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Abstract: Sport and physical exercise are vital components of  preventive measures against illnesses, 

promoting well-being and a high quality of life within communities. To achieve these goals, educational 

actions through sports practice must be implemented, considering the unique characteristics and needs of 

the participants. Understanding the true nature of the sports educational process requires in-depth 

investigation, leading to interventions that incorporate knowledge and techniques from the sports sciences. 

As a result, nurturing research competencies among sports professionals within their educational  paths 

becomes crucial. This study reflects on recent methodological approaches in educational-sports research 

and their potential in the academic settings of Sports and Exercise Sciences degree courses. One approach 

that stands out is Mixed Methods Research, which combines qualitative and quantitative methods to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of complex phenomena in sports education. By utilizing both types of data, 

researchers can explore the nuances of participants' experiences and gather statistical evidence to support 

their findings. This integrative approach allows for a more  holistic analysis, strengthening the credibility 

and reliability of the research outcomes. Moreover, the inclusion of critical-reflexive components in 

educational-sports  research adds depth and context to the findings. By encouraging researchers to 

critically examine their  assumptions, biases, and optionality, this approach acknowledges the influence of 

personal perspectives  on the research process and outcomes. It fosters a  more self-aware and accountable 

approach to research, promoting transparency and authenticity in reporting results. The academic contexts 

of Sports and Exercise Sciences degree courses offer fertile ground for fostering research competencies 

among aspiring sports professionals. Incorporating research-oriented modules, seminars, and workshops 

into the curriculum can provide students with essential tools and skills for conducting rigorous and 

insightful research. By engaging students in hands-on research projects, they can apply theoretical 

knowledge to real-world situations, developing their analytical and problem-solving abilities. Integrating 

research competencies into the educational paths of sports professionals is vital to advancing the field of 

sports education. The adoption of Mixed Methods Research and critical-reflexive components enhances the 

quality and depth of educational-sports research. By nurturing research skills in academic settings and 

fostering collaboration with established researchers, we can cultivate a new generation of sports 

professionals who are equipped to  contribute meaningfully to the well-being and development of 

individuals and communities through sports and physical exercise. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Sport and its related activities constitute a significant aspect of social, cultural, and economic life in many urban 

centers. They are promoted as a tool of policy in a series of initiatives aimed at revitalizing the territory and fostering 

social renewal. Several studies have analyzed the value of sports in this context, highlighting how the development of 

sports infrastructure within communities can contribute to their requalification (Thornley, 2002) and bring about 

economic and social benefits arising from major sporting events (Gratton et al., 2005; Nichols & Ralston, 2012). A 

related and relatively understudied area of sports policy for urban and social requalification is the use of sports in 

Programmes aimed at reducing youth unemployment and social exclusion (Glyptis, 1989; Long  & Sanderson, 2001). 

Such projects have been developed  in various European countries, influenced by the policies undertaken by Europe and 
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the inclusion policies of national governments, regions, and municipalities (Hylton & Totten, 2008). Human and 

cultural promotion, starting with the youth, is one of the most important and urgent fields to address with an extremely 

qualified, unified action. Physical and sports activities have seen significant diffusion, an increase in practitioners, and a 

broadening of educational variables. They play a decisive role in ensuring a healthy and beneficial activity, gradually 

prepared  through a correct process of training and the ongoing development of physical and sports activities (Cereda, 

2015). The physical education and sports received in schools and leisure time, besides being an advantage for 

maintaining an active lifestyle, serve as a stimulus and an opportunity to continue studies and, given  

currentopportunities, for reintegration into the workforce  (Green, 2014). Cultural promotion through a programme of 

socio-motor activities within the overall reality of young people's existence aims to focus on the cognitive elements 

through which a reorganization and appropriation of "free time" and even those concretely definable as "working 

hours" are still possible, as well as interactions among individuals, objects, and institutions. In this context, the sports 

instructor plays a crucial role as an educator. Therefore, besides teaching the correct execution of a movement, setting 

the appropriate motor load, and outlining the path to achieve a goal,  the instructor educates individuals in togetherness, 

coexistence, overcoming difficulties, helping one another, and facing challenges with honesty, loyalty, and 

commitment. The act of overcoming and engaging in confrontation should be seen not as a means of seeking vengeance 

against others but as a journey of self-discovery and transcendence. The training of highly qualified socio-motor 

operators with a broad and specific educational background is of paramount importance. They should be capable of 

aiding the youth in making conscious choices regarding their activities. Their role must not be confined to a generic or 

superficial education, simply promoting physical movement, or providing individuals with pre-determined 

environments, means, and opportunities. In this perspective, the intervention of specialists focused solely on individual 

sports techniques appears to offer limited prospects within the educational context (Cereda, 2018). It calls for reflection 

on the processes of training and professional qualification of sports instructors, as well as the content that should shape 

individuals' lives, with the highly intricate task of promoting social good, preventing school dropout and 

unemployment, and facilitating social and work reintegration. This entails not only comparing the stakeholders 

involved at the national and European levels but also presenting an opportunity for the inclusion of new participants, 

perhaps reaching out to those classified as NEET (Not engaged in Education, Employment, or Training)  - young 

individuals who are neither employed, nor studying, nor enrolled in training Programmes. Scientific evidence 

demonstrates that motor and sports activities play a positive role in the lives of millions of Europeans, and when 

practiced non-competitively, they can contribute to an individual's well-being (Oja et al., 2015). As motor and sports 

activities gain popularity, an emerging yet underdeveloped economic sector has the potential to bring even more 

benefits to nations and citizens: benefits in terms of health, economy, and employment (Zintz, 2013).  

 

Enhancing the standing of sports instructors:  

role-based competency approach A qualification corresponds to a formal certification of competence based on precise 

reference standards conferred by the relevant authorities. It can be acquired through one or more of the following 

means: a formal course or a combination of diverse educational paths; the recognition of previous learning experiences  

(both formal and non-formal); or the acknowledgment of a qualification obtained abroad. One significant limitation that 

many national sports training systems in Europe have exhibited is the prevalence of qualifying training based on an 

academic subject approach and the traditional calculation of hours. Sports instructors operate in various contexts, 

entailing different degrees of responsibility, expertise, complexity, and autonomy. They carry out their functions in 

numerous and diverse ways. In terms of remuneration, they may serve as volunteers or be employed part-time or full-

time. As for their target audience, they can train both children and high-level athletes, amateurs, or professionals. 

Similar to athletes,  instructors construct their experiences over time, and a substantial part of their learning occurs 

through hands-on work. Greater experience and skill are often accompanied by higher levels of responsibility and more 

intricate roles. Analyzing these roles leads to defining the fundamental competencies necessary to meet their 

requirements. This, in turn, proves beneficial in refining the characteristics of instructor training and, on a broader scale, 

can open up more employment opportunities (in the case of paid instructors) and enhance  their standing (in the case of 

volunteers). Clear terminology concerning roles also serves as a foundation for developing training Programmes and 

qualifications that have a significant impact on acquiring professionalrelated competencies. Such clarity can assist 
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training service providers, be they federations or educational institutions, in emphasizing and connecting the 

qualifications obtained by instructors to a common reference system. This system must have a clear application in the 

operational context in which the work is carried out. A qualification corresponds to a formal certification of competence 

in accordance with specific reference standards issued by the competent authorities. It can be attained through one or 

more of the  following avenues: a formal pathway or a combination of diverse educational routes; recognition of prior 

learning (both formal and non-formal); and informal experiences; as well as recognition of a qualification obtained 

abroad. A significant limitation observed in many European national sports training systems has been the prevalence of 

qualifying formations based on a "subject-based" logic and traditional hour-based calculations. Sports instructors 

operate in various contexts, each requiring distinct levels of responsibility, expertise, complexity, and autonomy. They 

can carry out their functions in diverse ways: in terms of remuneration, they may serve as volunteers or receive 

compensation; they may work part-time or full-time; concerning their recipients, they may coach children, high-level 

athletes, amateurs, or professionals. Similar to athletes, instructors build their expertise over time, with a  substantial 

portion of their learning occurring through practical experience. Greater experience and proficiency are often 

accompanied by higher levels of responsibility and more intricate roles. Analyzing these roles leads to defining the 

fundamental competencies necessary to fulfil their requirements. Such an analysis, in turn, proves valuable in better 

outlining the characteristics of instructor training and, within a broader framework, can create multiple occupational 

opportunities (in the case of paid instructors) and enhance positioning (for volunteers). A clear terminology regarding 

roles also provides a foundation for the development of training Programmes and qualifications, greatly influencing the 

acquisition of professional-related skills. This clarity assists those providing training services, be they federations or 

educational entities, in underlining and aligning the qualifications obtained by instructors with a common reference 

system. This system must be effectively applied within the operational context in which work  is carried out.  

 

The role of sports instructors: knowledge and competencies.        

The role of the sports instructor can be described as a constant application of interpersonal and intrapersonal 

professional knowledge to enhance the skills, confidence, and relationships of individuals in specific  operational 

contexts (Gilbert & Côté, 2013). These three fundamental areas of knowledge are as follows:  

1. professional knowledge (the content of knowledge and how to teach it);  

2. interpersonal knowledge (related to the ability to connect with others);  

3. intrapersonal knowledge (based on self-awareness and self-reflection).  

Each of these areas of knowledge forms the foundation of the instructor's competencies to perform their work, which 

can be divided into: 

 functional competencies, enabling the meeting of specific situational needs 

 task-related competencies, enabling the execution of specific and defined tasks.  

Functional competencies refer to adopting an approach focused on guiding and improving students within  a particular 

organizational and social context. It acknowledges that teaching a sport is a complex and dynamic activity that extends 

beyond the place of activity and is not simply accomplished by transferring knowledge and skills from the instructor to 

the student. Essentially, instructors must be trained to understand, interact, and engage with the environment in which 

they operate. Instructors fulfil a series of tasks that require diverse competencies. Among the main ones are needs 

analysis, defining an overall vision, devising a strategy,  creating an action plan, organizing and managing people, 

defining progress indicators, the educational process, relationship management, conducting technical lessons, 

appropriate instruction for adults and children, interpreting and reacting in real-life situations, self-evaluation, and 

innovation. While instructors may develop their functional competencies through practise and experience, the 

competencies related to their tasks should be provided through educational courses (Mantovani, 2015). The most 

exemplary formations are not necessarily the longest ones, but those that provide competencies truly corresponding to 

the needs of the activities carried out by the qualified individuals. In this context of comparison and harmonization of 

formative processes  and professional recognitions, social and professional pedagogical competence is called upon, 

founded and matured in the field, for a different vision of academic titles, one that fully appreciates the culture, 

competence, and preparation that serve as prerequisites for obtaining the said academic degree (Blezza, 2013).  
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To avoid pedagogical and ethical failure, the formative paths and their respective contents for sports practitioners must 

encompass a clear set of ideas and tools, guided by internal methodological and operational guidelines within a lifelong 

education project, constructed with a new coherence. This should activate  a proposal of versatile physical-sporting 

activities informed by a clear and precise cultural choice that places the integral person at the heart of the experience. In 

this case, it is unadvisable to pursue exaggerated forms of exalting technical specialization with an absolute focus on 

the outcome. Instead, methods should be developed that foster genuine life experiences, thereby situating the human 

being within their specific personal-community dimension at the centre of bodily-motor and sporting experiences. This 

means bringing such an experience back to  its reality as a "means," prioritizing the potentialities that define human 

beings (commitment, willpower, intelligence, creativity, respect, love, religiosity, etc.), and reintegrating it into the 

context of the individual and social life's flow, with its autonomy and dialectical capacity, to participate in cultural and 

formative processes without any instrumentalities of power, prestige,  or commerce. The educational proposal 

concerning formative processes for sports instructors should simultaneously take into account the differences that 

characterize the uniqueness and individuality of each person, recalling that motor and sporting activities are also a 

means of integration and individual growth. Standing by the individual also means choosing those marginalized by 

current social models, individuals who have no opportunity to achieve tangible, economic, or ideological results.  The 

educational function of the sports instructor finds qualifying elements not only in their inherent professionalism but also 

in the specific relationships and interactions with the young, without forgetting the  family, which is directly involved in 

the pedagogical project. 

 

The reflective model: integrating education and practice in sports coaching  

The transformations that have affected society and the changing relationship between health and illness have deeply 

influenced the motivations and interest  in sports practice, which has evolved from a strictly competitive phenomenon 

to a tool for promoting well-being and social inclusion (Bakiko et al., 2020; Kolokoltsev et al., 2021).  

Recognizing the significance of sports activity and/or physical exercise as  essential factors for healthy lifestyles, a 

more inclusive and adapted "sport for all" approach has been embraced, tailored to the peculiarities and needs of 

different segments of the population. This approach significantly contributes to disease prevention as well as the 

promotion and enhancement of conditions that foster the well-being and quality of life within the community. Sports 

practice and motor activities need to be redefined within educational processes that enable individuals to "exercise 

greater control over their  health and improve it" (World Health Organization,  1986). Implementing educational actions 

through sports becomes essential, aiming to unlock the potential of individuals and leading to positive adaptations that 

foster the  adoption of healthy lifestyles from a preventive and promotional perspective for their well-being. Therefore, 

the teaching of sports practice entails an embodied knowledge within the work of the sports professional, a wisdom 

that, beyond the technical-practical knowledge related to the discipline and/or  the organization of training sessions and 

physical exercise, is predominantly tacit and concealed in the implicit variables of educational action (Patey et al., 

2019; Cereda, 2023a). Training, the term used to indicate the realm of teaching sports practice and/or physical exercise, 

is defined by a majority of scholars as an educational practice (Burgueño & Medina-Casaubón, 2020; Farias,  Valério & 

Mesquita, 2018; Chu et al., 2022), a pedagogically organized process (Branquinho, Forte & Ferraz, 2022), multilateral, 

directed towards the  holistic education of the athlete, which requires specific organization to be carried out as a 

systematic, complex, and comprehensive action on an individual's personality  and physical state (Otte et al., 2020; 

Cope et al., 2022). It is a pedagogical process of personality education oriented towards seeking balance in its various 

facets (Cereda, 2018). As such, it represents a space for sharing and generating knowledge of profound heuristic value, 

demanding investigation and comprehension of what truly transpires during the sports educational process to contribute 

to the enhancement of the practice itself. There is a need for sports educators capable of daily investigating contexts to 

design, implement, and verify solutions suitable for emerging and specific  needs, willing to embrace doubt, 

investigation, and knowledge. The expert in Sports and Exercise Sciences must assume the role of a reflective 

professional (Cereda, 2023b) to achieve an effective integration  of their dual role as a technician and educator, for 

which it is fundamental to explore and understand the environment in which they operate and adapt their role as an  

educator to the nuances presented by the setting. As emphasized in the European Union's communication (2017a), even 

though a considerable portion of teaching activities in higher education take place in institutions engaged in research, 
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such research is not adequately utilized for teaching purposes, and university students are often not involved in research 

activities. This limitation restricts students' opportunities to engage with current subjects and thus develop their research 

capabilities. 

 

Quantitative and qualitative methods in sports studies  

Engaging in research within the realm of sports entails, first and foremost, adhering to the principle  of interdisciplinary 

and cooperation that characterizes the sciences of sports (Harriss, MacSween & Atkinson, 2019). The diverse 

disciplines that converge on sports are supported by various theoretical frameworks  and the development of distinct 

research methods and investigations. This necessitates the application of a diversity of research approaches, fostering 

the development of theories and paradigms that underpin the specialized  training of professionals possessing 

knowledge and competencies capable of meeting diverse societal demands and designing educational interventions 

through sports (Balagué et al., 2017; Elliott-Sale et al., 2021).  

Initially, research in this field was oriented solely towards physical-sporting performance, bounded and controlled by 

variables, employing standardized data collection techniques such as tests, structured questionnaires, 

psychophysiological measures, and systematic observations aimed at identifying reproducible and replicable training 

practices (Zhang & Zhang, 2022; Thompson et al., 2022). The introduction of qualitative methodology in the study of 

sporting phenomena allowed for understanding and adapting sports practices  to the specific needs of individuals and 

communities, thereby enhancing the outcomes derived from quantitative research (Heinemann, 2007).  

Further evolution has indeed been achieved with the  introduction of mixed-methods research in sports studies. This 

approach involves the integration and  complementation of quantitative and qualitative methods in a study, wherein 

data of both types are collected, analyzed, and combined. It is founded on the amalgamation of the inductive approach 

to concept generation with deductive logic. Scholars such as Gobo et al. (2021), Zurc and Laaksonen (2023), Camerino, 

Castañer, and Anguera (2014), Thompson et al. (2022), and Ghiara (2020) have explored and advocated for this 

method. 

 A growing body of literature demonstrates that this  approach enables a holistic understanding of human 

motorbehavior and the complexity inherent in the study of physical activity and sports (Ryba et al.,  2022; Caldwell et 

al., 2023). Tariq and Woodman (2013) and Tenny et al. (2023) have described the emergence of this novel approach as 

a silent revolution that has led to a more balanced perspective. Neither quantitative nor qualitative methods are 

considered inherently superior; instead, their integration yields more precise  knowledge, better aligning with the new 

demands, even in the sporting domain. This integration assists in corroborating, refining, or challenging explanations of 

phenomena (Ryba et al., 2022). 

 Mixed Methods Research employs diverse combinations  of procedures (multimethod, mixed methods) and models of 

triangulation (of data, theories, etc.), accompanied by the utilization of techniques for data collection ranging from 

observation (Anguera et al., 2017) to field diaries, interviews, structured questionnaires, standardized tests, and 

psychophysiological evaluation (Sparkes & Smith, 2013; Camerino, Castañer, & Anguera, 2014). Qualitative-

quantitative integration is a process that gathers, analyses, and connects  quantitative data (the state of physical 

performance at a given moment in reality) and qualitative data (the process of evolution and understanding of sports 

activity) within the same study to better comprehend a phenomenon (Thompson et al., 2022). 

 

The dialogic nature of coach reflection: shaping educational environments 

The etymological root of the word "reflective" harkens back to folding back upon oneself. In terms of research, this can 

be translated as a thoughtful and conscious analysis of the intersubjective dynamics between the researcher and the 

researcher. Reflectivity demands critical self-reflection on how the social background of researchers, their assumptions, 

positioning, and behavior impact the research process. It entails recognizing how researchers construct their research 

findings (Ide & Beddoe, 2023). According to Reddy et al. (2019), reflectivity is the activity of turning back upon 

oneself, or the action of assuming the role of the other in examining oneself, and it refers to engaging with oneself in 

the narrative of someone else, enabling the imagination of how this other perceives it. Being reflective also means being 

able to consider the presence we establish in the field through our methods. In summary, reflectivity means  seriously 

considering the researcher as a conscious being—a being that is evidently and inevitably present in the research 
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process. The work of the American scholar Donald Schön (1983, 1987) has facilitated the dissemination of the theme of 

reflectivity in the approach to issues concerning the relationship between practice, reflection, and education in the realm 

of education professionals. For this reason, Schön's theories are now the subject of study for researchers who analyze 

the science of education from a humanistic perspective. The necessity of curriculum for professional training based on 

real practical situations that foster reflection and the  foundational concept of Donald Schön's theory of reflectivity have 

led to the restructuring of the initial training  of sports coaches (Brooks et al., 2020; Gilbert & Trudel, 2004, 2006). This 

model, when applied to training, implies that practice is perceived as a starting point for cultivating reflection. Practice 

serves as a means to contemplate actions through thoughtful deliberation on concrete problem situations and to initiate 

and support the process of exploring potential solutions. Within this model, reflection is deemed necessary and 

paramount, as it  nurtures the very essence of thought and enhances actions. Authors who have embraced the reflective 

model in the context of training have underscored the need to transform reflection into a continuous attitude for  the 

coach as a professional (Gilbert & Trudel, 2006) and as a researcher. Through reflection upon their actions, the coach 

becomes, in essence, a researcher within the practical setting, connecting teaching to learning.  This implies that 

training becomes an everlasting quest, forever intertwined with action. 

In short, research and experimentation lay the groundwork for critical reflection on practice and its transformation into 

an action capable of mobilizing  different forms of knowledge. Transforming a specialized theory of reflective learning 

into knowledge always  entails a clear commitment to pedagogical research. Reflective practice, while not capable of 

solving all the problems of training as conceived in contemporary society, serves as a preamble and starting point for 

the development and pedagogical implementation in  this field attitude towards experimenting with new solutions. In 

brief, research and experimentation serve as the  prerequisites for critical reflection on practice and its transformation 

into an action capable of mobilizing  diverse forms of knowledge, essential for operating in accordance with the 

principles of interdisciplinary and cooperation that underpin the epistemology of sports sciences. The reflective model 

entails strategies of training and action grounded in community rather than individualistic approaches. Within this 

framework, education is conceived as a set of formative practices that refer to a collective dimension and aim at 

professional emancipation. This emancipation seeks to achieve full autonomy in generating specific knowledge and 

values inherent to the profession itself. Therefore, the  training model, 

 

II. CONCLUSION 

The broad recognition of sports as an instrument capable of addressing the manifold and diverse psychophysical and 

educational needs of individuals  necessitates the development of research competencies in the educational paths of 

sports professionals. This  will enable the construction of alternative and innovative intervention proposals, integrating 

the knowledge and techniques of sports sciences. The silent revolution initiated by Mixed Methods Research presents 

an opportunity to foster such integration. However, for these methods to be fully and effectively implemented, they 

cannot be divorced from a critical-reflective approach. Therefore, the training in research competencies for sports 

professionals must no longer be limited to mere technical control but should open up to a realm of knowledge 

production, transformation, and mobilization within a practical-reflective perspective. In this context, the expansion and 

development of the relationship between scientific knowledge and practice are achieved through a creative and open 

attitude towards experimenting with new solutions. In brief, research and experimentation serve as the  prerequisites for 

critical reflection on practice and its transformation into an action capable of mobilizing  diverse forms of knowledge, 

essential for operating in accordance with the principles of interdisciplinary and cooperation that underpin the 

epistemology of sports sciences. The reflective model entails strategies of training and action grounded in community 

rather than individualistic approaches. Within this framework, education is conceived as a set of formative practices 

that refer to a collective dimension and aim at professional emancipation. This emancipation seeks to achieve full 

autonomy in generating specific knowledge and values inherent to the profession itself. Therefore, the  training model, 

conceived as research based on reflective practice, rests on the conception of the coach as a skilled professional able to 

integrate the roles of both technician and sports educator. This model enhances the epistemological potential of practice 

for the development of reflective intelligence that allows the coach to distance themselves from any possible 

instructional model based on the mere application of often routine and uncritically analyzed teaching strategies. It opens 

up new mental processes that enable the discovery of solutions to problems through the cultivation of additional 
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knowledge and innovative techniques derived from the here-and-now  of the training situation. The knowledge 

produced from this understanding is always contextualized and approaches the description of a critical comprehension  

of problems, striking a balance between a scientific and hermeneutic approach, technique, and interpretation. This 

knowledge serves as a prelude to a constructivist and simultaneously DE constructivist epistemology of practice, as it is 

founded on the assumption that formative practice consists of subjective and communal actions  that can be continually 

reconstructed to uncover hidden implicit errors and values. Coach training Programmes should consistently embrace an 

orientation that fosters and values reflective competencies, surpassing the limitations of a technically rationalistic 

perspective that relies on an illusorilyobjective and objectifying view of coaching. Indeed, the reflective model opposes 

the range of currently dominant technical models in sports coaching education that solely target the development of 

instrumental knowledge in the coach, restricting themselves to the technical aspects of sports. The practical-reflexive 

perspective fosters in the coach a genuine and authentic professional mentality capable of integrating technical aspects 

with educational, social, and political dimensions that inevitably impact the coaching action. Embracing such a 

perspective during university education and in the development of research skills will enable the formation of 

professionals equipped with a comprehensive attitude towards addressing and handling problems and organizational  

principles that connect knowledge and give it meaning (Cereda, 2023a). This attitude should be cultivated from the 

early years of university studies to fully attain the levels of learning envisaged by level 7 of the EQF (European Union, 

2017c). Consequently, it is crucial in the bachelor’s programs in Sports and Exercise Sciences to employ research-based 

didactics, understood as a critical-reflexive practice, allowing coaches-in-training to work towards striking a balance 

between a scientific and hermeneutic approach, as well as between technique and interpretation, as mentioned earlier. 

Universities should strive to foster continuous and innovative teaching and learning processes (CE, 2020) that transcend 

the confines of formal education and trigger lifelong, life wide, and life deep learning endeavors. 
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