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Sport belongs to 

children. Playing is their 

main motivation.

– iCoachKids coach
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Our vision, beliefs, purpose and 
commitments are what unite and drive us as 
the Children’s Coaching Collaborative, but 
also as a movement of gamechangers. A 
movement open to anyone who shares what 
we stand for, from children’s coaches, sport 
instructors, trainers and teachers to 
volunteers, parents, policymakers and those 
in the wider community keeping kids active, 
safe and happy. 

About this 
narrative

It’s more fun, because I get

to decide what I do.

– StreetGames participant



This narrative is the result of a long journey that’s brought 
together and captured the essence of shared beliefs, insight and 
evidence from some of the most forward-thinking individuals 
and initiatives across children’s sport, education and wellbeing. 

Vitally it’s been inspired by the views and experiences of 
children and young people, along with professional coaches and 
volunteers, teachers and academics. With a grounding in 
children’s rights, this narrative will form a powerful, universal 
manifesto that we can all enact across a diverse landscape of 
programmes, circumstances and needs.

It’s broad enough to be interpreted in different contexts, while 
also clear enough to help each of stay true to the same 
fundamental principles. It’s expandable but never expendable. 
It’s a compass to guide what we say and do as the Collaborative, 
and to help us share our philosophy far and wide. 



When we play their way
every child wins

Coaching is calling for change

As coaches we have the power to level the playing field, on all 
counts. For every bad children’s coaching experience, we 
know there’s a brilliant one. And we know that when 
children’s needs come first in any coaching environment, 
sports and physical education can transform their lives — for 
the better.

That’s why we’ve come together as the Children’s Coaching 
Collaborative. As a collective of passionate, forward-thinking 
children’s coaches, educators, policymakers and advocates, 
we’ve kickstarted a child-first coaching movement to 
change the game from the ground up. 

By listening to children and the adults who coach and care 
for them, and by bringing together our findings and our 
practices, we’ve been able to connect the issues and find 
what really matters to children in a coaching environment.  

Children and young people need to be active. It’s essential they 
are if they’re to lead healthy, happy and full lives, now and in 
adulthood. 

Then why is it that more than half of children in England aged 
five to sixteen are not getting enough physical activity?        
Sadly that figure is much higher for girls, teenagers, children 
from low-income families and minority communities, and 
children with disabilities.¹ These are the kids on the sidelines. 

Given the right circumstances, most would jump at the 
chance to be more active. But what are the right 
circumstances?   Inequality in sport and physical activity is 
only part of the problem. In some cases, we coach for the 
wrong reasons: for performance metrics, scorelines and 
promotions. Yet the very purpose of our practice is to support 
and guide children according to their individual needs and 
aspirations². 



We’ve discovered that when kids feel a sense of fun, freedom 
and belonging, they’re more likely to be and stay active. These 
are the keys to their enjoyment, and their fundamental needs in 
any sport or physical education setting. 

That means coaching benefits children and young people most 
when it empowers them to shape their own positive experiences 
— by playing together freely, learning and developing as equals, 
and expressing themselves as individuals. 

It is every child’s right to play, develop and be heard without 
discrimination³. And, as coaches, instructors, teachers and 
parents, we owe it to them to protect their rights. 

We must play their way. 

That means putting children and young people first, at the centre 
of all we do. Prioritising their need to play above performance. 
Creating community that includes all. And dedicating ourselves   
to their development and our own. 

When children — regardless of age, background or ability — can 
play their way, they’ll be much more likely to develop a genuine 
and lifelong love for being active.

When we play their way, every child wins. 

References: 
1. Sport England, Active Lives report 2020
2. Sport England, Coaching Plan for England
3. Based on the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child



A collective of children’s 
coaches, physical education 
experts and policymakers...

...kickstarting a child-first 
coaching movement that’s 
changing the game from the 
ground up.



For all children and young people — regardless of age, background or ability — to 
feel a sense of fun, freedom and belonging from participating in sport and physical 
activity, so they develop a genuine and lifelong love for being active.

The right to play  
Coaching benefits 
children and young people 
most when it empowers 
them to play freely and 
shape their own positive 
experiences.

To put every child and young person first in our coaching practice. 
To play their way. 

BE CHILD-CENTRED 

PUT PLAY BEFORE
PERFORMANCE

The right to be heard   
Every child and young 
person should be seen, 
heard and valued in the 
coaching environment.

The right to develop  
All children and young 
people deserve an equal 
chance to develop through 
sport and physical activity.

  Our coaching commitments
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Our vision

For all children and young people — 
regardless of age, background or 
ability — to feel a sense of fun, 
freedom and belonging from 
participating in sport and physical 
activity, so they develop a genuine 
and lifelong love for being active.

Our ultimate goal and outcome. 

Based on the three things children 
and young people need to 
experience so they get the most 
from  physical activity. 



Our truths The right to play
Coaching benefits children and young people 
most when it empowers them to play freely 
and shape their own positive experiences.

The right to develop
All children and young people deserve an equal 
chance to develop through sport and physical activity.

The right to be heard
Every child and young person should be seen, heard 
and valued in the coaching environment.

Our belief system. Our moral 
and legal mandate. Our case 
for child-first coaching.



Our fundamental truths rest     
on every child’s right to play, 
develop and be heard. 

Our truths are interconnected and underpinned by   
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child, particularly the right to play, the right to 
develop and the right to be heard — without 
discrimination, as Article 2 of the Convention states.

Above all, they’re based on what children and young 
people have shown us they need for them to feel the 
fun, freedom and belonging so vital to their 
participation, health and development. 

Our right to play

Our right to develop

Our right to be heard



Coaching benefits children and 
young people most when it empowers 
them to play freely and shape their 
own positive experiences.

Every child has the                  
right to play 

“Equally important (to structured, 
organised activity) is the need to 
create time and space for children 
to engage in spontaneous play, 
recreation and creativity.”

“Children’s play is any behaviour, 
activity or process initiated, 
controlled and structured by 
children themselves; it takes place 
whenever and wherever 
opportunities arise…”

“…it is a fundamental and vital 
dimension of the pleasure of 
childhood, as well as an essential 
component of physical, social, 
cognitive, emotional and spiritual 
development.”

From general comment no.17, Article 31,           
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

Play belongs to children. It’s their universal right to play 
freely, in activities unfettered by rules and fired by their own 
imaginations. 

Playing is their intrinsic motivation for being active, for learning, 
for connecting with others, for coming back each week. It enriches 
their lives and is as essential to their individual development as it 
is to the development of our society. 

There should always be room for play in any coaching environment.



All children and young people deserve an 
equal chance to develop through sport and 
physical activity.

Being active is vital to every child’s present and future development, 
physically, cognitively and emotionally. A happy, active child is more 
likely to be a healthy one too. 

All children and young people, regardless of background, status 
or ability, have an equal right to develop to their full potential.
That means they equally deserve to benefit from being active. 

Every child has the                         
right to develop

“Governments must do all they can to 
ensure that children survive and 
develop to their full potential.”

Unicef summary, Article 6, UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child

States are obliged “to ensure the 
survival, growth and development of 
the child, including the physical, 
mental, moral, spiritual and social 
dimensions of their development”.

General comment no.15, Article 24, UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child       

“The concept of development is not 
just about the preparation of the child 
for adulthood. It is about providing 
optimal conditions for childhood, for 
the child’s life now.” 

Unicef handbook, Article 24, UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child



Every child and young person should be 
seen, heard and valued in the coaching 
environment.

Children and young people have the right to speak their minds and 
express themselves just as adults do. When they are seen and their 
voices are heard, they feel more secure, accepted, valued. They feel 
they belong. 

Every child and young person should be encouraged to participate in 
shaping their sport and physical activity environments. Spaces in 
which they can build community around equality, inclusion and their 
innate sense of fairness. 

Every child has the 
right to be heard

“Every child has the right to express 
their views, feelings and wishes in all 
matters affecting them and to have 
their views taken seriously.”

Unicef summary, Article 12, UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child

“States parties should encourage the 
child to form a free view and should 
provide an environment that enables 
the child to exercise her or his right to 
be heard.”

From general comment no.12, Article 12, UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child 



Our purpose

To put every child and young 
person first in our coaching 
practice. 

To play their way.

What we’re here to do —          
and the big idea behind 
our movement.



Play their way
By... 

Helping coaches meet a child’s fundamental 
need for fun, freedom and belonging 

Advancing the development of child-first (or 
child-centred) coaching 

Embedding the rights of the child in our 
professional coaching standards

Changing the game so all children are included

Reimagining what it is to WIN — putting the 
benefits of play before performance



Our coaching 
commitments
The four pillars of our 
movement, of child-first 
coaching. 

Principles we must put into 
practice if children and young 
people are to develop a lifelong 
love for being active. 

This is what it means to          
play their way.

PUT PLAY BEFORE 

PERFORMANCE
DEDICATE TO 

DEVELOPMENT

1

BE CHILD-CENTRED

2
CREATE COMMUNITY THAT INCLUDES 

3
4



Make the rights, needs and voices of children and young 
people central to coaching.

Prioritise their mental, emotional and physical wellbeing.

Make fun, freedom and belonging the big goals of 
any game or activity.

Listen, observe and get to know each child or young 
person; empower them to own and be the driving force of 
their participation. 

Coach them not the sport. 

Focus on achieving the best possible experience for each 
child or young person. 

Be child-centred



Put play 
before 
performance

Recognise that children and young people 
have a right to play and that it’s vital to their 
lifelong development — play powers performance.

Entrust them with the freedom to learn, and learn 
to love being active, through play. 

Balance structure and goals with the need for 
children to play without parameters.  

Enable competence to grow through confidence. 

Co-create with them a coaching environment that 
sparks their curiosity, stokes their imaginations 
and validates their sense of self.



Make sport and physical activity as accessible and 
appealing as possible to children and young people of 
diverse needs and backgrounds. 

Create a space in which they can build community 
through equality, inclusion and their own innate 
sense of fairness.

Nurture this space as a safe, supportive and happy 
environment that invites participation on all levels. 

Always challenge discrimination constructively.

Encourage cooperation as well as competition.

Engage positively with parents, guardians and other 
care-giving adults.

Create 
community 
that includes



Encourage children and young people to grow through 
trial and error, constructive feedback and play without 
parameters.

Help them to set their own goals.

Value their participation and instil a sense of 
achievement whatever their level.

Inspire leadership through independent thinking, 
decision-making and peer support.

Dedicate to developing your own child-first approach, 
recognising the skills and experience you need to be a 
better coach.

Dedicate to 
development



every child winsWhen we play their way,


