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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Throughout England, primary school national curriculum Physical Received 1 August 2024
Education (NCPE) is often delivered in schools by outsourced sports Accepted 19 July 2025
coaches. Community football foundations are one form of organisation
that provide external coaches for hire. Schools contract these coaches Life skills:
. A . - R . ife skills; coach
to deliver Physical Education lessons that align with the holistic aims of development; neoliberal;
NCPE. However, these coaches frequently fail to apply holistic coaching physical education;
practices in lessons. Moreover, the extent to which these coaches are community football; holistic
prepared to engage in initiatives that enable them to develop holistic development
coaching practices is not understood. Semi-structured interviews of
eleven primary school community football PE coaches were used to
examine the factors that influenced the coaches’ readiness to engage in
a Life Skills Coach Development Programme (CDP). Deliberative and
reflective thematic analysis of interview data revealed that coach
readiness was negatively impacted by a lack of exposure to life skills
content during prior coach education courses, where instead there was
an emphasis on physical, technical, and tactical skill development. A
lack of support from and communication with management at the
community football foundation also impacted coach readiness. Coaches
also worked in relative isolation, despite expressing the desire to be
part of a community of practice. Findings also showed that the
additional responsibilities given to coaches in schools, a perceived
obligation to undertake these responsibilities to maintain the
commercial relationship between the community foundation and
schools, and the low prioritisation of PE in primary schools, all within
the neoliberal context of coach education and primary school PE
provision, impacted coach readiness to engage in a Life Skills CDP.

KEYWORDS

Introduction

Within English primary schools, a growing number of external sport coaches are being recruited to
deliver national curriculum Physical Education (NCPE) (McEvilly, 2022; Sperka & Enright, 2018, 2019a).
Across the UK, the traditional pattern of the classroom teacher delivering Physical Education (PE) is
becoming less common (Jones & Green, 2017), with an ever-growing number of PE lessons being
outsourced to sport coaches (Parnell et al., 2017). This pattern shift, combined with the increased
use of PE and sport premium’ (Association for Physical Education, 2018; Ofsted, 2014), has resulted
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in the creation of roles for non-specialist teaching staff to deliver PE lessons. In the context of this
study, these coaches are known as primary school PE coaches. Primary school PE coaches are pro-
fessional coaches who are employed by external non-profit (e.g. charitable foundations) and com-
mercial enterprises to deliver NCPE. Throughout the UK, the organisations who employ these
coaches are contracted by individual schools to deliver NCPE. Although these outsourced PE
coaches are expected to deliver lessons which align with the holistic aims of the national curriculum,
Nolan et al. (2025) found that employing external coaches to deliver NCPE can be problematic, given
their lack of understanding of holistic development. To address this issue, it is necessary that primary
school PE coaches are supported to develop the knowledge and behaviours required to deliver hol-
istic NCPE. Research has shown that coach education and development initiatives can enhance
coaches’ capacity to prioritise holistic development and life skills in lessons (Falcdo et al., 2012),
and increase coaches’ awareness of the importance of embedding life skills in lessons (Camiré
et al.,, 2012). Yet despite the advocacy for such programmes, the degree to which coaches are
ready to engage in such initiatives is not comprehensively understood. As such, this study will
examine the factors that influence primary school community football PE coaches’ readiness to
engage in a Life Skills Coach Development Programme (CDP).

Readiness and coach development programmes

Readiness is defined as one’s beliefs and attitudes regarding change, and one’s perception of the
need for change (Weiner et al., 2008). In the context of this study, readiness is the degree to
which participant coaches were prepared to engage in a Life Skills CDP, with the intention of chan-
ging their coaching behaviours to facilitate life skill development when delivering NCPE. By facilitat-
ing life skill development in PE lessons, coaches serve to align their practice with the holistic aims of
NCPE (Department for Education, 2013b, 2013a). Management relationships, role knowledge and
skills, and role demands combine to impact readiness within professional organisations (Miller
et al., 2006), with low readiness serving as a barrier to change (Simpson, 2002). Within organisations,
sociocultural factors such as task demands, resource availability, and contextual factors influence
readiness for change (Weiner, 2009). When considering the professional development of sports
coaches, readiness can impact coach behaviour change. Sport and PE coaches often engage in edu-
cation and development programmes to change and improve their applied practice.

Evans et al. (2015) outlined CDP as an encompassing term that describes the systematic appli-
cation of learning activities through education, social interaction, and/or personal reflection, with
the end goal of altering coach behaviour. These programmes utilise lectures, workshops, training
modules, and discussion groups, which can be facilitated by professionals, researchers, or peers.
In their role as coach developers, these individuals can hold a variety of roles (e.g. Leader, Facilitator,
Mentor). Whilst not necessarily subject experts, coach developers aid in developing, supporting, and
challenging coaches to embrace long-term learning and development. Furthermore, by facilitating
learning in an applied environment such as a PE hall, these coach developers and programmes can
initiate significant and spontaneous personal learning on behalf of the coach (McQuade & Nash,
2015). Yet the design and implementation of such initiatives can be inconsistent. For example, in
their examination of coach experience and training on perceived life skills teaching, Kramers et al.
(2020) found extensive differences between CDPs. Some programmes lasted for a single 30-
minute session, whereas others were weekend-long multi-session programmes lasting up to ten
hours. Compounding the issues caused by differences between CDPs, coaches that have difficulty
identifying the links between what is presented to them and their coaching practice are unlikely
to adopt a deep approach to learning (Trudel et al., 2013). A potential remedy to these shortcomings
is to provide coaches with a range of learning situations to gain practical experience and training
throughout their career to support their development (Allen & Reid, 2019; C6té & Gilbert, 2009;
Lemyre et al., 2007; Trudel et al., 2016). Yet to be able to make the most of one’s experiences and
adopt this deep approach to learning, coaches must be ready to engage in the education and
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development process in the first instance. Whilst numerous investigations have examined the impact
of life skill-related coach education programmes on coaching practice (e.g. Falcdo et al., 2012; Law-
rason et al., 2019), research examining coaches’ readiness to engage in such interventions prior to
their initiation is lacking. Although Santos et al.’s, (2022) research examining coach openness to
engage in a Positive Youth Development (PYD) coach education course has enhanced understand-
ing in this area, differences remain between the role coaches fulfil and the contextual constraints
facing sport coaches working in Portugal, compared to primary school PE coaches working in
England. Consequently, given primary school PE coaches’ lack of understanding of life skill develop-
ment (Nolan et al,, 2025), this study aims to enhance understanding of the degree to which such
coaches are ready to engage in life skill focused CDPs, thereby supporting the development of prac-
tical strategies which prepare primary school PE coaches to engage in life skill CDPs.

Coaching to facilitate life skill development

Life skills are functional skills that are learned in one context to manage demands and are also used
effectively in contexts beyond that in which they were learned (Williams et al., 2022). For example,
school pupils could develop and utilise life skills such as teamwork or leadership in PE and then apply
both of those life skills in contexts such as the home or classroom. Mossman et al. (2021) identified
life skills as a central area of contemporary PYD in sport research, with Cronin et al. (2019) identifying
how the positive and negative aspects of a PE climate can influence pupil life skill development in
schools. The development of life skills in youth sport participants is critical, as life skills serve to facili-
tate academic achievement, social development, experiences of well-being, and improvements in
mental health (Eime et al,, 2013; Gould & Carson, 2008; Hermens et al., 2017; Petitpas et al., 2005;
Spruit et al.,, 2016). Despite the virtues associated life skill development within the context of PYD,
researchers have offered alternative approaches to facilitate positive development amongst
young people in sporting contexts. One such example is Ronkainen et al.’s, (2021) advocacy for exis-
tential learning in youth sport contexts, which is an unplanned, indirect pedagogy that embraces the
ambiguity of human life and learning. Yet the applicability of this approach in the highly planned
and structured context of primary education is likely to prove challenging, as the experiences that
existential learning is mostly concerned with ‘are not part of the official curriculum, and could not
be formalised or standardised as part of coaching practice’ (Ronkainen et al., 2021, p. 220). Although
alternative approaches and perspectives such as existential learning in youth sport contexts exist, a
simplified conceptualisation of life skills remains highly applicable within English primary PE, given
the specific contextual demands faced by coaches delivering NCPE domestically.

Given not all children participate in sport, Goudas (2010) identified PE as an ideal context to facili-
tate life skill development, given the interactive, social and emotional development opportunities it
provides for all children (Danish et al., 2004; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; Hellison et al., 2008). Within
the PE context, coaches play a significant role in a young person’s development (Bailey et al., 2013).
Although researchers have found that many coaches have developed intuitive strategies that facili-
tate life skill development and transfer without formal training or workshops (Camiré et al., 2013;
Carson Sackett & Gano-Overway, 2017; Gould et al., 2007), coaching experience and training have
been identified as important variables in explaining the degree to which coaches intentionally
teach life skills (Camiré et al., 2012; Santos et al,, 2017; Trottier et al., 2017). Whilst researchers
have noted how coaches serve to benefit from life skill-specific training (Kramers et al., 2020), it
has been found that coaches with limited experiences, and/or those who have not received training,
are unaware of their role in facilitating life skill development in young people (Camiré, 2014). More-
over, the knowledge gap that exists regarding how coaches facilitate life skill development and
transfer hinders the capacity of researchers, coaches, and other stakeholders to develop high
quality life skill programmes and interventions for young people (Newman et al., 2023). Therefore,
there exists a need to examine the factors that influence coach engagement in development and
training programmes related to life skills.
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When considering holistic development of young people, coaches have a profound influence
given their central role in shaping the environment (Trudel & Gilbert, 2006). However, an often-over-
looked issue that coaches face is a focus on performance outcomes, which prevents them from envi-
sioning PYD and life skills as part of their coaching (Camiré, 2015). Coaches’ inability to integrate life
skill-related content into sessions has been associated with a lack of exposure to relevant content
during coach education and development (Santos et al., 2019). This is unsurprising, as shortcomings
of traditional coach education include a ‘train and certify’ approach (Trudel & Gilbert, 2006) that
prioritises physical and technical skill development over psychosocial development (Gould et al.,
2006; Trottier & Robitaille, 2014). Moreover, considering the neoliberal rationality of sport today
(Kochanek & Erickson, 2020; Smart, 2007), sport systems and the coaches within them prioritise phys-
ical, technical and tactical development alongside winning at-all-costs (Newman et al., 2023). Overall,
there exists a perception amongst coaches that traditional, formal education experiences are not
meeting the needs of coaches (Stoszkowski & Collins, 2014). Within the youth sport literature,
researchers have called for coach education programmes to enhance coaches’ understanding of
PYD, with a view to facilitating the holistic development of child participants (Camiré et al., 2014;
Santos et al,, 2017). Fortunately, in response to such calls, coach education is moving towards
learner-centred strategies that meet the contextual needs of coaches as learners and promote coach-
ing behaviours that facilitate life skill development. According to Santos et al. (2019) this coach-
centred transition to education and development has motivated researchers to design interventions
that more effectively facilitate PYD outcomes (e.g. Paquette et al., 2014). In line with this shift towards
more holistic coach development, Maclean and Lorimer (2016) concluded that when considering
approaches to coach development, informal learning, opportunities to interact with other
coaches, and learning by doing were preferred by learners. As such, it is argued that when consider-
ing life skill development, there is a need to shift from formal coach education towards a more hol-
istic application of CDPs.

The place of PE in contemporary primary education

In their systematic review of behaviour change theories and techniques in CDPs, Allan et al. (2018)
noted that because coaches and the contexts in which they work are not homogenous, they cannot
be addressed using a one-size-fits-all approach. Given the diversity that exists between primary
school contexts, it is argued that the same can be said for those delivering outsourced NCPE
across England. The holistic aims of the national primary school curriculum and the degree to
which they are prioritised within NCPE has been questioned in the past (see Nolan et al., 2025),
and although policymakers seek to use NCPE to facilitate holistic development in young people,
primary PE is not considered a priority within schools (Rainer & Jarvis, 2021). PE is not allocated
equal time to English, mathematics or science in the timetable (Sperka & Enright, 2019b), thereby
diminishing its potential impact on PYD and life skill development. Within the neoliberal context
of contemporary PE, Evans (2014) cited a shift towards performative cultures with a focus on attain-
ment, surveillance, and outcomes related to physical and technical skill development. With the
exception of the Welsh curriculum, Gray et al. (2022) confirmed this shift within the UK, identifying
the dominance of performance-focused discourses on motor skill development for sports as the
primary purpose of PE. Moreover, there has been a shift from the traditional patterns of NCPE deliv-
ery by generalist teachers to outsourced sports coaches, leading to an increase in the number of
sports coaches employed by community football foundations? delivering NCPE (Jones & Green,
2017; Parnell et al., 2017). This is despite ongoing debate regarding the suitability of sports
coaches to deliver NCPE (Blair & Capel, 2011; Griggs & Randall, 2019; Macdonald et al., 2020). Ulti-
mately the question around the suitability of community football coaches to deliver NCPE
remains. Although outsourced football coaches who deliver NCPE must attain a minimum Football
Association (F.A.) Level 2 qualification to coach in schools (Parnell et al., 2013), research has shown
they cannot adequately plan and deliver lessons in which life skills are embedded due to the
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contextual constraints that they face. Such constraints include a lack of life skills focus during prior
coach education, a resultant tendency to prioritise physical and technical skill development,
inadequate facilities and colleague support within schools, insufficient lesson planning time, and
the low prioritisation of PE within the school curriculum generally (Nolan et al., 2025). Consequently,
there exists a dichotomy between the expectation of coaches to deliver NCPE with a holistic focus,
and the support such coaches receive to deliver holistic NCPE. To aid in remedying this issue, there
exists a need for CDPs to support coaches to deliver lessons with a holistic focus.

Formal education has been identified as a barrier to embedding life skills in lessons due to
inherent prioritisation of technical, tactical, and physical development within mainstream coach edu-
cation (Bean et al.,, 2018; Bean & Forneris, 2017; Newman et al., 2023). There also exists legitimate
concerns that PE outsourcing may serve to push PE further towards sport over time (Griggs &
Randall, 2019; Jones & Green, 2017; Powell, 2015; Smith, 2015), thereby undermining the holistic
aims of PE (Department for Education, 2013b; Hardmann, 2011). These findings illustrate the need
for coaches who can apply a holistic approach to PE delivery and embed life skills in lessons. As advo-
cated by Nolan et al. (2025), one proposed way to address this is for researchers to devise context-
specific CDPs which enable primary school PE coaches to plan and deliver lessons in which life skills
are embedded and align with NCPE aims. However, there is minimal secure evidence regarding what
works within coach development to change learners’ behaviours and improve practice (Griffiths
et al., 2018). Moreover, despite the need for such programmes, the degree to which coaches are
ready to engage in them remains underexamined. Santos et al. (2019) noted a need for researchers
to understand the barriers coaches face across different contexts when trying to promote PYD. More
specifically, these researchers outlined a requirement to understand the nature and sequence of bar-
riers to PYD, with the intention of better supporting the coaches involved. This research study seeks
to advance such understanding. In working towards achieving this understanding, this study will also
address Allan et al.’s (2018) call for qualitative research as the next step in examining what coaches
perceive to be the necessary or desired components of effective CDPs, thereby expanding the knowl-
edge base regarding CDPs, specifically investigating coach readiness to engage in a Life Skills CDP.
Moreover, by addressing the knowledge gap regarding coach facilitation of life skill development
and transfer identified by Newman et al. (2023), this study can provide an insight into the factors
that impact primary school PE coach readiness to engage in Life Skills CDP.

Method
Research design & ethics

A qualitative research design was adopted. Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. This
study was part of a larger research project and formal research partnership between a university and
community football foundation in London, UK (see Nolan et al., 2025). Foundation management
acted as gatekeepers to participant coaches, who the foundation employed. Participants were pur-
posively sampled following ethical approval from the university ethics sub-committee. Inclusion cri-
teria required participants to be a full-time primary PE coach employed by the foundation and hold a
level 2 coaching qualification, thereby aligning with the statutory requirements to deliver PE in
schools (Parnell et al., 2017). Alongside their primary school PE coaching roles, participant
coaches had additional responsibilities within the foundation, including delivering on community
football initiatives 1-3 evenings per week. Given the ongoing research project, and partnership
between the university and the community foundation, potential participants were known to the
researcher. Individuals who fulfilled the inclusion criteria were approached to be recruited in
person. Eleven eligible participants were identified. The study was explained in detail to the partici-
pants, and all were informed of the voluntary nature of the study. Prior to interview, participants
were provided with the study information sheet and provided written informed consent. Participants
were allocated gender neutral pseudonyms to maintain anonymity.
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Positionality

Acknowledging researcher positionality is a critical component of the research process (Braun &
Clarke, 2023). Moreover, sharing one’s personal and professional standpoint is critical during
research studies such as this (Camiré et al., 2022). | identify as a foreign-born, white, able-bodied
male working in a university sport department in the United Kingdom. | am also a semi-professional
football player and coach with introductory coaching qualifications. These overlapping roles posi-
tioned me as both an outsider and an insider in this research context (Sarver Coombs & Osborne,
2018), shaping various aspects of the research. At the outset, my identity as a university-affiliated
academic appeared to generate some scepticism amongst participants, who may have perceived
me as a distant professional entering their environment to apply external ‘theoretical’ solutions.
However, as relationships developed between the participants and | over the course of this
project, my role straddling the academic and footballing domains helped build rapport, and the
depth and openness of participants’ responses appeared to evolve. Furthermore, whilst | initially
assumed that my coaching experience in similar settings would provide transferable insight, |
came to realise that these assumptions also served to obscure important local nuances. | came to
learn a great deal from the participants, which influenced both the interviews and data analysis
as the study progressed. Ultimately, | straddled my position between the academic and football
coaching worlds, adopting the role of what Chhabra (2020) described as an ‘in-betweener’, co-con-
structing knowledge with the participants throughout this study.

Research paradigm and reflexivity

An interpretivist paradigm (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011) was adopted to explore participant coaches’
experiences, and understand factors that influenced coaches’ readiness to engage in a Life Skills
CDP. Interpretivism recognises that experiences of reality are individualised, and that individual
beliefs, values and experiences influences the diverse interpretations and constructions of reality
(Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). The adoption of this research paradigm, which holds that reality is
socially constructed rather than objectively present, and that meaning is negotiated between the
researcher the participants (Creswell, 2007), is explicitly linked to the positionality described
above, as my background, identity and values shaped the research process.

In pursuing trustworthiness (Smith & McGannon, 2018) the 15-point criteria of quality thematic
analysis outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) guided the research process whilst highlighting the
centrality of the active role of the researcher in this project. Transcription, coding, analysis, and
the written report itself were processes that were considered in pursuing quality. To promote reflex-
ivity (Creswell, 2013) the researcher also kept a research diary for the duration of the project. This
allowed the researcher to explore methodological issues, their subjective assumptions and experi-
ences, and to reflect on data collection (Nadin & Cassell, 2006). Data and researcher triangulation
were also employed. The former was pursued by interviewing eleven participants, thereby generat-
ing a diversified understanding of the context and phenomena being explored (Gratton & Jones,
2004). In pursuing research triangulation, multiple researchers also reviewed the initial themes
devised during data analysis (Cohen et al., 2018). Members of the research project team reviewed
themes initially proposed by the lead researcher to achieve consensus (Smith et al., 2014), producing
the themes and extracts presented in the Findings.

Participants

Participants were ten adult male primary school PE coaches and one adult female primary school PE
coach (Mean + SD for age and for duration of employment=32 £ 11y and 3 = 5y, respectively), and
were recruited in two cohorts. These eleven individuals were the only community football foun-
dation staff members who fulfilled the inclusion criteria and all agreed to participate. Cohort 1 con-
tained six male coaches, and Cohort 2 contained four male coaches and one female coach. The
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cohorts were recruited twelve months apart. Participants were recruited in two cohorts because (a)
the high coach turnover at the foundation limited the number of coaches who could be recruited at
the beginning of the study and (b) the ever-expanding number of initiatives delivered by the com-
munity foundation meant that there was an increase in the number of coaches who fulfilled the
inclusion criteria after the first recruitment period.

Data collection
This research was conducted in thirteen South London primary schools, across two London Bor-
oughs. Two participants worked in two schools simultaneously. Of these schools, five were main-
tained schools and eight were academies. One semi-structured interview was conducted with
each participant. The interview aimed to assess the degree to which participant coaches were pre-
pared to engage in a Life Skills CDP, or their individual ‘readiness.’ Readiness is an individual’s beliefs
and attitudes towards change, and their perception of the necessity for change (Weiner et al., 2008),
with low readiness serving as a barrier for change (Simpson, 2002). In the context of this research
study, readiness is concerned with how prepared participants were to engage in a Life Skills CDP.
The interview began with questions about the participants’ involvement in the CDP and research
project more broadly (e.g. ‘Could you tell me about your experience of being involved in this
project?’ and ‘Prior to participating, is there anything that helped and/or hindered your involvement
in the project?’). The interviewer then asked questions related to the participants’ motivation to be
involved in and commitment to the CDP (e.g. ‘Could you describe your motivation to be involved in
this project?’ and ‘Could you describe your commitment to the programme in terms of (a) lesson
planning, (b) delivering lessons in which life skills are embedded, (c) asking questions about the pro-
gramme, and (d) providing feedback [to the lead researcher] about your involvement in the pro-
gramme?’). The interview guide then contained questions related to how programme
involvement influenced participants’ applied coaching practice (e.g. ‘Could you describe how
being observed impacts your lesson preparation, delivery and reflection?’) and questions related
to participants coaching values (e.g. ‘Could you describe your values as a coach’ and ‘In your
opinion, what is the best way (e.g. interview, lesson observation, survey) for me to understand
and record your opinions and values as a primary school PE coach?’). Finally, participants were
asked about changes they would make to prepare them for programme engagement (e.g. ‘Going
forward, what is a step that you as a coach could take to be more engaged with the programme?’
and ‘What could you do as a coach to improve the research project?’). Additional questions were
asked based upon participant responses. The interview guide was first developed by the researcher
and then collaboratively refined by the project research team. Following a pilot interview, the inter-
view guide was deemed appropriate for use. Interviews were conducted in-person at the schools
where participants worked, or at the foundation head offices. Interview duration was an average
of 44 min. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim, producing 158 pages of
single-spaced raw data.

Data analysis

Braun et al.'s (2016) deliberative and reflexive thematic analysis guided a six-step data analysis
process, as in prior research related to this topic (Nolan et al., 2025). Data were analysed to
explore coaches’ readiness to engage in a Life Skills CDP. Step 1 comprised of the lead researcher
listening to and transcribing interviews and reading the transcripts multiple times. During Step 2
coding began. Initial codes, which are ‘the most basic segment, or element, of the raw data or infor-
mation that can be assessed in a meaningful way regarding the phenomenon’ (Boyatzis, 1998), were
produced in this phase. Here, the lead researcher labelled relevant extracts with codes (e.g. ‘Difficulty
getting involved’, ‘Relationship with manager’ and ‘How to plan lessons’). Extracts were often coded
multiple times, as one code could fit into many themes. Following this initial process of coding, the
researcher re-read the transcripts as outlined during Step 1. The researcher then retraced the process
outlined in Step 2 by labelling new extracts which had not been previously coded, or re-coding
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extracts which had previously been labelled. This process of moving back and forth between Step 1
and Step 2 continued until no new codes were identified. In Step 3, codes and coded extracts were
organised into candidate themes (e.g. ‘Potential barriers to engaging in the CDP’, ‘Familiarity with
content related to life skills and holistic development’ and ‘The role of the foundation manager’),
which reflected meaningful insights in the data. Specifically, this step involved identifying codes
that needed to be retained, and in many cases Step 4 involved the refining and revising the
codes and candidate themes. To achieve this, the lead researcher re-read the transcripts and
spoke with the other members to the project research team to achieve consensus regarding the pro-
posed final themes (Smith et al., 2014). Again, this progression and regression between Step 3 and
Step 4 continued until no new candidate themes were developed, and the codes and candidate
themes had been refined to fully reflect the data. Reviewing the data in this way ensured the
coded extracts accurately reflected the participants lived experiences, as represented in the data
set. During Step 4, many candidate themes were also discarded because they were not actually
themes, or collapsed into each other because they were similar. Interview transcripts were also re-
read at this juncture to see whether the themes worked in relation to the entire data set. Nvivo soft-
ware (QSR International, 2020) was used to code and organise the data. In Step 5 the theme names
were developed. During this phase, the researcher aimed to identify the focus of what each theme
was about and provide a clear statement of the unique nature of each theme. Each of the finalised
theme names went through multiple revisions to ensure that they were representative of the data
collected. Lastly, during Step 6 themes were organised and relabelled in the write-up.

Findings

Coaches’ engagement with life skill development in a neoliberal coach education
landscape

Interview data analysis revealed that the holistic and life skill development education coaches
received prior to programme engagement was low. This is despite the coaches themselves recognis-
ing the importance and relevance of holistic coaching and life skills. A central factor that influenced
participant readiness in the programme was their lack of exposure to content related to life skill
development on prior coach education courses, reflecting the cultural focus on the performance
of physical and technical skills within football coach education and the neoliberal context of
primary school PE more generally. Reflecting on his experience of progressing through the F.A.
coach education pathway, Bailey also described an apparent over-emphasis on coaches document-
ing their experiences on the courses, rather than actively developing their coaching practice:

[On] the coaching courses, it's just folders and folders. I've got like ten folders in my house. It's all to do with [the
Football Association] signing you off, it's like a tick box thing [Bailey].

When speaking about the F.A. coaching qualifications in particular, coaches detailed how, follow-
ing course completion, they still struggled to apply content related to life skill development, despite
the content contained within the F.A. four corner model:

Because it's quite funny, all the courses I've been to, when you fill in the books and it tells you the four corners ...
it's easy to fill in the technical, the physical ... But the psychological side is a struggle [Bailey].

Coaches’ limited understanding of holistic development was also evidenced by Jessie, who
reflected upon a presentation given to him on a coaching course by a highly qualified football coach:

[When] exploring that psychological and social side, so many times when | was on the course | would sit there
and go ‘Is that it? Because if you ask these UEFA A coaches something technically, they break it down for me so
much that I'd be sitting there with my jaw on the floor like ‘Wow. You've really blown my mind.” And then when
it comes to the social corner and I'd be like ‘Anything else?’ [to which the UEFA A coach responded] ‘Just go out
and have fun.’ | was always like ‘You're a UEFA A coach. You're one of the pinnacle coaches in this country and
you can’t explain to me more how | can get my team to work together and communicate together?’
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This example highlights the gaps that may exist in coaches’ life skills knowledge, despite attaining
high level coaching qualifications with indicative holistic content, depicting once again a perform-
ance orientated neoliberal culture focused on the attainment and measurement of physical and
technical skills within football coaching. Furthermore, although it is acknowledged that the F.A.
coaching qualifications have not been designed to aid coaches in delivering holistic PE lessons
specifically, data analysis has shown that indicative qualification content related to holistic develop-
ment was not given adequate time or attention during coach education. The lack of focus on this
content had a negative impact on participant coach readiness.

In explaining the consequences of the coach education received, Jessie stated that as a result of
holistic development getting ‘pushed over quite a lot by the technical and physical side, people lack
that focus [on holistic development] when it comes to PE'. This sentiment was representative of the
feelings of all participants, who highlighted that the seemingly secondary focus on holistic develop-
ment during coaching courses meant that coaches subsequently prioritised physical and technical
skill development during lessons. The prioritisation of physical, technical and tactical skill develop-
ment over holistic development therefore appears to be a policy adopted by coach educators, which
may precipitate the aforementioned cultural prioritisation of such skills by coaches in applied con-
texts. Bailey went on to express how, ultimately, content related to life skill and holistic development
was ‘just breezed over’ on these courses, in favour of material related to physical and technical
development.

Despite their lack of familiarity with concepts such as life skill development and holistic coaching,
and their resultant lack of readiness to engage in the programme, coaches recognised how engaging
in the programme could have a positive impact on the pupils they teach:

The difference is that you can take [life skills] away. If | teach a kid to pass the ball with the inside of his foot
technically, he can't then go home, or she can't go home, and use that again. If you teach a kid how to be
reliable, how to work under pressure, or how to handle winning and losing, that's something they can take
home. | think that's the whole idea for me [Jessie]

Yes, | hope the kids will never get into a fight at a bus stop, but if you live in South London, then eventually
you're going to see one, or hear of one, or your mate will be in one. And | think that's where the PE element
has to come in with the life skills, because that's where you can prepare them for those scenarios, [but] obviously
in a nicer way [Jessie].

Overall, however, whilst coaches recognised the relevance and potential benefits associated with
embedding life skills in lessons, their readiness to engage in a Life Skills CDP was negatively
impacted by their prior coach education experiences, and the interaction between political and cul-
tural variables in applied coaching contexts.

Lack of employer support and professional isolation amongst coaches

A perceived lack of support from foundation management staff towards the participant coaches,
invoking subsequent feelings of isolation on behalf of the coaches, was identified as an organis-
ational factor that negatively contributed to participant readiness. Participant coaches felt that
the support they received from their employer to engage in the Life Skills CDP was somewhat
limited. Employers appeared to impose other priorities on the coaches, such as delivering additional
evening sessions outside of school hours. Such impositions on behalf of the foundation manage-
ment illustrate an incongruency between a stated desire to support coaches to develop holistic
coaching behaviours, and a simultaneous requirement for coaches to prioritise session delivery
over professional development. Following recruitment, Jordan explained how the lack of support
and communication from the foundation management manifested itself:

Basically, | didn't really even ask them for any help. You know, | had contact with you about this research. | don’t
remember any ... information from them, any contact about [the programme] [Jordan].



10 (&) D.NOLAN

Jordan'’s perception that the onus was on coaches to ask for support regarding their participation in
the programme is telling, illustrating a cultural norm within the organisation whereby coaches were
not adequately supported by management staff prior to CDP engagement. Mirroring the sentiments
of other coaches, Jordan went on to explain how most, if not all, of the information regarding the
programme and participation came from the lead researcher, again impacting participant readiness.

The perceived lack of support from foundation management did not appear to be exclusively
related to the participants’ involvement in this research study. The degree to which management
staff maintained a generally active and supportive relationship with primary school PE coaches was
again questioned by Jody, who in two years as a full-time primary school PE coach stated that ‘I've
only been observed once, and | don't think that's enough at all.” Lee went on to explain how the
failure of foundation management to formally facilitate opportunities for coaches to share experiences
and observe one another’s practice made engaging in the programme challenging:

So that has kind of hindered us in a sense - that we don’t really meet up enough to talk about things like this,
about different approaches we can take or what things we can do to help these circumstances going forward, or
help us teach these life skills or encourage these life skills ... at the school ... Yeah, that would help us massively |
think [Leel.

Despite a clear desire on behalf of coaches to alter the social norms within the organisation and
interact with one another more regularly and formally, foundation management did not give
coaches the opportunity to develop a community of practice. It is evident that the lack of opportu-
nities given to participant coaches to collaborate and share practice with peers exacerbated the lack
of support coaches received from their employer. As well as explaining coaches’ lack of readiness, the
evidence presented highlights an organisational disconnect within the community foundation
between the management staff who organise and co-ordinate the foundation programmes and
initiatives, and the socially isolated coaches working full-time to deliver these programmes and
initiatives in schools.

Expanded professional roles and school priorities in modern PE coaching

Compounding the lack of employer support, participants also detailed how additional work-related
responsibilities and busy schedules outside their full-time PE coaching hours impacted their readi-
ness to engage in the CDP. Chris spoke about how he delivered two Academy Football Development
Centre sessions on weekday evenings, which was typical of most participants. When asked to
describe the coaches’ weekly schedule, Jamie stated frankly that ‘there’s no break. There's no let
up. It’s relentless ... It's non-stop.’

As well as the professional demands coaches faced outside their full-time coaching roles, Chris
provided a detailed explanation of the additional responsibilities that he took on within the
school, which limited his readiness to engage in the programme:

I'm only planning six lessons a week ... but because | don't stop, the planning takes a hit because I'm so tired. Like
today, Mondays are my PPA [Planning, Preparation and Assessment®] day which is great because | have two hours,
but because the school have me as PE co-ordinator, | have so many other obligations to do. Like, I've got to get letters
out today for the [Community Football Foundation] tournament - the girls and the mixed one. I've got a football
match on Wednesday that I've got to make sure we've all the kit for ... And there’s so many more things [Chris].

Despite planning what ostensibly appears to be a relatively small number of lessons, the
additional roles that Chris fulfilled within the school compromised his readiness. Additional roles
and responsibilities such as those that Chris detailed were typical of most participant coaches. Sig-
nificantly, however, many of these roles and responsibilities were informally arranged between the
school and coach directly, without input from foundation management. Coaches expressed how
they felt compelled to take responsibility in many instances to maintain the commercial relationship
between the foundation and the school, a political variable that negatively impacted readiness. Chris
clearly articulated how this informal arrangement put him in an awkward professional situation: ‘I
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can’t moan because actually I've got to be careful what | say because I'm an external contractor, to
keep the contract.” Chris’ admission that he felt obliged to take on extra responsibility within schools
is again representative of the challenges that he and his fellow coaches encountered daily. Moreover,
Chris detailed how a cultural emphasis within school on attaining high test scores in core subjects
resulted in a lack of support from colleagues when delivering PE lessons:

Chris: Some [colleagues] are really good, and they see the point of [PE] and they understand it. Like
both Deputy Heads have seen the point of view massively, but they can't do anything
because it's got to come from up above.

Interviewer:  It's got to come from the Head [Teacher]?

Chris: Yeah. And a lot of the teachers want to do it. Like, a lot of the teachers | speak to, especially in
Year 6, they want to do PE, they love doing PE, but they're told they can't.

Interviewer:  Because?

Chris: Because of test results.

Again, Chirs’ experiences are representative of participants across the sample, whereby the inter-
action of primarily cultural and organisational variables, within the neoliberal context of primary edu-
cation, lead to coaches juggling numerous responsibilities without the support of colleagues in
schools that fail to prioritise PE. Considering this finding, it is argued that the lack of communication
between the foundation management and the schools compromised coaches’ readiness, as coaches
were simultaneously overburdened with work whilst receiving limited, if any, support from col-
leagues within schools. Collectively, the perceived lack of support from foundation management,
the extensive working hours and additional informal responsibilities that participant coaches had
to contend with in a somewhat isolating work environment, the lack of support participant
coaches received in schools, and the interaction between such variables on a daily basis, reduced
participant readiness to engage in the CDP.

Discussion

Readiness is the degree to which participant coaches were prepared to engage in a Life Skills CDP.
The Findings illustrate how a series of contextual issues, influenced by the interaction between cul-
tural, organisational, social, and political variables in a neoliberal context, combined to largely reduce
the readiness of participant coaches to engage in a Life Skills CDP.

It is evident that the lack of focus placed on holistic life skill development during prior coach edu-
cation is a cultural norm that compromised participant readiness. Paquette and Trudel (2018) are
critical of formal coach education, suggesting that it is disconnected from actual coaching practice
and real-world problems. Moreover, it has been suggested that formal coach education does not
facilitate the development of professional knowledge required for effective teaching practice
(Gilbert & Trudel, 1999), which is significant given the PE context with which this study is concerned.
Consistent with prior research and indicative of the cultural norms within sport coaching, partici-
pants noted how the coach education they had received prioritised the physical, technical and tac-
tical aspects of coaching, with little focus on life skills (Bean & Forneris, 2017; Nolan et al., 2025;
Santos et al., 2017; Vella et al., 2013a; Zakrajsek et al., 2017). The central focus on such skills is
mirrors the wider neoliberal context in which this research is set, whereby performance, attainment,
surveillance, and outcomes related to physical and technical motor skill development are prioritised
within PE (Evans, 2014; Gray et al.,, 2022). It is argued that because holistic development was not
emphasised during prior coach education, participant coaches did not view holistic development
as important. The applied manifestation of placing a cultural emphasis on physical, technical and
tactical skill development was compromised participant readiness, as those who do not perceive
behaviour change as important are unlikely to be ready to alter their behaviours (Passmore,
2007). By coaching in this neoliberal context, it is posited that the long-standing ‘train and certify’
approach to coach education (Trudel et al., 2010; Trudel & Gilbert, 2006) may perpetuate an
ongoing focus on physical and technical skill development.
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Furthermore, coach training and experience have been identified as central variables in explain-
ing the extent to which coaches intentionally teach life skills (Camiré et al., 2012; Trottier et al., 2017;
Trudel et al., 2016). Consequently, if outsourced coaches have not been exposed to life skill devel-
opment content during coach education, they are unlikely to be ready to engage in a Life Skills
CDP. In other socio-cultural contexts, additional factors may serve to impact coach readiness. For
example, in New Zealand, as part of what Sockett (1984) deemed the creeping privatisation of edu-
cation, Powell (2015, p. 73) outlined how private PE outsourcing is ‘maintained through a messy
assemblage of rationalities, politics, institutions, relationships, discourses, individuals and subjectiv-
ities’, yet does not work in the best interests of teachers or students. Given coaches’ role in maintain-
ing PE outsourcing in the UK, it is argued that the political shift towards privatising PE and the
competing agendas of organisations subsequently delivering outsourced NCPE (Griggs & Randall,
2019) does not work in the best interests of outsourced coaches seeking to change their coaching
behaviours via CDP engagement. Such policy, it is argued, perpetuates the cultural focus on physical,
technical and tactical skill development by coaches delivering NCPE. It must be recognised that
despite the advocacy for a life skill-focused CDP, such programmes are not a panacea for PYD
and life skill development. Although holistically-focused PYD programmes can improve coaches’
capacity to facilitate PYD outcomes such as life skills, there remains questions regarding the
efficacy of such programmes (Falcdo et al., 2012; Vella et a’l,, 2013a, 2013b). If CDPs are to be
effective, they must be interactive, collaborative and located in practice (Griffiths et al., 2018). More-
over, given government investment in Primary PE through the PE and sport premium has increased
outsourcing of PE to community football coaches (Jones & Green, 2017; Parnell et al,, 2017) such
CDPs need to be suitable for the coaches who actually deliver NCPE (Parnell et al., 2016).

The participants in this study are illustrative of how educational policy in the form of the PE and
sport premium has perpetuated a neoliberal culture of schools hiring external organisations, private
companies, and coaches (McEvilly, 2022; Sperka & Enright, 2018, 2019b) to extend, substitute or
replace PE provision via outsourcing (Sperka, 2020). Although coach expertise is cited as a
primary reason for PE outsourcing (Jones & Green, 2017), the degree to which outsourced PE
coaches’ practice aligns with the holistic aims of the NCPE curriculum is unclear. Within the
context of outsourced PE delivery, the Findings suggest an incongruency between the coaching qua-
lifications participants had attained and the aims of NCPE. Moreover, as outsourced coaches, none of
the participants were trained PE specialists. Such factors served to undermine participant readiness
to engage in a Life Skills CDP. Given Cronin et al.'s (2019) finding that negative aspects of the PE
climate have less of an effect on students’ life skill development when compared to the positive
aspects of the climate, the benefits of a Life Skills CDP are self-evident. Yet because outsourced
sport coaches, who the participants in this study are representative of, come from a huge variety
of socio-cultural backgrounds, their individual capacity to engage in a Life Skills CDP differs. Over
time, initiatives such as CDPs can enhance coaches’ capacity to embed life skills in lessons (Falcao
et al,, 2012), and increase coach awareness of the importance of embedding life skills in lessons
(Camiré et al., 2012; Gould et al., 2007). However, to benefit from such initiatives, coaches must
be ready to engage in them. Concerning this, much of the current discourse within applied coaching
appears to centre on National Governing Body qualifications, which predominantly prioritise club-
based settings. The absence of school-specific CPD opportunities may suggest a need for community
foundations to place greater emphasis on broader educational competencies, rather than relying
solely on football-specific credentials. In the case of the participants in this study, it is evident
that the social isolation they experienced as outsourced primary school PE coaches with football
coaching qualifications reduced their readiness to engage in a Life Skills CDP. Compounding the con-
textual constraints and social isolation they faced as outsourced coaches, the participants’ readiness
was negatively impacted by the lack of organisational support they received from management staff
at the community foundation.

The lack of support that participants received from community foundation management negatively
impacted readiness, supplementing findings which show that administrative support is a key feature
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for the fidelity and implementation of effective in-service education (Durlack & DuPre, 2008; lachini
et al., 2014). Although CDP initiatives can enhance coaches’ awareness of and capacity to embed
life skills in lessons (Collins et al., 2009; Falcdo et al.,, 2012; Gould et al., 2007), limited support can
result in low levels of delivery confidence (Morgan & Bourke, 2005). The Findings show that moving
forward, it is imperative that coaches receive support from management when engaging in all and
any type of CDP. This support could take the form of a formalised community of practice, which
allow coaches to become responsible for their own learning (Camiré et al., 2014) and work through
dilemmas with colleagues who share their professional context (Gilbert et al, 2009). However, if
such social learning approaches are to be adopted, they must be managed correctly, as failure to
do so can threaten coach development by magnifying and perpetuating the issues that coach devel-
opers endeavour to nullify (Stoszkowski & Collins, 2014). Yet, even if foundation management support
is garnered and a community of practice is formally established, the impact it may have on coach readi-
ness may be compromised by a series of contextual factors within schools. Considering the emergent
neoliberal concept of efficiency, teachers have been led to believe that their time is better spent on
subjects deemed more important than PE (Powell, 2015). As Nolan et al. (2025) found following
their investigation on the knowledge and influences on holistic coaching behaviours amongst
primary school community football PE coaches, issues related to prior coach education and NCPE out-
sourcing are compounded by the low prioritisation on PE within the curriculum.

The Findings revealed that the interaction between cultural, organisational, social, and political
variables created a series of contextual constraints that impacted coach readiness to engage in
the CDP. Akin to the participants in Nolan et al.'s (2025) study, participants held additional respon-
sibilities in their roles as outsourced PE coaches, serving as PE co-ordinators in schools and delivering
football sessions multiple evenings per week. Yet it was the low prioritisation of PE within the
primary school curriculum that appeared to have the greatest impact on participant readiness.
Despite the holistic aims of NCPE and its central role within the curriculum (Department for Edu-
cation, 2013b; Hardmann, 2011), Sperka and Enright (2019b) found that schools do not allocate as
much time to PE as English, mathematics or science in student timetables, embodying the cultural
norm of PE as a low priority subject. Aligning with findings from this study, researchers have
suggested that the increased emphasis on literacy and numeracy are reasons for PE outsourcing
(Dyson et al., 2016; Griggs, 2010), and that in many cases outsourcing is necessary to ensure that
PE lessons happen at all (Jones & Green, 2017). Further research reiterates the low priority that is
placed upon NCPE in schools. Highlighting the impact that government education policy has on
the cultural norms within schools, Rainer and Jarvis (2021) concluded that secondary school teachers
view PE as a non-academic, low priority subject, whilst primary school pupils have been found to
view PE as a break from schoolwork (Sperka & Enright, 2019a). Furthermore, Nolan et al. (2025)
provide numerous examples of how NCPE is not a priority in schools, with evidence of pupils
being removed from PE to do other subjects, and the frequent failure of Teaching Assistants to
support coaches in PE delivery. It is within this context, where PE is considered an afterthought,
that participants found themselves lacking the readiness to engage in a Life Skills CDP. In further
illustrating how the low prioritisation of NCPE impacted coach readiness to engage in the CDP,
this research study highlights the incongruency between what Holt et al. (2017) described as the
relationship between coaching for PYD and organisational priorities. The long-standing elevation
of ‘core’ subjects such as English, mathematics and science above ‘foundation’ subjects such as
PE (Boyle & Bragg, 2006; Department for Education, 2014b; Morgan & Hansen, 2007), has created
a climate where PE is not prioritised in schools (Nolan et al., 2025; Sperka & Enright, 2019b), compro-
mising coach readiness to engage in a life skills CDP ultimately aimed at altering their PE delivery.

Conclusion

This study examined the factors that influenced primary school community football PE coaches’
readiness to engage in a Life Skills CDP. By addressing this aim, this study has advanced the
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understanding of the factors that impact primary school PE coaches’ capacity to engage in initiatives
which promote the application of holistic coaching behaviours in PE lessons. It is evident that a lack
of exposure to life skill content during prior coach education, a lack of support from management
staff within the community foundation, the absence of a community of practice, and additional
responsibilities that coaches had to fulfil within primary schools compromised their readiness to
engage in a Life Skills CDP. These factors were exacerbated by the low prioritisation of PE in
primary schools. The ongoing interaction between the cultural, organisational, social, and political
variables identified fundamentally undermined participant coach readiness to engage in a Life
Skills CDP. Collectively, the findings dispel any assumptions that coaches are simply always ready
to engage in developmental initiatives, given the neoliberal context in which they are educated
and deliver PE.

Implications for practice

To reduce the detrimental impact that the contextual factors identified have on coach readiness, life
skill and PYD content must be integrated into formal coaching qualifications. Coach educators and
those designing coach education courses must consider what are realistic and effective strategies to
ensure that life skills and PYD are emphasised in coaching curricula? Furthermore, within the organ-
isations who directly employ primary school PE coaches, those managing coaches must create and
maintain consistent channels of communication with coaches to support readiness and subsequent
CDP engagement. In other words, how can open lines of communication between employers and
coaches support coach readiness to engage in a life skills CDP and ongoing professional develop-
ment more generally? Additionally, the organisations who employ these coaches should facilitate
the creation of communities of practice amongst coaches and explore potential benefits of commu-
nities of practice for primary school PE coach collaboration, learning, and support. Finally, it is necess-
ary to investigate how organisations such as community football foundations collaborate with
school headteachers to ensure primary school PE coaches have manageable workloads which
align with their service agreements, and are supported in engaging with developmental opportu-
nities such as a life skills CDP.

Limitations and areas for future research

In recognising the limitations of this study, the inclusion of only one female coach is acknowledged.
However, the participants were recruited from a partner community football foundation, where only
one female coach met the inclusion criteria. The number of female participants may have been
higher, had inclusion criteria stipulated that coaches could be part-time employees. Moreover, the
originality of this research is enhanced due to the partnership between the university and the com-
munity football foundation, as it provided insights into the barriers to holistic coach development
faced by those delivering outsourced NCPE on a daily basis. Future research should examine the
relationships that exist between research-focused institutions such as universities and external
organisations that offer outsourced PE, with the intention of creating initiatives and understanding
the environments that best facilitate holistic coach development.

Notes

1. The PE and sport premium is UK Government funding which is provided to primary schools to support schools to
deliver high quality PE and sport for at least two hours per week, as well as offering a range of extracurricular
sport and competitive opportunities (Department for Education, 2014a).

2. Community football foundations are charitable foundations affiliated with professional football clubs that
operate in the UK (and in some cases, across Europe), delivering sport-based outreach and education initiatives.
Foundation initiatives are typically aimed at enhancing the health and well-being of club’s local communities for
participants of all ages (Nolan et al., 2025; Parnell et al., 2017).
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3. PPAtime s allocated for teachers to complete their duties away for the children in their care. PPA time must take
place during the time in which pupils are taught, and must amount to at least 10% of the teacher’s timetabled
teaching time (Department for Education, 2023; National Education Union, 2024).

4. Vella (2013a) source can be removed. Point relates only relates only to Vella (2013b) source.
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