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Abstract 

Purpose: Although emerging research has explored the development of coach education curricula, 

coach learning and how a deep learning approach can be made accessible to aspiring coaches, the 

study of coach educators’ scaffolding of micro-pedagogies in action remains a missing link in the 

field. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore scaffolding strategies adopted by an 

experienced coach educator to encourage aspiring coaches to adopt an active approach to learning. 

Method: A case-study was conducted for a full semester of twelve practical lessons in the unit 

‘Sports Methodology I – Volleyball’ of a renowned sport sciences coach education program. 

Multiple data collection sources included participant observation, video and audio recordings, 

individual interviews with the coach educator and focus group interviews with the aspiring 

coaches. A thematic analysis was performed, and trustworthiness criteria included data 

triangulation, crosschecking, and collaborative interpretational analysis. Results: The strategies 

adopted by the coach educator progressively unfolded throughout three main stages: (i) laying the 

foundations of a learner-oriented approach; (ii) enhancing personally meaningful learning 

experiences; and (iii) mediating peer-coaching activities. An intricate interplay was unraveled 

between the nature and reduction of the support given and the increased responsibility transferred 

to the aspiring coaches for their active participation in learning experiences. Conclusions: The 

learner-oriented scaffolding processes employed by the coach educator sought to promote 

enhanced understanding of game-play problem-solving and the aspiring coaches’ development of 

a deeper sense of what is required to become a coach through engagement in coaching technical 

activities and peer-coaching interventions. 

Keywords: Coach educator, academic setting, aspiring coaches, teaching strategies. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, there has been a significant increase in investigative approaches to coach 

education and development (Allanson, Potrac, & Nelson, 2019; Mesquita, Ribeiro, Santos, & 

Morgan, 2014). Although different pedagogical approaches have been proposed as relevant to 

leading coach learning and development (Cushion, Ford, & Williams, 2012; Nelson, Cushion, & 

Potrac, 2013) there remains a scarcity of research about the micro pedagogies occurring on the 

ground. The value of such work lies in its potential to unpack the dynamic and complex internal 

properties of knowledge development and heightened understanding of coaching practice. 

Research in this field, in turn, serves to inform how to better educate future coaches to meet the 

integrated, pressured and fluid nature of their job (Jones & Turner, 2006) and cope with the 

uncertain micropolitical environment (O’Gorman, Partington, Potrac, & Nelson, 2020). 

Research in the broad field of higher education has emphasized findings regarding how 

different teaching approaches influence learning conceptions held by learners. Entwistle (2000) 

argued that teaching approaches that predominantly hold a teacher-focused and content-oriented 

nature rely heavily on explicit methods of content delivery which typically emphasize the 

imparting of highly structured knowledge bases. This is likely to generate a perspective of 

learning of the specific subject-matter, or the professional activity itself (i.e., coaching), as 

requiring the reproduction of information (i.e., surface approach to learning), which often leads 

to an appreciation of knowledge from a dichotomous perspective (e.g., right-wrong, true-false). 

On the contrary, learner-oriented teaching approaches are more likely to help learners develop a 

perspective of learning (of the subject-matter, or the professional activity) sustained on the need 

to understand concepts and build personal and inter-subjective meanings about the object of 

learning (Meyer & Land, 2005). 

In the field of coach education, a highly directive, teacher- and content-oriented approach 

has traditionally prevailed, with some courses focusing mainly on packages of knowledge and 

predefined problems for which the answers are prescribed by coach educators (CEs) (Jones, 

Potrac, Cushion, & Ronglan, 2011; Mesquita et al., 2014). This perspective reinforces the idea of 

a clear but controversial set of fully attainable goals that supposedly captures the universal truth 
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of coaching (Piggott, 2012). This has contributed to perpetuate in aspiring coaches (ACs) having 

a perspective of professional development, and respective coaching practices, which are not 

congruent with the unpredictable and messy reality faced by coaches in real contexts of practice. 

Namely, the need for constant renewal of professional knowledge, a deepened understanding of 

the concepts and of social relationships and flexible decision-making ability (Jones, 2006). 

In this sense, CEs must support ACs to think critically rather than provide a set of ready-

made answers (Cushion et al., 2012; Mesquita et al., 2014). This requires the creation of a learner-

oriented environments. That is, an approach that empowers learners to transform knowledge 

gained from others and make sense of the object of knowledge in question through personally and 

critically meaningful construction of understandings (Meyer & Land, 2005). Such thinking led 

Jones and Turner (2006) to articulate the need to develop a quality of mind in coaches (i.e., 

developing critical thinking from reflection and transformative knowledge). This requires ACs to 

adopt a deep learning approach to allow for a relativist view of coaching activity. Moreover, the 

development of critical thinking and habits of reflection seems to best cater for the constructivist 

nature of coaching knowledge (Jones & Turner, 2006; Piggott, 2012) by allowing practitioners to 

grapple with, and further construct the reality in which they operate (Schön, 1987). 

A considerable number of coach education programs have increasingly come to the 

consensus that learner-oriented approaches should be promoted in courses in order to promote 

“an integrated knowledge-in-action” (Schön, 1987, p. 25), and to inspire the critical reflection of 

ACs on their future coaching practices (Jones & Turner, 2006). Considering that critical thinking 

is mostly developed experientially (Cushion et al., 2012; Schön, 1987), the promotion of learner-

oriented approaches has the potential to endorse the use of learning activities that are more 

practical in nature, i.e. emphasizing a learning-by-doing process (Mesquita et al., 2014). This 

requires CEs to be able to implement prolonged, complex and sustained scaffolding process, 

which can challenge the epistemological beliefs of students and coaches about the nature and 

meaning of knowledge to promote lasting learning and conceptual transformations (van de Pol, 

Volman, & Beishuizen, 2010). 
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In this regard, the study of micro pedagogies in action is particularly relevant to explore 

how CEs can influence the approaches used by ACs, thereby answering the call for research to 

consider the development of coach education curricula, coach learning and how it is to be 

facilitated and assessed (Mesquita et al., 2014; Nelson et al., 2013). The aspiration of learner-

oriented teaching approaches to empower ACs towards reflective thinking and autonomous 

practice embodies the concept of pedagogical scaffolding, which is a particularly relevant 

conceptual and practical framework to uncover how CEs gradually and contingently bring their 

students to states of awareness, adopting a deep approach to learning and professional 

development. 

 

Scaffolding as a learner-oriented coach education pedagogical framework  

In the broad field of education and in coach education in particular, scaffolding has 

emerged as a concept that explains the role a CE or a more knowledgeable peer can play in joint 

problem-solving activities with and among ACs (Pea, 2004). Scaffolding can be conceptualized 

as a temporary pedagogical structure put in place by the CE to help ACs perform a task or 

understand a concept they cannot understand/complete by themselves. The goal is to gradually 

bring learners to a state of internalized comprehension and ability to complete a similar task or 

process independently (van de Pol et al., 2010). Scaffolding also accounts for a conception of 

learning as participation in forms of life through which structures and content of mental 

representations that are initially only externally accessible, become progressively internalized 

(Pea, 2004). That is, scaffolding is a between-people mediation tool and a support for learning of 

cultural influences that brings about behavior and conceptual transformations and individual 

development. 

Whether a pedagogical process qualifies as scaffolding generally depends upon its 

enactment in practice and, more specifically, upon whether the strategy is applied contingently as 

part of a process of transfer of responsibility. Scaffolding can be expressed through different sets 

of pedagogical processes, foci and intentions, which can be operationalized through diverse 

means and strategies (Farias, Mesquita, Hastie, & O'Donovan, 2018). For instance, a CE can 
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define a pedagogical framework for helping ACs to gradually engage with coaching processes of 

growing complexity, inviting them to develop an increased comprehension of the subject-matter  

and/or to become efficient problem-solvers and decision-makers  (Jones & Thomas, 2015) (first 

understanding the game and solving problems as players, and then solving problems related to 

the design of the training tasks). 

Research has shown that scaffolding processes are particularly noticeable in learner-

oriented teaching approaches (e.g., pedagogical structures supported by problem-solving 

frameworks) (Jones & Turner, 2006). Moreover, its successful enactment may be dependent on 

the level of expertise of the educator (van de Pol et al., 2010). In this respect, learner-oriented 

scaffolding, when conducted by experienced CEs, can contribute to a deep and transformative 

approach to learning and understanding of coaching practice (De Martin-Silva, Fonseca, Jones, 

Morgan, & Mesquita, 2015). The use of reflective question-answer prompts can stimulate learners’ 

high-level thinking (explaining and justifying their personal positions) and meta-level reflection 

(about their limits of knowing and the criteria of knowing), to guide ACs through a process of 

problem representation and solution development, or to help them construct arguments and a line 

of reasoning that support their decisions (Xun & Land, 2004). The CE can also mediate the 

involvement in meaningful and constructive peer interactions by specifying particular cognitive 

roles and activities to ACs (e.g., setting peer-coaching dynamics or group problem-solving) or by 

guiding group members to ask each other various types of questions in a given scenario (van de 

Pol et al., 2010). This holds the potential to help ACs to develop an evidence- and argumentative-

based conception of content knowledge and coaching (Entwistle, 2000). 

Despite widespread consensus on the importance of investigating the pedagogical 

interventions of CEs (Gomes, Jones, Batista, & Mesquita, 2018; Nelson et al., 2013), there is a 

scarcity of studies on scaffolding. One of the few studies showed how a problem based-learning 

approach helped ACs to begin to think differently about coaching and provided them with the 

opportunity to integrate theoretical knowledge in a practical coaching situation for the first time 

(Jones & Turner, 2006). The study by De Martin-Silva et al. (2015) explored the intellectual 

development of undergraduate sports coaching students over their three-year graduation. Despite 
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such exceptions, there is a marked lack of studies examining coach education processes from a 

scaffolding perspective. 

Therefore, using a case study approach, the central research question was: What learner-

oriented scaffolding strategies does an experienced CE implement to promote ACs active 

construction of meaningful learning experiences (and consequent deep approach to learning) in 

the context of higher (coach) education, and what are ACs perspectives with regard to their lived 

learning experiences. 

 

Method 

A single and interpretative case study approach was used (Yin, 2009) to examine the 

working strategies adopted by a CE. Considering that a case study is an in-depth analysis of the 

complexity and uniqueness of a particular person, program or system in a real-life context, the 

acknowledged unique features of this CE were worthy of further examination. Case studies further 

allow the researcher to understand daily practices and the meanings to those involved (Cassell & 

Symon, 2004). This approach holds the potential to capture the nuances of ongoing teaching 

strategies developed by this CE and to examine their impact on the ACs’ learning approaches. 

The research team had previous experience with qualitative studies (De Martin-Silva et al., 2015; 

Farias et al., 2018; Farias, Wallhead, & Mesquita, 2020) and case studies (Mesquita et al., 2015). 

 

Context 

The study took place in a high-level institution devoted to superior education (Faculty of 

Sport of the University of Porto), a formal agency for coach education within an academic setting. 

This institution is highly acknowledged in coach education and, as such, students are provided 

with level 2 coaching qualifications (within three existent degrees) upon completion of sport 

specific modules that are part of the curriculum (i.e., Athletics, Gymnastic, Swimming, Basketball, 

Handball, Football and Volleyball). The graduation (i.e., 1st cycle of studies) in Sports Sciences 

includes the ‘Sports Methodology’ units, whose overt goal is to prepare students for becoming 

sports coaches, starting with one semester of preliminary training (Methodology I) and followed 
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by two semesters of a supervised internship (Methodologies II and III). Within ‘Sports 

Methodology’, students are required to choose one of seven core sports of the curriculum. In 

‘Sports Methodology I’, the content knowledge is focused on sport-specific contents (e.g., 

tactical-technical knowledge), training methodology concepts contextualized to a specific sport 

(e.g., programming, physical preparation), and on progressive engagement with peer-teaching 

coaching activities (e.g., establishing a goal, designing a task for that goal and then implement 

that task with the peers acting as athletes). 

The lessons examined in this study were part of the module ‘Sport Methodology – 

Volleyball I’, which takes place in the second year of the bachelor’s degree in Sports Sciences. 

‘Sport Methodology – Volleyball I’ was purposively selected as the research setting of this study 

due to the CE that teaches this unit. This unit is designed based upon scaffolding students’ 

previous basic volleyball skills acquired in ‘Practical Studies – Volleyball’, and in turn it is an 

intermediary preparatory training to the following participation in ‘Sport Methodology – 

Volleyball II and III’, in which students are enrolled in supervised coaching internships at sport 

clubs. The main purpose of the unit is to provide ACs with specific volleyball and training content 

knowledge (e.g., volleyball tactics and techniques; planning of training sessions; physical 

preparation in the context of volleyball; principles of team management), task design (e.g., 

translate goals into specific exercises, create learning tasks that are meaningful but also consider 

the pragmatic, logistic requirements for their implementation) and interpersonal skills (e.g., learn 

how to self-criticize and others in a constructive manner, develop tasks in a collaborative manner, 

actively attempt to build upon a collectively construed knowledge) that are developed within 

theoretical and practical learning situations. The philosophy behind this unit is to improve ACs 

comprehension of the sport and the requirements for becoming a coach through an active and 

collaborative perspective of the development of knowledge. 

The current study was developed along 12 practical lessons based on research that 

recognizes the value of learning by doing in enhancing ACs development (Gomes et al., 2018). 

The twelve practical lessons were designed to promote critical thinking through volleyball-

specific content (e.g., team organization, game skills, strategies) and sport methodology concepts 
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applied to volleyball in practical settings (e.g., programming, warm-up, relationships between 

general and specific training). Practical lessons embraced the potential to link theory and practice 

(Nelson et al., 2013), providing evidence of how knowledge and concepts are contextually applied 

in live situations (Gomes et al., 2018; Mesquita, Isidro, & Rosado, 2010). Therefore, we examined 

the twelve practical lessons from ‘Sport Methodology – Volleyball I’ (lasting three hours each) 

that took place once a week between February and June (i.e., during the second school semester). 

 

Participants 

The participants were a CE and his class of 12 students that were ACs. A purposive 

sampling criterion was used to select the CE. The availability and willingness to participate in the 

study as well as the ability to verbally express in an articulated and reflective manner were 

considered important issues in his selection (Patton, 2002). Consequently, the CE (Manuel, a 

pseudonym) was chosen because he was considered an information-rich case (Patton, 2002) due 

to his in-depth knowledge about volleyball, his strong interest in coach education, and his 

experience as CE in academic and sporting settings. Accordingly, Manuel holds a rich profile 

with an extensive academic and coaching experience. He is an experienced and successful coach 

(17 years of experience), holding the highest level of coaching certification in (removed to ensure 

blinded review) (level III) and a level I degree assigned by the International Volleyball Federation. 

He is a CE at the (removed to ensure blinded review) Volleyball Federation, a lecturer at (removed 

to ensure blinded review) and has a Ph.D. in Sports Sciences. 

Throughout his accomplished academic and coaching career, Manuel took a keen interest 

in coach education due to the constant confrontation of the problems arising from coaching 

practice and the recognition of the educator’s role in better preparing ACs to face the complex 

nature of their activity. His teaching epistemology as CE is well recognized by peers in the 

coaching context – both in sporting and academic settings – as an advocator of non-traditional 

roles played by CEs, i.e., to guide and facilitate student learning. In addition, he holds crucial 

qualities for this role, including a personal care for students and a real enthusiasm for teaching 

and for educating people. Therefore, what is particularly unique in this case is the combination of 
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such different, but complementary, experiences and knowledge of this CE, that gives him a strong 

background, combined with his coaching education epistemology grounded in critical pedagogies. 

It is our belief that the idiosyncratic profile of this CE can provide relevant and in-depth material 

of how good practice is realized in situ to encourage ACs to adopt a deep approach to learning. 

Indeed, this CE has previously demonstrated his ability in using indirect teaching strategies to 

promote the ACs active engagement in the learning environment (Mesquita et al., 2015). 

Taking into consideration that the CE was employed at the same institution as some of 

the other authors, the work followed a peer researchers design (Manouchehri, 2002). Therefore, 

some ethical and methodological issues associated with such a design were considered in order 

to avoid deception, harm and exploitation, which is an acknowledged problem in peer-research 

(Hem, Molewijk, & Pedersen, 2014; Parsell, Ambler, & Jacenyik-Trawoger, 2014). Specifically, 

the researchers did not share the goals of the research with the CE until the end of data collection 

and made no attempt to influence his actions, avoiding any form of direct or indirect coercion. 

The consent form included agreeing for anonymized quotes to be used in study publications, and 

for lessons and interviews to be recorded and transcribed. The CE was provided with a copy of 

all transcripts. Related with the confidentiality, the issue of ownership was central to this study: 

(1) the CE had the opportunity to review his own transcripts and raise potential concerns as well 

as requests for data not to be published; (2) the researchers distinguished between: what was 

public knowledge in terms of the CE’s views expressed in his presentations, research and lessons; 

what was data generated in our study for public consumption (anonymized); what was private 

and/or personal knowledge that we gained from him that we do not have consent to use; (3) the 

researchers advised the CE of the possibility of being identified despite all efforts to guarantee 

anonymity and confidentiality. 

A convenience sampling criterion was used to select the ACs, as they were enrolled in 

the module under investigation. Consent forms were obtained from all participants. They were 

also introduced to the purposes of the study, the scope of their involvement, and guaranteed 

anonymity using pseudonyms. All participants were informed that they could withdraw from the 

study at any moment without any penalties. To make the narrative clearer, each AC is identified 
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in the results by the first letter of their first name. Ethical approval for the research project was 

granted by the host university. 

 

Data collection 

Data collection involved participant field observation (and respective field notes) and 

indirect observation through video recording of the practical lessons (and respective video 

recording notes), focus group interviews with the 12 ACs and individual interviews with the CE. 

To avoid commonly experienced pitfalls in relation to participant observation, a considerable 

degree of researcher reflexivity was embarked upon. Here, the primary researcher constantly 

acknowledged his potential, and actual, influence on the context under study during the collection 

and presentation stages of the research (Patton, 2002). More specifically, this involved an on-

going scrutiny of “personal, possibly unconscious reactions” and judgements in light of the data 

recorded (Finlay, 2002, p. 224). 

In order to cross-check critical details of the interplay between the CE and his students, 

the primary researcher both directly observed, and video recorded every weekly lesson. Verbal 

interactions between the CE and the ACs were captured by a wireless microphone worn by the 

CE, which was coupled with the video recording. The intention was to record in image and words 

the most sensitive nuances of the on-going teaching and learning interplay and to enhance the 

authenticity of the dialogues. For this purpose, a camera (Samsung digital-cam VP-D903iPAL) 

and a FM wireless microphone (Fonestar MSH-135) were used. The camera was placed in a 

strategic location and captured the CE’s and ACs behaviors, as well as the on-going activity. 

Concurrent with the capturing of the ACs’ ongoing perceptions, feelings, experiences, 

understandings, and conceptions about their lived experiences, the research team conducted six 

semi-structured focus group interviews (~90-min duration each) with the 12 ACs. The class was 

divided in three groups of four ACs. Each group participated in two focus groups interviews, one 

halfway through the module delivery and one immediately after its terminus. The CE participated 

in three individual interviews (~80-min each) before, mid-unit, and at the end of the unit. There 

was extensive and iterative data source triangulation to allow insights captured during the ongoing 
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observations to inform the question-prompts used in the following set of interviews with both the 

CE and the ACs. 

 

Data analysis 

The data was transcribed, coded, and subsequently analyzed. The thematic analysis 

included the identification, analysis, and reporting of patterns (or themes) within sets of data 

(Patton, 2002). The themes captured important insights in relation to the aims of the study, 

emphasizing participant’s perceptions, feelings and experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In line 

with Charmaz (2006), the first phase encompassed a comparative analysis with a line-by-line 

examination of common words, phrases, meanings and ways of thinking, which allowed the 

identification and construction of the initial codes. Focused coding followed this initial phase, 

whereby units of information with similar meanings were grouped into more comprehensive 

themes, facilitating organization and interpretation of the data. Finally, theoretical coding was 

completed by using relevant theoretical concepts to further explore and make sense of the data.  

Trustworthiness. Akin to procedures in other qualitative research (Jones & Turner, 2006; 

Piggott, 2012), interpretative validity and the minimizing of the risk of bias were sought through: 

(i) triangulation of multiple data sources on the same events observed; (ii) the interview transcripts 

were presented to participants for checking for accuracy of the interpretation of meanings and 

intentions implicit in their words; and (iii) the interpretational analysis of the data was 

collaboratively scrutinized by the first author and his critical friends and co-authors. Following 

the metaphors of Kember et al. (1997), the critical friends operated mostly as rapport builders that 

helped the main researcher deepen the understanding of the meaningful others (i.e., the CE and 

ACs and their underlying motivations and goals), as well as evaluation advisor (especially 

concerning the interpretation of the data). 

 

Results 

In this study, the CE assigned the ACs with a center-stage role. There was a gradual 

transfer of responsibility for the construction of their personal conceptions, practices and 
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arguments in relation to the subject-matter of the unit. In this process, three main scaffolding foci 

are outlined in the results: laying the foundations of a learner-oriented approach, enhancing 

personally meaningful learning experiences, and mediating peer-coaching activities. The three 

themes portray a temporal and sequential development of the events taking place across the unit 

(initial stage, mid-stage and final stage of the semester). 

 

Scaffolding the foundations of student-coaches’ active engagement in the learning process: 

balancing the deconstruction of taken-for-granted beliefs 

According to the data collected before the unit (Interview 1), Manuel explained that ‘Sport 

Methodology I’ is a transitional unit, between their learning to engage with basic volleyball tactics 

and techniques in Practical Studies, and their next year’s sport club placement.” Thus, in Sport 

Methodology I, ACs are expected to start “approaching the process from a coaching perspective. 

Developing more complex 2 vs. 2 to 6 vs. 6 tactical systems functionalities, not only by playing 

the game but mostly by developing the notion of how to design their own tactical systems and 

coaching activities”. In this pursuit, “a set of themes are defined – knowing and building tactical 

systems, designing and modifying practice tasks, planning a season”, which offer “tangible 

coaching structures that help guiding ACs throughout their transformation of coaching ideas into 

practical forms”. Manuel aspired to underpin “the development of an integrated understanding of 

the subject-matter of coaching and volleyball” on ACs’ development of what he termed “the 

intrinsic properties of being a coach”: 

Volleyball content is not the most important, as its complexity varies from year to year 

depending on the level of the ACs. I use volleyball as a means to develop a set of nuclear 

skills that are intrinsic to being a coach, critical thinking, decision-making and problem-

solving. In turn, these skills become the prime vehicles for building a comprehension of the 

sport and of the coaching process itself (...). Their ability to build an idea of how they might 

coach and to be critical about the aspects that enable or not the effective transformation of 

that idea into practice. I encourage their problem-solving skills from day-one. (Interview 1) 
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Manuel Further clarified, “due to their previous academic experiences based on highly 

prescriptive approaches to standardized chunks of content I always encounter some initial 

resistance from ACs to my methods (…) accepting they need to engage in a personally meaningful 

construction and that there are no unique ways of doing things” (Interview 1). In agreement, in 

the first lessons, Manuel invited ACs to rethink typical taken-for-granted coaching practices. In 

Lesson two, Manuel encouraged ACs to deconstruct traditional coaching practices: 

Manuel began the session with a tactical activity different from isolated technique-based 

warm-ups. He promptly set the whole class into practice, “hustle up, let’s set 2 vs. 2 plays, I 

want to see trials of serve, setting and attack”. The lesson unfolded rapidly through 

consecutive introduction of other tactical tasks. Some students were grumbling discreetly to 

each other: “no warm-up?”, “game-play from the start?” Manuel ended the class 10-min 

ahead of schedule, gathered everyone and prompted their appreciation of what happened. 

Manuel: how did you like the warm-up? Why? Were you not successful? What might be the 

pros and cons of starting the session with tactical-focused activities? What evidence do you 

have that tactics should not be worked as warm-up? (…) Some ACs concluded they had never 

considered the possibility of working on tactics from the beginning of the training sessions 

(…) J.: it actually makes sense. G.: perhaps, players have been losing opportunities to improve 

their play skills. (Lesson 2. Video observation notes) 

 

In the following lessons, Manuel attempted to balance the deconstruction of typical pre-

conceived beliefs about coaching with the engagement of ACs in problem-solving activities in 

contexts that were familiar to them (e.g., 2 vs. 2, 3 vs. 3). In this initial phase, Manuel sought to 

empower ACs by investing in their “expanded understanding of the game itself” in the role of 

players (i.e., knowing how to perform the tasks). This was supported by the foundational  

intention of developing in ACs “a substantiated intentionality, that they be coherent and deliberate 

in all their actions and decision-making”. In lesson 3, ACs were placed to “practice 2 vs. 2 games. 

Ten minutes later, Manuel moved around asking why they adopted side-by-side (tactical system 

0: 2) or 1: 1 formations. The ACs were led to the realization that even the simple choice of playing 
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side-by-side had serious implications for the functionality of the game (nature of the technical 

actions and articulation between players) and should not be a decision taken lightly” (Field notes). 

According to Manuel, the introduction of new content to the ACs, and their respective 

development of the “skills necessary for successful participation in increasingly complex tactical 

games” was pursued to a focus on problem identification and solution development skills. 

Manuel’s scaffolding prompted the ACs to discover and understand the tactical solutions 

necessary to respond to different scenarios. The absence of pre-defined fixed solutions to the 

presented problems implicitly shifted to ACs increasing responsibility for making sense of the 

learning situations. In the following example, ACs are steered to grasping the intrinsic features of 

the lived tactical problems and to test different movement solutions, establish a relationship 

between the specific and contextual characteristics of each situation and the success of the 

solutions enacted, and to acknowledge the impossibility of using the same responses in every 

situation: 

A sequence of running plays started and most ACs systematically fail to block. Manuel stopped 

the activity to engage the class in question-answer exercises. Manuel: What’s happening? S.: 

The ball is passing through the block. Manuel: Why is that? D.: we might need two, blocking. 

Manuel: Ok, let’s try using two blockers. The practice continued and after a few successful 

trials the opponent strikers began to circle the block with diagonal shots. Manuel: It stopped 

working?! Why is that? Silence… Manuel: Try again, but, before you block, take a look at their 

setter’s position. After a few trials, L.: Ah, the second blocker needs to adjust his position. F.: 

If the setter is down court, we only need one blocker and the other can cover is back. Manuel: 

So, what do you take from here? S.: it really depends on the situation, it’s best that we ‘read’ 

the situation. F.: then, decide what’s best. (Lesson 5, Field notes) 

As ACs kept responding successfully to the initial posed problems, Manuel steered his 

questioning in ways that helped them uncover increasingly complex new concepts. Manuel: 

What if the setter stays down court? What if the other team plays on a 2:1 system? Then what…? 

(Lesson 6, Video observation notes). 
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Manuel also began to facilitate ACs’ learning of how to represent different tactical 

content and to teach particular concepts through the design of instructional tasks. Initially, Manuel 

took over the most complex components of task representation (he set the tactical content and 

respective task structure features), narrowing the complexity of the problems presented to ACs. 

In lesson 4, after providing explanatory structures about the tactical content/tactical systems 

contained in the game-play task, Manuel instructed the class: 

You will practice a task that will purposefully include structural errors and problems. I will 

then ask you about the problems you felt and what would you do differently. With the recurring 

use of question-asking strategies, the ACs were steered to uncover issues related to the task 

structure. As the exercise proceeded, they were guided to identify and solve problems related 

with the organization of the task (finding how to increase the pacing of the practice trials) and 

find ways to overcome problems related to safety and inefficient use of the gym space (Video 

observation notes). 

 

The mid-semester focus group interviews unraveled that several ACs still preferred to get 

prescriptive information from the CE, showing ambiguous feelings about the cognitively 

engaging strategies used by Manuel: 

T.: We aren’t used to be asked so many questions. S.: He (Manuel) could simply tell us what 

do to. It was uncomfortable. L.: If you don’t master the game content, you can’t be a coach. 

(…) T.: We did realize there were a set of errors and solutions associated to the situations he 

put us through. J.: That was cool, getting this more developed perception of the game and 

knowing we were able to grasp what was going wrong. (Mid-unit Focus group) 

 

Scaffolding personally meaningful learning experiences: steering the embracement of coaching 

as a built, dynamic and open process 

As the unit unfolded, Manuel showed a deeper appreciation of the different levels of 

coaching experience and ability of ACs to respond to the challenges posed, “some ACs are already 

co-coaching youth teams, some show basic volleyball knowledge, and we have either born leaders 

and suffering-communicators” (Interview 2). Thus, Manuel promoted different levels of 



Running head: Scaffolding in Coach Education 

 17 

involvement in the learning activities to make sure ACs were “being challenged at an appropriate 

level (…) to increase the personal relevance of the experience for all” (Interview 3). Most 

experienced ACs were called to share their personal experiences (tactical conceptions and 

coaching practices). On that basis, a focus was placed on ACs’ ability to design practice tasks 

appropriate to the different tactical systems proposed by their peers. 

For this purpose, Manuel’s scaffolding intervention unfolded into two domains. He focused 

on developing ACs’ “ability to make decisions supported by coherent evidence-based arguments” 

as a means for helping them “feel better prepared to deal with the constant decision-making 

requirements of coaching” (Interview 3). While the activities assured that each AC “was 

individually responsible for contributing to the task goals and to share their repertoires of 

knowledge with their peers, Manuel put forth a more deliberate mediation of the collaborative 

problem-solving activities to promote greater interactivity between ACs” (Lesson 8, Field notes).  

The ACs progressed from initial frustration and insecurity about their decision-making, to 

a stronger sense of confidence, as they became aware that there were different valid approaches 

to each situation. They recognized that the construction of their proposals was a dynamic, open 

process, that should be sustained in the understanding of the aspects that influenced the efficiency 

of their proposals. This came with an apparent acceptance of the somewhat relativistic nature of 

the coaching process: 

The ACs who were already coaching youth volleyball outside the university were distributed 

across groups and were presenting the main features of their teams’ tactical systems on the 

whiteboard. Manuel stepped in to help them select one specific tactical principle. Then, each 

group member was tasked for designing an appropriate practice task. As each AC presented 

their proposals to the group, Manuel prompted them to justify their choices, encouraging them 

to articulate how the proposed solutions met the proposed goals and to anticipate any potential 

shortcomings in their proposals. Manuel: Can you explain why you took that approach? What 

is your line of reasoning? Some ACs seemed frustrated. J.: It’s very difficult to know what’s 

the best option! I thought this was fine. Manuel: it is, but it seems there are many options. Do 

you stick to the same play, or do you change the dynamic? T.: Why don’t you just tell us what’s 

best? Manuel: Think of what a good practical proposal would be. Go back to the tasks in 



Running head: Scaffolding in Coach Education 

 18 

previous classes that you considered most appropriate. On what criteria did you base that 

judgement? 

 

In the remaining lesson time, Manuel involved the class in establishing the criteria for 

appropriate task representation. Drawing on the activities initiated in the prior lesson, each AC 

took turns to experiment and evaluate the effectiveness of their tactical task. Manuel actively 

promoted the groups’ co-construction of their proposals urging them to consider various 

perspectives and solutions for different situations: 

G., a very discreet AC, addressed Manuel who promptly validated her suggestion. Manuel: Great 

idea! Listen up guys, G.’s proposal, very relevant. She will justify her opinion, try up this nuance 

and then decide if this new feature is to be insert or not in the final drill. Drawing on their peers’ 

tips, some ACs adjusted their practice tasks and showed increasing confidence in the proposals 

they were building. Manuel prompted a group reflection moment. The comments of ACs 

suggested a self-regulatory awareness of the critical aspects of their decision-making. T.: 

Coaches have doubts when deciding, especially when several options work fine. Manuel: 

Coaches will always have second thoughts, yet they need to make decisions. R.: I guess, as 

important as deciding, is believing in that decision and taking up responsibility. Manuel: It is 

called coaching. Yet, is that sufficient? Assuming responsibility and passionate believing? J.: 

How we support our decision-making is what makes it strong. (…) T.: It’s important to try out 

in practice our ideas and figure out if and why they work or not. S.: I guess we’ll feel safer as we 

build experience, accept there are many valid options to tackle a situation. L.: Basically, if we 

have a clear goal of what we want to achieve, understand why we do things as we do, and its 

impact on our athletes, we’ll feel more confident. (Lesson 9, Video observation notes) 

 

Scaffolding simulated coaching practices: paving the way of ACs’ future coaching practice 

 In the last lessons of the unit, the activities assumed a more pronounced “simulated 

coaching practice format” (Interview 3). Each AC was responsible for engendering their own 

tactical model and to assume a peer-coaching role during the presentation of the respective 

practice tasks to their groupmates. However, unlike his previous modus operandi, Manuel seemed 
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to refrain from questioning and intervening directly on the ACs who were actively practicing the 

tasks in the role of players. His intervention was heavily centered on the mediation of the 

interactions between the peer-coaches and the ‘pretend players’ under their command. The events 

in lesson 11 are exemplary of such intervention: 

Several players are not displaying the tactical moves requested by their peer-coach. There is 

open space at the bottom of the court due to incorrect positioning. Discreetly, Manuel 

approached the peer-coach, asking him provocative questions. Manuel: It looks like they’re 

doing what you planned, you didn’t want balls hitting downcourt, right? L.: Oh, they’re not 

doing, I’m telling them. Manuel: Hold on. Is it the most efficient strategy here, telling them 

exactly what to do? L.: Hmm, they should understand why making that movement, or else the 

same mistakes will pop again. Manuel: Right, ‘reading’ the context, and how exactly are you 

going to have them ‘reading the context’? L. stayed silent thinking on her reply: Maybe 

through tactical questions. Manuel encourages L. to formulate questions. He scaffolds G.’s  

question-asking instruction before she brings her colleagues together and tries to get them to 

understand what they need to change and why. (Video observation notes) 

 

Relevant insights emerged as the semester came to an end. Manuel felt he had 

successfully involved the ACs in activities that appealed to their development as “autonomous 

thinkers with critical thinking skills” (Interview 3). Most ACs seem to value the importance of 

having developed critical thinking in order to better deal with the learning experiences lived in 

the unit. However, not everyone expressed the intention to replicate the strategies used by Manuel 

(questioning, design problem-solving settings) as a form of coaching to promote active 

involvement in the learning process of their future athletes: 

They were showing a critical (coaching) lens, “this is fine, but there was another solution”, 

“we would have improved this, if we have added that”, “if this happens, then we can…”. I 

realized, “these guys are now ‘in the process’”. Sometimes I’m not too keen on the way they 

are building their tactical model, but as long as they develop and apply a coherent and 

supported line of thinking, I’m pleased, “my job here as CE is done”. (Manuel, Interview 3) 
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S.: As we developed a critical perspective of coaching, we also developed a greater 

understanding of the game itself. The tactical tasks we  designed, improved remarkably. They 

make more sense, more connected to the game idea x or y. T.: I did not buy-in completely 

into the idea of always questioning my players in my training sessions. L.: with the young 

ones (youth sport), it might be problematic, they need a steady hand (command style) and 

straightforward direction from the coach. (Post-unit focus group). 

 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the learner-oriented scaffolding processes 

applied by an experienced CE during a ‘Sport Methodology – Volleyball I’ unit of a higher-

education coach education program. The perspective of the ACs on the pedagogical approach 

implemented by the CE and on their learning experiences was also examined. The results showed 

that this CE put in place an intricate web of pedagogies embodied by the use of learner-oriented 

scaffolding processes (Pea, 2004). Consequently, the ACs were actively engaged in learning 

interactions which were compatible with pedagogical interventions known to help higher-

education students to adopt a deep approach to learning (Entwistle, 2000). The provocative and 

challenging environment engendered by the CE steered ACs across the progressive and 

interconnected experimentation with core components of the subject-matter of volleyball and the 

construction of personally meaningful learning experiences about coaching. This process 

progressed across their learning of the unit’s subject-matter in the role of game players (knowing 

how to perform the tasks through enhanced understanding of game-play problem-solving), to their 

development of coaching skills and peer-coaching interventions (knowing how to teach the 

content). 

Importantly, there was a continual adaptation of the scaffolding processes employed by 

the CE to ensure the creation of a positive and safe learning environment to ACs (Mesquita et al., 

2015). The gradual transfer of responsibility to ACs for the active construction of their learning 

experience was responsively scaffolded according to their ongoing responses, personal 

background experiences and the evolving complexity of the processes presented to them 
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(practicing tasks, leadership of task representation decision-making processes). In addition, the 

participation in collaborative and interactive construction of meanings (e.g., group design of 

instructional tasks) and self-reflection regulation processes (e.g., establishing decision-making 

quality criteria) employed during the problem-solving activities seemed to have helped the ACs 

to accept the open-ended nature of coaching (Pea, 2004). This generated a sense of confidence in 

ACs about their decision-making and on taking a critical perspective about the learning 

experiences lived in the unit (Xun & Land, 2004). 

At the initial stage of the unit, the CE encouraged the ACs to question their taken-for-

granted beliefs about coaching while actively engaging them with the subject-matter of the 

curricular unit, from the perspective of the player. Predominantly sustained on the use of reflective 

questioning and design of problem-solving scenarios (Jones & Turner, 2006), the discovery-

learning activities were presented to ACs within a less complex framework whereby the CE 

reduced the initial knowledge and cognitive demands presented to ACs (Farias et al., 2018). 

Nevertheless, the entire scaffolding process progressed towards empowering the active 

participation of ACs in the learning process, which resonates with learner-oriented pedagogies 

typically leading learners to the adoption of deep approaches to learning (De Martin-Silva et al., 

2015; Entwistle, 2000). Even though, initially, the activities were centered on ACs game-play 

ability, the discovery-learning focus and the absence of pre-defined solutions to the situations 

presented to them, transferred to ACs the responsibility for actively constructing their knowledge 

(Mesquita et al., 2014). In turn, this strategy seems to have been useful in helping ACs to feel 

more confident and knowledgeable about the subject matter of the unit (De Martin-Silva et al., 

2015). 

As a critical insight in this study, through the expanded understanding of the game itself 

in the role of players, ACs major area of growth was in grasping the possibilities of using game-

based problems and questioning processes to present the content knowledge of volleyball. 

Although it was not the CE intention to frame the unit’s subject-matter in reference to any 

particular pedagogical model (Light, 2012), it is strongly suggested that the participation in 

central game-centered operational strategies (questioning, problem-solving, group processing, 
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debate-of-ideas) may serve as empowerment mechanisms that lead future coaches to feeling better 

prepared to deal with the constant decision-making requirements of the coaching process itself. 

Approximately from the middle of the unit onwards, the CE increasingly engaged the 

ACs in coaching-based activities (e.g., designing tactical systems and appropriate task 

representation, peer-coaching interactions). ACs were called to collaboratively design and apply 

tasks that bridged the relevant components of the unit content to concrete practice scenarios and 

to ACs’ personal knowledge as a means of introducing the ACs to preliminary coaching 

experiences. These experiences of testing theory in action were supported through continual use 

of higher order type questions (e.g., why and how) centered on the clarification of thinking, 

evaluation of decision-making coherence and building of argumentative ability (Xun & Land, 

2004). In this process, the ACs acknowledged that the construction of their proposals was a 

dynamic and open process. Furthermore, they seemed to realize that such process compounded a 

multiplicity of perspectives (Allanson et al., 2019; Gomes et al., 2018; Meyer & Land, 2005). In 

sum, the results suggested that an effective management of peer interactions during collaborative 

problem-solving, through which learners experience cognitive conflicts that prompt them to 

explain and justify their own positions, can lead to increased awareness of the benefits of the co-

construction of knowledge, improved learning, and a solid sense of emotional safety and 

individual decision-making legitimacy (Xun & Land, 2004). As an additional remarkable insight, 

although not overtly conveyed by the CE, it is suggested that the development of specialized 

content knowledge in ACs (e.g., knowledge of instructional tasks and knowing how to teach 

particular concepts; see Hastie (2020)) may have the potential to scaffold ACs development of 

fundamental self-regulatory processes (problem representation, solution development, self-

critical argumentation skill) that are fundamental to sports content learning and to the 

understanding of the coaching process more broadly (Meyer & Land, 2005). 

In the final instances of the unit, there was a greater investment in assigning ACs with the 

leadership of peer-coaching activities that simulated ‘real-life’ situations (“pretend your 

colleagues are your players”). The CE worked directly with the peer-coaches through peer-

questioning strategies that intended to prompt their future adherence to question-asking learner-
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oriented approaches, similar to those which have been experienced by the ACs, as learners, along 

the unit (Jones & Turner, 2006). By this time, the ACs discourse suggested they had grasped the 

positive effects of the use of learner-oriented interventions (collaborative problem-solving, taking 

responsibility and active participation in the construction of knowledge) on their development as 

learners. This is in line with previous research on problem-solving scaffolding processes in higher 

education (Xun & Land, 2004). When cognitive structures are offered to learners that justify the 

aim and logic of the educators’ intervention learners tend to appropriate the essence of a support 

structure or scaffolding interchange to apply those strategies in their own practice (Pea, 2004; van 

de Pol et al., 2010). However, not all ACs in the present study express a deliberate intention to 

automatically transport these pedagogies to their future coaching practice. Thus, the insight 

gained from the present study points to the need to conduct future research on the potential impact 

of learner-oriented scaffolding approaches across the spectrum of ACs training. Follow-up 

research that links the learning trajectories of ACs, from their course units’ experiences to their 

following application of theory into practice during vocational training (sport club placements) 

would be particularly valuable. 

 

Conclusions 

The findings of this study uncovered the intricate ways through which a CE scaffolded 

ACs’ development of problem-solving, critical thinking, decision-making, collaborative skills 

and, in doing so, enhancing their knowledge of the units’ content itself. The learner-oriented 

scaffolding engineered by the CE helped ACs to espouse their perspectives, doubts, beliefs and 

to value the personally, collectively, and socially constructed nature of learning experiences. 

The use of learner-oriented scaffolding strategies, the expanded questioning strategies 

and the more complex and internalized understandings built by the ACs required a sensitive and 

supportive position from the CE aimed at helping ACs to frequently navigate outside their 

conceptual and ability comfort zones. In short, the challenging intricacies embedded in the 

implementation of learner-oriented scaffolding frameworks should be embraced by the coach 

education curriculum. The consequential understanding of the sport content knowledge in more 
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sensible, comprehensive, and relativistic ways may be an important avenue for promoting in ACs 

a more critical and thoughtful approach to their future professional activity as coaches. That is, a 

requirement toward fulfilling the primary goal of coach education championed by Jones and 

Turner (2006), educating coaches with a quality of mind. 

 

What Does This Article Add? 

This study reinforces the position of many researchers and educators in that the teaching 

approach used by the educator significantly influences the learning approach and conception 

about a professional activity adopted by their students. Particularly, this study reinforces the value 

of practical lessons when theoretical concepts should be transformed into meaningful 

understandings derived from learning experientially, embodying the concept of “integrated 

knowledge in action” (Schön, 1987, p. 25). It is expected that the present study provides a sound 

example of how a CE can be “working at the cutting edge” of the profession, a requirement 

recognized as necessary to improve education (Nelson et al., 2013, p. 213). Finally, this study 

evidenced that the success of critical pedagogies rest on the ability and willingness of CEs to 

competently adopt a facilitative and supportive role. It encourages the development of learners’ 

agency for inquiring, reflecting and being critical, consequently leading learners towards broader 

forms of personal and transformational knowledge. 
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