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ABSTRACT
Coach developers often design and deliver professional
development (PD) courses for coaches that are research-
based, personally tailored, and effectively taught in asynchro-
nous online platforms. However, not all of these endeavours
are successful in developing coaches. This is a confessional
tale of what went wrong and why in an online PD course for
adult fitness coaches, from our perspectives as the coach
developers. What originally began as an action research pro-
ject of a PD course on psychosocial aspects of coaching adult
fitness athletes, our tale is crafted in five scenes with data
from emails, reflexive diary entries, course content and ana-
lytics, and post-course interviews. We specifically examine (a)
the startling consequences of content knowledge, (b) our
misaligned expectations as trained and qualified CDs, (c)
student-centred active learning strategies backfiring, (d) dif-
fering subjective experiences of the same online classroom,
and (e) the unexplained lack of learner motivation.
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"How do we move forward writing this? It’s been one and a half years and I don’t know
where to start. I didn’t enjoy giving this course—pulling teeth to get coaches involved
and constantly troubleshooting what were excellent teaching devices. I hate to think
about the Head Coach reading a paper with this data. And I still work out at that gym.
But there’s a story here . . . ” My exasperation in 2020.

This paper is a confessional tale of three coach developers (CDs) deliver-
ing an online professional development (PD) course for fitness coaches
working with adult athletes. It is written in first person from the lead
author’s account, but all three of our voices can be heard throughout. Our
study was originally constructed as action research to enhance the coaches’
development, but that did not unfold according to plan. Thus, we use a tale
to confess, as Van Maanen (2011) suggests, through "the modest, unassum-
ing style of one struggling to piece together something reasonably coherent
out of displays of initial disorder, doubt, and difficulty” (p. 75). In doing so,
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we spark insight into the messiness of coach development from our per-
spectives as CDs, which may resonate or be useful to practitioners and
researchers. We address Jones (2019) recent challenge to coaching scholars
to answer specific questions such as, "what does such learning actually look
like?” (p. 330).
Our original action research was designed around evidence informed

best practices. Scholarship invoking "best practice” is popular in coach-
ing science, for example coaching life skills development (Sackett &
Gano-Overway, 2017) and coach education best practices (Gilbert,
2006). Scholars have critiqued positivist, experimental, and quantitative
research as they frame best practices (Hammersley, 2005), which can be
labelled as "politics of evidence” (Piggin, Jackson, & Lewis, 2009). But
the politics of evidence in qualitatively derived studies on coach devel-
opment are sparse. Some sport scholars have shown how coaching best
practices and evidence-based policy can be problematic (Denison &
Mills, 2014; Piggin et al., 2009; Rodriguez, George, & McDonald, 2017)
and that there are benefits to viewing coaching as a dynamic, complex,
contingent, and idiosyncratic activity (Jones, 2019). Therefore, through
the confessional tale, we identify plausible interpretations and critiques
of the evidence that informed the context of our coach PD course. In
terms of structure, the following paragraphs draw attention to coach
education best practices and after describing our context with a storied
confessional tale, we revisit this literature via reflexive debriefs and
discussion.
One of the leading voices promulgating best practices in coach develop-

ment is the International Council for Coaching Excellence (ICCE), whose
International Coach Developer Framework states that CDs, "develop, sup-
port and challenge coaches to go on honing and improving their knowledge
and skills to provide positive and effective sport experiences for all partici-
pants” (International Council for Coaching Excellence, 2014; p. 8). CDs may
be involved in programme design and evaluation, leadership and personal
development, and facilitation of coach learning, assessment, and mentoring
(McQuade & Nash, 2015; North, 2010). The preparation of CDs is
a relatively new area of research (see Callary & Gearity, 2019; Ciampolini,
Tozetto, Milan, Camiré, & Milistetd, 2020; Cushion, Griffiths, & Armour,
2018; Stodter & Cushion, 2019) and their training typically recognises the
importance of CDs being facilitators of learning, engaging with adult learn-
ing principles to provide coaches with self-directed, autonomous, and
experiential learning opportunities in order to meaningfully develop
(Callary & Gearity, 2020). CDs may work in National Sport
Organizations, the government, or higher education (Callary & Gearity,
2020), with the latter providing student-coaches at universities with prac-
tical and research-based education. Usually, a CD in higher education (i.e.,
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a professor or instructor) also engages in research on the topic of coaching
and/or coach education and development.
Research-based and contextually grounded coach education is purported

to foster quality sport experiences for coaches and their athletes. Effective
coaching is contextually grounded, and thus, research that explores coach-
ing needs and development across contexts is important (Callary, Rathwell,
& Young, 2018). A fast-growing cohort of adult athletes are termed Masters
athletes (MAs). These are adults typically over 35 years of age who are
registered for sport and train in preparation for competition, many of whom
are regularly coached (Young & Callary, 2018). MAs have particular needs
and preferences that enable coaches to more effectively coach this cohort
(Callary, Rathwell, & Young, 2015). This includes coaches adopting colla-
borative partnerships with their athletes, sharing power, incorporating
interdependent learning between the coach and athletes, sharing decision-
making and engaging in reciprocal (two-way) communication, as well as
showing professionalism, loyalty, commitment, and providing feedback that
is in line with MAs’ personal preferences (Callary, Currie, & Young, 2020;
Callary et al., 2015; Callary, Rathwell, & Young, 2017; MacLellan, Callary, &
Young, 2018). Callary et al. (2018) produced items for a coach self-
assessment survey, built on themes from adult learning principles in sport,
that they subsequently refined into the psychometrically valid and reliable
Adult Oriented Sport Coaching Survey (AOSCS; Rathwell et al., 2020).
Preliminary findings emerging from coach development interventions
using the AOSCS show promise of its relevance for use with coaches
(Belalcazar & Callary, under review)
Research specifically related to developing the psychosocial approaches of

coaches of adults indicate their lack of formalised instruction (Callary et al.,
2018; MacLellan et al., 2018; MacLellan, Callary, & Young, 2019). Indeed,
formal coach education throughout the Masters context is neglected. Some
National Sport Organizations (e.g., Sport New Zealand, Sports Coach UK,
Coaching Association of Canada) post psychosocial information about adult
athletes on their websites, but there are no courses to help coaches know
what to do with the information. Despite few resources and no program-
ming, coaches indicate an interest in online courses that are empirically
based in the Masters context to enhance their effectiveness in coaching this
group (Callary et al., 2018). Given the importance of coaching adults with
appropriate approaches to meet their needs (Callary et al., 2015, 2017), but
a lack of PD courses for coaches to learn about their psychosocial needs
(Callary et al., 2018), our PD course drew upon this evidence and we noted
the importance of creating, implementing, and evaluating a PD course for
coaches working in the adult context.
In coach development research, technology-mediated teaching/learning

is not mainstream practice (Casey, Goodyear, & Armour, 2016), but is
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becoming increasingly prevalent in the context of the global COVID19
pandemic (Amemado, 2020). Cushion and Townsend (2018) call for
research in technology-enhanced (online) learning in coaching that con-
siders the learner, pedagogy, and pedagogic design in context. Research
within kinesiology related fields shows that online education can facilitate
the exchange of information and expertise (Sato, Ellison, & Tsuda, 2019),
while providing opportunities for all types of learners in distant or disad-
vantaged locations (Appana, 2008). Bartolic-Zlomislic and Bates (1999)
note that online course delivery gives students flexibility and convenience.
Despite these benefits, feedback and communication between the instructor
and students is identified as one of the largest pitfalls of the online environ-
ment (Roddy et al., 2017; Taylor, 2002�). Online education can appear to be
an impersonal exercise, which leads students to feel less connected to
instructional staff and classmates (Appana, 2008; Ko & Rossen, 2017).
From these evidence informed best practices, we designed and delivered
a research-based, personalised, asynchronous online PD course to adult
fitness coaches. In this article, we explore what went wrong and why from
our perspectives as the CDs, specifically examining the coaches’ limited
participation and engagement with the course.

Setting up the confessional tale

A confessional tale enables the telling of how the PD unfolded differently
than what we expected, from our perspectives as the CDs, including the
questions that we asked ourselves, the emotions that we felt, and the actions
that we took (Van Maanen, 2011). Confessional tales stem from autoethno-
graphic creative analytical practices, which enable the researcher to write
about their own lived experiences and interactions connecting the person to
the social context (McMahon, 2016). Sparkes (2002) notes that autoethno-
graphic work can appear to be self-indulgent and Jones (2019) warns against
"self-indulgent ‘vanity reflexivity’” (p. 328) that fails to connect the indivi-
dual within their context and the circulating relations of power-knowledge.
Perhaps this is where the use of a confessional tale pushed us outside of

our comfort zones, requiring critical awareness, self-discipline, and reflex-
ivity (Smith, 2017), but also creating a "confession” for how we moved from
seeing something one way at the outset of the study to a completely different
way by the end (Van Maanen, 2011).
Our confessional tale is a collaboration of the researchers’ experience of

fieldwork. Thus, in this paper we do not study the PD or the coaches’
development, but instead focus on our fieldwork. Researchers have shown
how coaches learn (e.g., Callary, Werthner, & Trudel, 2012; Gearity, Callary,
& Fulmer, 2013), how interventions unfold (e.g., Kuklick & Gearity, 2019),
and how formal coach education effectively develops coaches (e.g., Kuklick,
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Gearity, & Thompson, 2015). However, an authentic explanation of what
happened from the CD’s perspectives, or the messy realities of how best
practice and research-based designs can go astray, is sparse, and in this
vulnerable space is our confession.

Background context

In early 2018, I had just completed an evaluation of the coaching staff at
a fitness gym. As a member of the gym myself, the head coach (pseudo-
nym: Kyle) knew my professional background and approached me to do
the evaluation. He wanted to know how he could improve his business and
was curious to have the opinion of a trained coach developer and coach
development researcher. The gym, located in a small city in Eastern
Canada, had both recreational and competitive adult athletes, and the
coaches were also competitive athletes at the gym. The coaches included
five women and five men, all White (European descent) between the ages
of 20–60 years with generally no post-secondary education. They each
worked between 2–10 hours per week at the gym and, as coaches, received
free membership to use the gym when not coaching. The coaches were
engaged in providing group instruction on classes, including demonstra-
tions, as well as individual feedback to athletes. After several months of
observing each of the 10 coaches at the gym, including collecting gym
members’ perspectives, I provided the head coach with a report and
recommendations for coach development. Kyle chose not to share the
report with his coaches, but asked me if I could help with coach
development.
I accepted his request and asked if this could become a pilot study of

PD for Masters coaches; Kyle agreed. My funded research program�me�
explored the ways in which coaches could effectively help MAs learn,
and I had used the Adult Coaching Catalogue (precursor to the AOSCS;
Rathwell et al., 2020) to evaluate the coaches at the gym. I was now
looking to build an action research project from my previous research
(Callary et al., 2015, 2017, 2018). However, the timing was a bit tight; in
three months I was going away on sabbatical, which necessitated an
online PD delivery. Having worked with�Brian (the second author)
before on coach education and development projects (e.g., Callary &
Gearity, 2020), and knowing his expertise in strength and conditioning,
coach development, and online teaching, I invited B�rian to the project.
B�rian subsequently invited�Clayton (the thrid author) because of his
expertise in teaching coaching content online. The three of us met via
Zoom videoconferencing to discuss designing and implementing the
course.
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The course

Based on my report and our understanding of the evidence on teaching
and learning in a coaching context, we created a 10-week, asynchronous
course with five 2-week long modules on: (a) adult learning, (b) commu-
nicating motor learning skills with adult athletes, (c) psychological con-
siderations of adult athletes, (d) social issues in coaching adults, and (e)
developing a philosophy for coaching adults. The modules included high-
impact teaching strategies from higher-education (e.g., experiential learn-
ing; Kolb, 2015), followed andragogical adult learning principles (Knowles,
Holton, & Swanson, 2012), and adhered to e-learning tenets, including
having an authentic context and tasks, access to experts (facilitators),
modelling, multiple perspectives, reflection, and collaborative construction
of knowledge (Herrington, Reeves, & Oliver, 2010).The course was
designed using Canvas, a robust learning management system, which is
used in B�rian and C�layton’s online graduate coaching program. Included
in the institutional site-licence was administrative and technological sup-
port, which minimises resistance to both designing and taking part in the
course (Casey et al., 2016).
The coaches were informed that this was the first time that the course was

being offered and that their involvement and feedback was appreciated.
While all 10 coaches expressed interest in participating in the course, only
five coaches (3 male/2 female; pseudonyms: Head coach Kyle, Ted, Kevin,
Trisha, Karen) setup their login information and subsequently joined the
course, and only one coach (Trisha) completed the five modules. Prior to
recruiting, we received institutional ethics approval and all five coaches
signed consent forms.

The data

Throughout the course, we, the three CDs, were engaged in weekly Zoom
meetings with each another, not the coaches enrolled in the course, to
discuss the course’s progress. We also had email exchanges with each
other and the coaches enrolled in the course. For the duration of the course,
I also kept a reflexive diary (six single-spaced pages) in which I wrote my
thoughts and feelings about the course. Post-course, we had access to the
course analytics from Canvas, and a student who had not been involved in
the PD conducted five semi-structured interviews. She interviewed us (the
three CDs) separately. Each interview lasted approximately 65 minutes. She
also interviewed Kyle and Trisha separately one month after the completion
of the course, each lasting approximately 20 minutes. Finally, I also inter-
viewed Kyle one year later for approximately 60 minutes to follow up on the
course and his actions since that time.
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The interview guides were carefully constructed and revised by all
authors. There were two guides: one for the coaches and one for the CDs.
For the CD guide, we were asked about how we recruited and invited
coaches to the course and about the on-boarding process. We were then
asked about our perceptions of the coaches’ motives to participate, how they
participated, and what we perceived that the coaches learned in each
module. We answered questions about what went well and what did not,
including content, instructional approach, our CD expectations, and the
learning management system. The coaches were asked about their coaching
background, coach education, and future plans in coaching. Then they were
asked about how they were invited to take part in the PD, what were their
expectations, thoughts, and feelings about being invited to the course; then
about their experiences in the PD including what they liked and disliked,
their motives to participate, how they participated, and what they learned in
each module. They were then asked about their thoughts on the overall
length of the course, the time commitment, what held them back from
participating more, and whether the course helped them become more
effective. When I interviewed Kyle one year later, I asked him about the
changes that I had heard and seen at the gym, and if he could explain why
those had occurred, and whether and how they were related to the PD.
Researcher assistants transcribed all of the interviews.
As an ethnography based on the perspectives of three CDs, we were not

limited to rigid processes of collaboration (McMahon, 2016). In our case,
the data collected from the PD course, including transcribed interviews,
emails, reflexive diary entries, and course analytics, provided the common
thread from which we could each make sense of our lived experiences,
adding richness and depth to the tale.

Writing the confessional tale

Taking heed of Holman Jones, Adams, and Ellis (2013) advice for autoethno-
graphic work, within each scene and the debrief thereafter, we purposefully
comment on our experiences to contrast with common coach education
practices written about in research; we thus make a contribution to research
in terms of drawing attention to less successful CD experiences that are
normally brushed under the rug. We embrace our vulnerability and relate
to readers in such a way as to compel them to want to respond (Holman Jones
et al., 2013). This also connects well to confessional tales in which the writer
provides emotional reactions and unexpected happenings that spark insight
and understanding (Van Maanen, 2011).
Van Mannen notes "In confessional tales, cultural knowledge may rest

securely on the testimony of personal experience and can be presented to
readers in the form of explicit behavioural norms or interpretive standards
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the ethnographer learned to follow in the field in order to stay in the field”
(Van Maanen, 2011, p. 78). In our case, as CDs, our PD was planned and
executed based on our knowledge of best practice coach education pedago-
gical topics in the field. However, our PD course did not go as planned.
Thus, through a reflexive analysis of the data, we read and re-read through
all the data and coded initial themes as they related to problems that had
occurred. The confessional tale thus presents the reader with five standard
pedagogical topics (content, instructional strategy, the learner, the instruc-
tor, and the modality) gone askew. Quotes from the interviews, and excerpts
from emails and the reflexive diary make up the bulk of the writing in the
confessional tale. Each of our scenes focuses on one topic, while upending
its effectiveness and critically assessing the practice. The scenes cover: (a)
startling consequences of content knowledge, (b) our misaligned expecta-
tions as trained and qualified CDs, (c) student-centred active learning
strategies backfiring, (d) differing subjective experiences of the same online
classroom, and (e) the unexplained lack of learner motivation.

A confessional tale

Scene 1: And almost all the coaches were gone . . . the startling consequences
of content knowledge

It’s late summer of 2019 and almost a year has passed since the PD course.
I mention this in passing to B�rian and C�layton, "Did you know that of the
coaches who were involved in the evaluation and invited into our course,
only two are still working at the gym? Only Kyle and Trisha.”
"Really? Why?” B�rian asks, amazed.
"I guess Kyle determined that the coaches weren’t committed to coaching”.

I continued to explain what Kyle had recently told me. He said:

My vetting process was more or less nonexistent. It was based on just a few simple
things: friendship, their ability as an athlete, their ability to coach was obviously there,
but their desire to coach . . . maybe they were really eager to coach until they started
coaching and then they realized like ‘Oh, this isn’t for me.’ Kevin didn’t want to leave,
but I ended up pulling him away. He had to stop. Some things are pretty simple.
When there’s a lack of presence when coaching, it just seems that there are other
priorities.”

Reflecting on the low course engagement, I told B�rian and C�layton, "Perhaps
the lack of commitment that they showed in the course was also a lack of
commitment to coaching in general.” I explained that Kyle had recently
told me:

One coach could see everything and communicate well, but had zero presence and his
attitude was really bad, so I tried to communicate that in a healthy way. A year later
and his behavior was the same. Eventually I said, ‘it’s not gonna work anymore.’ So he
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stopped coaching. [Another coach], I can see that she communicated fairly well. But
she’s got no presence and so that needed to change. I talked to her over a month and
a half ago, and I’m not sure whether that changed. It’s hard too because I’m not there
when they’re coaching. And when I am there, they coach differently. I have been
asking members, but it’s surprising how they don’t want to talk about it. It only got
brought to my attention because a member said ‘Just heads up, I was in this class the
other night, and the coach didn’t coach.’

C�layton replied, "Sounds like Kyle reflected on the content of the PD. When
coaching adults, you need to know how to relate to, motivate, and commu-
nicate with them. It sounds like Kyle reali�sed�this is what was missing from
his coaches.” Turning back to the transcripts from both Kyle and Trisha
post-course, I pointed out that Kyle had said, "The way this course was
highlighting one specific component each module, I would say it was quite
useful.” I also looked at Trisha’s transcript, where she had also identified
content that she applied to her coaching. She had said, "The course made me
aware of – like sometimes when the workouts are going on, I’ll just say ‘oh
good job, good job’. But now I specifically use people’s names and provide
more specific feedback, which I learned in the modules.”
Responding to B�rian and C�layton, I added, "Kyle let coaches go on

account of their lack of commitment and inability to change their
approaches. All 10 coaches were given the chance to learn in the PD, and
half of them did not even start, while others did not participate meaningfully
beyond the first module. Our PD was about showing reciprocal commit-
ment and being open to changing coaching practices to individualise the
approach, which Trisha learned, but the others did not.” C�layton replied,
"You know, this was not what we had in mind when we set out to provide
a PD course for the coaches.” B�rian laughed sardonically, "Yes, I actually
thought our PD probably had no effect. Seems like perhaps it did, just not
what we were expecting because it led to Kyle letting his coaches go.”

Scene 2: Coach onboarding and misaligned CD expectations

�Moving back in time,�it was one week into onboarding the coaches into the
PD. We had expected great participation from the coaches, but we found
that we were off the mark. During our CD Zoom video meeting, I said, "We
started the online course this week (Monday). It’s now Thursday and only
five of the 10 coaches have registered into the online platform.” Concerned,
I added, "I invited them to the course, rather than them seeking it out, and
therefore it might be difficult to get buy-in. But I talked to the majority of
them, who seemed pretty keen, and so I am a bit confused.” I added, "Then
I got an email from one coach and a text from another that they were having
trouble logging in. So, I went to the gym and talked to coaches who had and
hadn’t logged in.” C�layton’s exasperation echoed a thought we all had, "I
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thought that they would jump in there.” He added, "I thought it would
maybe take some time for the students to get acclimated, get a little bit
comfortable, but our content is great. It is underpinned by learning theory
and experiential and reflective practice.”
I replied that prior to leaving on sabbatical, I was able to go to the gym

and walk the coaches through the login and navigation process.
C�layton asked, "So, how did that go?” I answered, "I asked one of the coaches
who had logged in and spent about an hour on Canvas, how it went. The
coach said she was confused about what to do.” I continued, "Then it struck
me, many of the coaches have never done online course before, and most do
not have a college or university education. The system, as easy to navigate as
I thought it was, may be difficult for them.” B�rian and C�layton listened
intently. "So, I suggested to Kyle that I could come to the gym after hours
and give them a quick orientation.” I nodded, mimicking Kyle’s agreement.
"I showed them how to navigate Canvas and how they could use the tabs to
see the modules, discussions, assignments, and quizzes. They seemed
relieved that it was so easy and based on what they were doing in the gym.”
B�rian then said, "We invited 10 of them, so I figured like 8 or 9 of them

would participate the whole time. I don’t judge their performance, skills, or
writing ability. I don’t care about any of that.” His non-judgemental facil-
itation had been honed over years of teaching online. "But I do worry at
times that we come off as three intimidating PhDs. The coaches might be
thinking ‘I gotta go take this class and listen to these three-professor-talking
-heads.” B�rian voiced a concern that the coaches might have had, "Like
‘They’re gonna tell me how to coach – I already know how to coach!’” Based
on our training as CDs, we had learned that coaches wanted to be self-
directed and learn by discovery. But, we may have had on blinders regarding
the coaches’ lack of confidence or disinterest. Despondently, I said, "I
expected that they would all participate too, but only five have joined and
this is after I jumped through hoops and held their hands.” I lamented, "I’ve
never had this kind of situation in any other coach development course.”
After the Zoom meeting ended, I admitted to myself:

I felt very vulnerable onMonday and Tuesday, when almost no coaches had logged in.
I was kind of putting myself on the line, bringing in colleagues who I didn’t want to let
down, and hoping that the whole thing wouldn’t be a flop. I think the coaches have
very good intentions, but one can never be sure if they will actually do what they say.

Scene 3: Slow start to module one: Student-centered active learning backfires

C�layton started the weekly Zoom meeting with a report of the course analytics
for module one. "Well, only Kyle and Trisha engaged in this week’s discussion
board. Kyle posted 3 times for a total of 447 words. Trisha posted 3 times for
96 words and she was the only one to submit the practical assignment, which
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was 99 words. Four of the coaches answered the weekly wrapper assignment.
Related to that, for the open ended questions, Kyle answered 4 out of 5 of them
for a total of 345 words, Trisha answered 3 for a total of 124 words, whereas
Karen only answered 1 for a total of 9 words, and Ted answered none.”
In hindsight, while this first two-week interval seemed like poor parti-

cipation, it ended up being the most participation that we had throughout
the entire PD. The three of us then discussed how to determine what was
going wrong. I explained, "This course was supposed to start on Sept. 10.
It got delayed a couple of weeks because of the slow onboarding process.
So, it officially started on Sept. 24 with five coaches.” I continued, "By
tomorrow [Sunday], the coaches are supposed to have tried out what they
read during the week and then write about it. No one has done this yet.
Module 2 starts on Monday.”
As the discussion continued, we questioned the learning strategies –

perhaps it was too advanced for the coaches? But C�layton offered, "I liked
that we have three different perspectives from three different CDs.” We
would later discover that some of the coaches did indeed think the PD was
intimidating. Perhaps our active learning strategy backfired because it was
more work than the coaches expected. B�rian wondered, "The way that we
designed it, it’s very active learning. They have to read, engage, post,
respond, do a practical assignment, reflect.” He said, "Sometimes learners
expect to be talked to and lectured at, and then this PD is way more
interactive, meaning making on the go. They might look at it and just decide
‘No I’m not going to do all this work.’”
Was it possible that the coaches simply wanted to be told the "right

answer”? Were they hesitant to engage in discussion where they might
have felt judged? I reinforced our shared belief as facilitators, "We inten-
tionally did not want them to feel like we are the experts looking down on
them or that they don’t have the answers.”
B�rian made note of Trisha’s comment. She said, "It took longer than

I thought it was going to take, only because I think it takes me longer to
process things. And, I was very afraid to say the wrong thing.” Instead of
making them feel supported and competent, did this active approach and
questioning feel threatening? We did not know then that Kyle wanted more
of an expert-driven process, but after the course he said, "I didn’t find it
overly useful to hear from the coaches that I have in the gym. I already hear
from those coaches, but I really did like hearing from the professors that
I didn’t know. I found that quite helpful and interesting.”

Scene 4: Different perspectives of the same online modality

Starting the week of the second module, and seeking to understand and get
better involvement, B�rian emailed Kyle:
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Hi Kyle,

I’m emailing to see about the participation in the online course. I’ve noticed that not
many people have logged in the past few days or posted anything to the discussion or
practical assignment activities. Any thoughts? Is there something we can do to
encourage participation?

Kyle replied, "B�rian, I did contact the coaches. No feedback yet. I know
personally I have really enjoyed the program thus far. I do believe it is likely
linked to motivation and time for the coaches. I’ll keep on them.”
We soon discovered that on Canvas, the three of us CDs were on what

is called "course designer” mode instead of "instructor” mode, and so we
could not see any assignments submitted from the coaches. I wrote to
B�rian and C�layton, "I will send an email to the coaches who contributed
explaining that it’s my first time using the platform and that I didn’t
reali�se�about the different user modes.” I then noted a second emerging
problem, "I also reali�sed�that the multiple-choice quiz answers from
module one got jumbled and some of their answers are indicating that
they are wrong, when they are clearly right.” B�rian emailed back:

I don’t know what happened to the quizzes. Maybe we just never selected the proper
answer. We can fix that. There’s also a way to embed checks for understanding.
C�layton, you wanna throw in a new content page? Back in the ball game. Live and
learn!

No sooner than we pushed send, a third technical problem arose – Canvas
was not allowing the coaches to enter module two. Kyle reached out to us via
email, "B�ettina, I just tried to head into module 2 and I am having a hard
time finding it. I clicked the module tab on the left, but it only shows module
1 material.” Everything on our end as instructors appeared normal; how-
ever, when we entered student-view we realised that module two had not
been published, which means it was hidden from students. Remembering
that the coaches knew this was a pilot course, I emailed each coach
individually:

If you haven�'t been able to access module two, I’m sorry! We thought we had
‘published’ it, but it wasn’t. B�rian updated it and now it’s ready to go. Growing
pains! Glad we can get this all sorted! Any other issues on your end?”

These small issues exacerbated our negative perceptions (and likely the
coaches’ motivation) of their involvement, and created considerable stress
for us three. I reflected privately:

This has caused me a lot of stress. I suggested this course. I brought in these two
professors who are busy. I feel like I’m wasting their time. I also feel vulnerable
because my research program is on the line. And I feel like I am bothering the coaches.
Am I trying to get them to do something that they don’t really want to do?
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Scene 5: Evaluating the second half: Learner motivation

Via Zoom, the three of us sat down to reflect post-course over coffee, tran-
scripts from Kyle and Trisha’s post-course interviews in hand, and a window
open to the PD course. The coaches had hardly participated in the last three
modules. Trisha completed practical assignments 1–3, skipped 4–5, and
nobody else completed any of the practical assignments. Trisha was the only
coach to complete all 5 wrapper assignments and nobody else completed 3–5.
We had tried to boost their motivation. C�layton said, "At the start of module

three, I posted first as a way to model the use of the discussion board.” In an
attempt to understand their low participation, after module three I reached out
to external CDs who suggested ideas to improve participation via different
online platforms and synchronous meeting times. One CD also noted that the
use of the words "quiz” or "assignment” could be intimidating to the coaches.
Others mentioned that because the course was free and there was no certifica-
tion, the coachesmight not value their involvement. These seemed like plausible
inferences.
Providing these ideas to the other two CDs in their post-course meeting,

I sippedmy coffee and said, "It never really occurred to me that coach learning
was not always based on the intrinsic motivation of the learner.”
C�layton replied, "We could have used a badge or system where participants
earn points. I think that might have been useful for motivation. I think the
course content and the delivery of it is certainly worthy of certification.”
B�rian concurred with a hyperbolic response, "Maybe if we’d offered everybody
a thousand bucks to finish the thing that would have been enough incentive.” It
seemed that Kyle had been intrinsically motivated because it was his idea and
he was using it to learn more about his coaches at the gym. However,
C�layton and B�rian also added that because the coaches had not seen my
evaluation report (at Kyle’s request), they did not realise the content was
based on helping them improve their specific weaknesses, and thus they did
not value the learning as much had they known the course was custom-
designed for them.
I confided my feelings in the second half of the course, "Earlier this

month, I spoke with Quinn [an external CD].” I continued, "Just before
that, I had met with you two. I confess that it was like eating humble pie,
talking about how I had gone about it all wrong – why hadn’t I done x, y,
z . . . ?” I laughed, embarrassed. "Then with Quinn, one of the first things she
said was that ‘[low participation] is common for online courses.’ And she
helped me to see that perhaps I was being too hard on myself.” B�rian and
C�layton nodded. I continued, "She encouraged me to think about what
I would do if we were face-to-face. She said that in a classroom, not every-
body would speak in a discussion. Some learn silently.” Quinn had given me
renewed interest, with a more realistic expectation moving forward.
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"Do you remember,” I said, "I emailed the five coaches in the course
individually and asked them about what happened in that last module. The
idea was if a student had come to class who hadn’t completed their work
from the week before, I’d ask them about it.” C�layton recalled, "Yes, at that
time, I was still hopeful. I said, ‘Great idea! You are right, we would
communicate with a university student if they weren’t showing up for
class or an athlete if they weren’t showing up to practice.’”
Thinking through our efforts, we sipped our coffees. Despite these motiva-

tional practices, at the end of the ten weeks, we felt like we had failed and could
not come to an exact conclusion as to why. I said, "Now that it is all done, I feel
despondent. This course, despite our best intentions, our best practice design,
our experience and passion, flopped.” Looking for answers,
C�layton questioned, "The pro of having two-week modules is that you allow
time for coaches to try some things and bring it back for discussion, but was it
too long? We were only requiring one or two hours a week. Maybe we never
really get any momentum going.” I raised my eyebrows, "That’s possible, but
look at this post-course feedback from Kyle.” I handed the transcript to
C�layton, who read:

I don’t think 10 weeks was too long. I actually think it was a good idea to spread each
module two weeks to give us enough time to sit down and try things. And every single
module I did, I really liked it, I did gain from it and I walked away from the hour and
a half I spent on it with useful info.

C�layton took a different tack, "All the coaches were from the same gym.
I thought this would flow nicely. I mean it’s very rare that we have coaches
from the same gym [in courses].” He started, "I thought they’d be able to talk
about it at work, ‘Hey I logged in the course, did you see that part?’ You know,
maybe that would have been amotivator, but it wasn’t.” B�rian agreed, "During
modules three to five, even Kyle’s involvement waned considerably.”
C�layton continued, "Perhaps if Kyle was advocating, re-enforcing – was he
actually interested to the point where he would continue to promote this
opportunity as a positive thing to help enhance their development?” I pointed
to Kyle’s post-course transcript, where he had noted:

I really didn’t have any dislikes about the course, I thought it was quite useful. I did find it
hard to stick to it, and not because I didn’t find the content good. Honestly, it just came
down to life stuff. Priorities came down to push or shove and something had to give.

But, I mentioned, "Trisha’s involvement, which had been good throughout,
dropped off on the last module.” We searched through Trisha’s transcript,
and found that she said, "That last module, I did have an issue because
I don’t know philosophy or understand it. So, I didn’t really do much in that
module because I didn’t really get it.”
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I went back into Canvas to check the level of difficulty of the content,
"Trisha participated quite nicely in modules one, two, and three, four a little
bit less, and five the least of all.” I mused, "I guess she just didn’t understand
the concepts that were presented. She’s not an experienced coach and maybe
it was just a little too advanced for her.” B�rian’s concluding comment put
the final nail in the coffin, "I don’t think this was an ineffective course. By
and large, it had no actual effect on the participants’ learning. I would like to
replicate this with different populations, using different parameters, and
changing some of those variables and see how it goes the next time around.”

Discussion

Coach education is not a guaranteed linear process of teach, learn, and
develop, despite our best efforts to make it so. It is about uncertainties in
a dynamic environment that can lead to unintended consequences for the
participants. Our confessional tale started at the end, explaining that most of
the coaches from a given gym, who either declined participation in a PD
course, or who had very limited involvement, were let go one year later by the
head coach. Despite our research-based, best practice design, our high impact
teaching strategies, and qualified instructor statuses, and our efforts to under-
stand and find solutions to the lack of coach participation and engagement,
our PD course was a "flop”, and we came up relatively empty-handed about
why. Hence, we confess that coach development, from the CDs’ perspective,
can be a frustrating and not always a rewarding experience.
When we explore the best practices that we used, we can surmise why

they did not go as planned. Indeed, the evidence-based, context-specific
content delivered in the PD helped Kyle better understand the importance
of catering to the adult clientele at the gym, as Callary et al. (2015, 2017)
suggested by showing a presence and commitment to coaching, commu-
nicating with members, and creating individualised learning opportunities.
These adult learning practices, as described by Rathwell et al. (2020), are
supposed to create an effective environment for adult development. Our
intentions were that the coaches would learn this information and apply it to
their practice. We did not anticipate that this knowledge would arm the
head coach with a new-found awareness for the lack of such an approach
within his coaching staff, providing him the impetus to let the coaches go.
Naturally, CDs think the content that they are teaching will be helpful to

coach development. In this case, an unintended consequence was the termina-
tion of ineffectual coaches. Although the coaches did have the chance to
participate in the PD, where they would have learned this knowledge, half of
them did not take up the offer and others did not participate meaningfully
beyond the first module. Researchers have shown that coaches are sceptical of
formal coach education and may not participate due to concerns such as: lack
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of rapport with the CDs, inability to shape the delivered content, irrelevant or
decontextualised subjectmatter, ineffective skill development, cost, or punitive
assessments (Nash & Sproule, 2012; Nelson & Cushion, 2006; Nelson,
Cushion, & Potrac, 2013). Although we designed the free PD course to
integrate theory and practice and made time for the coaches to practice their
skills in their context, we did not involve them in the design of the course.
Originally framed as action research, the head coach/gym owner was our lead
community partner, and I had completed an evaluation on the coaches for
him, which subsequently informed the specific content developed for the PD.
Upon reflection, it appears plausible, if not likely, that the coaches were never
truly interested in the PD. Rather, the fitness coaches may have been giving off
the socially desirable impression that they were willing and able participants,
when in fact they were not (Chesterfield, Potrac, & Jones, 2010). It is also
possible that had Kyle shared the report with the coaches, and explained to
them that he wished for them to learn and improve their coaching, they may
have shown more interest in the course.
We also note a disconnect between our expectations and the actions of the

learners. Research in physical education has shown that amisalignment between
the expectations of the curriculum and the orientation of the learners can lead to
a disconnect in student learning (Tinning, 2006). It is plausible that there existed
incongruence between the CDs’ and coaches’ expectations, which speaks to the
challenges of understanding one another’s pespectives, being humble teachers,
and being willing to explore alternative approaches in order to grow.
Research has also shown learner reticence due to a lag of learning new

technology (Roddy et al., 2017). Technical support poses as a prominent
limitation to online learning and issues, such as sound and video quality,
can be affected by network traffic, improper set up, and other technical
parameters (Ko & Rossen, 2017; Roddy). The coaches had technical pro-
blems joining the course and, in spite of technical support through the
University’s site-licence, it is possible that the coaches were intimadated by
the online platform connected to a graduate school. Another limitation of
online learning is limited feedback and communication between the
instructor and students. Online education can appear to be an impersonal
exercise, which leads students to feel less connected to instructional staff and
classmates (Appana, 2008; Ko & Rossen, 2017; Roddy et al., 2017). Thus, the
user experience and the slower responsiveness of the coach developers may
have been limiting factors. While our PD was completed before the start of
the COVID19 pandemic, the findings of this study are only more note-
worthy now because online modes of learning are becoming more in
demand and the norm (Amemado, 2020).
However, we surmise that there was more than coaches’ hesitation to parti-

cipate in the course than simply the online experience. Perhaps we entered into
the PD with some arrogance. We were accomplished CDs and believed in what
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we were delivering. While we were aware that as professors we would likely be
seen as authority figures andmore powerful than the coaches, we believed, based
on our training, that our non-judgemental environment would equate with the
coaches’ rising confidence, motivation, and skill (Hill, 2014). The andragogical
approach we used was in line with purported effective coach development
research that advocates for a learner-centred, co-construction of knowledge in
which the facilitators are not experts giving answers (Paquette & Trudel, 2018).
However, this approach needs to be critically examined in regard to the level of
engagement, coaches’ understanding of learning, and their abilities and interests
to co-construct learning. Indeed, the results of one recent randomised experi-
mental study determined that students enrolled in college STEM active learning
courses learn more, but feel like they learn less, than passive lectures
(Deslauriers, McCarty, Miller, Callaghan, & Kestin, 2019). Stoszkowski and
McCarthy (2019)�suggest that the sophistication of learning strategies needs to
be matched to the sophistication of the learner; if the learners have not learned
how to learn, they may feel unprepared in an environment requiring they need
to provide answers upfront and may feel threatened when questioned about
their experiences. Certainly, our "normal conversations” are not littered with
loaded questions in response to general statements; thus, the questioning over-
load involved in the discussion boards may have come across as aggressive,
without providing concrete, "right” answers. CDs should be cognisant that
coaches are adult learners with varied educational backgrounds and they need
to understand, be sensitive of, and be able to implement proper scaffolding
strategies for coaches to better facilitate active learning. In education research,
scaffolding has been defined as a process in which a learner becomes gradually
more self-directed through an evolution of predominantly teacher-directed to
learner-directed instructional strategies (Hadwin, Wozney, & Pontin, 2005;
Puntambekar & Hübscher, 2005; Zimmerman & Schunk, 2001). The co-
management of these strategies are developed through relationship building.
From our perspective, it is critical, especially in distance (online) learning, that
CDs spend time in developing professional relationships with coaches to under-
stand how to appropriately scaffold their learning.
Our confessional tale defies the normal trend of stories of coach devel-

opment. Van Maanen (2011) writes that:

Though confessional writers are forthcoming with accounts of errors, misgivings . . .
and even misperceptions, they are unlikely to come to the conclusion that . . . they got
it wrong . . . We rarely read of unsuccessful field projects where the research was
presumably so personally disastrous to the fieldworker that the study was dropped or
failed ever to find its way to publication . . . confessional tales usually end on an
upbeat, positive, if not fully self-congratulatory, note. (p. 79)

Ours was almost never written. Nonetheless, we felt that despite our "flop”,
this complexity and the messiness of coach education needed to be shared
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for other practitioners in the field to understand that best practices are not
always easy to follow or effectively enacted, and are fallible to the politics of
evidence (Piggin et al., 2009).
Before walking away from the "flop”, it is important to discuss

coaches’ motives for development. With the ever-increasing view of
professionalising coaching, formal coach education courses are becom-
ing a requirement to coach (Bailey & Callary, in press). However, Ryan
and Deci (2017) note the likelihood of intrinsic motivation being
responsible for much of lifelong learning rather than externally man-
dated instruction. Indeed, placing an extrinsic reward (or requirement),
such as certification, on an otherwise intrinsic motive (learning for the
sake of personal improvement), is an external regulation that is typically
experienced as non-autonomous and controlling (Ryan & Deci, 2020).
The majority of the coaches in our study were athletes who coached in
return for free access and membership to the gym. Their motivation to
coach might be identified as extrinsic identified regulation, where "the
person consciously identifies with, or personally endorses, the value of
an activity, and thus experiences a relatively high degree of volition or
willingness to act” (Ryan & Deci, 2020, p. 3), but identified motivation
is "based on a sense of value – people view the activities as worthwile,
even if not enjoyable” (Ryan & Deci, 2020, p. 3). Perhaps they coached,
but had little interest in learning to become better coaches. The incen-
tive for the course (learning and becoming better coaches) was not
aligned with their motive to coach (a means to getting a free member-
ship), and was not required by the head coach. These insights are
plausible answers regarding the flop of our PD, and also leads to
many questions around the motives of volunteer coaches, their PD,
and CDs’ understanding of the complexity of how these intersect with
coach learning. Our confessional tale thus points to the messy reality of
coach development and CDs’ roles in facilitating that learning, and it
indicates that there is much work still to be done in this space.
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