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High quality education programs across the globe could help coaching move forward as a profession. Although 
there have been suggestions to improve sports coaching education programs by integrating theory and practice 
through alternative learning approaches such as mentoring and critical reflection (Armour, 2010; Cushion, 
Armour, & Jones, 2003), it is unclear whether such approaches have been implemented in coach education 
programs and how different countries are educating their coaches. The purpose of this paper is to describe 
how seven high performance coach education programs are educating coaches and to what extent they are 
employing alternative learning approaches. The goals, curricula, and pedagogical approaches are described 
and implications for the professionalization of coaching are discussed.
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The status of coaching as an occupation has recently 
become a topic of study (e.g., Duffy et al., 2011; Lyle, 
2002; Taylor & Garratt, 2010). Although it has been rec-
ommended that the occupation of coaching be considered 
a profession (UK Sport, 2001), Taylor and Garratt (2013) 
note that there is a “fractured and discontinuous call for 
the organization and regulation of coaches, coach systems 

and coach education” where “few have gone as far as 
offering details on the actual workings of the profession-
alization process” (p. 29). A growing number of coun-
tries are delivering advanced coach education programs 
specifically designed for coaches guiding athletes in the 
high performance pathway. According to the International 
Sport Coaching Framework, developed in 2012 by the 
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International Council for Coaching Excellence (ICCE) 
and the Association of Summer Olympic International 
Federations (ASOIF), these coaches are working with 
“world-class athletes competing in world championships, 
major events, and high-level leagues. To reach this level, 
athletes need a strong commitment to excellence over many 
years” (ICCE & ASOIF, 2012, p. 16). Mallett, Rynne, and 
Dickens (2013) note that these coaches have an intensive 
commitment to developing their practice, typically work 
full time, and also engage in data management, athlete 
selection, and extensive interpersonal contact. High per-
formance coaches typically develop their craft in idiosyn-
cratic ways (Werthner & Trudel, 2009) and Mallett and 
colleagues (2013) note that, “this serendipitous approach 
to developing high performance coach craft is inconsistent 
with the professionalization of coaching. A more system-
atic and evidence-based approach to the CPD [continuing 
professional development] of high performance coaches 
is essential to the professionalization of the vocation” (p. 
473). Therefore, exploring the structure and pedagogies of 
high performance coach education programs from differ-
ent countries is warranted to understand how to maximize 
individual approaches to helping coaches learn while still 
engaging in a systematic approach for coach development.

Indeed, through an international agenda developed 
by the ICCE, Duffy and colleagues (2011) note the lack 
of information on coach education and recommend a 
series of actions to advance the ongoing process of profes-
sionalization of coaches, such as defining the education, 
certification, and qualifications of coaches, and collecting 
data on coach progression. This would ideally lead to inter-
nationally consistent professional education standards for 
coaches. Taylor and Garratt (2013) critically analyze this 
notion, suggesting that all coaches cannot be grouped under 
a unified umbrella. Indeed, coaches range from volunteer 
coaches of youth leagues to full-time paid coaches of high 
performance athletes. Developing the domains and occu-
pations of coaches, as detailed in the International Sport 
Coaching Framework, is therefore an important step in the 
professionalization process.

Further, Taylor and Garratt (2013) note that coach 
education programs cannot guarantee that the learning 
objectives in traditional education formats (i.e., in-class 
lectures) clearly transfer into meaningful learning expe-
riences for the coaches within these programs. Trudel, 
Culver, and Werthner (2013), in their work underpinning 
a constructivist informed approach for coach development 
administrators, note that a common yet incorrect assump-
tion is that the material of teaching is equivalent to the 
material of learning. In other words, one cannot assume 
that all that is taught is learned.

Large-scale formal coach education has been 
criticized for not linking the theoretical knowledge-based 
aspects with practical application, thus lacking relevance 
for coaches whose work often involves a complex mix of 
tasks learned through experience on the job (Lyle, 2002; 
Mallett, Trudel, Lyle, & Rynne, 2009; Trudel et al., 2010). 
More closely examining how countries are educating their 
high performance coaches will help determine to what 

extent high performance coach education is linking theory 
and practice.

In terms of effective coach education, Trudel and 
colleagues (2013) have suggested taking a constructiv-
ist informed approach, in which coaches engage in deep 
learning through the inclusion of key elements in coach 
learning contexts: the person as the learner, the social 
situation, the experience that the learner has within that 
situation, and the process of transforming the experience 
into the development of the coach. They suggest five points 
for coach development administrators to use in mediated 
learning situations (such as coach education programs). 
These include choosing a modest quantity of material 
to present to coaches so that they have time to engage in 
the material, facilitating the learning context by guiding 
coaches through the material, discussing with coaches 
how the material can be useful to them so that they buy-in 
to the learning situation, regrouping coaches with similar 
coaching situations, and offering online programs (Trudel 
et al., 2013).

Trudel and colleagues (2013) also suggest unmediated 
learning situations as key ways in which coaches learn by 
deciding for themselves what information they need. Coach 
development administrators can influence coaches’ learn-
ing in these situations by fostering contexts where coaches 
can expand their networks. Finally, internal learning situa-
tions provide coaches with an opportunity to systematically 
stop and think about their experiences, reflect on what they 
already know, and perhaps rework ways that they coach 
(Trudel et al., 2013).

These three learning situations cannot necessarily 
be separated as coaches may engage in all three, almost 
simultaneously, when developing their coaching practice. 
Coaches may be exposed to these learning situations 
through their development of sport-specific knowledge 
in clinics (mediated learning situations), interactions 
with other coaches, administrators, and sport scientists 
(unmediated learning situations), and through introspec-
tion and reflection (internal learning situations). Mallett 
and colleagues (2013), in exploring university-based high 
performance coach education programs, note that coaches 
in these programs were able to learn from regular interac-
tions with others and improve their critical thinking skills; 
however, these outcomes were dependent on the pedagogy 
used in the program design. Learner-centered approaches 
were deemed important to foster authentic and experien-
tial learning opportunities for the coaches (Mallett et al., 
2013). Such alternative learning approaches, for example 
mentoring and critical reflection, could help coaches make 
links between the objectives of the three types of learning 
situations, thus incorporating theoretical knowledge into 
their practice (Cushion et al., 2003; Armour, 2010).

In summary, the ICCE notes a lack of detailed infor-
mation on high performance coach education worldwide 
(ICCE & ASOIF, 2013) and the research literature suggests, 
in order for coach education to be most effective, a variety 
of learning approaches must be used. High performance 
coach education has not undergone a systematic data 
collection regarding programs across multiple countries. 
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We first need to know what is being done before we can 
proceed with the study of coach education internation-
ally. Therefore, this paper is a first step in creating links 
between high performance coaching programs around 
the world. Specifically, the purpose of this paper is to 
describe how seven high performance coach education 
programs are educating coaches and to what extent they 
are employing alternative learning approaches.

Method
Participants

This project originated from the work of the ICCE 
High Performance Coach Workgroup and the request to 
examine nine national high performance coach educa-
tion programs. The high performance coach education 
program managers from Australia, Canada, France, 
Germany, Israel, Netherlands, Norway, New Zealand, 
and Switzerland were contacted. At the time of data 
collection, Australia and Israel were unable to partici-
pate. See Table 1 for the name of the diploma program 
and institution delivering the program in each country. 
The managers, who were in charge of the programs at 
the time of contact, had various titles, including “coach 
developer”, “manager”, “director.” We acknowledge 
that other countries likely have high performance coach 
education programs. For the purpose of this paper, these 
seven programs make up a convenience sample given 
we had access to the proper contact person within each 
program and these individuals were willing to participate 
in the project.

It should be noted that of the seven programs under 
investigation, six are diploma programs with structured 
curriculum content. The seventh program, New Zealand’s 
Coach Accelerator Program, is an individualized learning 
program without a set curriculum and coaches do not 
graduate with a diploma. There are, however, objectives 
in the program with parameters set by an organized group 
(High Performance Sport New Zealand). Therefore, 
the Coach Accelerator Program is considered a high 
performance coach education program worthy of con- 
sideration.

Data Collection

Questions were developed with the ICCE High Perfor-
mance Coach Workgroup using university curriculum 
review questions as a guide. For example, managers were 
asked, “What qualification do graduates receive from 
the program? “Is this qualification mandatory in order 
to coach? If so, who is it mandated by? “Is a defense or 
major presentation required to complete the program (i.e. 
a capstone assessment)?”, “Is coaching practice assessed? 
If so, please describe how.” The high performance coach 
education managers were sent questions via e-mail and 
given approximately two weeks to return their answers 
via e-mail.

After reviewing the returned questionnaires, the lead 
author took notes on any questions that needed further 
clarification or follow-up. Interviews were organized with 
each of the managers to further probe their programs’ 
standards and pedagogies. In particular, the managers 
themselves brought up and discussed various learning 
approaches used in their programs and were prompted 
to elaborate on those. The interviews were conducted 
in English, French, and German and recorded and tran-
scribed verbatim. All the managers were sent a copy of 
their data and all made minor changes to the data.

Results
The results are presented in three sections. First, the goals 
and objectives of each program are introduced. Second, 
statistics of each program are outlined, followed by an 
explanation of how the diplomas might act as stepping 
stones for tertiary education and whether (or not) the 
diplomas are a prerequisite to coach high performance 
athletes. Third, program requirements, curriculum 
structure, length of the program, evaluation, and quality 
assurance are described.

Program Goals and Objectives

Table 2 presents the goals and objectives as discussed 
by the managers of each program. All the programs take 
a competency-based approach with the aim to develop 

Table 1 Participating Countries and Programs

Country Name of Diploma Program Institution
Canada National Coaching Institute (NCI) 

Advanced Coaching Diploma
Coaching Association of Canada

France Diplome d’Etat Superieur Institut national du sport, de l’expertise et de la performance (INSEP)

Germany Diplom-Trainer-Studium Trainerakademie Köln des DOSB

Netherlands TopCoach 5 Hogeschool van Amsterdam & Hanzehogeschool Groningen

Norway Elite coach certification program Olympiatoppen in cooperation with Telemark University College

Switzerland Diploma—Coach Education Coach Training Switzerland

New Zealanda Coach Accelerator Program High Performance Sport New Zealand

aThe New Zealand program is not a formalized diploma program
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coaching practice. According to the goals and objectives 
of the programs, this means creating competent coaches 
who are able to synthesize knowledge from various 
domains to use in practice and competition with their 
athletes. The program goals and objectives of each of the 
seven programs emphasize both the outcome of improved 
athlete performance and the learning, development, and 
expertise of the coach.

The managers in Canada, the Netherlands, and New 
Zealand emphasize “podium success”, athlete “champi-
ons”, and athletes’ “international” demands—outcomes 
related to results that coaches should be able to accom-
plish with athletes after having completed the program. 
On the other hand, the program goals and objectives in 
France, Norway, and Switzerland do not mention athlete 
performance but instead focus on the learning, develop-
ment, and expertise of the coach.

All the managers’ responses included specialized 
terms for coach learning and development, such as: 
“increased expertise” (France), “reflective practitioner” 
(Germany and Norway), “reasoning skills through 

self-directed work” (Netherlands), “developing social- 
and self-competence” (Switzerland), “strategic think-
ers,” “relentless learners” (New Zealand), and “power 
relations” (Norway).

Program Statistics

Program statistics for each of the seven programs are 
presented in Table 3. The Swiss, German, and Canadian 
programs have been in existence for more than 28 years, 
while France, the Netherlands, Norway, and New Zealand 
launched their programs more recently (between 2 and 
5 years). Before the latter programs’ implementation 
coach education rested in the hands of individual sport 
federations instead of one consolidated institution. For 
this reason, there are marked differences in the number 
of graduates to date. The number of management staff is 
between 0.4 and 6, which is quite varied, and it should 
be noted that in some programs, management staff have 
additional responsibilities outside of the formal diploma 
program.

Table 2 Program Goals and Objectives

Country Goals and Objectives

Canada To develop competent coaches who are capable of preparing athletes for podium success at provincial, 
national and international level competitions.

France To provide high-performance coaches with additional skills, enriched knowledge, and an increased level of 
expertise in coaching. To work within one’s sport, but with comments and insights from different disciplines, 
having the coaches work with one another in the classroom environment. Coaches develop a higher under-
standing, opening their eyes to ideas and concepts from other people in the sport world.

Germany To develop the “reflective practitioner”: A coach who is able to develop athletes/teams to individual high per-
formance in the complex system of elite sport.

Netherlands To develop, (a) the necessary competencies by working on assignments within their sport practice; (b) reason-
ing skills through self-directed work; (c) an awareness of the effects of their personal intervention and action 
and work on improving it; (d) an understanding of the demands of international sports and a clear vision for 
the development of their sport; (e) the competencies (knowledge, skills, attitude and personal characteristics) 
to lead elite athletes to the top and to explain the consequences in terms of training and competition programs, 
guidance, organization, and finance to managers and sponsors; and (f) an awareness of the need for ongoing 
learning.

Norway To strengthen participants’ competence and reflection on important elite sport coaching themes with a focus 
on coaching development and practice. A holistic approach is taken where coaching is viewed as a pedagogi-
cal endeavour with a focus on the coach-athlete relationship. Specifically, the program aims to: (a) develop 
excellent coaching (in practice); (b) develop leadership skills (focus on human qualities such as communica-
tion and reflection); (c) educate outstanding reflective practitioners, who are able to coach effectively and con-
scientiously develop a reflective and critical understanding of coaching practice; and (d) develop more insight 
and understanding of how power works in coaching practice.

Switzerland To optimize and advance the theoretical, practical and comprehensive sport skills in elite sports; to exchange 
ideas and experiences among participants and enhance competence for coach activities; to enhance compe-
tence in all relevant fields of coaching; and to train coaches in elite sports with a focus on social- and self-
competencies. Specifically, objectives are to build coaching competencies in: (a) sport-specific knowledge; 
(b) the methods of coaching; (c) self-competence (having the ability to evaluate personal goals, strengths, and 
weaknesses through critical reflection and transfer); (d) social-competence (having the ability to effectuate a 
positive development of cooperation); and (e) leadership competency.

New  
Zealand

To develop New Zealand coaches to become capable of producing World, Olympic, and/or Paralympic 
champions. Objectives are to develop coaches who are: (a) influential leaders, strategic thinkers, and highly 
respected nationally and internationally; (b) relentless learners who collaborate to achieve maximum perfor-
mance gains; (c) employed in significant leadership positions within sport; and (d) sought after by national 
and international sporting organizations.
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The cost per student averages 11,700€, but coaches 
involved in the programs are generally subsidized to 
attend. In Canada, France, Germany, Netherlands, and 
Switzerland coaches may receive full coverage of the 
cost depending on their coaching status within their 
sport federation and the availability of various grants. 
In Norway, the Olympiatoppen in collaboration with 
Telemark University College subsidizes the program and 
coaches pay a minimal fee. In New Zealand, the nature 
of the program is different—it is a targeted program for 
high performance coaches who receive a salary and train-
ing subsidy. Their sport federations are given $50,000 
NZD (or approximately 30,000€) per year for coaches 
involved in the program to help offset the cost of their 
coaching salaries and the coaches have an $8,000 NZD 
professional development fund per year.

In each program, coaches work one on one with a 
mentor who primarily observes and provides feedback 
and guidance on their coaching practice. In France, 
coaches have a mentor from their sport federation, as well 
as a mentor within the program who provides additional 
support on curriculum information. In New Zealand, in 
addition to having a mentor from the sport federation, 
each coach also works with a high performance consultant 
from High Performance Sport New Zealand. This con-
sultant provides support from a managerial perspective. 
In Norway, the mentors work for Olympiatoppen in one 
of three areas: endurance, technical, or team sport. These 
mentors work with coaches from sports that fall into their 
area of expertise.

When looking at the statistics for the most current 
cohort (see Table 4), the number of coaches per cohort 
per program ranged from 6 to 35. The graduation rates 
of the most recent cohort at the time of data collection 
(2011–2012) were between 60–100%, with the exception 
of the Dutch program (13%), where many of the coaches 

involved in the program were taking more than the allot-
ted two years to complete the program. The numbers of 
coaches with undergraduate degrees varied from 75% 
in Canada to 29% in the Netherlands. Canada may have 
the highest number of university educated coaches in 
their program but it is also the program with the lowest 
number of former national team athletes and coaches 
(5–10%). A unique feature of the Norwegian program is 
that all of the coaches are selected for the program and 
all were coaching national teams. The number of women 
coaches in each of the seven programs is low (from 27% 
in Canada to 14% in the Netherlands).

Diploma Recognition

While the diplomas from the various programs give all 
the coaches recognition within their professional environ-
ment, in Canada, the program diploma is not required to 
coach high performance athletes although it qualifies a 
coach to receive federal government funding. Sport fed-
erations in France, Germany, and the Netherlands decide 
whether to require their national team coaches to have the 
diploma to coach high performance athletes. In Norway, 
because coaches are selected to be part of the program, 
they do not need approval from their sport federations, but 
in all cases, the federations have agreed with the selec-
tion. In New Zealand, there is no diploma and coaches do 
not need to complete the program; however, many sport 
federations require this coach education for funding or 
acceptance as coaches in the high performance context.

Norway is the only program that provides credits 
toward a university bachelor’s degree. However, in 
France, graduates from the program can enter directly 
into the 3rd year of their coaching license in STAPS 
(Sciences et Techniques des Activités Physiques et Sport-
ives). In Germany, graduates of the program may apply 

Table 3 Program Statistics

Canada France Germany Netherlands Norway Switzerland New Zealand
Inception 1986 2010 1974 2007 2011 1970 2009
Location 7 cities Paris Cologne Amsterdam & 

Groningen
Oslo Magglingen Wellington

Graduates to date 600 44 1200 8 13 880 12
Cost per student $13,000 

(10,000 €)
7,360€ 9,000 € 9,000 € exact cost 

unknown
28,000 francs 
(23,000 €), each 
coach pays 3,500 
francs

Coach expenses 
are covered

# of full-time  
management staff

6a 1 6 0.4 0.5 2 1.7

# of instructors 
(part-time)

100 60 160 30 10 30–40 0

Mentors 1–1 ratio 2–1 ratio 1–1 ratio 1–1 ratio 13 mentors at 
Olympiatop-
pen

1–1 ratio 1–1 ratio + HP 
consultant work-
ing with NSO

Program duration 
(months)

24 10 36 24 24 36 36

aSpread over 7 locations
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Table 4 Statistics from Most Current Cohort

Canada France Germany Netherlands Norway Switzerland New Zealand
# of coaches per cohort 75a 22 30 16 20 20 6

% of coaches who graduated on 
time (from last cohort)

60% 70% 93%b 13% 80% 73% N/A

Coaches with undergraduate 
degrees

75% 35% 47% 29% Unknown 64% 33%

Coaches who were on national 
teams as athletes

5–10% 20% 60% 21% 50% 55% 50%

Coaches who were national team 
coaches (both junior and senior 
national teams)

10% 40% 27% 43% 100% 45% 67%

Coaches who were paid before 
starting the programc

90% 100% 100% 95%  
(FT 36%)

100%  
(FT 95%)

100% 100% (FT)

Percentage of female coaches 27% 20% 15% 14% 25% 18% 17%

a due to decentralized structure—75 students across 7 locations (range of 6–35 coaches per location)
b mandatory to graduate on time—coaches may not continue past 36 months
c whether full time salary, contract, or honorarium

to master’s programs and receive recognition for their 
studies (the number of credits toward a master’s degree is 
currently under discussion). However, at this point there 
is no official recognition of their diploma at universities. 
In Switzerland, the diploma is recognized by the Swiss 
Government as the highest vocational qualification.

Program Requirements

Prerequisites. Prerequisites vary across the programs, 
from Canada’s recommendation that coaches have an 
undergraduate degree, to Germany and Switzerland’s 
requirement for completion of secondary education, to 
an intake procedure focused on one’s personal situation 
in the Netherlands, and finally to no requirements in 
terms of formal education in France, Norway, and New 
Zealand. In Norway and New Zealand, coaches need 
not have taken coaching education levels, but in all the 
other countries coaches must have moved through their 
coaching education levels to the high performance level. 
Further, all of the studied countries require that coaches 
have a track record of coaching experience. In Norway, 
coaches must have performed (as coaches) at the high-
est levels in their sport—Europa Cup, World Cup, or 
Olympic and/or Paralympic Games. In general, coaches 
have approval from their sport federations to enter the 
programs. Aside from formal education requirements, the 
entrance requirements into each program are relatively 
similar (see Table 5).

Curriculum. In Canada, Norway, and the Netherlands 
the structure of the curriculum is such that coaches are 
presented general themes over a number of seminars (also 
called units or credits). In France and Germany coaches 
attend the program for one week per month over a given 
period, while in Switzerland and New Zealand coaches 
attend 12 modules or 10 camps respectively for 3–4 days 
over three years. Each coach continues to coach through-

out the program in every country—while it is assumed 
this is occurring in Canada, it is formally set up in France, 
the Netherlands, Norway, Switzerland, and New Zealand. 
In Germany, internships are formally set up for coaches to 
observe another sport setting. The number of internship 
hours varies from 500 hours in France (over 10 months), 
10–20 hours per week in the Netherlands, 200 hours in 
Norway, 100 hours in Germany, to no specific number 
of hours in Canada (see Table 6).

Of particular interest are the learning approaches 
used within the programs to develop coaches’ knowledge. 
Canada’s use of portfolios is designed to help coaches 
integrate knowledge from different domains into usable 
coaching-related information although it is uncertain 
whether coaches have the necessary skills upon which 
to integrate knowledge from various domains. Germany 
appears to have dealt with this problem by having coaches 
first go through “elementary education” that is domain 
specific, allowing instructors to be more certain that 
coaches entering the subsequent problem-oriented (inter-
disciplinary) modules do so with a similar knowledge 
base within the various domains. The problem-oriented 
modules then provide coaches with the opportunity to 
have an interdisciplinary approach when solving coach-
ing-related issues. It is, however, uncertain how coaches 
who may have expertise in different domains feel about 
taking basic courses.

In France and Switzerland coaches are encouraged 
to work with one another in a noncompetitive manner. 
Specifically, in Switzerland, each coach is partnered 
with another coach from a different sport who provides 
guidance and support in navigating coaching issues. In 
the Netherlands, mentors provide feedback not only 
regarding training but also competition, giving coaches 
the opportunity to reflect on their role in competition.

In Norway, to maximize learning, coaches must 
write reflections on their practice in a logbook and their 
mentor or the program manager provides feedback on 



158

Table 5 Entrance Requirements

Canada France Germany Netherlands Norway Switzerland New Zealand
Formal 
education

Undergradu-
ate degree 
recommended

No require-
ment

General 
Certificate of 
Secondary 
Education 
equivalent

Intake proce-
dure focused 
on motivation 
and personal 
situation

No requirement Secondary 
school and 
apprentice-
ship exam

No require-
ment

Coach  
education

Level 3 
certified / 
Competition-
Development 
trained status

Either State 
degree, 
STAPS 
training, or 
related mas-
ters degree

Coach Grade 
A

Level 4 and 
adequate 
internship

No requirement Coaching in 
Competitive 
Sports (level 
4 coach)

No require-
ment

Experience Actively 
coaching with 
athletes on the 
pathway to 
high perfor-
mance

3–4 years 
experience in 
the field of 
training

Coaching 
experience 
within the 
high perfor-
mance stream

A track record 
in sports (own 
experience as 
athlete/ coach)

Coaches selected 
based on perfor-
mance at highest 
level and evalu-
ated by the staff at 
Olympiatoppen

Proven track 
record (800 
hr) of coach-
ing with 
selected 
carded ath-
letes

Experience 
coaching min. 
regional U21, 
current coach 
or high poten-
tial as coach of 
HP athletes

Approval 
from  
federation 
required

Yes, although 
some semi-
nars can be 
taken without

Yes—in 
some sports

Yes Yes—in some 
sports

No, although fed-
erations have all 
agreed that coach 
should be selected 
to the program

Yes Yes—NSOs 
sign contract

Table 6 Curriculum Structure

Canada France Germany Netherlands Norway Switzerland New Zealand
Schedule 4 themes each 

with 18–24 
units for a 
total of 88 
units across 24 
months

Attendance 
one week per 
month for 10 
months (Mon-
day-Thursday)

Attendance 
one week 
per month 
(Mon.—Fri.) 
for 36 months

6 themes each 
with 7–20 
credits for a 
total of 70 
credits across 
16 months

3 themes 
spread over 12 
seminars of 2 
days

12 modules 
of 3–4 days 
(42 days in 
total), divided 
up over 36 
months

10 residential 
camps × 4 
days over 3 
years

Distance 
education

Offered across 
the country

Part of pro-
gram, but not 
alternative to 
in-class atten-
dance

Not offered Not offered Not offered 
although 
coaches can 
Skype into 
sessions if 
necessary

Learning plat-
form (online) 
to prepare 
before module 
or support 
after module

Not offered

Practical 
component

Ongoing 
coaching 
is assumed 
throughout 
duration of 
program

Ongoing 
coaching 
required 
throughout 
duration of 
program (500 
hr)

Internship in 
a different 
sport for two 
weeks +

Ongoing 
coaching 
required 
(10–20 hr per 
week)

Ongoing 
coaching on 
the National 
Team required 
throughout 
duration of 
program

Ongoing 
coaching 
with required 
throughout 
duration of 
program (400 
hr)

Ongoing 
coaching in 
elite position 
required for 
funding

100 hr of 
sport-specific 
activities

Internship in 
place before 
entrance

Other learn-
ing meth-
ods

Creation of 
portfolios

Discussion 
with coaches 
from different 
disciplines

Problem-ori-
ented modules

Coaching 
assessment 
during compe-
tition

Log book 
reflections; 
CoP -emphasis 
on coaches’ 
expertise

Coaches team 
up in pairs to 
provide sup-
port and guid-
ance

CoP; discus-
sion of real 
case studies; 
role play; 
reflection
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these reflections. There is an emphasis in the seminars 
on each coach’s experience-based expertise and they are 
encouraged to share and learn from one another through 
group-based discussions. In New Zealand, due to the 
nonformalized nature of the program, the manager facili-
tates a discussion of coaching issues with each cohort of 
coaches in the residential camps. In this way, the coaches 
share their knowledge and learn from one another instead 
of from an outside expert. The coaches are encouraged to 
bring examples of real case studies and engage in role-
play to help work through the problems. The coaches stay 
in dormitory style accommodations during their four-day 
camps with time provided to informally discuss issues 
and to reflect individually on the discussions. Coaches 
also eat meals together, providing another opportunity 
for face-to-face informal discussions.

Canada offers online education for their coaches, 
enabling coaches in remote areas of the country or those 
working abroad to access and take part in the program 
without needing to attend in-person. In France, distance 
education is part of the program as well but coaches 
must also attend in-person. In Switzerland, an online 
learning platform allows coaches to prepare for their 
modules or have support after the module, but coaches 
are still required to attend courses in-person. Germany, 
the Netherlands, and New Zealand do not provide dis-
tance education.

Contact Hours. The number of hours that make up the 
coaches’ participation in the programs and the emphasis 

on the different topics in each program vary significantly 
(see Table 7). In Norway, coaches have 120 contact hours 
in the program; in the Netherlands—250; in Canada—
270; in France, Switzerland, and New Zealand, coaches 
have 320 contact hours; while in Germany, coaches spend 
1200 contact hours in the program.

Norway and New Zealand both focus exclusively on 
three topics: the psychosocial sport sciences, pedagogy, 
and sport management. They do not explore the biophysi-
cal sport sciences or technical and tactical components 
of sport because the coaches come from different sports 
and it is the mandate of the specific sport federations to 
deliver these components. On the other hand, Germany, 
Switzerland, France and Canada emphasize biophysical 
sport sciences over all other topics. In Germany, the 
Netherlands, and Switzerland the technical and tactical 
components of sport are also highly emphasized.

Evaluation. In each of the programs, with the exception 
of New Zealand, the coaches are evaluated (see Table 8). 
Coaches are expected to complete assignments as home-
work and are given time within the program to work on 
the assignments. In Canada and France there is a portfolio 
of assignments within four themes. In the Netherlands 
coaches undergo individualized tests for each of the six 
themes. In Norway coaches take written and oral exami-
nations in the three themes. In Canada and France coaches 
do not write exams but do a final presentation before 
graduation. In the Netherlands there is no final presen-
tation beyond the afore-mentioned individualized tests.  

Table 7 Hours Devoted to Program

Contact hours  
with instructors Canada France Germany Netherlands Norway Switzerland New Zealand
Biophysical sport 
sciences

81 120 140 18 0 120 0

Psychosocial sport 
sciences

40.5 35 100 40 30 60 107

Pedagogy 54 9 40 12 60 40 107

Sport management 54 14 75 24 30 40 107

Technical/ tactical 
components of sport

40.5 14 240 64 0 60 0

Other contact hours 
with instructors

0 128 hr 
(Develop-ment, 
communi-
cation, training 
framework)

25 hr in 
complementary 
contents; 100 
hr general sci-
ence; 480 hr 
problem –ori-
ented modules

97 hr (9 hr 
nutrition; 54 hr 
personal devel-
opment; 25 hr 
peer review; 9 
hr evidence-
based working

0 0 10 residential 
camps—
coaches in 
Community of 
Practice

Subtotal 270 10 × 4 days  
× 8 hr = 320

1200 255 120 320 10 × 4 days × 8 
hr = 320

Other: (homework 
and practical)

500 hr  
homework

380 homework 
and distance 
learning

100 hr in  
practical

800 hr home-
work

200 hr practi-
cal coaching; 
homework 
unaccounted

360 hr diploma 
project

unaccounted

Noncontact hours 320 hr home-
work
70 hr internship

Total hours 770 700 1300 1055 320 1070 320
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The German and Swiss programs, in addition to final 
exams, require that coaches write a project that draws 
together all the themes into a thesis-like paper.

The coaches’ support to athletes in their training and 
competition is assessed in each program. In France this 
assessment of the coaches’ abilities to implement knowl-
edge learned in the program occurs once. In Canada 
and Germany mentors assess coaches on their ability to 
integrate theory into practice by observing the coaches 
in their coaching environment twice over the course of 
the program. In the Netherlands coaches are evaluated in 
their coaching environment for each theme (for a total of 
six times). In Norway and Switzerland the coaches must 
complete a coaching practicum with a written assignment 
(reflections for the Norwegian program, and an internship 
report for the Swiss program).

As previously mentioned, New Zealand’s program 
has no evaluation process and the coaches do not receive 
a diploma upon completion. In this program, residential 
camps are tailored to the individual and group needs. 
For example, leading up to the Olympic Games, the 
residential camp was geared toward rest and relaxation 
to enable coaches to develop an understanding of how 
they and their athletes can recover from training and 
gain energy for the upcoming important sporting events.

Quality Assurance. The quality assurance compo-
nents of the seven high performance coach education 
programs include program evaluations and the education 
of instructors. Quality assurance within each program is 
present but varied (see Table 9). Every program asks for 

coach feedback in the form of surveys conducted annu-
ally or after every seminar / session / camp. In addition, 
internal reviews are conducted annually by the managers 
and in some cases, by other committee members, in all 
countries except Germany and Switzerland. External 
program reviews, except in Germany and France, have 
arisen due to substantial changes in the programs over 
the previous five years that have warranted research on 
the effectiveness of the programs.

Germany offers workshops for its mentors twice 
yearly. Norway also ensures that its mentors are well 
trained as they have all graduated from the Olympic 
Coach Certification Program, a customized program spe-
cific to the mentor-coaches who work at Olympiatoppen. 
No other programs offer standardized education for their 
instructors or mentors.

Discussion
The results indicate that numerous experiential learning 
opportunities were integrated into the high performance 
coach education programs surveyed. Cushion and col-
leagues (2010), in an extensive review of the literature 
on coach learning and development, noted that experi-
ential learning is different than learning from experience 
because the former is intentional, whereas the latter is 
largely unintentional. Our findings indicate that the pro-
grams provide intentional learning opportunities through 
internships, which are often coupled with reflective 
processes, mentorship, and communities of practice that 

Table 8 Evaluation

Assignments/
Homework

Capstone  
(thesis, portfolio etc.) Final exam/presentation Practice training assessment

Canada For each unit—
approx. 500 hr

Portfolio of course assign-
ments

Presentation of portfolio 
(mid point and final assess-
ments)

Two points of assessment; year 
one and year two- evaluated by 
coach and mentor

France 1 hr discussion/
questioning every 
Monday

4 unit portfolios (strategic 
development; human resource 
management; leading a train-
ing system; risk assessment)

Presentation of portfolios 
includes questioning, power 
point, and video (1 1/2 hr) in 
front of expert jury

1 unit presentation (combina-
tion leading training and risk 
assessment) evaluated in train-
ing environment

Germany For each session 
+ exam

25-page self-made project 
regarding high performance 
sport, formatted according to 
scientific guidelines

Final exam: 3 parts: (a) theo-
retical written exam; (b) oral 
exam; and (c) practice (train-
ing session and exam)

Minimum of two training 
sessions of over 1.5 hr are 
assessed. Examiners include 
mentor and academy coaches

Netherlands For each course- 
approximately 
800 hr

Each pathway (module) leads 
to a test, comprising several 
individualized components

No Assignments from program are 
executed during internship and 
assessed through tests

Norway Not counted 
within program 
hours

Written and oral exam for 
each theme (total of 3 themes)

Presentation and discussion 
of coaching philosophy

200 hr of coaching practice– 
log book of reflections submit-
ted to mentor

Switzerland For each module Diploma project: 6–12 months 
to produce written thesis

4.5 hr of written exams 
(during 4 modules); 2.5 hr of 
oral exams (2 modules)

70 hr of internship assessed by 
mentor (7 days) + internship 
report (10 pages)Presentation and discussion of 

diploma project (1 hr)
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may allow the learner to potentially transform social 
experiences into knowledge. Indeed, it has been shown 
that coaches prefer to learn from a variety of sources and 
that efforts could be made in coach education programs 
to provide formal guidance to coaches when they work 
with their athletes (Erickson, Bruner, MacDonald, & 
Côté, 2008). In the programs described, steps have been 
taken toward this approach.

In each program, coaches complete a number 
of hours of “ongoing coaching practice” throughout 
the program, while also taking in-class seminars. 
Competency-based education and training typically 
involves on-the-job training as part of a course, where 
competence is assessed by direct observation of per-
formance (Burke, 1989). The objectives of the seven 
programs align with Demers, Woodburn, and Savard’s 
(2006) understanding of competency-based coach 
education programs, indicating that coaches learn the 
competencies required to coach effectively given their 
specific high performance environment and further, the 
programs’ objectives allow coaches to put knowledge 
into practice. It is important to translate knowledge from 
theory in class into practice in the coaching environment 
and in all seven programs coaches are observed in their 
coaching environment after learning in-class and then 
given feedback or debriefed on how the theory relates 
to their practice. However, the programs in Norway and 
Switzerland go one step further as coaches must write 
about how their coaching experiences are influenced by 
this feedback and by other knowledge gained through 
the program, either through log books or through intern-
ship reports.

Indeed, when coaches spend time writing and 
reflecting on their practice and how this relates to what 

they are learning in seminars and vice versa, experiential 
learning has the potential to be greatly enhanced. Cushion 
(2010) suggests giving time and space in coach education 
programs to develop reflective skills. In all the programs 
examined, modules are scheduled at intervals, with time 
for reflection on coaching experiences occurring between 
modules to enable coaches to develop their coaching 
practice in conjunction with what is learned in the mod-
ules. However, critical reflection does not occur naturally 
for all coaches (Cushion & Nelson, 2013). Gilbert and 
Trudel (2006) suggest that coach education programs can 
teach strategies that enable coaches to understand how to 
effectively and critically reflect on their experiences; but 
the development of this skill requires time, commitment, 
and effort. The program in France provides time for the 
coaches within the in-class portion of the program to 
work with the mentors to reflect on coaching experiences, 
indicating that coach reflection is not simply assumed, 
but is actively promoted.

Another alternative learning approach to lecture-
based formal learning is that of learning through social 
situations with others. For example, in Switzerland, 
coaches pair up to talk about high performance coaching 
issues and to get support from one another, irrespective of 
the sport they coach. Trudel and colleagues (2013) noted 
that coach developers should group together coaches in 
similar situations. High performance coaches in Occhino, 
Mallett, and Rynne’s (2013) study noted that interactions 
with experienced coaches from their sport were highly 
valued. However, it has also been suggested that the 
competitive nature of coaching, which leads coaches to 
try and hide their “secret” training plan from others, goes 
counter to a climate of learning (Mallett et al., 2009). 
Communicating and receiving support from coaches in 

Table 9 Quality Assurance

Canada Germany France Switzerland Norway Netherlands New Zealand
Coach  
feedback

Annual surveys on 
units

Annual gradu-
ate surveys

Annual 
surveys and 
survey after 
3 years of 
graduation

Periodical 
surveys by 
participants 
at the end of 
each module

Survey after 
each seminar

Survey after 
each session

Survey after 
each residen-
tial camp

Internal 
review

Each year by the 
Program advi-
sory committee; 
Regional director 
meetings

None Annually None Internal pro-
cess done by 
program man-
ager annually

Internal 
process done 
annually

Yearly reports; 
SWOTa analy-
sis

External 
review

Two regional insti-
tutes audited every 
year on rotational 
basis, so that over 4 
years all regions get 
audited

None None Outsourced 
evaluation 
of program 
effectiveness 
in 2006

Research by 
Norwegian 
School of 
Sport Sci-
ences

In process 
of setting 
up external 
review

Study by 
university 
researchers; 
Athlete/team 
performances

Facilitator 
Education

None Workshops for 
mentors twice 
per year

None None None Not offered N/A

aSWOT stands for an evaluation of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats.
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different sports is noteworthy since coaches within the 
same sport at the high performance level are often in 
direct competition. According to the managers surveyed 
in the present project, grouping coaches together from 
different sports provides a noncompetitive outlet where 
coaches can learn from one another’s similar experi-
ences. The number of women coaches in each of the 
seven programs is low, which is consistent with the few 
studies on women’s involvement in high performance 
sport coaching (e.g., Kerr, Marshall, Sharp, & Stirling, 
2006; Kilty, 2006; Norman, 2010). Future research could 
examine the benefits and challenges of communicating 
and receiving support from coaches in different sports, 
in promoting and facilitating learning through social 
situations and in program recruitment of both male and 
female coaches.

In all seven programs, mentors work with coaches 
to give them feedback on their coaching experiences. 
Within the programs examined there were various uses of 
a mentor: some coaches have more than one mentor, each 
one specializing in a different area. It is unclear whether 
it is better to have more than one mentor whose differing 
expertise is shared between several coaches, or whether it 
is better to have one mentor from the coach’s sport who 
devotes full attention to one coach at a time. However, 
the use of mentors who may facilitate coaches’ learning 
of administrative functions is noteworthy, as Rynne and 
Mallett (2012) found high performance coaches working 
within a State Institute of Sport were well prepared for 
coaching tasks, but less knowledgeable on public rela-
tions tasks. Jones, Harris, and Miles (2009) noted that a 
balance is required between over-prescribing and being 
completely abstract about mentoring programs. In addi-
tion, these authors endorsed the work of others that puts 
forth the concept of different types of mentoring relation-
ships (e.g., formal, informal, and facilitated), each with 
different degrees of structure and contact times. More 
research is needed to better understand the effective use 
of mentors for coaches.

In New Zealand and Norway the program managers 
spoke of developing communities of practice (CoP) with 
cohorts of coaches. They noted that such a community 
of coaches provided an opportunity to learn about high 
performance athletes and issues that might be common 
across a variety of sports. In particular, in New Zealand, 
coaches stayed in dormitory style accommodations and 
ate meals together for the duration of their residential 
camps, creating opportunities to talk informally about 
coaching issues and learn from one another. Given that 
it takes time to establish trust and to create a sense of 
belonging in such communities, such residential require-
ments would add to the learning potential of these groups. 
The business literature on CoPs is clear that organizations 
need to provide time and space for community members 
to interact (Saint-Onge & Wallace, 2003). Program 
managers from Norway and New Zealand talked about 
developing regular meetings to help coaches maintain 
their community of practice after completion of the 
program. Future research may explore the initiatives 

that promote the sustainability of the CoP structure once 
coaches complete their education programs.

In-class alternative learning approaches such as 
problem-oriented modules, role-playing, and the use 
of case studies were also discussed as opportunities to 
learn about specific high performance coaching issues. 
Morgan, Jones, Gilbourne, and Llewellyn (2013) sug-
gested three constructivist student-centered pedagogical 
interventions used in coach education courses to deepen 
coach learning. These included problem-based learning 
(PBL), action research, and ethnodrama. Preliminary 
research indicates that coaches who engaged in these 
learning opportunities were able to engage deeply in the 
process of learning, lending relevancy to their experi-
ences in mediated learning situations (Morgan et al., 
2013). Germany appears to have some student-centered 
learning opportunities through their problem-oriented 
modules. Likewise, the managers in New Zealand and 
Canada noted that their programs engage coaches in 
role-playing situations and case studies. In relation to 
the use of role-play, Vella, Crowe, and Oades (2013) 
suggested a ‘parallel process’, whereby coaches engage 
with their coach education facilitators in scenarios where 
the dynamics between the coach and athlete are paralleled 
in the relationship between the facilitator and the coach 
to allow the coach to observe how an experienced other 
(the coach facilitator) deals with issues, and thereby to 
learn through this personal engagement. These ideas are 
certainly interesting ways of developing reflection and 
critical thinking in the classroom, but require further 
research to determine their effectiveness.

Taylor and Garratt (2013) question what model of 
professional education would allow a more holistic notion 
of knowledge-based practice. In particular, they ask, “to 
what degree will coaches be allowed to value and consider 
their own non-mediated learning opportunities? And can 
these sit alongside more formulaic notions of professional 
education?” (Taylor & Garratt, p. 34). In exploring these 
programs’ opportunities for coach learning, coaches may 
engage in meaningful experiential learning through social 
learning situations such as with mentors and CoPs, and 
through a reflective process that seeks to blend together 
theory from in-class, mediated situations and practice in 
the coaching environment. As well, many sport federa-
tions require these coach education diplomas for funding 
and acceptance into the high performance context. This 
points away from hiring coaches simply because they 
were successful high-level athletes and toward viewing 
coaching under the lens of a teaching profession that 
requires specialized education beyond specific sport and 
physical skills.

If coaching is to be considered a profession, it is 
imperative that the diploma programs are valued for their 
educational experience. It would be beneficial for coaches 
enrolled in these programs to have a mutual recognition of 
the diploma programs in the sport sector and the educa-
tion sector. Ultimately, these diplomas should be recog-
nized as a form of tertiary education. An example of this 
partnership exists in Australia, where coaches can work 
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through an articulated certificate and diploma to receive 
credit toward a Master of Sport Coaching (MSport Coach) 
at the University of Queensland (UQ, 2013). In the past, 
large-scale formal coach education has been criticized for 
not linking theory with practice and for lacking relevance 
for coaches (Lyle, 2002; Mallett et al., 2009; Trudel et al., 
2010). These criticisms do not appear to apply to the high 
performance coach education programs reviewed for the 
current project, which run for a number of years and offer 
numerous experiential learning opportunities that allow 
coaches to reflect on theory and how it applies to their 
practice. Therefore, coach education programs at this 
level are worth exploring as a tertiary education option.

The limitations with regards to the programs’ cur-
ricula include the following: (a) across programs, formal 
education requirements vary, as do the contact hours with 
instructors and facilitators and the hours devoted to vari-
ous sport and pedagogical domains and; (b) aside from 
Germany and Norway, programs do not offer training for 
their facilitators which begs the question of how manag-
ers are certain that instructors are effectively facilitating 
sessions. While instructors may be very knowledgeable 
about the subject matter, facilitation is a difficult concept 
to apply when individuals may normally teach in a style 
that runs counter to learner-centered approaches (Weimer, 
2002). Coach surveys may help to discern instructor 
effectiveness, but the coaches themselves may not be 
familiar with a facilitation style of pedagogy and the 
effectiveness of this style.

There are certain limitations to the current project. 
The purpose was to describe how seven high performance 
coach education programs are educating coaches and 
to what extent they are employing alternative learn-
ing approaches, thus we did not look in-depth at the 
individual programs. Most noteworthy, coaches in the 
programs were not interviewed and so the effective-
ness of the individual programs could not be analysed. 
Another limitation is that no analysis was conducted of 
the cultural, historical, or situational complexities of the 
individual sport systems in the various programs. To 
offset these limitations, we recommend that researchers 
around the world look comprehensively at the impact 
of their nation’s program on coaches and athletes and 
explore coaches’ mediated and unmediated learning and 
development.

This research provides the foundation for an initial 
link of high performance coaching programs around the 
world; program managers may find it useful to work 
closely with other programs to develop professional 
coaches. There is a scarcity of research dealing with the 
professionalization of sports coaching (Taylor & Garratt, 
2013) and the current paper is a first step in describing 
how high performance coach education programs around 
the world are designed. The scope of these programs 
and the experiential learning opportunities afforded 
the coaches indicate that the programs are worthy of 
consideration as part of the formal education system in 
relation to tertiary education and are important in creat-
ing educational standards for the profession of coaching.
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