tasks set were in preparation for group 

discussions during seminars, students argued that they had a ósocial responsibilityô to 

contribute: 

 

And there was group discussion, so if you didnôt do anything and left the work to 

someone else to talk about, you just felt ñWhy am I actually here?ò  So you had 

social responsibility, sort of thing (Martin, year 2, FG8/29, May 2013).   

 

éthis year, because itôs worth something, because it is working towards the degree, 

I think thereôs a kind of mutual respect between everyone that if you have to go and 

do work, then you have to go and do work (Barry, year 2, FG8/31, May 2013). 

 

It was also a way of positioning themselves in a knowledge scale, as Daniel explained: 



125 
 

 

But in that as well, Iôd hate sitting there and knowing someone else knows so much 

more about something that I do.  So then you just feel as if youôre miles below them 

(Daniel, year 2, FG8/29, May 2013). 

 

 

4.1.5 Coaching theory and practice ï From knowledge for action to knowledge for 

understanding  

 

In the initial stages of the course, the students had a clear focus on knowledge for action as 

opposed to knowledge for understanding: 

 

I come here to learn how to be a better coach, not how to write a book about how to 

be a better coaché backing it up with theories and stuff, well it doesn't matter as 

long as I know ité right now I just want to know how to coach, and I just want to get 

out and coach (Tracey, year 1, FG3/10, February 2012). 

 

Such a focus on knowledge for action resulted in the students not recognising the value of 

theory in informing coaching practice. In this respect, coaching was not considered 

particularly worthy of academic study: 

 

 It doesn't matter about all the intellectual stuff unless you want to be a performance 

analyst or a psychologist or anything, anything else completely irrelevant (Gavin, 

year 1, FG3/10, February 2012). 

 

I think it [theory] just makes it too complicated. Certainly more complicated than it 

needs to be (Nathan, Year 1, FG2/5, December 2011). 

 

As a result of focusing on óhow to coachô, and neglecting the need to explore the ówhysô 

behind coaching practice, the students perceived practical coaching experience as sufficient 

for successful coaching: 

I got a lot of experience (hands on mouth), I can, you know (looks at the camera for 

a few seconds), I donôt (hand gestures) really need to plan or anything I can just 

make up on the spot (looks to the left) and it goes really smooth (Gavin, year 1, VD, 

December 2011). 
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Despite such initial resistance, the students recognised that some of the theories covered in 

the course were beneficial for improving their coaching practice. This was particularly the 

case when students had opportunities to apply theory to practice: 

 

 I would never use that (reciprocal learning) until he told me. Like Iôve been using 

this in my swimming lessons nowéI go into more depth now so it helps with 

understanding a bit moreéand also the whole reciprocal learning and guided 

discovery and that helps a lot. I wouldnôt have said that beforeéitôs just learning 

new things that work really (Mary, year 1, FG4/14, May 2012). 
 

I donôt think I have stopped doing anything I was doing already but I think that Iôve 

just added more to itélike a couple of things especially just like the guided discovery 

that kind of thing, and like empowerment (Tracey, year 1, FG4/12, May 2012). 

 

Consequently, for it to be valued, the students had to perceive the information (or theory) 

received as being relevant to their working practices. When this was not the case, the theory 

was not perceived as valuable. For example, Barry suggested that óitôs all very well having 

all this theory, but I think itôs noté itôs all fairly useless unless you can actually get out and 

experience itô (year 2, FG5/17, October 2012). 

 

The challenges faced by the students when learning the theories included their conception 

of learning (i.e., need to memorise the theory) and their resistance in getting out of their 

ócomfort zonesô; (a topic discussed in depth in section 4.4). In the words of two: 

 

Thereôs too many different variations. Like, I canôt learn and remember them. 

Because I havenôt looked at them enough, and because Iôm not really interested in 

themé I donôt likeé Iôm not really motivated to look at it (Tracey, year 1, FG4/12, 

May 2012). 

 

Getting from the stage of learning the theory to being comfortable in using it is a 

long process. Very long process. And itôs so easy to sort of just sit back into your 

usual, I guessé because thatôs your comfort zone (Daniel, year 1, FG4/12, May 

2012). 
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As the study progressed, however, the students increasingly recognised the role of theory in 

developing their understanding of coaching and its application in practice: 

Iôm not just sitting on experience now. Iôm able to understand how I think as a coach 

or how I was previously coaching and it further enables me to reflect on thaté I 

know going into leading sessions now, especially from advanced coaching, the 

science, Iôd be a lot better equipped to deal with anything.  I feel I could coach a 

multiple range of sports (Gavin, year 2, FG9/36, November 2013). 

Before I came here I thought I was a pretty good coach, and was quite confident.  

But my coaching now compared with how it was then is completely different and I 

would say I'm ten times better now, just because the theory makes you think 

differently and just taking into account different things that youôd just pass over 

without doing the theory, I think. (Nathan, year 3, FG11/42, March 2014). 

Now, compared to first year, my kids are moving up stages more quickly, because I 

understand their way of learning from using these theories (Mary, year 3, FG12/45, 

May 2014). 

  

The increasing recognition of the value of theory in informing practice coincided with a 

change in the studentsô conception of coaching from talking to someone about óskillsô 

(Nathan, year 1, FG4/13, May 2012) and ógiving people structure to followô (Tom, year 3, 

FG10/37, December 2013), to focusing on different ways of learning and the steps needed 

in co-constructing knowledge. 

One of the contributing factors that allowed students to see the value of coaching theory was 

the increasingly reflective nature of their practices. 

 

Recent lectures on reflection interest me. I started to understand why those lectures 

could be so beneficial before we actually become coaches. In addition to the 

seminars, my understanding of reflection has improved. To date, I actually use 

reflection every day and come up with better action plans which I think are really 

effective especially when I am doing practical activities (Heather, Reflective Log, 

18thNovember 2012). 

 

 The students, therefore, generally recognised that reflective practice was not something they 

would have consciously engaged in previously (e.g., óI donôt think Iôd ever reflected about 

my coaching after a session until nowô ï Daniel, year 2, FG5/18, October 2012). As the 
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study progressed, however, the students argued that adopting reflective practice was making 

them aware they were óactually slowly improvingô (Steve, year 2, FG6/22, December 2012). 

Here, theory was seen as an important aspect that allowed them to make sense of their 

coaching: 

 

Youôd just coach and you wouldnôt know any different.  You wouldnôt know if it was 

a good session or a bad session. Youôd just do something and you might think ñOh, 

I wonder why they reacted like that?ò but you wouldnôt have a theory to explain ñthis 

is whyò  So it is helpful (Daniel, year 3, FG10/39, December 2013). 

 

The interesting information that I was talking about was when we learnt about the 

variations of powers that could be used during a session to cater for the participants. 

This term we are into Foucaultôs idea of disciplinary power, how we as individuals 

can insert power into ourselves by our body language and, position where we might 

stand during a session (Steve, Reflective Diary, February 2013). 

 

 

In this respect, the  students argued that having background knowledge (i.e., knowledge 

about the theory being discussed) was key before applying theory to practice, which was in 

line with their increasing focus on knowledge for understanding (instead of focusing solely 

on knowledge for action): 

 

In my psychology lecture, weôre actually being sports psychologists, having to go 

through case studies and stuff and it makes it so much more relevant, but we couldnôt 

do that if we hadnôt known the theory beforehand (Martin, year 3, FG9/35, December 

2013). 

 

The creation of a learning environment that encouraged students to be reflective was crucial 

for their development as reflective practitioners. This included using seminars to provoke 

meaningful debates that resonated with the studentsô own experiences: 

 

Itôs quite good to talk in the seminars about how you use the theory and how it 

works...  (Nathan, year 3, FG10/39, December 2013). 

 

Iôd say this year has been very much about us -  ñHow can you use these theories 

and this is how itôs going to  look, and what happens if you get these problems?ò 

(Gavin, year 3, FG9/36, November 2013). 

 



129 
 

The teaching methods adopted by the lecturers also allowed the students to óexperienceô 

different theories and ófeelô what it was like to apply them in practice (e.g., Whatever theory 

theyôre teaching, they use it on us without us realising, until at the end we go ñOh, they used 

that on us!ò - Mary, Year 3, FG9/36, October 2013). Similarly, the use of academic writing 

(i.e., essay format) was also seen as beneficial for understanding the theories covered on the 

course (e.g., óif you really reflect and look back on your essays, you can say ñI do have a 

good understanding of that knowledge or of that theory. I can use it in my coaching nowòô 

- Daniel, year 3, FG11/43, March 2014). 

 

Additionally, observing other coaches triggered further reflection when analysing 

behaviours and potential suggestions for the studentsô own coaching: óHe coached some the 

more advanced stuff, and then coached the other three the beginner stuff. So, he adapted for 

that. Which was quite goodô - Martin, FG8/29, May 2013). 

 

Another contributing aspect to the development of reflective practice was the use of 

workbooks pre and post-sessions (e.g., it actually makes us think out of the box in terms of 

the reflection - Heather, FG4/14, May 2012). Here, the practical sessions experienced on the 

course and external coaching practice encouraged students to engage in óa process of 

evaluating your performance and your own abilities.  So self-awareness I thinkô (Tom, Year 

3, FG10/37, December 2013). Becoming more self-aware (and aware of their own practice) 

was beneficial in guiding the studentsô general development: 

 

I think one of my favourite things this year is caring [content that was covered in the 

course]. I know that sounds like a woolly topic area, but I've found when an athlete 

tries to talk to me, because there's very little time to coach the session, I'm not 

actually taking any interest in what they say. (Martin, Year 3, FG11/42, March 2013) 
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4.1.6 - Applying theory to practice is not always a straight forward process 

 

The data revealed some interesting findings as the course progressed, often contradicting the 

studentsô initial ways of thinking about coaching theory and its application to practice. For 

example, the students started to accept that applying theory to coaching practice was not the 

straight forward process they wished for in the first year: 

 

I think the main trouble with most of the theories is that theyôre a lot harder to apply 

than you initially think, but I think itôs just more a persistence thing; youôve almost 

got to é if it doesnôt work the first time, donôt give up (Tom, year 3, FG10/37, 

December 2013). 

 

In furthering the case for practical experience, any perceived lack of such experience was 

perceived by the students as a potential barrier to their understanding of theory. Here, 

Heather commented: 

 

I think because I donôt have that experience itôs hard. I agree with Martin, we 

understand it if we see ité if I donôt understand, then OK, Iôm going to research in 

the books and the books are going to explain everything.  So yes, I understand it a 

lot better. But I think maybe the understanding is quite different, because they have 

the experience and I donôt (Heather, year 3, FG9/35, October 2013). 

 

Still, and rather paradoxically, although the students recognised the benefits of practice in 

allowing them to further their understanding of theories, some of them failed to take 

advantage of the opportunities provided by the University. They often attributed their lack 

of engagement to laziness: 

 

Thereôs a lot of opportunities and I havenôt really taken advantage to likeéthereôs 

quite a lot to get involved in (pause). Got to get off our backsides and do it, sort of 

thing. But thatôs the thing, like ï just get in such bad habits from last year, get lazy, 

andé I mean, any of thatôs all down to usé weôre the ones that are being lazy (Tom, 

year 2, FG8/32, May 2013). 
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A further challenge faced by the students was the role given to them within the clubs they 

worked at. For example, Martin argued that óif youôre an assistant, you canôt really go out 

and try it, I think thatôs the problemô (Year 3, FG9/35, October 2013). This feeling was 

shared by others, especially in the second year of the study when the students had their first 

compulsory involvement with external placement providers: 

 

Iôm finding it difficult to put that theory into my coachingésoé Iôll coach the youth 

sides, buté er, I find ité quite difficult toé because if you donôt run the session, if 

youôre an assistant coach, then you donôt really have much control over it (Daniel, 

year 2, FG6/21, December 2012). 

 

 

4.2 Learning Experiences ï Discussion 

 

4.2.1 Studentsô conceptions of, and approaches to, learning: From surface to deep 

 

The results showed an overall shift from surface to deep learning approaches during the 

studentsô three years of study.  In line with the work of Entwistle and Peterson (2004), such 

change was slow, especially during the first year when the students showed a relatively stable 

conception of learning. Here, learning was conceptualised as remembering information 

provided by the teaching staff, resembling the idea of learning as acquisition. This is in 

keeping with the work of Nelson, Cushion and Potrac (2013), where the coachesô cited 

desired the acquisition of new knowledge. The coaches in the above study, however, also 

expressed a desire to be actively involved in the planning of the course content, which differs 

from the initial stages of the current study. Rather, the students here did not seem to question 

the knowledge being acquired as they saw it as a means to pass the assessment, as opposed 

to a means of becoming more knowledgeable coaches. This resulted in a strategic and surface 

approach to learning during the first year of the course (Entwistle and Entwistle, 1991). In 

this sense, the students often questioned the need to invest more effort than what was 
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perceived as necessary to pass the test (a characteristic of the surface approach to learning ï 

Entwistle, 2000). This strategic and surface approach chosen by the students was influenced 

by the structure of their course, which required the students to achieve only 40% to progress 

from the first to the second year of study.  

 

Assessments, thus, played a key role in the studentsô learning. In this respect, the prevalence 

of a strategic approach was aligned to the surface learning engaged in by the students during 

their first year of the study, and to the deeper approach adopted in the second and third years. 

These results somewhat contradict those from Mogashana, Case and Marshallôs (2012) study 

that demonstrated students adopted a strategic surface or deep approach to learning 

according to what they needed to achieve the peak of performance. This was not the case in 

the first year for the current studyôs students, whose aim was not to achieve peak 

performance but just to pass. Here, the fact that the results from the first year did not 

contribute to the final degree classification was a key aspect that led students to adopt such 

a surface approach to learning.  

 

The strategic approach adopted by the students, despite initially being seen as a negative 

aspect (focused on the marks), generated opportunities for deep approaches to learning to be 

engaged with as the study developed and their conception of learning changed. These 

opportunities (set by the lecturer and often linked to assessment) included pre-reading in 

preparation for seminars, the use of workbooks for the completion of weekly tasks, writing 

assignments, and seminar group discussions which required students to be reflective in the 

co-construction of knowledge. However, not all practices were always seen as relevant by 

the students. For example, there was an initial resistance to writing assignments, which was 

later identified as beneficial to learning by the students. Here, the students recognised (in 

hindsight) the importance of having background knowledge (i.e., what they already knew 
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about a topic) to develop as coaches. Additionally, the constructive alignment between the 

learning outcomes, teaching and learning activities, and the assessment was crucial to 

increase the studentsô engagement in the learning process (Biggs and Tang, 2011). In this 

way, learning was seen as relational rather than independent.  

 

4.2.2 Independent or órelationalô learning? 

 

The view of learning as relational rather than independent should not be seen in negative 

terms. Indeed, constructivist theories have argued for the benefits of relational learning such 

as the opportunities to scaffold learning, challenging the learner to the next level of 

attainment (Wass and Golding, 2014). In the current study, the students argued that they did 

not understand the concept of independent learning, often referring to óindependent learningô 

as that which occurred when completing tasks or studying for exams; that is, learning that 

was always órelatedô to an activity (including assessments) set by another person.  

 

The lack of student understanding of the term óindependentô is not surprising. As the 

literature suggests, the term óindependent learningô is open to a variety of interpretations. 

For example, Balapumi and Aitken (2012, p. 2) define independent learning as ñwhere the 

direction, control and regulation of the learning process is solely guided and managed by the 

learnerò. The UK Higher Education Academy argued that independent learning ñmay 

include situations of group learning where activity may be collaborative and individual 

learning outcomes similar (or different) but each reached independentlyò (p. 4). Here, 

independent learning is believed to happen not only in isolation but also ñwithin a 

community of learnersò (p. 4). Other studies have additionally used different terms when 

referring to independent learning [(e.g., self-regulated learning (Yue, Wing and Greg, 2016), 

directed independent learning (HEA, 2014)], which adds to the complexity of the matter. 
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The relational aspects found in the studentsô responses are in line with the work of Lave and 

Wenger (1991), who argue that the social context plays a crucial role in what people learn. 

Indeed, the results indicated that the teaching staff and the assessments employed were 

crucial in engaging students in their órelationalô learning. Learning as a collaborative process 

has been the focus of recent research in coaching (e.g. Mesquita, Ribeiro, Santos and 

Morgan, 2014; Stocszkowsky and Collins, 2014), suggesting that the negotiation and 

collaboration present within communities of practice can be very beneficial in developing 

coaches (independent of their expertise level). This results from the opportunities created for 

coaches to share and ómake senseô of their experiences (Lave and Wenger, 1991). However, 

the mere participation in a community of practice does not automatically result in the 

learning intended (Harris, 2010). It is important that mutual collaboration is present (Culver 

and Trudel, 2008). Results from the current study revealed group work as a catalyst to 

developing a deep approach to learning. For example, the students argued that pre reading 

and the discussions they had with other students (mainly as part of the course) allowed them 

to understand and question their own practices, especially when they were confronted with 

previously inaccessible ways of thinking (Meyer and Land, 2005). 

 

4.2.3 A matter of ósocial responsibilityô 

 

Interestingly, the studentsô engagement with pre-reading and discussions in seminars often 

originated from a sense of what they called ósocial responsibilityô. In other words, by doing 

the work, the students felt that they were respecting their classmates as they were all working 

towards the same aim in a ófairô way. This reflects Aguileraôs et al. (2007) multilevel 

theoretical framework of corporate social responsibility. Here, the authors argued that three 

main motives exist for engaging in social responsibility; ñinstrumental (self-interest driven), 

relational (concerned with relationships among group members), and moral (concerned with 
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ethical standards and moral principles)ò (p. 839). The first, self-interest, is displayed in the 

search for fairness (Aguilera e al., 2007). More specifically, ñwhen fairness is perceived, 

employees [read students] are happy and work harderò (p. 840). Findings from the current 

study demonstrated that the students developed a ómutual respectô for each other when they 

accepted the idea that as the work was counting towards their degree, it was fair that they all 

committed to doing it. In this respect, the decision to engage was affected by social 

comparisons with the other group members. More specifically, the studentsô perceptions of 

how others were committed to the task (i.e., engaged in pre-reading and group discussions) 

guided and encouraged their motivation for completing it themselves. This refers to the 

second aspect (i.e., relational motives) of Aguilera et al.ôs (2007) framework. Here, a key 

focus lies on ñhow individuals manage their relationships with othersò (Huseman, Hatsfield 

and Miles, 1987, p. 222). In this respect, failing to engage in a perceived ófairô way could 

result in demotivation, therefore not fulfilling the studentsô need for belongingness (a key 

aspect of individual social responsibility) (Aguilera et al., 2007). In the current study, the 

students perceived fairness and equity as two key aspects for their engagement in learning. 

This is in keeping with Adamsôs (1965) equity theory which claims fairness and equity as 

key components of a motivated individual. In this respect, the higher an individualôs 

perception of equity the more motivated they would likely be. This was evident in the current 

findings when the students argued that if they did not engage in the work, they would 

question ñWhy am I actually here?ò  

 

Of crucial importance here is the importance of social comparison. In this respect, 

ñ[i]ndividuals evaluate their relationships with others by assessing the ratio of their outcomes 

from and inputs to the relationship against the outcome/input ratio of a comparison otherò 

(Huseman, Hatsfield and Miles, 1987, p. 222). In this sense, despite the search for fairness 

and equity, the students also positioned themselves in a knowledge scale where they needed 

to feel competent with regards to their knowledge (e.g., Iôd hate sitting there and knowing 
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that someone else knows so much more about something that I doò - Daniel, year 2, FG8/29, 

May 2013). Thus, the concern with group relationships presented itself in terms of a 

relationship of power. Here, the idea of óhavingô knowledge served as a source of óexpertô 

and óinformationalô power (French and Raven, 1959). Expert power is based on a perception 

that an individual has expertise on a specific topic, while informational power relates to the 

content of the information being provided rather than oneôs perception of expertise 

(Lyngstad, 2015). Despite its potential to ómake senseô of the findings, caution is needed 

when using French and Ravenôs typology of power. For example, the findings suggested the 

types of power experienced by the students were not easily divided. This relates to the work 

of Foucault (1979), who discusses the idea of power as a fluid relationship (Markula and 

Pringle, 2006). In keeping with a Foucauldian view, knowledge and power ñboth depend on 

and produce each otherò (Potrac and Jones, 2011, p. 142). As with previous studies (e.g., 

Potrac, Jones and Armour, 2002; Jones, Armour and Potrac, 2003), the students perceived 

that showing their knowledge was a way to gain respect from others. This was a way to show 

that they fulfilled the expectations of being a second year student; expectations that were 

embedded within the environment in which they learned. This sentiment was described by 

all the students as they were influenced by the discursive practices that surrounded them. 

These discourses ñworked somewhat anonymously as they circulated through a variety of 

human interactions via a capillary-like network with no one seemingly in controlò (Denison 

and Scott-Thomas, 2011, p. 32). In this respect, the students attempted to use their power to 

develop positive relationships with peers in accordance with what they deemed as being 

correct. The idea of social responsibility was, therefore, ñsocially constructedé[and] 

communicated from one employee [read student] to another, eventually spreading to groups 

and entire organizations and shaping the organization-level climate for CSR [corporate 

social responsibility]ò (Aguilera et al., 2007, p. 840). 
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Morality, the final aspect of Aguilera et al.ôs (2007) framework of social responsibility, 

refers to ñthe norms, values, and beliefs embedded in social processes which define right 

and wrong for an individual or a communityò (Crane and Matten, 2010, p. 8). According to 

Kantôs duty-based or deontological ethics, actions are seen as right or wrong independent of 

the consequences. This seems to contradict the findings of the current study, where the 

decisions made by the students regarding their engagement was based on a context informed 

by social comparison. Therefore, the students chose their responsibilities based on 

perceptions of fairness and intentions; that is, based on the context in which they encountered 

themselves.  

 

4.2.4 An increasing investment in knowledge for understanding 

 

In the initial stages of the study, the strategic and surface approach to learning coincided 

with a clear focus on knowledge for action (Jones, Morgan and Harris, 2010). This resonates 

with previous studies (e.g., Townsend and Cushion, 2015; Stodter and Cushion, 2014; Jones 

and Allison, 2014) where coaches ñdesired personally relevant and practically usable 

contentò (Townsend and Cushion, 2015, p. 13). In this respect, theory was considered 

relevant if the students perceived it to be directly applicable to coaching practice. 

Additionally, there was the recognition by the students that the theories presented in more 

óscientificô modules were of greater óuseô (e.g., performance analysis and psychology rather 

than coaching science). Here, coaching was recognised as something learned from 

experience (doing); a view that coincided a definition of coaching as technicist and 

rationalistic (Taylor and Garrat, 2008; Jones and Wallace, 2005). 

 

Despite similarities with previous findings, the longitudinal nature of this study allowed for 

differences to be explored at various points of the studentsô experiences. For example, 

despite an initial search for knowledge for action, the students subsequently invested in 
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knowledge for understanding (Jones, Morgan and Harris, 2011). As mentioned in the results, 

key catalysts here were the studentsô engagement in self-critical reflective practice and a 

change in the studentsô conception of coaching. Here, theories covered in the module became 

means through which the students started to make sense of their own practice. As a result, 

the students began to realise there was more than one way of coaching, and that their initial 

view was too simplistic (Jones and Wallace, 2005; Bowes and Jones, 2006). This was 

particularly the case when the students had the opportunity to óexperienceô the application 

of theory to problematic óscenariosô and to their own external coaching practice. Here, the 

students took greater interest in engaging with theory to better understand and improve their 

coaching, rather than just apply to their practices. It is a finding which resonates with the 

work of Bethell and Morgan (2011), who suggested the use of problem-based and 

experiential learning to enhance student understanding of topics covered in sessions. In the 

current study, the students were provided with chances to explore scenarios and ósolutionsô 

that often went beyond the content covered in lectures. This exploration, in line with the 

study by Jones and Turner (2006), led to the development of critical thinking among the 

students (Sivan et al., 2000). More specifically, the application of theory to practice was 

facilitated by the programme structure, which included opportunities to discuss case studies 

in seminars, practical sessions and placement opportunities.  

 

4.2.5 Final thoughts 

 

The findings demonstrated the prevalence of a strategic approach to learning by the students 

throughout the study. This was aligned to a surface approach in the first year of the study, 

and to a deep approach in the second and third years. In line with the work of Strutyven et 

al. (2006), the approaches to learning adopted by the students are not to be considered stable 

psychological traits. Indeed, the findings made it apparent that the studentsô learning was 

significantly affected by the structure of their programme and thus fluid in nature. Of 
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particular importance here was the view of learning as órelationalô rather than óindependentô. 

The teaching staff and the assessments employed were crucial in engaging students in this 

process. The findings, therefore, call for further clarity regarding the definition of 

independent learning, as well as how (and if) it can be achieved.  

 

Perhaps the most striking finding in this section relate to how the students referred to their 

engagement in learning as a matter of ósocial responsibilityô. This resembles the idea of how 

to become a legitimate member in a community of practice (Christie et al., 2013). Here, the 

studentsô learning appeared a result of their perceptions of how they should behave in a 

certain community. This sentiment of respect for each other originated from a concern with 

fairness (self-interest), the relationships among group members, and moral principles 

(Aguilera et al., 2007). This invites educators to consider the learning environments 

established and experienced by the students in a search for active engagement. Here, it is 

important that relationships of power are considered in detail to guide potential teaching 

interventions. 

 

Finally, despite an initial search for knowledge for action, the students subsequently invested 

in knowledge for understanding. This process was affected by the studentsô involvement in 

reflective practice, a topic that was heavily covered on the programme. Similarly, in 

developing such awareness, the constructive alignment between the course structure, 

learning outcomes and teaching activities was key.  
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4.3 Intellectual development - Results2 

The results presented and discussed in this section refer principally to objective three, which 

aims to explore the extent to which the knowledge and experiences gained on the degree 

programme contributed towards the studentsô intellectual development. The results are 

organised under four principal themes: óUncertainty and frustrationô, óBetter accepting 

uncertainty ï a progression to relativismô, óThe continued progression to more complex 

cognition and the strategic nature of studentsô learningô, and finally, óAlternatives to growth 

and the complexities of intellectual developmentô. Each is now presented in turn. 

 

4.3.1 Uncertainty and frustration 

 

A constant desire and search for academic certainty was a common occurrence in the initial 

stages of the degree among the students. This was particularly in terms of the content 

knowledge exposed to: 

Steve: He (the lecturer) never gives you a straight answer. You ask him questions, he 

just argues the answer.  

Gavin: He's like, ñum, yeah, ah, well, there's this and there's that. And...ò 

Steve: He gave an answer, he goes, ñEr, maybeò, then he argues it, and it's like, just 

give me a yes or no... 

Gavin: That could be... it's like, ñah, man, just say yes, please!ò 

Gavin: You just need certainty. He doesn't sound stable at all. I don't know... scared! 

Steve: So, you're more confused leaving than you were going in. 

(Year 1, FG2/6, December 2011) 

***  

My first [coaching science] assignment was a bit scary cos Iôm not sure I did it right, 

                                                 
2 Part of the content included in sections 4.3 and 4.4 was published by De Martin-Silva, L., Fonseca, J., Jones, 

R. L., Morgan, K. and Mesquita, I. in 2015. See reference list for further details. 
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and I want to get everything right (Mary, year 1, VD, November 2011). 

 

When the desired certainty was not forthcoming, a negativity fuelled by confusion and 

frustration was evident among the group: 

Once someone tells me something Iôm like óok, got it, donôt tell me anymore, donôt 

confuse me anymoreé(Laughs)éFor me to just understand something straight to 

the point, Iôll be like ñyes, perfect!ò and then someone from the other side of the 

classroom says ñI donôt understand thisò and I actually put my hands in my ears, 

repeating over it ñthis is what it is, this is what it is, keep it on your headòéI think 

confusion is the worst thing for meéI get too stressed over it é (Mary, year 1, 

FG4/14, May 2012). 

 

Such frustration was often caused by the ambiguity encountered as the student-coachesô 

established dualistic way of thinking was increasingly questioned. This early phase of their 

higher education experience then was characterised by the studentsô perceptions of 

themselves as mere receptors of information. Having their notion of knowledge as an 

accumulation of given facts (i.e., acquisition) challenged by relativist positions created 

resistance among the students, who saw staff as the principal sources of authority, as the 

following excerpt illustrates: 

 

They've got to know the course, so they've got their own knowledge on all the 

information to give people. Maybe that's one of the bonuses of going to a lecture ï 

you get one or two statements that they say (Steve, year 1, FG2/6, December 2011). 

 

As a result, students often showed satisfaction when the information provided by lecturers 

resulted in understanding without the need for further work outside the lecture. In the words 

of Tracey: 

  

élike, coach science, itôs not that Iôm really interested in what theyôre saying but the 

way they deliver it, and the way they teach it to me, I really understand it. So, it makes 

me like it more. Because I donôt have to, like, really think about it. Because they go 

a lot slower, I understand it whilst Iôm in the lecture, and then I donôt have to do 

anything else when I come out of it (Tracey, year 1, FG2/4, December 2011). 

 



142 
 

This search, and respect, for óknowledge-authorityô stretched beyond the staff to other 

student-coachesô themselves: 

 

The night before, we revised as a group. This helped a lot because others had learnt 

it, and were able to explain it properlyéand it made sense to me (Tracey, year 1, 

RL, December 2011). 

 

Such a tendency, however, was more than a simple órecourse to authorityô. Rather, it 

resembled a search for a collective security; an affirmation of the studentsô developing 

perceptions. Although initially evident prior to exams, this óchecking of understandingô also 

became prevalent in relation to general issues and content as the course progressed. Instead 

of accepting insecurity as a challenge to personal progress, most of the students found 

alternative means to make them more secure in their learning. These included sticking rigidly 

to only revising information given out in the lecture-based sessions.  

   

Despite such tendencies, the students were nevertheless evolving their epistemological 

perceptions of knowledge, particularly when encountered by what they considered to be 

more than one ósound argumentô (e.g., óWhen youôve written something down and he just 

creates an argument like ñyeah, Iôve just written this and it may be wrongò or you keep 

rethinking stuffô - Steve, year 1, FG4/15, May 2012). Additionally, as the students progressed 

through their second year of study, evidence emerged of them better accepting their role in 

the construction of personal coaching knowledge (e.g., óI dunno if I wanté like, this year, I 

donôt know if Iôd want definitive answersô - Tom, year 2, FG6/21, December 2012). 

 

4.3.2 Better accepting uncertainty ï a progression to relativism 

 

Studentsô movement towards better accepting uncertainty happened slowly. It was not until 

halfway through the second year that students showed signs of developing greater security 
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in terms of both better accepting the contested nature of coaching knowledge and their active 

role in its personal construction. The process was multifaceted, and the students found it 

hard to attribute the changes to specific moments: 

 

I hadnôt really thought there was a point where I thought to myself, óOK, now I accept 

thisô ï I think that itôs just kind ofé now that youôve mentioned it again, I kind of 

thought, well actually, we have just got on with it. Whiché get used to it (Tracey, year 

2, FG6/21, December 2012). 

 

The acceptance of the contested nature of coaching knowledge coincided with an overall 

movement from dualist to relativist approach to learning: 

 

I guess itôs a bit like coaching science in first year. Like, we all didnôt like the fact 

that there was no answers. Whereas now, like, I remember last time we were talking 

here, like ï itôs quite nice. Like, you get to kind of put your own spin on it (Tom, year 

2, FG8/32, May 2013). 

 

The movement to a more relativist view of the world was initially fuelled by negative 

thoughts regarding óbeing confusedô amongst óso much literatureô (Fran) and óso many 

different answersô (Tom, year 1, FG4/15, May 2012). Such a movement gave room to a more 

positive view, where students recognised their role in the co-construction of knowledge (as 

previously mentioned in this section), despite in some cases, not yet practising it. In the 

words of two; 

 

Fran: Thereôs no simple definition. I suppose itôs not really giving a definitive 

answer, itôs about going to all the different lectures, and then getting all the different 

opinions, and then putting your own subject within it. 

 

Fran: And finding ï yeah, finding your own sort of answeré  

 

Tom: Guess I havenôt got to that bit yet ï Iôm still trying to get my head around all 

the literature! 

 

(year 2, FG6/21, December 2012)    
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A principal factor in the development of studentsô into more órelativeô learners was the 

structure of the course which encouraged engagement with the content and related 

objectives. Students soon recognised that óthe course isnôt going to change for us, so weôve 

got to work around that to learn from that, the way itôs being taughtô (Daniel, year 2, FG 

6/21, December 2012).One component seen as particularly useful was when three staff 

members gave differing opinions on coaching; from rationalistic, pragmatic and relative 

viewpoints. The students were then broken into discussion groups to debate, not only the 

merits of each case, but also personal stance(s) in relation to them. In the words of Steve; 

 

Iôve had one opinion [about coaching] which was fine, and then someone else came 

in to give a neutral perspective. And today weôre getting someone that actually 

disagrees with the first opinion. Itôs good, I actually started reading about coaching 

to understand it better (Steve, year 2, FG5/19, October 2012). 

 

Additionally, seminar sessions were viewed as very beneficial in and for the studentsô 

cognitive development. Here, they were actively encouraged to discuss perceptions and 

answers; 

 

Tom: I realise now there isnôt one answer. I also want to be aware of all the 

possibilities so I can make the most informed choice. 

Q: And where do you get those possibilities from? How would you become aware of 

them? 

Heather: From discussion I guess, during the seminarsébecause the lecturer always 

asks us what we think, so we can give our own opinions about it, and from there we 

can gather other options.  

(FG, year 3, FG10/37, December 2013). 

 

Because someoneôs debating it, it opens your mind to both ends of the sort of debate.  

(Steve, year 2, FG8/30, May 2013). 

 

Such a structure which included interaction opportunities within traditional lecture-based 

sessions, not only allowed but ensured a level of engagement and preparatory interpretive 

work: (e.g., óIt gets you to read them [articles on coaching], doesnôt it. You have to, because 

you know youôre going to have to discuss themô - Steve, year 2, FG6/22, December 2012). 

A challenging issue here, however, concerned the different areas of knowledge and their 
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respective epistemic foundations, which the students were subjected to. For example, the 

degree course undertaken consisted of modules related to physiology and biomechanics in 

addition to pedagogy and sports coaching itself. Within some modules then, students were 

exposed to absolute, dualistic information, while in others they were expected to behave as 

relative learners. A consequence of such a situation was to make the transition from dualistic 

to relative thought additionally problematic. In the words of one; 

 

Each lecturer in different subjects has their own beliefs and views. So you get some 

who just give you closed answers and you get some who are open-answered about 

everything. Which makes it really hard for us (Steve, year 2, FG8/30, May 2013). 

 

Coaching science is subjective, whereas learning and sport, for me, is more 

scientific, because you expect answerséLike ï the muscular skeletal system. And 

stuff like that. And when it comes to stuff like that I want rigid answers. Because 

thatôs what science is for me (Tom, year 2, FG8/30, May 2013). 

 

Despite such obstacles, the students were journeying from a more dualistic position to one 

increasingly aligned with contextual relativism.  

 

In addition to the course structure, another principal reason for this movement was the staff 

member(s) exposed to. Hence, the studentsô readiness to discuss answers and considerations 

appeared to be heavily influenced by the relationship with the lecturer in question. This, in 

turn, was linked to the aforementioned structure of course, which better (or not) allowed 

such relationships to flourish: 

 

This is about feeling comfortable with the lecturer. So, if he [lecturer] knows my 

name, we know each other a little bit...or if he takes my seminar, I have more contact. 

Some lecturers, I donôt even know who they are (Barry, year 2, FG6/22, December 

2012) 

 

He talks to you, not at you. And asks your opinion, not giving his all the time (Tracey, 

year 2, FG5/20, October 2012). 

 

This was more than simply viewing staff as approachable people (e.g., óI like the fact, just 

before seminars, he sits down with us, and just talks about everythingô - Steve, year 2, 
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FG7/26, February, 2013). Rather, it appeared as a justification for the studentsô changing 

cognitive engagement. What seemed to develop this perception was a belief that the staff in 

question cared about the studentsô learning (an aspect that is further explored in sections 4.5 

and 4.6). Here, staff empathy was key in guiding student intellectual development, with a 

significant moment being described by Tracey: 

 

I have a seminar lecturer ï [he/she] told us, óbeing confused is good.ô It means that 

youôre understanding thereôs not just one right answeré it did make me feel a lot 

better (Tracey, year2, FG5/20, October 2012). 

 

Despite the importance attached to staff empathy, which created the context for more relative 

engagement, staff were still viewed as authority figures (e.g., óHeôs [lecturer] willing to chat 

to uséso weôre all ready to listen to himô - Steve, year 2, FG7/26, February 2013). 

Consequently, even though the students were becoming aware of a multiplicity of views, 

compliance with authority, in this instance the wishes of staff, still loomed large in their 

intellectual development and learning. 

 

4.3.3 The continued progression to more complex cognitions and the strategic nature 

of studentsô learning 

 

As the student-coaches progressed into the final year of their course, evidence emerged of 

their development, not only as órelativeô but also as ócommittedô learners (Perry, 1999); i.e., 

where responsibility for personal judgments were increasingly made. Similarly, there was a 

perception of their roles as creators of personal knowledge (even if compliantly told to do 

so by staff); 

 

I told my supervisor I find it hard agreeing or disagreeing with someone...and he 

said ñyouôve just got fight it and think through it.ò In academic and, I suppose, in 

coaching terms youôve got to critique everything and fight it (Steve, year 3, FG10/38, 
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December 2013). 

 

If they gave you just one answer which fits all, it wouldnôt work; coaching isnôt like 

that. At the start I was like, ñjust tell us the fricking answer!òéand he said you have 

to pick your own encounter, and now that makes perfect sense (Gavin, year 3, 

FG12/45, May 2014)  

 

Coaching has to be what you make of ité trying to understand what has the most 

value to you and why (Tom, year 3, FG12/45, May 2014). 

  

If you are moulded into a órobotô coach, how is that going to help? How did the óbigô 

managers/coaches get to where they are? By being told what to do and how to do it? 

No, they were individualistic, having their own methods and approaches, being 

creative (Steve, year 3, RL, November 2013). 

 

This finding was aligned to a desire óto be aware of all the possibilitiesô in order to make the 

most informed choice. There was also the recognition that providing a rationale was 

essential: 

 

So if you understand why it has the most value to you and why you think itôs better 

than anything, then I guess thatôs all right; but if you just say ñIôll have this model 

or this theoryò but you donôt really know why, then maybe youôll miss out on 

something else (Tom, year 3, FG11/41, March 2014). 

 

Although, as suggested, the curriculum structure and developing staff relationships impacted 

on the studentsô movement to a more relativist way of thinking, of arguably more importance 

was their position as óstrategic learnersô. In this respect, the students appeared, almost 

without exception to be primarily concerned with ópassing the testô and ófinding an answerô 

as the following excerpt illustrates;  

 

Because every lecture, every seminar, every little task counts now, everyoneôs taking 

it seriously. Now, in a seminar, you can sense that people want to speak, because it 

counts (Steve, year 2, FG5/19, October 2012). 

 

The movement towards relativism in the studentsô thinking, therefore, was more problematic 

than first appeared. This was principally related to the fact that they still considered staff 

(and the institution) as authority sources. Allied to their dominating tendency to be strategic 

learners, such compliance somewhat ironically ensured their engagement on a general 
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trajectory towards relativism; a form of órelativismô that could be viewed as infused with 

subordination. In the words of two of the students: 

 

I suppose, they want us toésee how we interpret things, probably. Because thatôs 

what coachingôs about, right? (Tracey, year 2, FG5/20, October 2012). 

 

Steve: Now I just think, yes OK, Iôm on the right track, I can do it (Steve, year 2, 

FG8/30, May 2013). 

 

The studentsô increased relativist way of thinking also had an impact on how they saw staff; 

not as the authority sources, but rather an authority source always in contestation with others. 

This questioning shift was facilitated (perhaps rather paradoxically) through studentsô closer 

personal relationships with staff. These were, in turn, attributed to the increased number of 

seminars during the second and third years of study (e.g., óHeôs [the lecturer] someone I can 

have a conversation with nowô; óIôve got to know her more as a personô - Daniel, year 2, 

FG8/29, May 2013). Allied to this acceptance of multiple realities and perspectives, the 

students increasingly questioned the ócorrectnessô of staff (e.g., óIt doesnôt mean they are 

actually rightô - Steve, year 3, FG9/33, October 2013). Such disagreement, however, can 

also be seen as somewhat reinforcing the staffôs standing, with the students sometimes taking 

a diametrically opposed position. Hence, the students often came to define themselves in 

relation (i.e., in opposition) to that of their teachers. Taken as such, the power and influence 

of the staff over the studentsô intellectual development was still very much in evidence. 

 

A final catalyst in the studentsô general progression towards relativism was the influence of 

peers. As each grappled with the move from dualism, despite content-based disagreements, 

the students found security in each otherôs frustrations. Here, perspectives were shared, and 

perceptions influenced; the result being a general convergence towards increasing relativism 

(in line with the overall course objectives). In the words of Steve; 
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I remember, like, everyé if we were in the same lecture, or someone in my house is 

in the same lecture, we go back in the house and we discuss what we learned. And 

then I get her view on what we learned, and it comes in my mind, because weôve just 

discussed it. From last year, we justé ñnah, letôs play FIFA. Letôs go to town.ò Or 

something. This year, even on the way back home ï we walk back home ï we discuss 

itéAnd Iôm like ï what? This change, it is weird (Steve, year 2, FG5/19, October 

2012). 

 

4.3.4 Alternatives to growth and the complexities of intellectual development 

 

Despite evidence demonstrating the studentsô better acceptance of uncertainty, they also 

found ways of delaying and/or denying their responsibility in the construction of knowledge. 

In this respect, some students shifted their standpoints not only to progress their learning but 

also to avoid new ways of knowing. 

Interestingly, the studentsô experiences as they developed intellectually coincided with the 

behaviours shown while they participated in the study. More specifically, it was as if the 

students on occasion ópausedô to gather forces before returning to the process. The extract 

below shows my concern with one of the studentôs lack of participation in a focus group and 

failure to reply to emails:  

The only student I am worried about right now is Tracey. I know she is very busy and 

really wouldnôt like her to withdraw from the study. So, I am trying to be as flexible as 

I can with her. I am looking forward to receiving her email/text/callé.this will be a 

great day as, at the moment, I do not know where she stands with regards to the 

research (Researcherôs Reflective Journal, year 2, 11th March 2013). 

 

This attitude, initially seen as a potential lack of interest in continuing the study, was soon 

perceived as part of the studentôs intellectual development: 

Iôm feeling apprehensive. Tracey just walked past me when going towards the pool 

table with some friends. Iôm not sure whether she saw me. Iôm very tempted to go and 

have a chat with her, but not sure if this is the best optioné énot sure if I should 

approach her??? I really want toéshe has been so important for my study. I feel she 

is changingéperhaps the way she is behaving now is how she does within her course. 

From what she said she does things when she feels there is something to gain behind 
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itéperhaps she doesnôt think the study is offering her muché 

A few minutes lateré 

YAYYYYYYéso happy!!!! just got back from speaking to her!!! And she is still on 

board!!!! This made my day!!! We had a chat and she mentioned how she was busy as 

she had 4 assignments to write and just handed in the last one half an hour ago. She 

also said that she wrote something on a notepad as she didnôt have her computer at 

the time and that she will post that on the log!!!! So relieved!!   

(Researcherôs reflective journal, year 2, March 2013) 

The example above serves to show that the route to intellectual development was not straight 

forward. Moreover, a somewhat unstable position was showed by students, especially when 

under stressful situations. Despite recognising their active role in the construction of 

knowledge, students still wanted óanswersô when under perceived stressful situations: 

Tracey: I still feel sometimes that I wish they'd just give me the answer!  Especially 

when I was doing my dissertation, [Lecturerôs name deleted] being an amazing 

dissertation tutor and was saying things like ñI want you to develop as a person during 

your dissertation and not just write the dissertation.ò  And I was ñI know, but when 

I'm getting stressed I need you to tell me what to do, and what to write.ò  And he was 

just like ñWell, what do you think?ò  and I was going ñI donôt know!! This is why I'm 

asking you!ò  So heôd say ñOK, you could do this, this and this.ò And I was ñPerfect!  

Thatôs what I'm doing!ò éOh! Just tell me the answer! So when I was stressed and 

didnôt have the time it really annoyed me, but if I had plenty of time to understand 

myself that it would be useful.  

Barry: Yes, itôs definitely got potential to make you think about all the different 

answers, but I'm sure when you're struggling to deadlines and things, you just want to 

get it done.  

(year 3, FG 11/41, March 2014) 

 

4.4 - Intellectual Development - Discussion 

4.4.1 ï A progression from dualism to relativism 

Similar to the students in Perryôs (1970) work, through engagement with the programme 

activities, the students within this study generally progressed from a dualist to a more 
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relativist position in their intellectual development. Indeed, the findings revealed an initial 

search for certainty, particularly in the first year of their undergraduate course. By assuming 

a dualist view of knowledge, students also saw lecturers as the main source of authority; in 

other words, the ones who held the valuable truth. In this way, a position as mere recipients 

was adopted by students in their initial grappling with the higher education environment. 

Additionally, when certainty was not forthcoming, the students displayed signs of 

frustration, often resisting the move away from established comfort zones (Erichsen, 2011). 

Such a position reflects that of keeping away from feeling ñnaked of selfò (Meyer and Land, 

2005), a position where the learner is ñneither fully in one category or anotherò (p.376). It is 

perhaps not surprising then, that resistance existed, as ñ[t]he movement away from dualism 

is a challenge to the security and order of a world of clear-cut objective answersò (Thoma, 

1993, p. 135).  

As the study progressed, the students increasingly revealed signs of better accepting 

uncertainty and their role in the co-construction of knowledge (Vygotsky, 1978). This was 

especially the case when they were encouraged to engage with conflicting information such 

as the different opinions of lecturers and peers. Such conflicting information contributed to 

a change in the studentsô beliefs regarding the simplicity of knowledge. This was facilitated 

by the course structure, where small discussion groups were increasingly utilised. In this 

respect, seminar sessions gave the students an opportunity to consider their own views 

concerning issues covered in the modules, whilst óopening their eyesô to other ways of 

knowing. The óoldô and ónewô ways of seeing the world relate to the concept of óliminalityô 

defined by Baillie, Bowden and Meyer (2013) ñas the state in which there are two competing 

ways of seeing a situation, one the established but increasingly inadequate way and the other 

a new, more powerful and comprehensive way of seeingò (p. 240). Despite the positive 

experience advocated by the students in relation to being exposed to conflicting information, 
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it was noticeable that some students found engagement with the uncertainties inherent in 

such practices difficult to accept.  

Consequently, instead of welcoming new understandings, one of the students decided to 

ignore such debates as an attempt not to get confused. Thus, the student showed that learning 

was far from a linear process (Meyer and Land, 2009). More importantly, the student was 

resisting a key aspect in developing professional competence; that is, ñcapabilities of seeing 

and handling novel situations in powerful waysò (Bowden and Marton, 1998, p. 114). 

Consequently, such a behaviour served to hinder the notion of transformative learning, more 

specifically regarding the development of knowledge capability which involves a continuous 

learning process that includes ñgetting it wrongò and then ñworking on it to get it rightò 

(Baillie, Bowden and Meyer, 2013, p. 243). 

Of equal importance in stimulating the movement from dualist to relativist thinking, was the 

assessment demands of the course. The students repeatedly showed themselves to be 

strategic learners (Entwistle, 2000), much more attuned and concerned to ópass the testô than 

any engagement with the wider notion of ólearningô as related to coaching. It is a finding 

which resonates with the work of Mallett at al., (2009) who recognised the role of assessment 

in driving learning. Although this inherently powerful link between learning and assessment 

may appear disheartening to pedagogues who champion the merits of wider learning for its 

own sake, on deeper reflection, it brings a liberation of its own. This is because, if students 

are driven by the instrumentality of ópassing the testô, then as long as the assessment is 

adequately conceptualised and considered, what and how they learn can be controlled to a 

significant degree. Hence, if the aim is to get student-coaches to behave as relative, reflective 

and insightful thinkers, the task for coach educators is to devise and structure appraisals that 

stimulate and engender such objectives. This would appear of particular relevance to an 

activity such as coaching which is both personal and social (Cassidy, Jones and Potrac, 
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2009), and one which demands engagement with insecurity, ambiguity and considered 

creativity. 

4.4.2 Complying with course and staff demands and intellectual development 

The results draw great attention to how the students consistently complied with course and 

staff demands which, rather ironically, included a call for greater independence of thought. 

Such findings suggest that the context in which the students operated affected how they 

óchose toô negotiate their own understandings. This finding also highlights that the studentsô 

insufficient engagement with transformative learning during their first year of study may 

have been due to the lack of a recognised need for doing so (e.g., when only having to achieve 

40% to progress to the next level of study). Here, the importance of the context needs to be 

highlighted. As argued by Magolda (2004) the idea of intellectual development as a gradual 

process that unfolds in a logical sequence should, instead, focus on the context in which 

interactions occur. This contextual view forms the base of the work of Louca et al. (2004), 

who believed that the changing nature of context plays a more important role in 

epistemological development than an individualôs cognitive level. Indeed, in the current 

study, students who often displayed characteristics consistent with relativist thinking, chose 

to adopt a dualistic approach when perceived to be under stressful situations (e.g., time 

constraint; deadlines). In this sense, although studentsô intellectual development took place 

in a temporal fashion (despite perhaps not being as structured as some previous studies have 

suggested), the context in which it took place encouraged students to display aspects that 

were closely linked to previous positions (e.g., dualism - desire for a right answer). In this 

sense, the findings suggest that questions regarding ñwhether the same individuals can adopt 

multiple epistemological positions at the same timeò are still open to debate (Richardson, 

2013, p. 192). Based on the results of the current study, the students showed signs of adopting 

positions that coincided with a period of transition. Therefore, as with Perryôs (1970) 

previous claims, the students demonstrated evidence of being in more than one position at 
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the same time during their undergraduate years. Nevertheless, this did not seem to be the 

case when students ójumpedô from seeing things in a relativistic way to (re)adopting a 

dualistic approach. In this case, students did not show themselves to be authentically 

adopting more than one epistemological position. Nor did they show a sign of regression to 

previous positions, a pathway that Perry describes as óretreatô. Instead, students here showed 

themselves to be aware of their position (i.e., relativism) and, more importantly, used less 

developed ways of knowing (e.g., dualism) to cope with the demands of a perceived stressful 

task. It is, therefore, important for coach educators to ónoticeô small nuances within their 

work environment before making any assumptions regarding coachesô intellectual 

development.  

One aspect that proved particularly problematic for the students was the epistemic range of 

modules experienced. Here, some units were taught from an interpretive standpoint, while 

others were rooted in a positivistic paradigm. Although Perry recognised the problematic 

influence of studentsô epistemic assumptions and their effects on learning (Clouder 1998), 

the precise workings of in-built course contradictions (as witnessed) have remained largely 

unexplored. The results from this study pointed to a degree of student confusion from this 

inconsistency, which proved something of an obstacle to the student-coachesô general 

intellectual development. In this sense, while some assessments required students to write 

assignments that discussed and appraised topics from different and often conflicting points 

of view, others (especially exams) required memorisation, which according to Zhang and 

Watkins (2001), may not require a relativistic approach to learning. Similarly, the findings 

suggest that greater attention could be paid to how and why a person transitions from one 

phase to another. Although Perry concedes that an individual can be at different stages at the 

same time with respect to different subjects, little attention has been given to how this 

impacts on identity development or the commitment to a given subject (e.g., sports science 

or sports coaching) that teaches from differing epistemological positions. 
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4.4.3 Relationships of power and intellectual development 

The findings also highlighted how relationships of power continue to be manifest in studentsô 

intellectual development. Although others have reported on Perryôs under-appreciation of 

power, the precise nuance of its workings continue to lack clarity. Indeed, although Perry 

was aware of the need to óget to know studentsô to affect their intellectual and ethical 

development (Geisler-Brenstein, Schmeck and Hetherington, 1996), the power dimension 

within this unavoidable hierarchical relationship was given inadequate attention. In contrast, 

the current study stressed the importance of ówhoô is the teacher in student-coachesô 

intellectual development. This was evidenced in two principal ways. Firstly, as a result of 

more meaningful staff relationships and accompanying perceptions of care; discernments 

arrived at through increased opportunities to interact with and discuss content-relevant 

concepts. Secondly, staff proved catalysts for studentsô cognitive maturity through their 

espoused positions, against which students defined their increasing participation in the co-

construction of knowledge (e.g., willingness to actively engage in sessions by feeling more 

confident in answering questions). 

In discussing motivation for learning, Paulsen and Feldman (1998) argued that it can be 

enhanced if students are led to see learning as more complex than simply deciding between 

right and wrong answers. Nevertheless, this increase in motivation for learning was not 

unanimous. Indeed, one of the students in the current study showed signs of ótemporisingô; 

in other words, a pause in their development as if they were gathering forces or waiting for 

something that can motivate them to engage again in their own growth (Perry, 1999). It is 

important that students recognise that learning takes time and, as shown in the findings, 

lecturers can be key in promoting environments where confusion can be seen as a recognition 

that there are different ways of knowing and, therefore, constitutes part of the learning 

process. The idea of working slowly and looking for several solutions is an example of a 

potential way to promote a more relativist view of knowledge (Paulsen and Feldman, 1999). 
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This relates to a careful organisation of the curriculum to allow for in-depth discussions (De 

Martin-Silva and Mesquita, 2016).  

The move towards a greater acceptance of relativity is particularly appropriate for the field 

of sports coaching. This is because it gives credence to those who argue for the inclusion of 

complex concepts and a constructivist perspective, as opposed to rationalistic discourse, 

within coach education courses (e.g., Jones, Morgan and Harris, 2012). This was a point 

recently argued by Jones et al. (2016), who made the case that decontextalised simplicity 

will not help us understand complex things, like coaching. Borrowing from Law (2006), they 

went on to claim that some coaching scholarsô refusal to (sincerely) acknowledge (and 

therefore pedagogically engage with) the messy nature of coaching, ñactively repress[es] the 

very possibility of understanding the reality they purport to studyò (Jones et al., 2016, p. 

202). Luce (2008), albeit in a different area (i.e., music therapy), argued that a dualistic 

epistemology can limit oneôs ability to make sense of any profession, especially when 

making the transition to real life scenarios that require the modification of practice and 

adaptation to different settings. Taking account of coachingôs complex nature then, like 

students in general, developing coaches should be challenged to leave the safe ground of 

dualistic certainty as early as possible. This view echoes the work of McMahon (2005), who 

suggested that setting expectations early on is key in encouraging students to accept the 

limitations of knowledge. Although the movement away from dualism often results in a 

degree of resentment and defensiveness against the new learning, it is the price to be paid as 

learners move towards a degree of relativism: a pre-requisite to understand the inherent 

complexity of activity. Not to engage student-coachesô in such non-linear ways of learning, 

by holding to a view of coaching that can be unproblematically elaborated into given systems 

of knowledge, does developing practitioners a continuing disservice.  

Finally, the construction of high quality learning environments, i.e., environments where a 

clear constructive alignment is adopted (Biggs and Tang, 2011) to promote ñgreater personal 
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involvement and acceptance of responsibility for learningò (Tolhurst, 2007, p. 221), requires 

educators to observe and carefully listen to studentsô voices, not as a way to provide what 

they want but, more importantly, as a way to identify their needs by understanding how their 

behaviours are grounded in their epistemological development (King and Strohm Kitchener, 

2004). For this to happen, educators must create high quality learning environments 

(Magolda, 2014) where they can share and negotiate their own development. As a result, 

educators ñécan enable student transformation rather than just deliver a product.ò 

(Magolda, 2014, p. 8).  

 

4.4.4 Final Thoughts 

 

 

The students within this study generally progressed from a dualist to a more relativist 

position in their intellectual development. In their initial year, the students searched for 

certainty and saw the lecturers as the main source of knowledge. When certainty was not 

forthcoming, students displayed signs of frustration.  

 

As the study progressed, the students showed evidence of better accepting their role in the 

co-construction of knowledge, especially when presented with conflicting information. 

Here, the use of group discussions during seminars as well as the relationship with the 

teaching staff proved to be catalysts to such changes. The strategic nature of the learning 

approaches adopted by the students meant that they consistently complied with course and 

staff demands, which allowed for their intellectual development. This development (and 

subsequent student behaviour) was heavily affected by the structure of the course and was 

far from linear. 
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4.5 ï Studentsô perceptions of the roles played by the teaching staff - Results 

 

This section introduces the findings regarding studentsô perceptions of the roles played by 

the teaching staff during the three years of their undergraduate course (objective 5). More 

specifically, the findings are presented under four subsections: óAn exchange relationship: 

caring as challengingô; óFactors that contributed to studentsô perceptions of caringô; 

óStudentsô perceptions of the lecturersô rolesô; and óFactors that affected studentsô 

perceptions of teaching staffô. These are followed by a discussion of their meaning. 

 

4.5.1 An exchange relationship: caring as challenging 

 

Caring was one of the most significant aspects mentioned in the study. In the first year, 

students often referred to how some lecturers took the time to learn their names and ask them 

questions, which were taken as signs of ócaring aboutô them. For example, 

 

éhe interacts with his students. He... he talks to them, he asks them what's going on, 

you know ñhow have you beenò, things like that. And, ñI haven't seen you in my 

lectures lately, where have you been?ò You know what I mean? Like, you can tell that 

he cares about his students (Fran, FG4/16, May 2012). 

 

The students also recognised that caring for so many students was not an easy task for 

lecturers, especially in their first year of study often housed in big lecture rooms. As a 

solution to such perceived issues, Tracey argued that ó... if they [lecturers] give the 

impression that you could always come to them, then, even if you didnôt, youôd still feel 

happier - because you thought ñwell, if you needed to...òô (FG2/4, year 1, December 2011). 

Perceptions of being cared about therefore provided a special feeling for students, very often 

described as óa little buzz that they know you as a personô (Steve, FG2/6, year 1, December 

2011). It was also seen as a sign of respect which the students argued made them ówant to 

work harder in that moduleô (Steve, FG2/6, December 2011). In the words of two: 



159 
 

 

Because they give you respect, and you talk to them, and youôll have a conversation, 

and heôs interested in what youôve got to sayéthen youôll sit there and youôll listen to 

him (Tracey, year 1, FG2/4, December 2011). 

 

Itôs how they take like a little bit of time to learn your name, have a little bit of joke 

with youémakes a big difference on how much you engage, so itôs important (Gavin, 

year 1, FG2/6, December 2011). 

 

Here, the students clearly demonstrated their belief that caring was an exchange relationship. 

In their first year of study, the expectation was that lecturers should initiate the process if 

they were to receive any rewards from students (e.g., engagement). In this respect, the 

students generally had high expectations without much perceived responsibility placed on 

them within the learning and development process. In the words of Tracey: 

 

é you came to university and it just seemed they didnôt care, because you weren't used 

to it. Whereas now,  youôve built up that relationship to what you had with your school 

and college teachers, but I think it was just a shock because Iôd never had to build up 

a relationship with a teacher, because it had always just been there and it had just 

been automatic, really (Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). 

 

Evidence of change in this respect was seen towards the end of the second year of study. 

Students thus appeared to start recognising their active role in building [caring] relationships 

with lecturers. There was a common view amongst students that they should show their 

investment in modules if they were to expect support from lecturers: 

élike, if youôre willing to give them your time, theyôll be willing to give theirs, sort 

of thing. I mean, that might be why they get a little bit annoyed if youôre not in 

lectures. (Daniel, year 2, FG6/21, December 2012). 

 

I think, well, if you ask, you can get helpéBut they expect a certain amount of effort 

from your part. So, if you email saying óI donôt understand thisô then theyôll come 

back saying: óhave you read this? Have you read that?ô éôNo.ô éôOK, read that, 

come backéô (Tom, year 2, FG7/24, February 2013). 

 

As the study progressed, the students showed a closer link between caring and learning. In 

this respect, they recognised that lecturers cared for their learning, showing a clear focus on 

being challenged: 
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The coaching science lecturers really want you to understand it and if you donôt, 

theyôll tell you in a different way and they keep going because they é yes, I feel like 

they care and they actually really want you to learn (Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 

2014). 

 

éthey really want to challenge you.  Theyôll ask you something and youôll answer and 

itôs óAnd?ô  You say more and itôs óAnd?ô  They really push you to think quite deep and 

hard about it (Tom, year 3, FG12/45, May, 2014). 

 

Indeed, a common perception amongst the students was that the approaches adopted by the 

lecturers in the course (e.g., the initial perceived lack of support) helped them to 

subsequently become more responsible for their own learning. In the words of two:  

 

In the first year, we thought ñTheyôre not giving us any support, they donôt careò.  But 

they were [caring], coz it might just have been that they were trying to make us to think 

for ourselves (Tracey). 

 

You can understand it more. Obviously it is seen as not caring, because they donôt 

want to spend all their time on you and then you just drop out and donôt put in any 

effort.  So you can understand it lot more, that maybe it is kind of caring but itôs like 

tough love (Fran).  

 

(year 3, FG11/41, March 2014) 

 

In this respect, a different conception of caring was embraced by students, especially in their 

final year of study. Such a change was recognised only retrospectively and was affected by 

a mixture of aspects introduced in the next subsection. 

 

4.5.2 Factors that contributed to studentsô perceptions of caring 

 

The increasing perceptions of caring staff relationships coincided with an increase in the 

ónumberô and óperceived qualityô of interactions between the students and the lecturers. Of 

particular importance here, was the use of small classes as the course progressed: 
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éthis year, having been in smaller classrooms all the time, nearly all of my lecturers 

Iôd be able to say hello to and have a bit of a laugh and a joke with and I just sort of 

respect them more for it and see that maybe if theyôre making an effort to get to know 

me as a person, then Iôd want to make a bit more of an effort in their class (Barry, year 

2, FG8/31, May 2013).  

 

I think itôs a lot more difficult as well to care for a group of 150 ï 200 students in the 

first year, whereas in third year itôs a group of something like 30 or 40.  You get to 

know them a lot better, but you canôt care for that many [first year] students at one 

time (Daniel, year 3, FG12/43, May 2014).  

 

The creation of a positive and ósafeô environment where ótroublesome knowledgeô could be 

shared was an influential factor in the studentsô perceptions of caring. This dictated their 

preference for lecturers who worked within a relativistic agenda, making students feel proud 

of their contribution, which resulted in more engagement and less worry about getting 

answers órightô. The conversation below illustrated such a point: 

 

Tracey: The thing is though, the lecturers I prefer and the lecturers I think are the 

better lecturers, theyôre the ones who say thereôs no right or wrong answer.  So you 

might say something and theyôll be óYes, thatôs good.  So if you just expand that to 

this bit, thatôs an even better answer.ô  So even if you say it slightly wrong, theyôll 

say óYouôre on the right lines, but if you just think about it in this way thatôs betteréô   

 

Steve: Thereôs no rigidity in the way they say it. 

 

(Year 3, FG10/40, December 2013) 

 

Interestingly, the creation of a safe environment was seen as influencing the perceptions of 

caring throughout the study. However, the main difference between the initial and late stages 

of the course was the meaning attached to such a concept. In the initial stages, the students 

tended to see a ósafeô environment as one where they could hide away. In the words of Mary: 

 

He knows people that he shouldnôt bring forward, and, like, talk to the class, heôll 

know probably from me that Iôll get a nervous version of me talk to everyone, if you 

pick me, so he knowsé It feels nice, like, if they know you (Mary, year 1, FG2/4, 

December 2011). 
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As the study progressed, the students recognised that caring was not directly linked to 

allowing them to stay within their comfort zone. Instead, it meant being comfortable to take 

risks and engage in the sessions without the fear of getting answers wrong. In the words of 

Steve: 

 

 [Before] I was just hiding away!  But now Iôm sitting there thinking ñIf he asks me a 

question, I can answerò. Whether I get it right or wrong, I donôt care, because Iôm 

comfortable in that situation (Steve, year 3, FG9/33, October 2013). 

 

Steve gave an example to show why he started to feel comfortable with the lecturer: 

 

Now Iôve got to know him on the coaching side we communicate a lot about football 

things, and Iôve got to know him a bit more as him rather than just as a lecturer and 

a coach. So, when I state something in my coaching and my practicals Iôm 

comfortable in saying it.  And if I get it wrong, heôll just take me to one side, not 

because Iôm wrong, but a different way of saying it better. In first year I couldnôt 

ever think it would happen with any of the lecturers. But I think itôs just getting to 

know your lecturers, obviously not pushing the boundaries and becoming pally with 

them, but just that youôre comfortable with them and not being afraid of them (Steve, 

year 3, FG9/33, October 2013). 

 

The students also recognised that the individuality with which they were treated by the 

teaching staff was part of the caring process: 

 

He definitely does it in different ways as well; because there are some people ï like 

me with my dissertation tutor, heôs got a pretty ruthless this year with me, but with 

other people heôs really friendly taking the mickey out of them, it works in different 

ways. Itôs quite impressiveé (Gavin, year 3, FG11/43, March 2014). 

 

In order to achieve such individual treatment, the students recognised the value of tutorials, 

where lecturersô often empathetic approach was a principal factor in the studentsô 

satisfaction with the caring process.  

 

étwo weeks ago, bless him [a lecturer], I broke down crying in front of him, because 

I was so stressed, and he said ñRight, youôre going to go home. Youôre going to do 

this. And then tell yourself what youôre going to do to sort this out.ò  He said 

ñThereôs no stress that you cannot resolve.ò Also, you can talk to other people; and 

talking to them, theyôll say ñactually youôve got loads of time, you look at it from this 
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view, youôre probably feeling so negative from one angle when youôve not seen it 

from another aspect.ò And I hadnôt thought of that (Mary, year 3, FG9/37, October 

2013). 

 

Of further relevance was that studentsô perceptions of caring were very closely linked to the 

óeffortô or óintentionsô they perceived staff to invest in producing caring relationships; i.e., 

where lecturers demonstrated an active concern for student learning:  

 

At the end of todayôs lecture, he was like ï ñI feel that I havenôt taught you that last 

bit very wellòéand you could tell that he was annoyed at himself because he hadnôt 

got the point across (Daniel, year 2, FG7/26, February 2013). 

 

 

Perceptions of caring were also affected by the informal interactions the students had with 

the lecturers. For example, Barry shared his experiences of having discussions with lecturers 

in informal environments (e.g., in the corridor after lecturers), which was perceived as 

óforming a friendship over timeô.  

 

Heôs someone I can have a conversation with and not feel as if heôs trying to teach me 

all the time. There were quite a few classes this year where Iôve wandered out of the 

classroom at the same time as the lecturer and chatted to them all the way down from 

the lecture room to where we end up going our separate ways. Itôs a nice way to get 

to know someone, without being in a formal environment chatting to a lecturer (Barry, 

year 2, FG8/31, May 2013). 

 

Others referred to a simple óhiô in the corridor, that made them feel special: 

 

The personal aspect of itéif you see someone in the corridor and they say your name, 

so they know you, theyôve taken the time to remember you, youôre a memorable person.  

It makes you think that actually they careé (Fran, year 3, FG11/41, March 2014). 

 

As a result of more frequent and quality exchanges, the students experienced a more positive 

environment, where their commitment to the lecturers was evident. For example:  

 

éif I know they care and I'm not really in the mood I feel bad, because they're trying 

really hard, so I feel óOh, OK, I want to listen and I want to learn.ô Because you want 

to do it for them as well (Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). 
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I find with certain lecturers, in that awkward silence and no one answers, and I think 

óI could say something hereô, but with her (lecturer) I want to say something because 

itôs her (Tom, Year 3, FG11/41, March 2014). 

 

 

Despite the somewhat informal relationship, the need for boundaries was nevertheless 

continuously stated by students. 

 

Not surprisingly, and conversely, when students did not perceive lecturers to be particularly 

helpful or concerned with their learning, they considered them not to care. This was 

particularly the case when lecturers failed to ask questions in sessions, or to remember who 

the students were. In the words of three: 

  

ésome lecturers would be like ï óThatôs how the heart works. See you later.ô Thatôs 

pretty much it, like! Itôs just likeéyou donôt care at all about us, really (Daniel, year 

2, FG7/26, February 2013). 

 

éhis lectures are basically ï he reads off the slides, goes óbang bang bangô, youôve 

got to read over it again otherwise youôre not going to learn; he does generally seem 

like he doesnôté care. He doesnôt ask any questions or anything (Gavin, year 2, 

FG8/32, May 2013). 

If they remember who you are when you turn up to lectures, Iôll get on with them. But 

if I turn up to lectures and they email me saying óyou never turned upô, I wonôt get on 

with you (Steve, year 2, FG6/22, December 2012).  

 

 

4.5.3 Studentsô perceptions of the lecturersô roles - from a óscary figureô to a ófriendô 

 

The students considered the staff to play many different roles. For example, in their first year 

of study, the students perceived lecturers as having responsibility for pushing them towards 

coaching opportunities:  

 

óélike push us into going [coaching]. Otherwise itôs very easy to sit back and not 

do anythingô (Barry, year 1, FG3/9, February 2012). 
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As the study progressed, however, the studentsô perceptions of the lecturers changed to being 

teachers, coaches and researchers. Indeed, there was a perception that those lecturers who 

were also coaches had enhanced pedagogical knowledge: (e.g., Like ï the coaching lot, 

theyôre fantastic. Because theyôve all be through coachingéSo they know how to present a 

lecture - Mary, year 2, FG5/20, October 2012). 

 

Although the role(s) as teachers and coaches were valued by students, there was evidence of 

a preconception regarding lecturersô role as researchers. Some of the students here referred 

to the researchers as óprobably having a better understanding than any of the teachers! But 

they canôt get it across to us in the way that we can absorb it and learn itô (Tracey, year 2, 

FG5/20, October 2012). The conversation below provides further insight into the studentsô 

opinions: 

Tracey: And as soon as they [researchers] start talking, you can tell, likeé a lot of 

the time, they donôt address you when you first go in. Itôs simple thingsé 

Katie: éñRight, letôs start.ò 

Tracey: Theyôre just like ï ñOK, weôll start.ò And then theyôll start reading. And 

they havenôt got your attention from the start. 

(year 2, FG5/20, October 2012) 

Despite such generalisations, at the start of the second year, the students recognised that 

some of the óreally goodô lecturers were also researchers: (e.g., óHeôs doing loads of 

research. Like, every lecture he gives is always, like, updated references with his name on it 

ï Tom, year 2, FG8/32, May 2013). 

 

The principal role all students expected teaching staff to adopt was that of a facilitator. This 

was particularly noticeable in the second and third years of study. The increasing use of 

seminars, in particular, encouraged students to play a more active role in the construction of 
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knowledge, making the role of the lecturer more apparent as a facilitator: (e.g., óHe just 

facilitated everything, he just guided us everywhere and we all é I learned the most that I 

ever didô ï Steve, year 3, FG12/43, May 2014). More specifically, Daniel mentioned that 

they would óprobe questions which will literally open up your mind, to start a discussion on 

the table, and then heôll just move to the next tableô (Daniel, year 3, FG12/43, May 2014). 

As a result, the students argued that óI donôt think the lecturers have much responsibility for 

teaching the whole thing...If Iôm going to learn anything, itôs through having spoken and 

discussed about it during the seminar (Barry, year 2, FG6/22, December 2012). 

 

In this respect, the initial view of lecturers as providers of information was somewhat 

contested by the students. Here, the lecturersô role as facilitators created a sense of 

connection and responsibility within the students to actively contribute to their own learning: 

 

He gave us like lots of aspects of it and then he got us to interact a lot. He put us into 

groups and gives us something to talk about and feedback to him (Katie, year 1, 

FG4/15, May 2012) 

 

I wouldnôt imagine him standing there in a seminar and telling us what to do in an 

hour. Heôs trying to give us a sense of, like, responsibility for our own learning (Steve, 

year 2, FG6/22, December 2012). 

 

Despite the recognition that lecturersô roles included guiding students in their learning 

process, there was also awareness that the lecturers were the creators of tasks, which 

consequently led students to seek their approval for answers; something of a paradox. In the 

words of Gavin: 

 

But the leader still dictates it and steers it and guides it in the way that he wants you 

to take up the task. So you seek his approval at the same time as giving you answers, 

because heôs the one giving you the task to do. Although you are, kind of, choosing 

how you do that task, he is still the origin of where that task came from and therefore 

the origin of whether you get it right or not, to some degree (Gavin, FG10/40, 

December 2013). 
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4.5.4 Factors that affected studentsô perceptions of the role of the teaching staff 

 

In the initial stages of the study, the studentsô perceptions of lecturers as providers of answers 

and the role that resembled that of a ópushy parentô was affected by their need for reassurance 

in the search for órightô answers. This attitude, one could suggest, was closely related to their 

intellectual development and their initial surface approach to learning (For a more detailed 

discussion please refer to sections 4.2 and 4.4).  

 

With the main concern being on finding the right answers through support from lecturers, 

individual feedback, focused on corrective action, was seen as crucial within the learning 

process. Additionally, within the interactions experienced by the students, the use of humour 

was seen as helpful tool in óbreaking down barriersô: 

 

If somebody is up there who hasnôt smiled all lecture and they could move around 

and talk to you, but if theyôre not really interacting with you, I just think you're not 

getting anything from them. You're just getting facts and a blank face (Martin, year 

3, FG11/42, March 2014). 

 

 éif thereôs like a joke going on, they [students] will want to listen (Mary, year 1, 

FG3/8, February 2012). 

 

 

Humour also seemed to influence how much students liked the lecturer in question, 

particularly in the first year of study. Gavin argued that he liked one lecturer because óhe is 

so engaging and upbeatô. Mary added that óhe makes the lectures really fun, like heôs still 

focused on it.ô (year 1, FG3/8, February 2012).  

 

The use of humour was also seen to facilitate information retention and participation in 

sessions (including dealing with getting answers wrong). Here, the students claimed that 

they could remember theories and equations by associating them with the jokes made by 

lecturers in the classroom. They also commented that óIt feels as if it doesnôt matter if you 
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get it wrong ï heôll have a joke about it, rather than ñOh my god, this personôs a doctor; 

this personôs got their PhD!ò and you think ñOh!!ò (Tracey, year 3, FG10/38, December 

2013). 

 

Despite the unanimous perception that humour was an important aspect for engaging 

students in lectures, the need for a balanced approach was still generally advocated: 

 

I think thereôs a levelé some lecturers who are trying to be too funny and then you 

just end up listening to their jokes and then youôre like ow I havenôt actually learned 

anythingéóIôve had a couple of lecturers who just like just kind of skip through the 

slides and havenôt really gone through them and just start making jokes and Iôm like 

I kind of wana learn something here (Daniel, year 1, FG4/12, May 2012). 

 

Enthusiasm also influenced studentsô perceptions of how enjoyable their learning 

experiences were. It was also a motivating factor for students to be enthusiastic themselves, 

as óif you see the coach isnôt very, like, bothered or interested, then youôre not going to beô 

(Martin, year 1, FG3/11, February 2012). In this context, relating the lecturersô role to a 

coaching role was commonly found in the studentsô opinions. This came from a perception 

that lecturers were adopting aspects that they were learning in the course, and óEven though 

itôs a lecture, theyôll introé like, say hi, and welcome us, andé just like get your attention 

straight awayô (Tracey, year 2, FG5/20, October 2012), much like the coaching content they 

were being taught. In this respect, the students showed evidence of seeing theoretical 

relevance in practice. 

 

Barry gave an illustration of how enthusiasm could make up for a poor session: 

 

Even iféyouôve got an absolute rubbish session lined up but you are excited and you 

are energetic about it and you can have a bit of a laugh about it then I think that 

participants will be much more interested in getting involvedô (Barry, year 1, FG1/2, 

October 2011). 
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Despite enthusiasm being highly valued in the final year of study, it was clear that students 

started to question whether enthusiasm was always a good thing: 

 

He has a lot of energy when he lectures!  Pretty much anything heôd say within his 

topic, youôd pretty much believe him because heôs got so much energy about him, so 

youôd think ñYes!  He must be right!ò  So heôs quite convincing, so even if he is 

absolutely, completely wrong. But is that good?  Being persuasive?  Or is that a bad 

thing (Martin, year 3, FG9/35, October 2013). 

 

 

Despite the recognition that interaction, enthusiasm and humour affected studentsô 

increasing perceptions of lecturers as facilitators, this consideration was also affected by the 

context in which relationships took place. Here, the perceptions of the roles of lecturers were 

influenced by the module being taught. In this context, the students created distinctions 

between the role of the lecturers in modules that they deemed more factual (e.g., 

Biomechanics and Physiology) and those more related to social science (e.g., Coaching 

Science):  

A Coaching lecturer would have to make you think more, so somebody like prompting 

and asking you certain questions, making you think around the theory and around 

the subject.  Whereas somebody for Biomechanics of Physiology or something like 

that is quite different ñThis is this.ò Thereôs no point talking around it (Nathan, year 

3, FG11/42, March 2014). 

 

Similarly, the mode of assessment adopted in the modules seemed to affect studentsô views 

of the role of the lecturer. In the words of Tom: 

The role of the lecture is still for me the same as in first year, for physiology ï 

although itôs more complicated now. The way youôre assessed hasnôt changedéitôs 

quite consistent, it hasnôt really changed.  Whereas coaching seems to have changed, 

having a placement and coaching, doing that through some of the week, itôs a change 

(Tom, Year 3, FG10/38, December 2013). 

 

Here, the context in which learning (including assessment) took place was paramount in 

defining the role of staff. In this respect, the context affected studentsô assumptions about 

the nature of knowledge, authority and how they engaged with it. 
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4.6 Studentsô perceptions of the role of the teaching staff - Discussion 

4.6.1 Caring as an exchange relationship  

Results showed that ócaringô was one of the most influential aspects associated with the role 

of the teaching staff throughout the three years of the course. Such a finding relates to the 

work of Agne (1999) who suggests that the ñkey to the classroom is caringò (p. 172). Here, 

in discussing the way of the master teacher, Agne (1999) argued that ñthe classroom is much 

more a function of who teachers are and of what they believe than of what teachers doò (p. 

172). Despite the focus on caring, the findings of the current study showed the separation 

between who teachers are and what they do hard, if not impossible. For example, the students 

recognised many of the lecturers (i.e., who they are) as caring individuals based on their 

behaviours (i.e., what they do). For example; 

The coaching science lecturers really want you to understand it and if you donôt, 

theyôll tell you then in a different way and they keep going éI feel like they care and 

they actually really want you to learn (Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014).  

 

Here, the way in which the lecturers communicated with the students (i.e., what they did) 

was key in demonstrating that the former cared for them. Without such behaviour (or a 

behaviour of a similar kind), it could prove hard to ñsustain a [particular] image in the eyes 

of othersò (i.e., in the eyes of the students) (Jones et al., 2011, p. 2). In this respect, ñthe 

differences between coaches [read educators] and coaching behaviours [read educator 

behaviours] may not be easily observable, or even identifiable; after all, what is said and 

done is both reflective of who has said and done themò (Jones et al., 2011, p.2). The link 

between who the person is and the behaviours they display is in keeping with the findings 

from the current study where the teaching staff were seen as role models due to their 

engagement in both coaching and teaching practice. As demonstrated in the results section, 

the students perceived the lecturers who were also coaches to have an enhanced pedagogical 
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knowledge. The lecturersô engagement in coaching also served as a motivating factor; that 

is, it encouraged the students to follow similar steps and get involved in external coaching 

opportunities, something that is often referred to as a key component of coach learning (e.g., 

Mesquita et al., 2010; Stodter and Cushion, 2014): ójust seeing them [lecturers] and their 

passion for coaching and what theyôve done over the years, just excites you so that you want 

to get out there and do itô - Daniel, FG3/33, 22nd October 2013. 

Of particular relevance here were the studentsô perceptions of caring as an interdependent 

and exchange relationship (Blau, 1986). For example, the findings demonstrated that the 

studentsô perceptions of lecturersô care affected their engagement in sessions. In the first 

year of the study, the students often expected lecturers to initiate such caring relationship, 

otherwise they were not prepared to ó[re]pay the priceô. This relates to a key aspect in 

exchange theory; that is, those involved ñeach gains something whilst paying a priceò (Blau, 

1986, p. viii). In this respect, echoing the work of Blau (1986), the students in the current 

study considered alternatives before acting to ensure they maximised their profits whilst 

minimising costs. Here, it is important to highlight that exchange relationships do not mean 

that members make similar investments. Indeed, Blau believed that reciprocity is achieved 

ñby an imbalance in the exchangeò (Blau, 1986, p. 27). This reciprocity is based on concepts 

of dependence and power which Blau believed to be inversely related (Jones and Bailey, 

2011).  

 

The relationship between power and dependence was particularly unbalanced in the first 

year of the study. Perhaps paradoxically, while the teaching staff were seen as the holders of 

truth (therefore, expected to exert a powerful role in interactions [Blau, 1986]), the context 

in which they operated painted a somewhat different picture. It was a context in which the 

grade achieved by the students (i.e., 40% to progress to the second year) did not contribute 

towards their final degree classification. In this respect, in the first year of study, the students 



172 
 

didnôt perceive themselves subject to relationships of power; a situation which often resulted 

in their lack of commitment (e.g., by not always completing set tasks; handing work in the 

last minute; missing lectures) despite the apparent investment by lecturersô in planning and 

delivery. This then was due to the structure within which the students operated, which 

resulted in a low dependence on lecturers. Here, the students felt that investing heavily in 

their first year of study was an excessive demand which could not be justified by the rewards. 

However, as the study progressed, power and dependence within the staff-student 

relationship became increasingly more balanced; a result of the studentsô reactions to the 

structural changes and discourses within the institution which positioned them as less 

ópowerfulô and more ódependentô. An example was shared in section 4.1 where the students 

referred to a common perception regarding the need to work harder in the second year: 

ñbecause it is working towards the degree, I think thereôs a kind of mutual respect between 

everyone that if you have to go and do work, then you have to go and do workò (Barry, year 

2, FG8/31, May, 2013).  

 

In this respect, the way in which the students referred to the second year (i.e., ongoing work 

contributing to the final degree classification) affected their perceptions of roles (both for 

themselves and for the lecturers). Here, the common view that they óhad toô do the work 

exemplifies the studentsô dependence on the lecturers (i.e., people who set up the structure): 

(óAlthough you are, kind of, choosing how you do that task, he is still the origin of where 

that task came fromô - Gavin, year 3, FG10/40, December 2014).  

 

In this respect, the power relationships evident were in a state of constant negotiation, and 

were influenced by ñsocial practices that regulate[d] the production and circulation of 

statements and perceptions of realityò (Markula and Pringle 2006, p. 105). This echoes the 

work of Foucault (1979), who argued that discourses have an influential role to play in 

society. Indeed, Denison (2007) referring to Foucaultôs work argued that: 
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social life and the meanings we make as human beings are never innocent. This was 

what he [read Foucault] meant by his theory of discourse, whereby it was statements 

that accumulated meaning within specific cultural and historical contexts that 

produced knowledge that defined the practices people engaged in (p. 380). 
 

As the study progressed, the students started to better accept their role in initiating the caring 

process. This involved recognizing the benefits they could receive in proving themselves 

engaged and óattractiveô to lecturers. Indeed, the students recognised that their lack of 

engagement in the first year may have been a factor in their perception of lecturersô apparent 

lack of care. Such recognition stemmed from greater exchanges with lecturers; a result of 

having smaller classroom cohorts and more opportunities to interact with staff. This relates 

to what Biggs and Tang (2011) define as social learning. Here, the students broadened their 

understanding about the subject and the people (e.g., lecturers, students) who were involved 

in its teaching.  This was a point reiterated by the students in Jones, Morgan and Harrisôs 

(2011) study. Here, the participants argued that social learning through small group 

discussions allowed the sharing of experiences, something that greatly enhanced their 

process of understanding. In the current study, the studentsô increasing engagement in the 

learning process was also related to a particular strategic approach; that is, they engaged 

because  they were concerned with their final degree classification and not simply with 

achieving a ópassô as in the previous year (for a more in-depth discussion, see section 4.2). 

  

The increased frequency of exchanges between staff and students resulted in more positive 

emotions (Lawler, Thye and Yoon, 2008) followed by a commitment based on ósocial 

attractionô. According to Blau (1986), social attraction is a key aspect that stimulates 

exchanges between people. It is defined as ñthe force that induces human beings to establish 

social associations on their own initiative and to expand the scope of their associations once 

they have been formedò (p. 20). Blau argued that this association is only possible when 

members can anticipate that the relationship will be rewarding. The findings of this study 
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showed how the students chose to engage or invest in those modules they anticipated they 

would be rewarded for. For example, the students argued that it was a óspecial feelingô when 

lecturers knew them óas a personô. Here, the social reward gained from such a relationship 

was described as a ólittle buzzô when the lecturers were perceived to care (e.g., by addressing 

the students by their first names or spending extra time with them). The increased frequency 

of such exchanges allowed the students to recognise emerging patterns in their relationships; 

a crucial development in deciding whether mutual attraction was maintained. In this respect, 

the quality of such encounters was key in maintaining social attraction. It evolved slowly as 

a result of increasing levels of respect and trust.  

 

4.6.2 The óturtle instinctô and the óEagle spiritô: Discussing the role of teaching staff 

as activators and facilitators  

 

 

In the first year of study, the students associated the act of caring with the provision of ósafeô 

[learning] environments. In this sense, the students perceived that lecturers cared when they 

could or were allowed to óhide in their shellsô. This resembles the óturtle instinctô or, in other 

words, the turtleôs act of hiding in its shell as protection from danger or the unknown. Here, 

then, the students were hiding from more active participation in the sessions, something that 

was (initially) perceived as uncomfortable.  

 

As the study progressed, the studentsô perceptions of caring were still closely related to the 

creation of a ósafeô environment, although the focus became increasingly placed on learning. 

The students then became more comfortable with the idea of being challenged, resembling 

the concept of being ópsychologically safeô; in other words, ñfeeling free enough to take 

risksò (Wolfe, 2006, p. 40). This educational approach relates to the work of Rodrigues 

(1984). In discussing the political and social functions of education, Rodrigues (1984) 

critiqued the idea of a turtle instinct, arguing that it leads students to isolate themselves from 
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their world in passive attempts to protect against the unknown. This, in turn, teaches 

individuals to protect themselves against what they see as external threats, thus becoming 

reactive and living with fear (Rodrigues, 1984). As an alternative, Rodrigues (1984) 

suggested that individuals should be educated to develop the óEagle spiritô; that is, flying 

over mountains, developing their senses and abilities and being willing to take risks. This is 

one of the key aspects of learning as a process of transformation (Erichsen, 2011). Such 

change (towards the Eagle spirit) was evident among the students in the current study, who 

during their second and third years welcomed and desired new challenges: (e.g., ó[Before] I 

was just hiding away! But now Iôm sitting there thinking ñIf he asks me a question, I can 

answerôò - Steve, year 3, FG9/33, October 2013). Consequently, the students started paying 

more attention to the nuances of the teaching world, often commenting upon and praising 

lecturersô ability to create environments that allowed them to flourish (e.g., óThey always 

push you to think outside of the boxô - Heather, year 2, FG6/23, December 2012). However, 

despite providing a metaphor for how students should behave in an educational setting, 

Rodrigues (1984) fails to provide an account of the role of the teaching staff in facilitating 

such a process. This echoes the point argued by Goodyear and Dudley (2015), who claim 

that ñmany questions have remained unanswered about the teacher-as-facilitatorò (p. 275).  

 

Results from the current study clearly demonstrated that staff played a crucial role in the 

studentsô development. This refers to the argument that ñstudent-centeredness does not mean 

that students are simply left alone by teachersò (Goodyear and Dudley, 2015, p. 275). 

Instead, of crucial importance was the role of the teaching staff in creating a form of óupdraftô 

to enable the students to initiate and sustain their (óEagle spiritô) flights, without the fear of 

the unknown. This ósupportô also resembles one of Lev Vygotskyôs (1978) central tenets. 

More specifically, two key aspects introduced by Vygotsky (i.e., ómore capable othersô, and 

ózones of proximal developmentô) can help in better making sense of the findings. The 

interaction with a more knowledgeable other was seen by Vygotskyôs as key for social 
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development. The more knowledgeable other can be defined as ñanyone who has a better 

understanding or a higher ability level than the learner with respect to a particular task, 

process or conceptò (Harris, 2010, p. 42). As the study progressed, the findings revealed that 

the teaching staff were seen by the students as more knowledgeable others, inhabiting a 

facilitative role in the learning process by creating effective challenging environments. This 

corroborates the work of Metzler (2011) who suggested that teachers should be considered 

more than a óguide on the sideô (Goodyear and Dudley, 2015, p. 279). Indeed, the students 

referred to a very active role played by lecturers which included designing and initiating 

activities, noticing student engagement, analysing contributions, and intervening when 

appropriate to create and capitalise on learning opportunities. 

 

The support provided by lecturers refers to the second of Vygotskyôs aforementioned 

concepts; namely ózones of proximal developmentô (Vygotsky, 1978). The process involves 

learners being supported by more knowledgeable others to achieve the next level of 

independence: (óthe lecturers probe questions which will literally open up your mind, to start 

a discussion on the table, and then heôll just move to the next tableô - Daniel, year 3, 

FG12/43, May 2014). This process of scaffolding (Wood et al., 1976) works best when 

learners are in their ózone of proximal developmentô; that is, a space where individuals are 

required to perform tasks that could not be previously performed without help (Morgan and 

Sproule, 2013). Here, the students referred to the role of lecturers in asking questions and 

involving them in their own learning. This two-way means of communication (through 

questions and answers) is a key aspect of interactive teaching, which aims to ñask for, and 

act upon, studentsô suggestions and ideasò (Metzler, 2011, p. 32). It is also a process of 

engaging learners in critical thinking, therefore developing understanding (Gillies and 

Haynes, 2011).  
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4.6.3 Caring as challenging 

 

The increasing view of lecturers as activators and facilitators coincided with their roles not 

as the providers of information but as designers of learning, thus contradicting the views of 

the students in the first year. It also coincided with a retrospective appreciation of lecturersô 

care during the first two years of the programme. Here, students recognised that the 

perceived lack of support at times may, in fact, have been a sign of caring (i.e., a facilitation 

and activation of the process of learning as described previously). This is in keeping with 

the work of Noddings (1984), who provides the example of a son who leaves his home in 

anger and rebellion. She questions whether one could assume that the mother does not care 

if she fails to act directly to bring him back. Noddings further argued that the inaction may 

be a result of a thought-through process in which the mother believed the son needed time 

to work things out by himself. In this respect, such inactivity can be a way to facilitate 

learning. Similarly, in the current study, the studentsô initial perception of lack of caring by 

the teachers (often related to a lack of being óspoon fedô) later resulted in their recognition 

that it was necessary for their own development. In this respect, the focus of caring changed 

from caring óabout the studentsô to caring ófor the students and for their learningô (a concept 

referred to here as ócaring as challengingô). 

 

The recognition of ócaring as challengingô originated from the studentsô sense of 

accomplishment, of being ógoodô at what they were studying and as a consequence, feeling 

more confident to contribute. This was clearly expressed in the studentsô preference for 

lecturers who valued their opinions and recognised there were many answers to a given 

question; that is, lecturers who adopted a relativist view of the world (as further discussed in 

section 4.2). According to Rogers (1980) this acceptance of the learners symbolised the 

lecturersô trust and respect ñfor the other as having worth in his or her own rightò (p. 271). 

In this respect, it is ña prizing of the learners as imperfect human beings with many feelings, 
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many potentialitiesò (Rogers, 1980, p. 272).  

 

A further aspect that initiated this view of caring was the studentsô perceptions of the 

lecturers as empathetic (Rogers, 1969). This concept refers to ñstanding in the studentsô 

shoesò and viewing ñthe world through their eyesò (Nelson et al., 2014, p. 520). Here, the 

students perceived they were not being judged, resulting in a feeling of being cared for. It 

also resulted in an increased self-acceptance by the students, thus having a significant impact 

on how they contributed in sessions and, consequently, to their own learning. Such a óclimate 

for learningô has been claimed when ñin the presence of an understanding teacherò (Rogers, 

1980, p. 156); someone who provides ñneeded confirmation that one does exist as a separate, 

valued person with an identityò (Rogers, 1980, p. 155). Such empathetic understanding was 

also evident from the studentsô having tutorials when anxious and confused regarding their 

coursework. In this situation, within the multiple roles played by the teaching staff, an 

ñawareness of the way the process of education and learning seems to the studentò was of 

crucial importance for their well-being and perceptions of caring (Rogers, 1969, p. 111). 

 

In addition, perceptions of caring were apparent when the students experienced personal 

encounters with the lecturers. Here, the students valued when lecturers became candid about 

ñwhere they wereò emotionally, something that Rogers (1980) referred to as ñrealness in the 

facilitator of learningò (p. 271). For example, the students valued a lecturerôs apologetic 

message once a session had finished in showing dissatisfaction with their own teaching 

performance (of not ógetting my point acrossô). This is in keeping with the work of Nelson 

et al. (2014), who suggested that (coach) educators should experience the emotion that 

accompany their practice, and share them with others if they think it could benefit learning. 

The current findings went beyond such affirmation, showing evidence of how this occurred. 

More specifically, the studentsô perceptions of a lecturerôs intentions (concerned with their 

learning) resulted in a feeling of respect and willingness to engage (e.g., óéif I know they 
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care and I'm not really in the mood I feel bad, because they're trying really hard, so I feel 

ñOh, OK, I want to listen and I want to learn.ò Because you want to do it for them as wellô 

- Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). 

 

To a certain extent, the lecturersô role was also referred to as that of a friend. Here, the 

increasingly informal nature of the relationships encouraged a change in studentsô 

perceptions of staff. Instead of a somewhat aloof óbrainô box, the students started to see 

lecturers as more like themselves. This was especially the case in the more órelaxedô context 

of seminars and, particularly, when the students felt their answers were being valued (e.g., 

óIt feels as if it doesnôt matter if you get it wrong ï heôll have a joke about it, rather than 

ñOh my god, this personôs a doctor; this personôs got their PhD!ò and you think ñOh!!òô - 

Tracey, year 3, FG10/38, December 2013). Here, the concept of unconditional positive 

regard (Rogers, 1969) served to create an environment where the students were accepted 

and valued with feelings and imperfections.  

 

In this context, humour played an important role; a role referred to as óbreaking down 

barriersô. This was of particular importance, especially when trying to create the acceptance 

that mistakes were inherent to the process of learning and, therefore, should not be taken too 

seriously. The situated nature of humour (Ronglan and Aggerholm, 2014) places an 

important role on the environment where it takes place. Here, the art of noticing is 

fundamental in providing a ñbalancing actò; that is, deciding when it is ñproductive to use 

humour as a strategyéand when it is more appropriate to use other interactional strategiesò 

(Ronglan and Aggerholm, 2014, p. 43). The use of humour as a balancing act was also 

recognised in the current study. Indeed, the students recognised that an excessive use of jokes 

could hinder the learning process. For example, Daniel commented that óit is very easy to 

become too matey with someone and you donôt learn because youôre just being too jokeyô ï 

Daniel, year 3, FG9/33, October 2013).  
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4.6.4 Final thoughts  

 

Results showed that ócaringô was one of the most influential aspects associated with the role 

of the teaching staff throughout the three years of the course. It was also seen as an exchange 

relationships in which those involved in it ñeach gains something whilst paying a priceò 

(Blau, 1986, p. viii).  In the first year of study, students saw caring as being provided through 

the provision of a ósecureô and ócomfortableô learning context. This resembled the óTurtle 

instinctô (Rodrigues, 1984), or a way to protect themselves from the unknown. When such 

secure environment was not delivered, students perceived that the staff ódid not careô. 

 

As the study progressed, students started to accept their role in the co-construction of 

knowledge, including the need to be challenged away from their ócomfort zonesô (Meyer 

and Land, 2005). This coincided with a retrospective appreciation of lecturersô care during 

the first two years of their programme. Here, the students recognised that the perceived lack 

of support at times may, in fact, have been a sign of caring (Rogers, 1980; Noddings, 1984). 

Caution is, therefore, needed with regards to identifying students ówantsô and óneedsô which 

were often influenced by the context in which they were taught and their assessment 

requirements. The evidence provided for applied pedagogical approaches goes beyond óone 

offô measures of óstudent satisfactionô, to exploring temporal aspects of coach learning. It 

also invites educators to consider their role in developing the óEagle spiritô (Rodrigues, 

1984), providing the necessary updraft that allows students to seek new flights without the 

fear of the unknown.  
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4.7 Identity  development - Results 

The results presented and discussed in this section refer to objective 4; namely óHow did the 

studentsô identities change during the course? Why? How stable were they?ô The findings 

were organised under seven key themes: óIô and ómeô ï Identity as how óIô see myself as and 

how others see ómeô ï Fitting into a first year university student identityô; óMultiple 

identitiesô; óFrom sports students to sports coaching studentsô; óDeveloping a Coach 

Identityô; óSelf-awareness, designated identities and agencyô; óEnvironmental constraints 

and their impact on identityô and, finally, óWho are the students when they leave and how 

stable are their identities?ô. 

4.7.1 óIô and ómeô ï Identity as how óIô see myself as and how others see ómeô ï 

Fitting into a first year university student identity 

The students argued that identity could be defined as a combination of who they perceived 

themselves to be, and how they were perceived to be by others. This was summed up well 

by Nathan, who defined identity as óHalf of it is how you see yourself and the other half is 

how people see youô (Nathan, year 1, FG4/13, May 2012). Fran, another student, explained 

further: 

You may portray yourself as óA rugby ladô but when you're at home, you're the baby 

of the family!  I donôt know, isnôt that how others perceive you?  How others perceive 

you and how you perceive yourself as well (Fran, year 3, FG11/41, March 2014). 

 

The initial stages of the study demonstrated that the students were investing in an identity 

that represented their idea of being a university student. Within such social identity, the 

students argued for the need to make good impression on their peers, which often resulted 

in following a ócode of behaviourô (Tom, year 1, FG1/3, November 2011).  This point was 

clearly expressed in one of Maryôs video diary entries: óbecause itôs the start of uni it (going 

out for socials) is like a thing that we have to do (sighs)éI know we get a choice but you 
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kind of get bullied (forced laughter) so I donôt want that at the minuteô (Mary, year 1, VD, 

October 2011). The studentsô perceptions regarding being university students also related to 

partaking in a drinking culture; óIf you didnôt drink, then youôd feel kind of left out, possiblyô 

(Martin, year 1, FG1/3, November 2011) as óéall the socials are centred around it 

[drinking], arenôt theyô (Tom, year 1, FG1/3, November 2011). 

In the initial stages of the course, the sense of belonging to specific groups originated from 

simply living in the same house. However, as the study progressed, the students became 

more selective when choosing their so called ófriendsô: 

 

Itôs different now. When we go out they will find their hockey friends there, rugby 

friends, athletics friends (raises eyebrows and talks looking above camera) and then 

thereôs the netball girls. So itôs not the same but I suppose itôs gonna happen, itôs 

gonna changeéso thereôs always gonna be changes while we are at Uni (tilts head 

to her left) hopefully not too much (Fran, year 1, VD, December 2011). 

 

4.7.2 Multiple Identities 

 

The students perceived themselves to have multiple identities according to the roles they 

played in different environments. Here, in line with their conception of identity, the 

participants recognised their roles (as stated previously) based on who they perceived 

themselves to be and who they believed they were perceived to be by others. In the words of 

two:  

 

Perhaps different in different environments, I think. My friends see me as a sports 

student/water polo player; people that I work with see me as a sports coaching 

student; er, parents see me as a coach, or teacheré It depends, likeéit depends on 

what environment youôre in (Mary, year 2, FG7/24, February 2013,). 

 

Each module now makes me represent myself as a different person.  Like, if I do Sport 

Development, I think Iôm an officer; like I work for Sport Wales. And when Iôm doing 

Coaching Science I feel like a proper coach.  If I do PA (performance analysis), I 

feel like a geek, looking at computer screens in a lab, just thinking ñWhat?ò  Every 

module gives you an identity of different things (Steve, year 2, FG8/30, May 2013). 
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The students also recognised that the different roles occupied had an effect on each other. 

For example, Mary suggested that óthe more confident you get in life, like as a student, 

reflects on you as a coachô (year 1, FG4/14, May 2012). Here, Mary was referring to the 

social skills needed in each of the roles she played. 

Such a variety of roles, however, were not always seen as functional. For example, if, on the 

one hand, some roles complemented each other, others, meanwhile, were perceived to clash. 

The clashes happened particularly when managing time and prioritising tasks. For instance, 

Tracey, one of the students that demonstrated a strong athlete identity in the first year of the 

course, argued that the way she saw herself changed from athlete to coach and back again, 

as a result of her experiences: 

 

The main reason I wanted to come here was to train. I wasnôt actually doing that 

much coaching ï but it didnôt bother me.  Then the training went downhill and I did 

really badly, so in my second year, I was thinking ñIôm probably not going to do 

athletics.ò  So I put more into coaching.  Then, I did a bit better in athletics so Iôve 

decided I want to go back to it as an athlete. So, Iôm just coaching for money at the 

moment, and Iôm back training (Tracey, year 3, FG10/38, December 2013). 

 

In this context, an identity was perceived to be something in a state of constant change. 

However, as highlighted by Mary, such changes were ónot dramatic, just changes to adapt 

to your roleô (Mary, year 1, FG4/14, May 2012). Interestingly, the students believed that 

certain situations (e.g., being with their family or with housemates) made them behave 

differently (i.e., adopt different roles) on an everyday or even hourly basis. While such 

adaptations were considered to occur quickly, other changes were experienced over a longer 

period of time. The conversation between Nathan and Heather illustrated this point: 

Itôs like a core identity that you have and then the external bit around it, and itôs this 

that changes depending on your environment or the situation you're in. The core 

identity can also change over time, I think.  I donôt think I have the same identity I 
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had when I started here, but it doesnôt really change quickly; only over a long period 

of time (Nathan). 

Itôs likeé I think core is something which relates to our beliefs and values.  Thatôs 

why I think it becomes the core, because we believe in itéitôs embodied ï and then 

thatôs why itôs hard to change, even though we are in different situations (Heather) 

 (year 3, FG11/42, March 2014). 

In this respect, the students believed that some aspects (e.g., values, beliefs) were part of a 

core self, which would change only slowly over a long time. This was in comparison with 

what they perceived as an óoutside layerô, which tended to constantly change. According to 

the students, both the core and the outside layer were made of different dimensions, which 

were dependent on contextual factors. These included experience, confidence, social groups, 

rewards, knowledge, intellectual development, achievements (or failures) and values and 

beliefs. However, especially in the first year of the study, the students found it hard to 

recognise the changes that were going on: 

This is one of the most difficult things I findéto self-assess yourselféand you asked 

other people, like people you live with, has this person changed since you first met 

them? I think everyone would be like yeahé (Daniel) 

 

But, you donôt notice that you are changing (Tracey) 

 

(year 1, FG4/12, May 2012) 

 

 

4.7.3 From sports students to sports coaching students 

 

During the initial stages of the study, despite considering themselves sports students, the 

participants argued that they did not feel like óSports Coachingô students. This perception 

originated from, amongst other factors, the fact that the modules enrolled on were shared 

with students from various programmes (e.g., BSc Sport Science; BSc Sport Development). 

For example, Barry mentioned that ómost of the stuff we do, everyone... every other first year 

sports student does hereô (Barry, year 1, FG1/2, October 2011). 
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Half way through the second year, however, a Sports Coaching student identity was apparent 

amongst nine of the twelve participants. A key factor affecting their perception here was 

related to the programme structure, especially regarding the modules offered as part of their 

course: 

 

I feel like a sports coaching student now. Just because weôre not all doing the same 

modules this year. Weôre doingé a kind of little separate pathway (Tom) 

 

Yeah. Definitely. And like ï more focused on the coaching (Mary) 

 

éweôve got rid of likeé donôt do biomechanics any more, donôt do psychology any 

more, I donôt do sports science any more ï like, a lot of the modules I was doing that 

made me a generalised sports student (Tom). 

 

(year 2, FG7/24, February 2013) 

 

I feel in second year I don't have to do, for example modules that, in my eyes, are 

irrelevant to meétopics I'm not too bothered about. That has helped my experience 

at uni a lot more, enables me to focus a bit more, and not get distracted or weighed 

down (Gavin, year 2, Reflective Log, March 2013). 

 

The precise module design was another key aspect highlighted by the students in this regard 

as it allowed them to apply theory to practice and discuss their experience in seminars. A 

good example was the module óCoaching Scienceô as mentioned by Tracey: 

I feel like a coaching student this year; purely because we've had to coach practically 

while in the coaching lectures everything they say thereôs a coaching example to 

relate back to coaching, so youôre just surrounded by the world of coaching and your 

coaching experience (Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). 

 

However, three of the students argued that, in their second year, they still did not feel like 

sports coaching students. This was mainly because of their interests and the alternative 

modules chosen as part of their course. For example, Barryôs main focus changed from sports 

coaching to management, while Heather was involved with sport development opportunities 
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and, therefore, chose a related specific module. For Nathan, meanwhile, his interests 

(biomechanics) meant he followed a specific pathway. He explained:  

 

I donôt feel like a coaching student. I feel like a sports student. My main interest is 

biomechanics, and thatôs got nothing to do with coaching, really. Er...so, Iôm going 

to do my dissertation in biomechanics. Iôm still going to come out with a degree in 

coaching, but I wouldnôt see myself as a coaching student (Nathan, year 2, FG9/25, 

February 2013). 

 

4.7.4 Developing a Coach Identity 

4.7.4.1 Responsibility within coaching practice 

The data collected indicated that practical coaching experiences which involved a certain 

level of responsibility (óyou get more power and controlô - Martin, year 2, FG10/35, October 

2013) were key in developing stronger coach identities. Here, a significant moment was 

when participants ówent from assistant coaches to head coachesô (Martin, year 2, FG11/35, 

October 2013), claiming that óbecause I'm managing my own team, I've become my own 

identity in a wayô (Steve, year 3, FG11/43, March 2014). In this respect, the participants 

argued that óI could do what I wanted to do and I think coaching is all about that really, isnôt 

it? So for me that identity changedô (Daniel, year 3, FG12/44, May 2014). 

 

The students who experienced a level of responsibility within their coaching claimed that 

they were encouraged to reflect on their experiences in light of the theories covered in 

lectures. This, in turn, affected their coach identity. In fact, the students who had such 

experience argued that their coach identity was more apparent than their student identity 

towards the end of the second year of study: 

From experience of coaching, Iôve been able to reflect more on how I do it and build 

more confidence of what works welléwhat doesnôtéyeah, Iôd definitely say my 

coach identity got stronger (Mary, year 1, FG4/14, May 2012). 
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This year, Iôve actually been given the opportunity to coach, and had my own 

sessions, so Iôm much preferring that to actually studying it (Martin, year 2, FG7/24, 

February 2013). 

 

On the other hand, those who had the experience but lacked a sense of óresponsibilityô over 

their decisions mentioned that óéeven though I have had a coaching job, I donôt think itôs 

made me any better as a coach. Because the job wasn't greatô (Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, 

May 2014). A sentiment which emphasised the difference gleaned from being a head coach. 

 

Despite the emphasis on the value of external coaching practice, opportunities to coach 

within the course were also seen as beneficial by the students, especially when it involved a 

positive relationship with the lecturer. Here, a key aspect in contributing to the development 

of a coaching identity was the idea of being rewarded, a recognition of competence: 

 

Afterwards I was pretty happy with (looks at the camera) she tapped me on the back 

and said óHave you got any swimming qualifications because I was really impressed 

with your session?ô I said óNoô because donôt. I donôt know. It was quiet a nice thing 

(grins), feeling at the end of it.ô (Martin, year 1, VD, November 2011) 

 

4.7.4.2 Knowledge and understanding 

 

The students argued that their developing knowledge and understanding as a result of doing 

the course affected the people they became. In the words of three: 

Through the degree as well, itôs helped me to change, a bit more confident as a coach, 

having that belief in yourself and trust in your philosophy (Daniel, year 3, FG11/44, 

May 2014). 

I thought ñYes, I'm a good coach, I'm getting all these kids from this to this.ò  I 

thought I knew how to coach.  Then I came here and I thought ñActually I've realised 

how much I donôt know as a coach.ò Then I thought I was a good coach; whereas 

now I think I've got a long way to go in coachingé (Tracey, year 3, FG11/41, March 

2014).  

Iôve learned that being able to speak clearly, give my instructions directly and for 

my athletes to hear me I have to speak slower, more concisely and maintain eye 

contact with them (pauses, bites lips and looks down)éand actually value what they 
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are saying to me. So if they have any questions or anything I try to evaluate what 

they are saying (looks down) and then answer so that they either understand it or 

they gain more knowledge from the exercise or session Iôm delivering (Martin, year 

1, VD, December 2011). 

 

A view shared by the students was the significant changes in their vocabulary and language. 

This was a result of ógetting drilled into the academic style of writingô which means óitôs just 

going through your mind all the time and you just end up speaking like that as wellô (Daniel, 

year 1, FG4/12, May 2012). The alterations in the studentsô vocabulary (and othersô 

recognition of such change) was one of the significant moments that made them realise they 

were changing. In this respect, the alterations experienced by the students went beyond the 

behaviours they displayed. Indeed, as the study developed, the changes affected their 

understanding (why they did what they did) of behaviours they may have earlier displayed. 

Take the example of Gavin. At the start, he argued that óI havenôt changed much at all. 

Anything really I guess just maybe my head got a bit bigger as the stuff that Iôm learning 

now I already knowô. Gavin considered himself an experienced coach, and kept asking 

himself questions such as ówhatôs the point of being here?ô (Gavin, year 1, VD, December 

2011). However, as the study developed, the knowledge acquired started to affect the 

studentsô understanding of their own coaching. As commented by Gavin, óhow you coach 

might not be different, but understanding how youôre coaching might have changed quite a 

lot. I kind of know why and how Iôm doing that nowô (year 2, FG7/26, February 2013). Here, 

the students recognised that there was much more to coaching than they initially considered.  

 

4.7.4.3 Reputation 

One of the key aspects contributing to the development of a coaching identity was the 

participantsô perceived reputation as coaches. This reputation originated from the studentsô 

views of who others perceived them to be. A comment shared by Steve illustrates this point;  
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I just see myself as having the identity of a coach; I wear clothes which represent a 

coach. People see me as a coach. Theyôll start a conversation about coaching, 

because if thatôs how I come across, thatôs my identity (Steve, year 2, FG8/30, May 

2013). 

 

Steve then added that óItôs quite strange that I've created a name for myself and thatôs whatôs 

the most pleasing for meô (Steve, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014).   

The development of a coaching status originated from the studentsô involvement with 

external coaching opportunities and the course itself, as the two excerpts below illustrate: 

I think I've got that perception that I am a coach, which I've created for myself. I 

remember in first year I wanted to have a job where itôs not a placement; it has to be 

a job where I create my own reputation; I wanted to work myself up, rather than just 

being a number, which I've managed to do.  So thatôs quite pleasing and I have 

created it in three years, the reputation of being a coach (Steve, year 3, FG12/46, 

May 2014).   

They asked me if I could come and work for them over the summer.  So thatôs changed 

for me knowing that I've spent 3 years studying coaching, my identity as a coach 

back home has changed quite a lot. Now I'm not just seen as a little assistant coach 

Level 1, who can help set the cones out.  Now I'm running quite good sessions; and 

they want me to work for them (Daniel, year 3, FG12/44, May 2014). 

 

Another aspect that contributed to developing a stronger reputation as a coach was the 

professional qualifications obtained. In this respect, Heather commented that taking the UK 

athletics coaching qualification helped her to see herself in a coaching role. Here, the link 

between gaining external qualifications and developing stronger coach identities was made 

in relation to others. Here, Heather (again) compared herself to other students and realised 

that she needed to gain qualifications others already had if she was to see herself in a 

coaching role. The reflective log excerpt below illustrates the point:  

We are now being asked to look for any sports related job adverts that we are 

interested in. With that selected job advert, we are being asked to produce a CV and 

cover letter. When this task hit me, it made me realise that I lacked coaching 

experience and qualifications in comparison with others. By looking at othersô CV, 

it also made me realise that to be a coach, a variety of experiences and qualifications 
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are essential and it is not óa cup of teaô to have those many experiences (Heather, 

year 2, Reflective Log, November 2012). 

 

4.7.5 Self-awareness, designated identities and agency 

 

The external coaching experience was also important in supporting students to define their 

designated identities (who they wanted to become). In the words of two: 

 

I worked last week, and I worked from like 9 til 5. I just felt, I want to do that (Steve, 

year 1, FG3/11, February 2012). 

 

I always knew that I probably wanted to work in elite coaching, it was always the 

dream. But I never experienced it so ódo I actually like it?ô As soon as I got there, 

and I did a couple of days, it was like ï yep. Definitely. This is my sort of stuff (Tom, 

year 2, FG7/24, February 2013). 

 

Becoming aware of their career ambitions and feelings as achievable also prompted students 

to work harder towards achieving their aims, as óit becomes more purposeful when I know 

what Iôm doingô (Gavin, year 3, FG9/36, November 2013). As a result, the students 

commented that óI feel that I can reach that. I feel I'm more confident, and I feel that if I 

work my ass off then... I will be able to get thereô (Fran, year 1, FG4/16, May 2012).  

Of particular interest here was the studentsô belief that taking part in the current study was 

beneficial in allowing for reflection and, as a result, developing self-awareness. The extract 

below, taken from the last round of focus groups, summarised such thought: 

These focus groups have helped, I reckon.  Theyôve helped us assess where we are. 

Staying in touch keeps you thinking about where you are and where you want to be 

(Martin) 

It is quite nice sitting here and discussing and actually sorting out where you think 

you are and where you want to be as it reinforces goals (Tom)  

Keeps your feet on the ground, doesnôt it?(Gavin) 

Yes, itôs nice to talk things out (Mary) 
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The sort of questions ï I think the questions you asked us this year in particular 

because you get to go back, itôs quite interesting. I think itôs definitely something 

worthwhile (Tom). 

(year 3, FG12/45, May 2014) 

 

The students who demonstrated signs of being self-aware and whose designated identity was 

to become a coach were actively seeking opportunities early in the course. When asked how 

active he was in trying to find coaching hours outside the university, Steve commented; óI 

thought this was like the first thing I should do when I came to Uniéjust get, just have a 

good job so that I can progress and learnô (Steve, year 1, FG4/15, May 2012). Similarly, an 

excerpt from one of Maryôs video diaries demonstrated her active engagement in searching 

for a coaching role: 

Iôve got all these contacts (moving pen on her hand) which I have to get all sorted 

and get moving now. Hopefully, the one for the pool will start about January so that 

will be good (looks up). At least I can get some qualifications in, so I know when it 

comes to my second year I can do some work and I can get myself on the role 

[coaching] (hand gestures). Hopefully, cross fingers, that will go well (Mary, year 

1, VD, December 2011). 

 

On the other hand, the students whose initial designated identity (i.e., to become a coach) 

changed suggested that they were not investing as much effort on their course as they were 

likely to if they still saw themselves as pursuing that role. For these students, becoming self-

aware was developed later in the course as they re-evaluated their initial career ambitions: 

When I came here all I wanted to do was to be a ski instructor and now I donôt want 

to. If I still wanted to, Iôd be putting more effort into the coaching. It might have 

affected my identity and the way I see myself (Nathan, year 3, FG11/42, March 

2014). 

éif I had had a set goal, if Iôd had a determined route, then I would have worked 

towards that.  But because I donôt have an identity as a coach, I donôt have that set 

goal and it hasnôt given me that kind of motivation to actually go towards it (Barry, 

year 3, FG11/44, March 2014). 
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4.7.6 Environmental constraints and their impact on the studentsô identity 

development 

The perceived constraints present within the respective coaching environments had 

significant effects on the studentsô designated identities: 

Itôs quite frustrating because you get taught in university about being different and 

you have to cater for different needs and become this diverse coach and they 

encourage you to be creative but if you go into the real world and be creative none 

of the instructors want you to be creative, they want you to do it their way, which 

discourages you from being a coaché (Steve, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). 

 

The studentsô experiences here showed how some of the external coaching providers 

perceived them as students rather than coaches which, to a certain extent, contributed to their 

own self-perception. On the other hand, the students mentioned that their relationship with 

lecturers (especially in the final year of the course) showed that they were treated as coaches: 

Theyôll talk to you about coaching and theyôll talk to you like another coaché 

Whereas the employers who shouldnôt really see us as students at all, they actually 

treat us more like children (Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). 

 

Traceyôs frustration (where she felt very constrained by an academy structure) was one of 

the key aspects that changed how she described her identity: 

My identity as a coach is non-existent now. I donôt really have anything to do with 

coaching, or want to do any coaching!  So yes, itôs [the coaching experience in a 

youth sports academy] made me realise that I donôt really want to coach, especially 

as a full-time job (Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). 

 

4.7.7 Who are the students when they leave and how stable are their identities? 

Throughout the study, the studentsô identities developed in different ways. Seven of the 

students (Steve, Daniel, Nathan, Barry, Heather, Fran and Mary) joined the course claiming 
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that they wanted careers as sports coaches. Three others (Tracey, Martin and Gavin) had 

very strong athlete identities, hence, held the primary intention to become better athletes. 

Tom decided to study Sports Coaching as an alternative to Sports Science as he did not 

achieve the grades needed in order to enrol on the latter degree. Finally, changes in Katieôs 

identity were not followed through as she decided to withdraw from university in her second 

year.  

Interestingly, the changes in designated identity (who the students wanted to become) during 

the course were diverse. Three (Mary, Steve and Daniel) of the seven students who had an 

initial intention to follow a coaching career continued with the same intentions until the end 

of the course. Here, the aspects that affected their decision were the ones previously 

introduced in this section (e.g., responsibility within coaching practice, developing 

knowledge and understanding, reputation and self-awareness). 

Barry and Heather (who claimed their initial ambition was to work as coaches, despite not 

showing strong evidence for it ï e.g., agency towards engaging with external coaching 

opportunities) changed their designated identities during the course, seeing themselves as a 

sport manager and sport development officer respectively: 

Initially I said óIôm interested in coaching.ô But now Iôm more interested in 

development.  Thatôs clearer now in my final year. I used to love coaching but since 

I learned about sport development I realised that where I come from doesnôt have 

that. I think we need to develop more things, so thatôs why (Heather, year 3, FG9/35, 

October 2013). 

éthatôs a bit more of a reality check in that I've got to look for a career rather than 

my dream job, which was that I was going to be a coach in the Premiership 

somewhere!  Thatôs never going to happen, but itôs always something that you'd hope 

for (Barry, year 3, FG12/44, May 2014). 

 

Fran and Nathan, meanwhile, were uncertain about their futures after reflecting on their 

initial ambitions: 
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At the start it was stable, because coaching was what I wanted to do and I was here 

to do a coaching degree and I think now, now weôre coming out into the big wide 

world and stuff, itôs very, very unstable. So I donôt know where I'm goingé Maybe 

in a couple of years it will be completely solid and that wonôt change for the rest of 

my life, but at the moment it is very unstable and I donôt know where I'm going to go 

(Nathan, year 3, FG12/44, May 2014). 

I donôt know, I came here ñIôm a coach. I know how to coach.  Iôve coached kids, 

I've coached teenagers, I've coached disability.ò I came with a coach identity of ñI 

know what I'm doing and I want to build on that and improve that and do more.ò  

And now itôs just non-existentéMaybe itôs because I havenôt really coached for so 

long and when I've coached now itôs just been for ten minutes for an assessment. I 

havenôt actually put theory into practice to actually improve my coaching style. So 

itôs stayed the same; if not got worse.  So I donôt really see myself as a coach any 

more. Thatôs how I see it (Fran, year 3, FG11/41, March 2014). 

 

Out of the three students whose intentions were to develop athletic careers at the start of the 

course, two (Martin and Gavin) came to see themselves as coaches, whilst Tracey wanted to 

do a PGCE and become a Physical Education teacher: 

I came to university to be an athlete. Now I probably even more want to be a coach.  

So whether thatôs down to me not improving and thinking ñOh Christ!  Whatôs going 

on with my pole vaulting?ò So then Iôll end up coaching but I think, I'm doing a 

Sports Coaching degree so itôs probably relatively linked (Martin, year3, FG11/42, 

26th March 2014). 

Identity is changing loads, but now that I know I'm doing a PGCE next year and I 

know I'm going to be a teacher, so thatôs a stable job that once I'm in a teaching job 

I'm probably going to stay there for quite a while. I think that once I get there thatôll 

be a stable identity (Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014).   

 

Finally, Tom, who initially wanted a career in Sports Science (despite not having a clear 

career pathway in mind), argued that his experience in the course made him realise what he 

wanted to do and where he wanted to be; óthis degree has confirmed that I want to coach at 

a high level and then in terms of identity I think I see my route to coaching professionally. I 

see my route as perhaps being an original in the sense that my coaching is academically 

informedô (Tom, year 3, FG11/41, March 2014). 
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4.8 Identity development ï Discussion 

 

4.8.1 How the studentsô social identity was affected by discourses and structure 

 

In line with social identity theory (Tajfel, 1972), initial findings from the study highlighted 

how the participants enacted a ócode of behaviourô relevant to the perceived social identity 

that characterised being a first year university student. This resulted in a process of self-

categorisation (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher and Wetherell, 1987 cited in Stets and Burke, 

2000, p. 224), where the students recognised similarities between themselves and those who 

they perceived as in-group members. It was clear that, in order to become part of the group, 

the students adopted what became dominant discourses that, in turn, dictated their 

behaviours. Discourses here are defined as ña relatively consistent set of ideas that people 

use to navigate social life and make sense of their experienceò (Pringle, 2007, p. 387). In 

this respect, the discourse that produced the ñtruthò that first year students should prioritise 

social life over work went unchallenged as the participants attempted to solidify their social 

identification with the student group (Stets and Burke, 2000). Despite such occurrence, and 

echoing the work of Cinoĵlu and Arēkan (2012), the findings also demonstrated that the 

students did not cease to óhaveô personal opinions. Indeed, the findings revealed the studentsô 

óconsciousô decision(s) to abide by what they perceived to be the in-group rules. 

Subsequently, the prevalence of discourses that emphasised the importance of social life 

served to obscure other ways of knowing (e.g., first year students should work hard and 

achieve good grades). In this sense, involvement in the discourse was seen as necessary if 

the students were to become in-group members. This perception often came from the 

students themselves as they discussed the potential of feeling left out if, for example, they 

did not drink.  
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The social structure of the course shaped how the students perceived their membership of 

social groups. In the first year, all the students categorised themselves as ósports studentsô as 

opposed to members of the ósports coachingô group. This originated from the course 

structure (i.e., similar modules available to students enrolled on different programmes in the 

first year of the study) which led to the perception that sports coaching students were similar 

to students from other courses (e.g., sports development or sports science). However, as the 

study developed, and more bespoke trajectories were available, the students began to see 

themselves as sports coaching students. This change was the result of a process of self-

categorisation (Stets and Burke, 2000), carried out through social comparison. Here, through 

focusing on óin-group membersô similarities (i.e., the bespoke pathway for sports coaching 

students), the participants distinguished themselves from out-group members.  

Despite echoing some of the tenets of social identity theory (i.e., belonging to a social group; 

self-categorisation), the findings also suggested that the students were unique individuals (a 

central precept of identity theory ï Stryker, 1980), who performed different roles within 

different social groups. A clear example here was the different social groups to which Martin 

(e.g., sports coaching students; university athletes; athletics coaches) and Heather (e.g., 

international students, sports coaching students) belonged to. Within those groups, they also 

played a variety of roles (e.g., coach, athlete, ambassador and student). This individuality 

somewhat contradicts a key concept of social identity theory; that of ódespersonalisationô of 

self; in other words, acting ñas embodiments of in-group prototypes rather than unique 

individualsò (Hogg, Terry and White, 1995, p. 261). Indeed, as the study progressed, it 

became clear that the students simultaneously occupied a role and belonged to a group, 

making role identities and social identities always relevant in explaining action (Stets and 

Burke, 2000).  
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Some of the roles occupied by the students conflicted with each other (e.g., athlete and 

coach), whilst others were complementary (e.g., student and coach). Here, the idea that 

identities can co-exist was clear. This is an idea which somewhat challenges Jenkinsôs (2008) 

concept of ólostô or óconfusedô identity, defined as ñpeople who canôt prove who they are, 

who appear not to know ówho they areô, who are one thing one moment and something else 

the next, who are in the throes of óidentity crisisò (Jenkins, 2008, p. 26). Rather, the findings 

from the current study suggested that the students demonstrated multiple role identities 

without showing signs of crisis. Instead, they were contextually and momentarily adapting 

to the roles required within their social groups (e.g., being a student, an athlete, a coach). 

This in in line with the work of Deaux and Martin (2003), who argued that identity 

negotiation is ña dynamic, motivated process embedded in, but not limited to structural 

opportunities and constraintsò (p. 105).  

The roles played by the students took place within certain social structures (e.g., the 

University, the club environment etc.) and were affected by expectations and individual role 

interpretations. Here, the studentsô views seemed to agree with the idea of coaching as a 

complex process (Jones and Wallace, 2005; Bowes and Jones, 2006); a view that, amongst 

others, was both experienced and discussed on the course. For example, Tracey and Steve 

shared their frustration when having to follow rules imposed by their clubs which 

contradicted what they had been taught on the (degree) course. Here, the students somewhat 

resisted the structural constraints imposed by external employers while defending an 

approach that catered for coaching as a complex activity. This way of knowing was notably 

developed during the duration of the three year course as previously discussed in the 

óIntellectual developmentô section. The findings here are in keeping with the work of 

Townsend and Cushion (2014), where participants showed resistance to new ways of 

knowing that challenged previously held conceptions about their role as coaches. However, 

differing from Townsend and Cushionôs (2014) work, the students within the current study 
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demonstrated evidence of critical thinking rather than merely following a dominant 

discourse (Foucault, 1978). In this respect, rather than seeing their coach education course 

(i.e., three year degree) as a closed system (Piggott, 2012), the participantsô revealed that the 

course enabled them to óthink outside of the boxô as opposed to only following scripts as 

suggested by the participants interviewed in Chesterfield, Potrac and Jonesô (2010) study. In 

this respect, certain structural constraints faced in the clubs (e.g., rigid session plans), were 

seen by the students as constraining their development as coaches.  Here, the somewhat 

ótaken for grantedô knowledge (Cushion, 2016) propagated by the clubs were challenged by 

the students.  

According to Stryker and Burke (2000), role identities are organised in a ósalience 

hierarchyô. Here, an identity is not activated by the situation, but by the individual who 

invokes those roles higher in the salience hierarchy. This somewhat contradicts the findings 

of the current study, where the students invoked roles according to the environment in which 

they encountered themselves, rather than corresponding to any established identity 

hierarchy. For example, Steve commented on how different modules made him see himself 

in the role of a sports development officer, a coach and a performance analyst. In this respect, 

the social óenvironmentô affected the choice of behaviour.  

The findings of the current study also suggested that emotions played a key role in identity 

prominence; that is, the ñindividualôs subjective sense of worth or value of an identity to 

himself or herselfò (Ervin and Stryker, 2001 cited in Brenner, Serpe and Stryker, 2014, p. 

233).  For example, Tracey discussed how positive emotions in athletics led to a higher value 

being attributed to her athlete identity in the first year. Additionally, she argued that failing 

to do well in athletics in the second year (and doing well in her coaching) led her athlete 

identity to assume lower value, whilst her coach identity adopted a higher one. Interestingly, 

her emotions affected her identity once again in the third year after she felt very constrained 

by an academy structure and decided she did not want óanything to do with coachingô 
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(Tracey, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). In referring to the work of Stryker (1987), Stets and 

Burke (2003) argued that ñidentities that generate positive feelings [are] played out more 

often and move up the salience hierarchy, whereas identities that repeatedly cause negative 

feelings [are] less likely to be played out and move down in the salience hierarchyò (Stets 

and Burkes, 2003, p. 139). In the current study, this could be said about identity prominence 

but not salience. However, as with the work of Brenner, Serpe and Stryker (2014), the 

findings of the current study demonstrated the existence of a tentative causal relationship 

between prominence and salience. Here, the studentsô perceptions of the sense of worth or 

value (i.e., prominence) of an identity resulted in a higher probability of that identity being 

activated (i.e., salience). This activation, however, was highly affected by the environment 

as previously mentioned. 

The coach identities experienced by the students consisted of many different dimensions 

(e.g., experience, knowledge, confidence) which, in turn, affected their development. Similar 

to the work of Jones and McEwen (2000), the students mentioned the idea of having a core 

identity in this respect with additional ólayersô revolving around it. However, differing from 

Jones and McEwen (2000), the students referred to two areas in a circle to represent different 

durations for changes to occur (the central area representing dimensions that take longer to 

change). In this respect, the use of the word ócoreô by the students resembled that of Gee 

(2001) as they seemed to only be referring to what they would represent as identity. It also 

related to the reconceptualised idea of ócore selfô as ñfluid in natureò (Abes, Jones and 

McEwen, 2007, p. 15). 

 

4.8.2 Self-awareness, designated identities and agency 

 

In the current study, self-awareness played a key part in changing the studentsô coach 

identities. Here, higher levels of self-awareness (e.g., showing signs of self-reflection; 

awareness of expectations compatible with the role of the coach) coincided with higher 
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levels of agency (i.e., ñthe active pursuit of professional development and learning in 

accordance with [personal] goalsò - Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010, p. 177). In this sense, 

the findings somewhat agree with Hammanôs (2010) suggestion that agency ñis formed 

through reflectionò (p. 1357), with self-awareness being key in promoting such a connection; 

that is, self-awareness was the connecting aspect that encouraged agency. For example, 

Mary, whose designated identity (i.e., ñstories believed to have the potential to become a 

part of oneôs actual identityò ï Sfard and Prusak, 2005, p. 18) was to become a coach, 

actively sought coaching opportunities as well as qualifications in year 1. This resonates with 

Carver (2003), who argued that ñself-aware persons ascribe greater responsibility to 

themselves for various kinds of eventsò (p. 182). This was evident in all the students despite, 

for some, this self-awareness resulting in a change of designated identity (i.e., choosing a 

career ambition other than coaching). Here, such studentsô attention was drawn to other 

alternative pathways (e.g., sport development for Heather and sport Management for Barry).  

The concept of reflexivity, defined as ñthe ability to somehow turn around and take itself as 

the object of its own viewò (Carver, 2003, p. 179), was key in the development of the 

studentsô self-awareness. Important in the encouragement of reflexivity was the content 

learned on the course; such as reflective practice, the opportunity to compare themselves 

with other classmates, opportunities to discuss their own views during seminars and focus 

groups, and the practical coaching experiences. As a result, the students who started the 

process of reflexivity in the initial stages of the course (e.g., Steve, Mary, Tom and Daniel) 

were also the ones who had developed a more ósecureô identity by the end of it. Security was 

also related to identity stability. When the students knew what they wanted to become and 

were in a safe environment (e.g., doing a degree for three years alongside other coaches), 

they argued that their coach identity was more stable. However, the thought of leaving 

university and ócoming out into the big wide worldô posed some questions regarding how 

long this stability would last for (Nathan, FG3/44, 13th May 2014). 
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In this respect, echoing the findings from Jones and Allison (2014), ñthe course seemed to 

provide a latent function related to providing a ócommunity of securityô for the coachesò (p. 

119). This finding was evident when some of the students showed their doubts regarding the 

sustainability of their coach identity outside the University. This was often related to their 

uncertainty in finding a coaching job, something that would dictate how stable their identity 

became. This sentiment originated from an institutional and discursive identity (Gee, 2001). 

More specifically, the institutional identity was represented by dialogues within the 

institution, which sustained the studentsô coach identities. Likewise, discourse identity refers 

to how the students were treated (i.e., as coaches) by others. It was, therefore, not surprising 

that some of the students demonstrated an unstable coach identity as they were about to 

graduate. 

 

Security also originated from the studentsô commitment to a coach role identity. Indeed, 

there was a clear tendency among those who identified with a coaching role (and displayed 

high levels of commitment towards performing that role) to show more confidence and belief 

that they could achieve such a career aspiration (i.e., have a full time job as a coach). This 

commitment in and to the role, led students to search for opportunities that provided them 

with a certain level of responsibility and control (e.g., when the students were promoted from 

assistant to head coach roles). Such control was key in reinforcing the studentsô designated 

identities, allowing them to feel confident that they could perform the role of the coach. This 

belief resembles Maddux and Gosselin (2003) definition of self-efficacy; i.e., ñthe ability to 

coordinate and orchestrate skills and abilities in changing and challenging situationsò 

(Maddux and Gosselin, 2003, p. 219). The studentsô self-efficacy also stemmed from praise 

given by lecturers who recognised the quality of the work done. In this sense, how the 

students were perceived by others (reflected self) affected their self-efficacy. Here, the 

example provided by Martin when being praised by a lecturer was a key moment that 

affected his perception of how good he was as a coach, and, as a consequence, his coaching 
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identity. As argued by Maddux and Gosselin (2003), ñSo often people ask the question óWho 

am Iô by asking, óWhat am I good atô?ò (p. 218). This was clear in the studentsô experiences, 

such as when dealing with their multiple role identities. Hence, the recognition that they 

were good coaches was key in strengthening their coach identities.  

 

4.8.3 Self-verification, impression management and the reflected self 

 

The students showed evidence of seeing ñthemselves as they believe[d] others see [saw] 

themò, a concept called the óReflected Selfô (Tice and Wallace, 2003, p. 91). Although no 

doubt the students valued appraisals by significant others, they were not passive in the related 

identity development process. Indeed, the findings showed how the students consciously 

behaved in certain ways to match the identity they were trying to portray (e.g., coach). This 

process of self-verification (Stets and Burke, 2000) served to create the studentsô reputations 

as coaches. This in turn affected the studentsô beliefs about how others saw them. For 

example, Steve mentioned: óI think Iôve got that sort of perception that I am a coach, which 

Iôve created for myself since first year. People see me as a coachéif thatôs how I come 

across, thatôs my identityô (Steve, year 3, FG12/46, May 2014). Here, Steve referred to 

actively engaging in behaviours that he associated with the role of a coach in the process of 

identity creation and development (e.g., wearing coaching kit; coaching outside the course; 

discussing coaching with others).  

 

This process of self-verification also resembled the concept of óimpression managementô 

from Goffmanôs (1959) work, which suggests that ñin our social encounters we present an 

impression of selves that we wish others to receive in an attempt to control how others see 

usò (Jones et al., 2011, p. 17). This was a strategy used by coaches in Chesterfield, Potrac 

and Jonesôs (2010) study who engaged in impression management to ñportray the qualities 

desired to pass the courseò (p. 310). In this sense, the performance through engagement in 
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impression management ñdoes not refer to some dark tactical schemingò (Jones e al., 2012), 

or as ñan óactô behind which the real person lurksò (Watson, 2006, p. 509). Instead, it 

represents a way of negotiating oneôs identity, and therefore, part of who one is. 

4.8.4 Final thoughts 

The findings from the current study both support and, most importantly, build upon existing 

work on identity. Firstly, they highlight the students as being engaged in a process of self-

categorisation (a key aspect in social identity theory - Tajfel, 1972) as a way to recognise 

similarities between themselves and others perceived as óin-groupô members. Such a 

categorisation was based on following a ócode of behaviourô relevant to the perceived social 

identity that characterised being a first year university student. In this respect, the social 

structure in which the students operated, affected how they perceived their membership of 

social groups (e.g., sports or sports coaching students).  

The findings also suggested that the students were unique individuals (a central tenet of 

identity theory ï Stryker, 1980), who simultaneously occupied a role and belonged to a 

group, making role identities and social identities always relevant in explaining action (Stets 

and Burke, 2000). This somewhat contradicts a key concept in social identity theory; that of 

ódepersonalisationô of self. Here, the students negotiated and adapted to their multiple roles, 

which is a finding that also contradicts Jenkinsô (2008) concept of ólostô or óconfusedô 

identity. 

Perhaps, one of the most important findings in this section relates to the role of self-

awareness in identity change. Here, students who displayed earlier signs of self-awareness 

were also those most committed to professional development, ascribing greater 

responsibility to themselves for doing so (i.e., agency). The subsequent implication for coach 

education lies in the need to encourage students to seek a better understanding of who they 

are early in their development as coaches. Who the coaches are represents ñan issue which 

has been largely overlooked within coaching researchò (Jones et al., 2012, p.1), the 
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recognition of which is an important step if coach education is to move beyond the ówhatô 

and óhowô of coaching. 
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CHAPTER FIVE:  CONCLUSION 

 

5.1 Introduction 

 

This chapter is divided into six sections. Following this introduction, the aims and objectives 

of the study presented in chapter one are revisited. This is followed by a summary of the 

main findings before outlining implications, limitations and potential directions for future 

research. Finally, I provide a reflective account of my learning experiences and identity 

change whilst undertaking and developing this study. 

 

In chapter one, emphasis was directed at the lack of studies related to understanding the 

learning experiences of students, and their potential for identity development. Subsequently, 

the significance of the project centred on three principal aspects. The first focused on 

learning as a dimension of social practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and suggested that 

research on learning and identity development can inform how best to ground studentsô 

beliefs and ways of knowing including óthe ñwhyò and ñwhat forò of their own beliefs and 

decision makingô (Stoszkowski and Collins, 2014, 781). Secondly, referring to relevant 

literature (e.g., Jones and McEwen, 2000; Cushion et al., 2010; De Martin-Silva, 2015), the 

importance of developing longitudinal work to better capture the nuance of on-going 

learning and its effect on identity change was highlighted. Finally, in keeping with the work 

of Wenger (2010) the value of this work lay in ñpaying more attention to the practices, 

people, regimes of competence and boundaries that serve as constitutive texture of identity 

and become part of who we areò (De Martin-Silva et al., 2015, p.2). This relates to the recent 

calls by Jones (and colleagues) to focus more on ówho is coachingô, including a reciprocal 

relationships between self, others and society (Stets and Burke, 2003).  

 

 

 



206 
 

5.2 Recapping the aims and objectives of the study 

 

The general aim of this study was twofold. Firstly, to explore sports coaching studentsô 

perceptions and experiences of the under-graduate degree enrolled upon; and secondly, to 

examine how these experiences shape studentsô identities over the length of the given three-

year course. This aim was addressed through five mutually informing detailed objectives: 

1- How do sports coaching students think about learning and carry out their studying? 

2- How much do students value the role of theory in informing coaching practice and 

development? And why? 

3- To what extent does the knowledge and experiences gained on the degree programme 

contribute towards the studentsô intellectual development? 

4- How do the studentsô social and role identities change during the course? Why? How 

stable are their identities? 

5- What role (if any) do teaching staff play in the studentsô developments? Why are 

they so perceived? 

 

5.3 Summary of the main findings 

 

The main findings of the study addressed the five objectives (above) in the following ways; 

 

As related to objectives 1 and 2 

 

The findings here demonstrated the prevalence of a strategic approaches to learning by the 

students throughout the study. This was manifest as a surface approach in the first year of 

study and to a deeper one in the second and third years. In line with previous work, the 

approaches to learning adopted by the students were not stable psychological traits 
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(Strutyven et al., 2006). Rather, it became apparent that they were fluid and significantly 

affected by the structure of the programme. Of particular importance here was the view of 

learning as órelationalô rather than óindependentô. The teaching staff and the assessments 

employed were crucial in engaging students in this process. The findings, therefore, 

somewhat take issue with the prevalent independent learning discourse evident as a goal 

within HE. 

 

Perhaps the most striking finding in this context related to how the students referred to their 

engagement in learning as a matter of ósocial responsibilityô. This resembles the idea of how 

to become a legitimate member of a community of practice (Christie et al., 2013). Here, the 

studentsô learning resulted from their perceptions about how they should behave in a certain 

community. This sentiment of respect for each other originated from a concern with fairness 

(self-interest), the relationships among group members, and moral principles (Aguilera et 

al., 2007); factors which invite educators to consider the learning environments experienced 

by students in their quest for increased engagement in the process  

 

Finally, despite an initial search for knowledge for action, the students subsequently invested 

in knowledge for understanding. This process was affected by the studentsô involvement in 

reflective practice, a topic heavily covered on the programme. Subsequently, the value of 

practices such as óacademicô writing and the role of theories in understanding coaching, were 

only recognised retrospectively.  

 

As related to objective 3 

 

The students within this study generally progressed from a dualist to a more relativist 

position in their intellectual development. Here, the findings revealed an initial search for 

certainty, particularly in the first year of their undergraduate course. In this context, the 
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students adopted a position as mere recipients in their initial grappling with the higher 

education environment. As the study progressed, the students increasingly showed signs of 

better accepting uncertainty and their role in the co-construction of knowledge (Vygotsky, 

1978). This was especially the case when they were encouraged to engage with conflicting 

information such as being confronted with different opinions.  

 

The changing nature of context played a very important role in the studentsô epistemological 

development. Interestingly, those who displayed characteristics consistent with relativist 

thinking still chose to adopt a dualistic approach when under stressful situations (e.g., time 

constraints; deadlines). One aspect that proved particularly problematic for the students was 

the epistemic range of modules experienced. Here, some units were taught from an 

interpretive standpoint, while others were rooted in a positivistic paradigm. Additionally, the 

importance of ówhoô was the teacher in student-coachesô intellectual development also came 

to the fore. This was evidenced in two principal ways. Firstly, as a result of more meaningful 

staff relationships and accompanying perceptions of care; discernments arrived at through 

increased opportunities to interact with and discuss content-relevant concepts. Secondly, 

staff proved catalysts for studentsô cognitive maturity through their espoused positions, 

against which students defined their increasing participation in the co-construction of 

knowledge (e.g., willingness to actively engage in sessions by feeling more confident in 

answering questions). 

 

As related to objective 4 

 

The findings from the current study both support and, most importantly, build upon existing 

work on identity. Firstly, they highlight the students as being engaged in a process of self-

categorisation (a key aspect in social identity theory - Tajfel, 1972) as a way to recognise 
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similarities between themselves and others perceived as óin-groupô members. Such a 

categorisation was based on following a ócode of behaviourô relevant to the perceived social 

identity that characterised being a first year university student. In this respect, the social 

structure in which the students operated affected how they perceived their membership of 

social groups (e.g., sports or sports coaching students).  

 

The findings also suggested that the students were unique individuals (a central tenet of 

identity theory ï Stryker, 1980), who simultaneously occupied a role and belonged to a 

group, making role identities and social identities always relevant in explaining action (Stets 

and Burke, 2000). This somewhat contradicts a key concept of social identity theory; that of 

ódepersonalisationô of self. Here, the students negotiated and adapted to their multiple roles; 

a finding that also contradicts Jenkinsôs (2008) concept of ólostô or óconfusedô identity. 

 

Perhaps, one of the most important findings in this section relates to the role of self-

awareness in identity change. Here, the students who displayed earlier signs of self-

awareness were also those most committed to professional development, ascribing greater 

responsibility to themselves for doing so (i.e., realising personal agency). 

 

As related to objective 5 

 

Results showed that ócaringô was one of the most influential aspects associated with the role 

of the teaching staff throughout the three years of the course. It was also seen as an exchange 

relationship, in which those involved in it ñgained something whilst paying a priceò (Blau, 

1986, p. viii).  In the first year of study, the students saw caring as being provided through 

the provision of a ósecureô and ócomfortableô learning context. This resembled the óTurtle 

instinctô (Rodrigues, 1984), or a way to protect themselves from the unknown. When such 

an environment was not present or delivered, the students perceived the staff ónot to careô. 
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As the study progressed, the students started to accept their role in the co-construction of 

knowledge, including the need to be challenged and taken away from their ócomfort zonesô 

(Meyer and Land, 2005). This coincided with a retrospective appreciation of lecturersô care 

during the first two years of the programme. Here, the students recognised that the perceived 

lack of support at times may, in fact, have been a sign of caring (Rogers, 1980; Noddings, 

1985). This increased perception of caring relationships coincided with an increase in the 

ónumberô and óperceived qualityô of interactions between the students and the lecturers. 

These interactions tended to occur especially in seminars or in informal environments (e.g., 

in the corridor after lectures). One of the key roles that the students expected the lecturers to 

adopt was that of a facilitator. This was particularly noticeable in the second and third years 

of the study, contesting the initial view of lecturers as providers of information. 

 

5.4 Implications and limitations of the study 

 

This study presents different implications for coach education. Firstly, the findings suggest 

the need to encourage student-coaches to seek a better understanding of who they are early 

in their professional development. Who the coaches are represents ñan issue which has been 

largely overlooked within coaching researchò (Jones et al., 2012, p.1), the recognition of 

which is an important step if coach education is to move beyond the ówhatô and óhowô of 

coaching. In this context, the students should be presented with conflicting information early 

in their course as a way to challenge previous ways of knowing. This conflicting information 

was not initially welcomed by the students, who perceived the lecturers not to care. However, 

as the study progressed, students acknowledged that the teaching staff cared for their 

learning, something that was only realised with hindsight.  
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Similarly, the findings suggested that intellectual development was affected by an increased 

acceptance of uncertainty and the relative nature of knowledge. Here, the students 

experienced frustration as a result of their discontentment with the lack of órightô answers 

during the initial stages of their course. This frustration was later replaced by a sense of 

achievement and being grateful that they were led to think for themselves rather than being 

provided with the answers they initially desired. Caution is, therefore, needed with regards 

to identifying students ówantsô and óneedsô which are often influenced by the context in 

which they are taught and the assessment requirements. The evidence provided within this 

study, therefore, invites educators to consider their role in developing the óEagle spiritô 

(Rodrigues, 1984), providing the necessary updraft that allows students to seek new flights 

without fear of the unknown. Of particular relevance here was the role of formal education 

in offering opportunities for coach development. Such a format has been often contested in 

the sports coaching literature. Instead, other studies (e.g., Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2003; 

Piggott, 2012; Cushion et al., 2010) have concluded that coaches learn more from informal 

and non-formal sources as opposed to given curricula. On a different note, the findings of 

the current study serve to highlight that what matters most is not necessarily the óformalityô 

of the experience but the quality and duration of the programme.  

 

The findings also suggested a close link between assessment and learning. Despite 

disappointing on the one hand, such a link could prove very powerful in designing courses, 

the requirements of which lead students to adopt a deep approach to learning. In this respect, 

instead of fighting the strategic nature of learnersô engagement in coach education, coach 

educators should focus on assessing aspects in line with the ambiguous and contested nature 

of the work. Here, the use of formative assessment (that requires a deep approach to learning) 

and the support offered from teaching staff (i.e., relational learning) becomes crucial for 

developing critical understanding. Finally here, the findings of the study also suggested that 
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the longitudinal research design adopted was a key aspect in allowing for understandings 

absent in previous research on coach education.  

 

However, the study also presented limitations. One of those refers to the fact that, despite its 

temporal nature, the work was essentially carried out from the perspective of a relatively 

small group of students. As discussed in the methods section and in line with the 

interpretivist paradigm, it is, therefore, accepted and expected that the results obtained from 

this study are not universally applicable. Having said that, an expectation exists that not only 

can the results but also the process of developing this longitudinal research provide insights 

that invoke critical reflection and meaningful discussions amongst those who are involved 

in the creation and elaboration of coach education provisions. Additionally, although 

interpretative studies may look at specific cases, by reflecting on the findings, one is able to 

generate ways to improve aspects of their own context (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). 

 

5.5 Recommendations for future research 

 

The findings of this study serve to confirm the value of exploring studentsô experiences over 

a long period of time. It is, therefore, suggested that future research continues to examine 

learning and identity utilising such longitudinal designs. This can allow researchers to move 

away from presenting a ósnapshotô of learning to what can be considered a much more 

complex process. The issue here, lies in searching for solutions for matters that have not 

been widely and appropriately explored. Hence, there is a need to further explore learning 

and identity development in different environments before thinking about changes to the 

current systems. This background knowledge (obtained via longitudinal studies) is crucial 

to better guiding the impact of coach education provisions. 

  



213 
 

Despite the benefits from exploring studentsô perceptions of their experiences, being able to 

investigate the teaching staffôs views of the studentsô experiences and identity change (as 

well as their own) could allow for a more integrated framework. This is a consideration that 

should be taken into account in future research; for example, to analyse the ówhysô behind 

the decisions made by the teaching staff. This could be particularly important and relevant 

if one is to devise better ways to educate and support tutors/educators. Finally, the use of 

different methods of data collection is suggested as a future investigative consideration to 

allow for data to be collected from various perspectives and stages during a processual study. 

As with the current work, the use of video diaries and reflective logs allowed for relevant 

information to be analysed in guiding the focus group interview guides. However, caution is 

advised when setting expectations to ensure for a more realistic view of what such methods 

can provide (Jones at al., 2014). 

 

5.6 Final reflection: My learning experiences and identity development 

 

The process spent doing my PhD have undoubtedly been an invaluable learning experience 

during which I felt the more I familiarised myself with literature on learning and identity, 

the more I could see myself ólivingô the aspects I was exploring. Early in the process, I 

experienced a difficult  time moving away from one of my role identities (Football player) 

which had been a key part of ówhoô I was for 15 years. I still remember reading about identity 

development and how the loss of roles previously played can result in an identity ócrisisô. 

That was what it felt like. In a meeting with my supervisors, Robyn and Bill, I could not hide 

my sense of ónaked selfô. I had never been through such an experience until then, and Iôm 

not sure I would be so aware of it if it wasnôt for my PhD. That was the day when our PhD 

meeting turned into a walk around campus to get some fresh air and wipe the tears away.  
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After such an óeventfulô start, and as I continued to research how the students changed 

throughout the three year degree, I saw myself reflecting on the changes that were 

simultaneously happening in my own identity(ies). Playing different roles (e.g., player, 

coach, lecturer, student), I could feel that being amongst PhD students and having regular 

meetings with my supervisors increased the prominence of my student role identity. I also 

felt that my PhD student identity was affected by the way I was treated by my supervisor 

who highlighted my progress in a very positive way. An example was how I was praised for 

my commitment to the study, which made me believe in myself and feel excited and 

motivated. I remember when Robyn once said to me ñLuciana, how do you manage to always 

run on a full tank of petrol?ò I am not sure if this was a sign of contentment or concern. 

Perhaps, it was a bit of both! At the time of starting the PhD, I was offered a full time job as 

a lecturer in sports coaching. After a long chat with Robyn, I recognised that for many 

students the job opportunities tend to come later, after they finish their PhD. So, I felt anxious 

but also valued when being given that opportunity at the start of my PhD years. I knew it 

was not going to be easy but I also knew that my commitment and love for challenges would 

encourage me to really invest in both roles (i.e., student and lecturer). 

 

Since starting my PhD in 2011, I have become increasingly interested in the student 

experience and attitudes to learning. Indeed, the PhD and my job were so well interlinked 

that I was able to use many of my findings in guiding my own academic practice. For 

example, William Perryôs scheme of intellectual and ethical development (Perry, 1970) 

showed that as students progressed through their studies, they developed óincreasingly more 

complex and integrated ways of viewing the worldò (p. 248). Perryôs scheme, which forms 

an important part of my thesisô discussion chapter, raised questions in my mind regarding 

curriculum design and teaching practices. More specifically, I started to consider the 

developmental positions students were occupying at particular times during their course. 
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This meant paying more attention to their behaviour during lectures and seminars. I looked 

forward to sharing my findings with colleagues through attending conferences, staff 

development sessions and writing book chapters and journal articles. It just felt like I had 

developed my understanding and practice in coach education (and higher education) so much 

by being able to reflect on the unfolding findings from my study that I felt it was my 

responsibility to share them with others.  

 

I also shared my findings with students, perhaps in a more informal way. I wanted to make 

them aware of the intellectual ópositionsô they were going through, and to explain that it was 

ónormalô to feel uncertain and, at times, frustrated. I started to understand my undergraduate 

dissertation students better. Here, I focussed more on their personal development and 

understanding of the world (rather than the óbox tickingô strategic approach that I saw myself 

previously using). As a result, I was in a better position to support the students I taught 

throughout what Meyer and Land (2005) described as the liminal space, or in other words, a 

space full of doubts and challenges.  

 

My PhD experience has also influenced the way I believe curriculum should be developed. 

A key resulting consideration or question was how could I affect student self-awareness and 

designated identities, as they appeared to be two of the main aspects that led my PhD 

participants to actively pursue professional development (Beauchamp and Thomas, 2010). I 

subsequently decided to incorporate group sessions within the placement modules that 

allowed students to share their experiences whilst reflecting on ówho they wanted to 

becomeô. Another aspect discussed with the teaching team at my place of work was the need 

to generate a programme identity by creating a link between the modules covered within 

each level and, at the same time, developing pathways that allowed students to progress their 

knowledge and further develop their professional identities. 
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I truly believe that the experiences and findings I encountered in my PhD were responsible 

for developing my own professional identity as a lecturer. This is a profession that I love, 

and being able to apply the PhD findings to improve teaching and learning has been 

incredibly rewarding! And I really believe that having the opportunity to share my PhD 

findings with others gave purpose to my work. Like the students, I felt that the responsibility 

I had in making changes to impact the student experience (e.g., assessment design) was key 

in making me believe that I was capable of devising strategies that were theoretically 

informed and ótestedô.  

 

My understanding about research also underwent a considerable change. I clearly remember 

myself thinking ñHow am I going to analyse all the data that I collect?ò ñHow am I going to 

organise millions of words in a meaningful accountò? I thank those moments for the progress 

I made as a researcher. And, most importantly, I thank my supervisor for not giving me 

óyes/noô answers when I may have looked for them. I tended to spend hours thinking about 

a way of doing something (e.g., organising the data), when suddenly it clicked and ended up 

with a ñyesò in the middle of the office! The moments of uncertainty that led to discoveries 

were key in my development. I have learned that uncertainty is part of life and that it should 

not be seen as detrimental to development. Instead, it was the catalyst for my own 

development (both personally and professionally).  

 

Completing this thesis has certainly been one of the biggest achievements in my life. The 

learning experiences and identity change experienced as a result of the almost five years 

developing this study cannot be compared to anything else. I am eternally grateful for this 

opportunity and I already feel like losing my PhD student identity will come at a cost that 

may require another walk around campus; this time, I hope, with tears of joy!   
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Appendix 1 ð Participant Information Sheet 
 
Title of Project: Sports Coaching Studentsô Learning and Identity Development:  
A Longitudinal Study 
 
This research is part of a doctoral (PhD) project at UWIC (School of Sport) which aims to 
explore studentsô perceptions and experiences of the sports coaching under-graduate 
degree enrolled upon. Namely, we are interested in understanding: 
 

1- How students learn what they learn 

2- How this affects them as individuals 

The value of the study 
 
The value of the study lies in understanding the influences on coachesô learning and 
development. 
  
Your Participation in the Research Project: 
 
Why have you been asked? 
This University (UWIC) was specifically selected because of its association with good 
teaching practice and course design.  
 
What would happen if you join the study? 
If you agree to take part in this research, you will be asked to give consent to: 
 

¶ Participate in four focus groups interviews per year in a group of four students (a total of 
12 focus group interviews over the three year duration of your course); 

¶ Keep a diary to record your thoughts about the course and things associated with being 
a student in the course (that will take around half an hour a week);  

¶ Make a video diary reflecting on issues you find relevant in relation to your learning as a 
student/coach.  

The point here is to record, explore and understand, not to evaluate. 
 
What happens to the focus group interviews, reflective logs and video diaries? 
The information from this study will be used in a number of ways: 
 
1. To write up as part of my doctoral thesis (PhD); 
2. To write research papers to be published in academic journals; 
3. To be presented in academic congresses or seminars. 
 
What happens next? 
You will receive a consent form to complete to confirm that you are willing to take part in 
this study. 
 
I sincerely hope you agree to partake in the study. If you need more information, please feel 
free to contact me or my principal supervisor by telephone or email at: 
 
Contact Details: 
Luciana De Martin Silva  Tel: (deleted) 

        E-mail: lusilva@cardiffmet.ac.uk/ lucianadms@yahoo.com 
Alternative contact 
Professor Robyn L. Jones (Principal supervisor)   Tel: (deleted) 

 E-mail: rljones@cardiffmet.ac.uk 

 

 

 

mailto:lusilva@cardiffmet.ac.uk/
mailto:lucianadms@yahoo.com
mailto:rljones@cardiffmet.ac.uk
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Appendix 2 ð Informed Consent 
 

PARTICIPANT (STUDENT) CONSENT FORM 
 
UWIC Ethics Reference Number: 
Participant name or Study ID Number: 
Title of Project: Sports Coaching Studentsô Learning and Identity 
Development: A Longitudinal Study 
Name of Researcher: Luciana De Martin Silva 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Please initial each box with Y for Yes and N for No. 
 

1. I confirm that I understand the nature of this project and why I 
have been selected to participate in it.  

 
2. I confirm that I have had the opportunity to consider the information 

given, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily. 
    

3. I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without giving 
any reason. 

 
4. I understand that none of the participantsô names (yours or other studentsô)  

or other personal details will be referred to in a way that could lead to  
identification.  

 

5. I understand that the use of videos containing my image will only be  
possible after my authorisation.  

 

6. I agree to any interviews and focus groups being audio recorded. 
 

7. I understand I can request a copy of the results of the study. 
 

8. I agree to data from the interviews, video diaries and reflective 
logs being used for publishing purposes. 
 

9. I agree to take part in the above study.   
 
 
 
 
____________________________________      ________________________________ 
                Name of Participant  Name of person taking consent  

 
_________________________________________       ___________________________________
 Signature of Participant                                                          Date 
 
_________________________________________        __________________________________  
         Signature of person taking consent                                           Date 
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Appendix 3 ð Programme structure and features, curriculum units (modules), credit, levels and award requirements 
 

B.Sc. (Hons/Ord) Sport Coaching Level 4  

Module Title 
Module 
Number  

Credit 
Value 

Level 
Core/ 
Option 

Term Discipline 

Compulsory:         

Introduction to Personal Development Planning SSP4050 10 4  C 1,2 & 3 
Professional 
Development 

Introduction to Research Process  SSP4051 10 4  C 1,2 & 3 Research Methods 

Introduction to Sport and Exercise Physiology  SSP4052 10 4  C 1,2 & 3 Physiology & Health 

Psychology of Sport and Exercise SSP4053 10 4  C 1,2 & 3 Psychology 

Sport Biomechanics and Functional Anatomy SSP4054 10 4  C 1,2 & 3 Biomechanics 

Sport in Society  SSP4055 10 4  C 1,2 & 3 Socio-cultural Studies 

Sports Principles and Techniques  SSP4060 20 4  C 1,2 & 3 Performance 

Compulsory (Programme Specific):         

Introduction to Coaching Science  SSP4056 20 4  C 1,2 & 3 Coaching 

Options (Choose 20 Credits) from:         

Understanding Sport Management SSP4046 20 4  O 1,2 & 3 Sport Management 

Sport and Exercise Science  SSP4057 20 4  O 1,2 & 3 
Professional 
Development 

Introduction to Sport Development SSP4058 20 4  O 1,2 & 3 Sport Management 

Introduction to Physical Activity, Health and Special Populations SSP4059 20 4  O 1,2 & 3 Physiology & Health 
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B.Sc. (Hons/Ord) Sport Coaching Level 5  

Module Title 
Module 
Number  

Credit 
Value 

Level 
Core/ 
Option 

Term Discipline 

Compulsory:          

Personal Development Planning SSP5050 10 5  C 1,2 & 3 
Professional 
Development 

Research Process SSP5051 10 5  C 1,2 & 3 Research Methods 

Compulsory (Programme Specific):         

Coaching Science  SSP5053 20 5  C 1,2 & 3 Coaching 

Learning in Sport SSP5055 10 5  C 1,2 & 3 Coaching 

Student Volunteering  SSP5076 10 5  C 1,2 & 3 Coaching 

Options Choose 20 Credits from:         

Performance Analysis  SSP5045 20 5  O 1,2 & 3 Performance Analysis 

Sports Development in Practice SSP5056 20 5  C 1,2 & 3 Sport Management 

Sport and Exercise Physiology  SSP5057 20 5  O 1,2 & 3 Physiology & Health 

Sport Biomechanics  SSP5058 20 5  O 1,2 & 3 Biomechanics 

Sport and Exercise Psychology  SSP5059 20 5  O 1,2 & 3 Psychology 

Physical Activity, Health and Special Populations  SSP5061 20 5  O 1,2 & 3 Physiology & Health 

Socio-Cultural Issues in Sport SSP5062 20 5  O 1,2 & 3 Socio-cultural Studies 

 Ethics in Sport SSP5064  20 5  O 1,2 & 3 Socio-cultural Studies 

And Choose 20 Credits from:         

Sport Techniques and Analysis (Games)  SSP5067 10 5  O 1,2 & 3 Performance 

Sport Techniques and Analysis (Body Management) SSP5068 10 5  O 1,2 & 3 Performance 

Sport Techniques and Analysis (Outdoor Activities)  SSP5069 10 5  O 1,2 & 3 Performance 
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B.Sc. (Hons/Ord) Sport Coaching Level 6  

Module Title 
Module 
Number  

Credit 
Value 

Level 
Core/ 
Option 

Term Discipline 

Compulsory:         

Independent Project SSP6050 40 6  C 1,2 & 3 Research Methods 

Compulsory (Programme Specific):         

Advanced Coaching Science  SSP6054 30 6  C 1,2 & 3 Coaching 

Options  (Choose 30 credits from):         

Performance Analysis  SSP6046 30 6  O 1,2 & 3 Performance Analysis 

Advanced Sport and Exercise Physiology  SSP6055 30 6 O 1,2 & 3 Physiology & Health 

Measurement Issues in Sport and Exercise Science  SSP6056 30 6  O 1,2 & 3 Research Methods 

Sport Biomechanics  SSP6057 30 6 O 1,2 & 3 Biomechanics 

Sport Psychology SSP6058 30 6  O 1,2 & 3 Psychology 

Advanced Physical Activity, Health Issues and Special Populations  SSP6059 30 6  O 1,2 & 3 Physiology & Health 

Work Experience  SSP6060 30 6  O 1,2 & 3 SCRAM 

Sociology of Sport  SSP6061 30 6  O 1,2 & 3 Socio-cultural Studies 

Sport and Culture  SSP6062 30 6  O 1,2 & 3 Socio-cultural Studies 

Developing Communities Through Sport SSP6064 30 6  O 1,2 & 3 Sport Management 

Ethical Issues in Sport SSP6066 30 6 O 1,2 & 3 Socio-cultural Studies 

And Choose 20 Credits from:          

Analysis and Application (Athletics)  SSP6068  10 6  O 2 & 3 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Badminton)  SSP6069   10 6  O 2 & 3 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Basketball) SSP6070    10 6  O 2 & 3 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Cricket) SSP6071   10 6  O 1 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Dance) SSP6072   10 6  O 1 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Gymnastics) SSP6073  10 6  O 2 & 3 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Hockey) SSP6074   10 6  O 1 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Netball) SSP6075  10 6  O 1 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Outdoor Activities) SSP6076   10 6  O 1 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Rugby) SSP6077    10 6  O 1 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Soccer) SSP6078    10 6  O 1 Performance 
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Analysis and Application (Squash) SSP6079   10 6  O 1 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Swimming) SSP6080  10 6  O 2 & 3 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Tennis) SSP6081  10 6  O 2 & 3 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Trampolining) SSP6082  10 6  O 1 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Volleyball) SSP6083  10 6  O 2 & 3 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Water polo) SSP6084  10 6  O 1 Performance 

Analysis and Application (Health related exercise) SSP6085  10 6  O 2 & 3 Performance 

 

Programme structures and features, curriculum units (modules), credit and award requirements 

Students following the Sport Coaching programme complete 80 compulsory credits at Level 4. These credits reflect what the programme team feel are essential elements to be covered by all students 
studying sport coaching and include core skills such as study skills, research methods and planning for personal development and introductory elements of the main academic disciplines in sport. In 
addition, students complete a 20 credit compulsory module that is specific to the programme pathway and introduces students to the principles and practice of coaching science. They then have a further 
20 credit module choice of one of the other pathway specific compulsory modules from the other undergraduate programmes. 

At Level 5 students further develop their core research methods and professional development skills through 20 credits of compulsory modules.  There are a further 60 credits of compulsory modules 
specific to the programme, these develop core knowledge and understanding of both practice and theory that is integral to the study of sport coaching.  These are made up of 20 or 40 credits from sport 
development or socio-cultural issues. Students then have an additional 20 or 40 credit choice from a range of theory-based modules depending on the options selected and two applied practical options 
worth 10 credits each.   

In the final year, students must complete a 40 credit independent project, a 30 credit compulsory module that is programme specific and which explores the key concepts associated with contemporary 
sport coaching, a further 30 credit theory module which provides the opportunity to develop a specialist area of interest and two 10 credit practical analysis and applications options.   

A 10 credit module represents 100 hours of student effort.  This normally represents 24-36 hours of class contact and 64-76 hours of additional directed study and assessment preparation time for each 
student. In the case of practically-based modules, the class contact time is extended to up to 45 hours in order to facilitate experiential learning and experience.   

Work Based Learning 

Work based learning is an important feature of the undergraduate programmes in Cardiff School of Sport. The increase in the number of new graduates in sport means that it is now more important than 
ever to show potential employers that students have been proactive in developing transferable skills that can be used in the workplace. The School provides a range of formal and informal opportunities 
for learning and development in the work place including: academic and personal development, career management, understanding work culture, developing people skills and developing a range of 
general and specialist organisational skills. Work based learning has been developed in line with UWIC and QAA Codes of Practice. 
The Student Volunteering module is incorporated as a compulsory module at Level 5 and work experience is incorporated as an option at Level 6 of the programme.  In addition to these two modules, 
sport coaching students are also expected to be involved in coaching practise and use the theory to inform practice for a 30 credit compulsory module at Level 6.  The main purpose for engaging students 
in this way is to encourage academic and vocational integration. It also allows students opportunities to gain experience of working practices and further develop practical skills.
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Appendix 4 - Focus Group Guide example 
 

FOCUS GROUP 6 ï December 2012 
Key questions based on previous findings and the studyõs objectives. 

 

Objective Previous findings based on data 
analysis for year 1 (reflective logs, 

video diaries, previous focus 
groups) 

Questions to be asked 

1- Learning 
experiences 

Strategic learning ï getting together to 
study when there are exams (year 1) 
 
Independent learning ï not motivated in 
year 1 (not contributing to final 
classification).  
 
 
Studentsô intentions and ambitions 
seemed to dictate their willingness to 
learn. 

1.1 How is independent learning now? Has it 
changed? Why? How? 
 
1.2 How do their ambitions affect their views 
regarding learning and their engagement in the 
programme? Has it changed? How? Why (not)? 
 
1.3 How were their ambitions developed? What 
do they believe were the key moments? Do they 
believe they can achieve their ambitions? 
(agency; hope) 
 

2- Coaching 
theory  

Theory not seen as relevant for 
coaching (Year 1) 
 
Second and third year students were 
telling PhD participants that reading was 
not necessary as ófirst year doesnôt 
countô.  

2.1 What are their thoughts about theory and 
writing and reading now? Has it changed? If so, 
why and how? 
 
2.2 Would they give the same advice to first year 
students now that they are in the third year? Why 
(not)? 
 

3- Intellectual 
development 

Being confused resulted in students 
forgetting about it and being lazy (Year 
1) 
 
Lecturers were seen as Authorities ï 
having the right answers 
 

3.1 What happens now? Do they get confused? 
What happens next (agency)?? 
 
3.2 What are their approach now? Whatôs the role 
of the lecturer and the role of the student? 

4- Identity Students saw themselves as sports 
students (not sports coaching students). 
 
Some students mentioned that the 
coaching practice they would do outside 
Uni would show how much they had 
changed as a coach (e.g. Tom) 
 

4.1 Think about how you saw yourself in year 1 
and how you see yourself now. Has it changed? 
How? How stable is this change? 
 
 
4.2 How do you compare you coaching practice 
now to first year? What has changed? How? 
Why? What contributed to the change? 
 

5- Lecturersô 
roles 

 
Enthusiasm and humour; care; pushing 
them to do the work were seen as part 
of lecturersô roles 
 
Perceptions of caring were related to 
being provided with the right answers 
and being acknowledged ï e.g., names. 

5.1 What are studentsô perceptions of the 
lecturersô roles now? Why and how satisfied are 
they with the roles they experience? Why? 
 
5.2 What does CARING means now? How do 
they know that the lecturer cares? Have their 
perceptions changed from year 1? 
 

 
Allow a flexible approach to the interview guide, prompting as and when appropriate. No specific order in which the 
questions should be asked ï adapt according to the answers provided by the participants. 
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Appendix 5. Thematic table (objectives 1 and 2) for FGs (Focus Groups), VDs (Video Diaries) and RLs (Reflective Logs) in Year 1 
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Getting knowledge of things you donôt knowéor you donôt know as much aboutéso getting that knowledge from the 
teacher. (Steve) 

Defining learning ï getting 
knowledge from the lecturer 

Conception of 
learning 

1 & 2 FG15 1 

Something that you can actually repeat again and againéjust not like a one off. (Barry) 
 
Being able to remember it. (Tom) 

Defining learning ï 
remembering information 

Conception of 
learning 

1 & 2 
FG12 
FG13 
FG15 

1 

You learn a theory and then put the theory into practice. If you are not actually putting it into practice, I donôt class that 
as actually learning. (Martin) 
 
Itôs not just about theory, readingéturn theory into practice. (Heather) 
 
Gaining knowledge of somethingéahmm, learning new things, trying them out and see if they work. (Mary) 

Defining learning ï linking 
theory and practice 

Conception of 
learning 

1 & 2 
FG13 
FG14 
 

1 

You feel like you should get a grade for it, but, no - thatôs not going to happen! No! [laughs] (Mary) 
 
It feels like óOK, Iôm glad I know that now.ô But the amount of effort that took...[laughs] (Tracey) 

Feeling like you should be 
praised for doing your 
reading 

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 4 9 

When itôs over forty, Iôm like ñyesò! but then when you think about its really bad!ô (Katie) 
 
My coaching science was the first one. I gave it one minute before. I was sitting there and going 29, go on go on, and 
I was like (knocking on the table) waiting for the receipt to come out. (Steve) 

Doing work in the last 
minute and happy when 
they achieve over 40% 

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 FG15 4 

I need to and feel I should be doing a lot more research on the topics and looking at different theories to expand my 
knowledge and put it into more practical situations or example...but then I donôt have that much time and when I do, I 
have other work that I see as more important because reading is not high on my priority list (Tracey) 

Strategic and surface 
approach to learning 
 

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 RL 
28th 
Nov 
2011 

Yeah. One thing thatôs pulling me down, like reading, that is, like second and third years saying that this year doesnôt 
really count. Like, it does count, but... (Mary) 
 
Yeah! (Heather) 
 
...itôs when they say like ñit doesnôt count, you should be partyingò Iôm like...(Mary) 

Being influenced by 2nd and 
3rd years ï first year doesnôt 
count! 

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 4 9 
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Loads of people have told me ñoh, donôt worry about first year, it doesnôt count.ò And thatôs... Iôve got that into my head 
now. So I think, ñOh, it doesnôt count, as long as I pass it...ò(Tracey) 

Being influenced by 2nd and 
3rd years ï first year doesnôt 
count! 

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 5 9 

I think the main thing is that, as undergrads, we donôt really understand the full extent of independent learning - and 
weôre not, definitely not fully participating in it! (Tom) 
 
I think thatôs why year one, it doesnôt count towards your overall degree at the end; itôs just getting you there so that 
year one, when you start, youôre ready. So I think we should try a bit to do the independent learning, otherwise year 
two is going to be a massive shock! (Daniel) 

Finding it hard to 
understanding or fully 
participate independent 
learning 

Independent 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 7 12 

But, if there was a lecture on, like, if they had two biomechanics lectures, Iôm likely to go to both of them. And if they 
split it between the two, then Iôm likely to understand it more. But because they... because itôs not on, you just donôt do 
it, do you? Itôs hard... itôs hard to say ñOK, this hour Iôm doing biomechanicsò on your own - you just end up not doing 
it. You think ñOh, Iôll do it next hour! Iôll do it tomorrow!ò (Tracey) 

Finding it hard to study on 
their own (independent 
learning) 

Independent 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 4 14 

I feel terrible(rubs left shoulder with her right hand), I want be out there, I want be coaching, I wana be learning, I 
wana be training but itôs hard when youôve got all this workload (raises eyebrows) and no one there to help you (nods 
her head downwards). And the work itself is confusing (eyebrows raised as her head tilts downwards towards the 
camera). So today itôs been (pauses, pulls her head more upright and licks her lips) pretty crap but hopefully tomorrow 
(tilts her head to her top right) it will be better, (voice goes quieter) being optimistic and make sure (shrugs her 
shoulders) I get to lectures. (Fran) 
 

Feeling the work is 
confusing and nobody is 
there to help 
 

Independent 
learning 

1 & 2 VD 
1st 
Nov 
2011 

óThe start felt impossible cos Iôve never done reading by myselfélike being told to do like óread this chapter for this 
lectureôéI wish Iôd read every lecture now. I just found it really hard to start but I find it much easier nowé I think it 
was about middle of term two that I realised you just gotta do this by yourselveséô (Mary) 
 
I just donôt feel you need to put as much effort inéyou donôt need to this year, like the fact that you can pass, like 
comfortably without doing ité.(Tom) 
 
I donôt think the motivation is there cos it doesnôt count to anything. (Steve) 
 
But even if it was like 10%. (Tom) 

Finding independent 
learning hard at the start but 
easier after finding it useful 
for exams ï linked to 
strategic learning 

Independent 
learning 

1 & 2 
FG 14 
FG 15 

17 

Because at college I used to get everything on a piece of paper ï like, people would just tell me, do this, work. Explain 
the work, like, really go into detail with it, do it by a certain date ï so I had something to do on that date, do work. But 
at uni, you come here, they just say ñdo this by this. And read this.ò I'm like, no! (Steve) 
 
And you know, when we had our first coaching science, she's like, ñoh, you should all be doing your essay by now.ò 
Everyone was like, ñwhat?ò (Gavin) 

Barrier to independent 
learning ï previous  
experience 

Independent 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 6 15 
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Sometimes I wish someone would be, like, ñYou need to get on and do this piece of work.ò Because I feel like 
sometimes I'm just leaving it a bit too late. I need to plan my time better. (Katie) 

Desire to being told what 
and when to do the work 

Independent 
learning 

1&2 FG 3 17 

Yeah. Iôll do assignment, like, Iôll hand in my coaching science assignments two minutes before the deadline. (Gavin) 
Handing assignment 
minutes before the deadline 

Independent 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 6 1 

I do not get this! Im not entirely sure if thatôs compulsory or not but I paid to go to uni and paying for something I wana 
be taught it. So I didnôt pay to sit at home in the computer do e lessons, itôs kind of stupid, I donôt get that. (Gavin)  

Not understanding why he 
is doing e lessons as he 
paid to be taught 
 

Independent 
learning 
 

1 & 2 VD 
24th 
Oct 
2011 

I think if I was at home, I probably would do it, but here with all your mates living around you, and having the gym, and 
the tennis courts, and all sorts... I just, you know, do something more fun than sit down and work. (Nathan) 

Living on campus and 
distractions 

Independent 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 5 2 

Really not doing work at all actually. I got kicked out of a lecture today for not having done the blog for Coaching 
Scienceépretty good (shaking head) Not good at all....well to be far the last course work coaching science I 
submitted 2 minuteséI submitted work at 5:28 and the deadline was at 5:30. (Gavin) 

Lack of engagement with 
academic work 
 

Independent 
learning 
 

1 & 2 VD 
6th 
Dec 
2011 

And, yeah, like I said earlier, I feel like I'm not very book-smart, but industry... industry-smart I suppose. Then yes, I 
could do quite well in it. Yet I'm here, having to write down everything that... yeah. In order for me to look like a good 
coach here, I've got to be able to write an essay well. Well ï I'm not here to write essays, I'm here to learn how to be a 
better coach, which is through coaching. Through practical work. (Barry) 

Focusing on knowledge for 
action 

Coaching theory 
and practice 

1 & 2 FG 10 31 

It doesn't matter about all the intellectual stuff unless you want to be a performance analyst or a psychologist or 
anything, anything else completely irrelevant. (Gavin) 

Claiming the intellectual 
stuff does not matter if you 
want to be a coach 

Coaching theory 
and practice 

1 & 2 FG 10 28 

Er, it just makes actual coaching too complicated. Whereas simpleôs best ï simple works. Why not do ité instead of 
using coach theoriesé(Nathan) 

Theories makes actual 
coaching too complicated 
whereas simple is best 

Coaching theory 
and practice 

1 & 2 FG 17 26 

I got a lot of experience you know I donôt really need to plan or anything I can just make up on the spot and it goes 
really smooth. Iôve got a lot of experience doing it. So, Iôm pretty good at that experience you know being relaxed and 
just being professional.  (Gavin) 

Valuing experience as 
suffice for coaching ï 
knowledge for action 
 

Coaching theory 
and practice 
 

1 & 2 VD 
6th 
Dec 
2011 

To me the practical sessions are most relevant as I think they build on things I think I'm not very good at i.e. being 
more confident and providing feedback, of course the information given in lectures supplement the practical sessions. 
(Katie) 

The value of practical 
sessions 
 

Experiential 
learning 

1 & 2 RL 
17th 
Oct 
2011 

Physiology lab is a little more interesting (his left hand rubbing is neck) itôs a bit more practicaléat least we are up 
doing practical ahm things (raises eyebrows) which I find far more interesting (head sways to his left). I suppose I 
learn from it as well I can picture it better in my mind I can think about what Iôve done (looks down) as opposed to 
think about what notes Iôve written. (Barry) 

Finding practical sessions 
better for learning 
 

Experiential 
learning 
 

1 & 2 VD 
10th 
Nov 
2011 
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Appendix 6. Thematic table (objectives 1 and 2) for FGs (Focus Groups), VDs (Video Diaries) and RLs (Reflective Logs) in Year 2 
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So you have to understand it first, and then you have to keep that in your mind. So that you know, when you go into 
that moment when you have ï óOh, na na naô ï say you can use it, itôs not about just memorising it. Itôs abouté I think 
itôs important to have that understanding (Heather) 

Learning as understanding 
and not only memorising 

Conception of 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 24 3 

Iôd say, like, when it clicks, find in your head ï and you understand it properly. (Mary)  
 
I guess you understand it first, then maybe come back to it like, after a period ofé mm. Not, maybe, on that topic, but 
you still remember it; still quite ingrained in your head, andé and then maybe if you get the opportunity to apply to our 
coaching, then you find ways to do so. ..I think thatôs like the final step. The sort ofé dunno. Maybeé dunnoé option 
to apply is quite specific to coaching. Just general learning ï understanding, the ability to recall it, is enough. But ï 
coachingôs a practical thing, so being able to apply it is very important. (Tom) 

Understanding and applying 
Conception of 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 25 1 

I think being able to apply it will show that youôve learned it. Definitely. Well, like, clear things up in your mind, 
oréor...itôs important to be able to apply stuff. Definitely. Otherwise, whatôs the point in .understanding it, I suppose. 
(Barry) 

Being able to apply 
something will show that 
you have learned it 

Conception of 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 26 7 

Daniel. Gaining an understanding of something, as well, like. Because you can happily be told something, doesnôt 
mean you learn it. I think, like, implementation and understanding is key for learning. 

Learning as implementing it 
to something that is real to 
them and gaining an 
understanding 

Conception of 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 27 32 

Er, Iôve still got a naivety abouté if Iôve got an interest in the subject Iôll read up about it, but if it has no relevance to 
my head, I wonôt do anything about it. (Steve) 
 
Yeah ï depends on the model that we use, andé(Heather) 
 
There should be, likeé if I donôt understand it, I should read about it. But in my mind if I donôt understand it, I wonôt 
read about it. (Steve) 
 
[laughs] (Heather) 
 

Reading if he has interest in 
the subject and if they can 
see the relevance to 
coaching.  

Interest and 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 19 12 
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Which is odd (Steve) 
 
Itôs the other way around! (Heather) 
 
Yeah ï I shouldé buté(Steve) 
 
Yeah. But then going back to the coaching science, you ended up getting a booké.(Researcher) 
 
Because thereôs coaching, and then thereôs coaching. Like, learning a sport, I donôté for the first lecture, it had no 
relevance to coaching, he discussed the history of learning or somethingéwhich I had no interest in. But this is 
coaching, so I was likeé it has relevance to sport, like, coaching, like how I could maybe improve. I do understand it a 
bit, but it just confuses me ï all these different views and opinions. From one end of the scale to the other. (Steve) 
 
Yeah. (Heather) 
 
So Iôm trying to get a broader view by myself. (Steve) 

I donôt read up on the subject. (Steve) 
 
No. (Barry) 
 
No. (Nathan) 
 
I still donôt do that. Donôt like, I just donôt find it interesting to read ï my preference is I donôt like reading. About a topic 
I donôt.. Iôm not interested in. Or a massive book, I guess youôve got to read it. Rather not. But when it comes to real 
tasks that we do every week, I find that more interesting. If it gets us to read two journals, two books, it gets me in that 
routine of reading. But like, if they say youôve got to go from the lead lecture to the library, read up on ité(Steve) 
 
Yeah, thatôs...Iôm going nowhere for that. (Barry) 
 
I donôt think no one does that. I donôt see no one do that. (Steve) 

Not reading up on the 
subject he is not interested 
in  

Interest and 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 22 27 

I just enjoy the coaching assignment, because I had a genuine interest in it. Because itôs about coaching and what 
effecté coaching, is it hard, or is easy to control, and stuff. So I actually compared it to what Iôve been coached, or 
how I coach now...what affects me when I coach. But obviously my opinion doesnôt count. So I had to go and get 
literature that did count. (Steve) 

Enjoying the assignment 
because it interested him  - 
coaching science 

Interest and 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 26 29 

It was just so stressful, because Iôm trying to find points which I donôt have a clue about, and Iôm writing ï I'm writing Finding it annoying to write Interest and 1 & 2 FG 26 29 



249 
 

things down, and Iôm like ï that could be absolute, likeé make no sense at all. But Iôm just like ï just putting it in 
there, because Iôm just like ï thatôs sort of like what Iôve read in the last hour. Not what Iôve learned over the last 6 
weeks. And I just stressed me out, and I was panicking, what this is going to be like. So like ï no, itôs not going to be a 
good grade. But thatôs annoying me, because itôs just like, I donôt have any interest in this. And that was one of the 
modules which I didnôt choose, but I had to because of the modules Iôd chosen. Er, which again was annoying, but 
thatôs just how it works. (Daniel) 

an essay to socio cultural 
issues as he does not have 
an interest in it. 

learning 

But now you canôt because weôve realised that is what it is and thatôs what it has to be and thatôs what youôre going to 
do.  Itôs not like ñOh, I give up.  I canôt be bothered.ò  (Fran) 
 
But last year didnôt count, did it?  You were only here to get 40% and just pass. (Steve) 
 
The motivation changed because there were just lecturers saying your first year doesnôt count and the second year 
counts towards your degree ï itôs just a massive change.  I find anyway and I find it in my house as well; everyoneôs 
trying a lot harder this year.  Everyoneôs in there and weôre all studying but last year we were just out drinking. (Steve) 

Being more motivated to do 
the work in year two and 
realising they canôt just give 
up as it counts towards their 
degree  

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 30 11 

It prompts you to explain everything youôre talking about and to go into more depth with the answer.  If he gives you a 
closed question itôs just a yea or nay.  But when itôs, as you said, an open-ended question, itôs prompting you to do it, 
which actually makes you better, because then when you come to write your essays you have to back up every single 
thing you say and you have to find who else has said it and how one thing someone has said and another thing 
someone has said can. (Fran) 

The nature of assessments 
affect the approach to 
learning 

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 30 7 

If theyéif they told me to read them and do the work, and you only get a tick in a box for it, I wouldnôt do it. But, 
because I get to discuss it, I know what Iôm doing and where I am. Iôm more about to do it because itôs going to be 
more relevant to what I learn. (Steve) 

Having a purpose for doing 
the tasks 

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 22 6 

So ï I thinké just like, almost the way theyôve structured this year, with our seminars, theyôve forced us to do a bit 
more reading. Which I think is good. Like, you, you sort of...you have to. Because youôve got to bring a certain amount 
of work with you, so you need to contribute to it. Definitely done a lot more reading because of that. (Tom) 

Doing more reading 
because of the module 
design 

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 24 4 

I think itôs different for coaching science because we have this seminar that we have to engage in. I think every 
seminar we have this workbook that we have to discuss andé to do, to do and to discuss on. So I think itôs different. 
Because coaching science is half seminar, that we have to, that, to do that seminars actually, we have that work for 
that seminar. So I think itôs different. But, er, for example, learning in sport, if we donôt have that coursework that we 
have to submit, then Iôll justé do nothing. When we tend toé tend to have not much work to do, we tend to do 
nothing. And when we, when we have this work that we have in mind ï óoh, I have to submit this, so I have to work for 
it.ô (Heather) 

Completing tasks that are 
related to assessment 

Strategic 
Learning 

1 & 2 FG 23 24 

We always had a weekly task for Coaching as well, I think that did actually motivate me, because I could task.  You 
had to go away and do it, but with Learning in Sport you didnôt really have anything to do to prepare for.  So I was 
more motivated to go out and read something because I knew I had to.  (Martin) 

Doing a weekly task helps 
them to engage and read 
(even if it is just the 
conclusion)  

Strategic 
learning 

1 & 2 FG 29 7 




