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Abstract 
Coaches require ongoing development and support 
and often learn through informal sources. One 
example of an informal type of learning that has 
been identified as effective for helping coaches to 
learn and develop is a community of practice (CoP). 
This article presents insight into setting up and 
evaluating a CoP within a football club’s foundation 
trust. Through the article, we provide an overview 
of the planning and training that took place in 
preparation for the CoP, details regarding the 
12-month evaluation plan that was designed and 
our initial learning five months in. 

Keywords: Community of practice, observation, 
informal learning, reflection, coaches.

Introduction
Coaches are encouraged to engage in continuous 
learning to inform and develop their coaching 
practice. Although numerous formal coach education 
programmes exist, learning can take place in a 
variety of settings and often coaches prefer to 
engage with more informal sources of learning 
(Walker, Thomas and Driska, 2018). One example of 
a more informal type of learning that has emerged 
is participation in a community of practice (CoP). 
A CoP is “a group of people who share a common 
concern, set of problems or passion about a topic 
and who deepen their knowledge and expertise 
in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” 
(Wenger, McDermott and Snyder, 2002, p. 4). This 
type of approach encourages learning via social 
interactions and enables coaches to focus on 
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their individual learning needs. CoPs have been 
recognised as a valuable way for coaches to learn 
informally in Canada (Bertam, Culver and Gilbert, 
2016). Therefore, we were interested in exploring 
the value that can be created in participating in a 
CoP in the UK.   

Setting up a CoP
We worked closely with The Albion Foundation to 
set up CoPs, which would meet their needs as an 
organisation. Three separate CoPs were organised, 
all of which had a different focus: 1) PE and school 
sport; 2) player development centres; and 3) 
post-16. These were scheduled to take place on 
different weeks so that coaches could attend more 
than one CoP. The Albion Foundation was keen to 
provide staff with the opportunity to develop more 
informally through social interactions during their 
scheduled continued professional development 
(CPD) sessions on a Wednesday morning. In 
addition, we wanted to capture the impact of the 
CoPs to help inform others about social learning. 
The vision was that if we could demonstrate the 
positive impact a CoP could have as a development 
method for coaches, there may be potential to roll 
them out more widely to other foundation trusts 
and beyond. 

Establishing a baseline: expectations and visions

To help monitor the progress and impact of the 
CoP, we collected some initial insight from The 
Albion Foundation in relation to visions and 
expectations. From an organisation perspective, the 
aim was to provide informal CPD to staff in a social 
environment during the school term to allow for 
staff to plan-do-review in context. It was thought 
that this would improve the staff’s overall delivery, 
enhance the reflection process and encourage staff 
to interact with each other. In addition, we asked 
the coaches what they hoped to learn or gain from 
being involved in the CoP. Four key things that 
the coaches hoped to learn or gain from the CoP 
included:

The coaches also identified how they felt their 
involvement in the CoP would impact on their 
coaching practice. As a result of their involvement, 
coaches felt that they would: 

Effective reflective practice:
“A different and more effective way of reflecting 

on my session.”
“Improving on many different reflection theories 

and knowing how to further develop myself.”

Become better at reflecting:
“It will give me more guidance and opportunities 

for me to reflect and learn.”
“It will give me confidence on how to reflect 

effectively.” 

Develop as a coach:
“It will help to develop me in the short/medium/

long term through being challenged and 
supported.”

“It will help me to develop and give me time to 
process information.”

Better relationships:
“Better relationships with colleagues.”

“Team morale.”

Shared learning:
“Sharing and developing ideas in a range of 

relevant topics.”
“Different points of view on topics/subjects.”

“Develop knowledge from others.”

Gain new learning:
“I think I will take ideas on board and try them in 

practice.”
“Be able to discuss new ideas and ways of 

delivering the sessions.”

Increase in confidence:
“I think it will help me to be more confident to 
deliver suitable sessions for the participants in 

any environment.”

Gain knowledge:
“Broader knowledge in many areas.”

“Improved knowledge.”
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Building the foundations

Due to the novel concept and informal ways 
of learning being unfamiliar to the staff, it was 
important to build in structures to the programme 
to enable it to be successful in meeting the coaches’ 
needs and delivering The Albion Foundation’s vision. 
Each CoP was allocated a staff ‘leader’ who would 
take responsibility for the group initially. A staff 
leader development session was organised to upskill 
leaders, taking the form of a CoP. In the session, 
staff discussed ideas around how to ensure quality 
learning took place and retain coaches within the 
CoPs. In addition, staff determined how they wanted 
their CoP to work, including how they might set up 
activities and discussions and what their roles and 
responsibilities would be. In particular, how they 
could cultivate group responsibility and ownership 
from the coaches involved. This ensured that the 
‘leaders’ bought into the CoP approach and took 
ownership of their group.

Similarly, it was felt that the coaches would need 
some training to assist with developing their 
reflective skills prior to the start of the CoP. As a 
result, an introduction to reflection session was 
delivered as part of a Level 2 multi-skills training 
day to provide coaches with the opportunity to 
reflect in-action during the day and reflect on-action 
at the end of the day. Coaches were introduced 
to reflective models they could use as well as 
considering how they could critically evaluate the 
conversations at the CoPs and place them into their 
own personal context. The training was delivered as 
part of the Level 2 multi-skills training day to give 
coaches something meaningful to practise reflecting 
on. 
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Evaluating a CoP
Alongside the planning of the logistics of running 
a CoP, planning for evaluating the CoP took place. 
Although three separate CoPs were established, our 
focus for the evaluation was on the PE and school 
sport group as this was identified as the CoP which 
would attract the largest number of staff. CoPs 
were a new concept and way of learning to many of 
the coaches involved. Thus, it was anticipated that 
any shift in behaviour would take time. Therefore, 
a longitudinal approach was adopted and the 
evaluation was planned to run over a 12-month 
period. In addition, the evaluation was designed 
to reflect the social nature of a CoP. Rather than 
relying on common, more traditional methods of 
collecting insight (eg via surveys and interviews), 
we wanted to be more innovative. Equally, we felt 
that the most appropriate way to monitor social 
behaviour was to observe the CoP in action. An 
observation tool was then developed to ensure 
that any observations that were carried out were 
focused and consistent. 

Community indicators framework

To develop our observation framework, we drew 
upon previous work by Galley, Conole and Alevizou 
(2012), who developed a community indicators 
framework to help them observe and support 
the communities using Cloudworks – a social 
network platform for education professionals. They 
were interested in assessing social behaviour by 

capturing activity patterns and uses across the 
platform. Galley and colleagues focused on four key 
aspects of community experiences: 

1)  Participation – the ways in which individuals 
engage in activity

2)  Cohesion – the ties between individuals and the 
community as a whole

3)  Identity – how individuals perceive the 
community and their place within it

4)  Creative capability – the ability of the community 
to create shared artefacts, knowledge and 
understanding.

The community indicators framework was adapted 
and simplified to provide an appropriate tool to 
guide observations of the CoP (Figure 1). The key 
things we were interested in capturing were:

1)  Engagement – who joins in the conversations and 
flashpoints of interest

2)  Types of interactions – what are members 
sharing (ideas, resources, experiences)

3)  Support – are conversations enquiring and 
supportive, willingness to listen and help

4)  Relationships – what relationships are 
developing?

Frequency: How many attend?

Engagement

Who (how many) joins in conversations?

Examples of flashpoints of interest and 
engagement

Are people motivated to return?

Types of Interactions (record examples)

Informational (eg, sharing resources, links)

Practical (ie, sharing practice/experience, producing 
shared artefacts eg, definitions, proposals)

Do members share ideas, experiences, issues or 
challenges (e.g. personal issues/experiences)?

Support

Are conversations enquiring/supportive?

Is there a willingness to listen, help and learn 
from others? (ie, an interest in others' views?)

Relationships

What relationships are developing?

Is there a sense of community? (what does this look 
like?)

Figure 1: Adapted community indicators framework for observing the CoP
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The aim was to use this tool to capture examples from the discussions at each CoP and also to monitor 
activity between coaches on Hive – an online workspace designed for the coaching community. Over 
time, we were also interested in mapping our observations against the Value Creation Framework 
(Wenger, Trayner and de Laat, 2011) to demonstrate the impact and value of the CoP on staff within 
The Albion Foundation. 

The Value Creation Framework was designed to explore the value created through participation in the 
CoP across five cycles. It was anticipated that individuals would not necessarily move linearly through 
the cycles or cover all five levels. Examples of potential indicators for each value cycle linked to the 
CoP are presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Value Creation Framework (Wenger et al., 2011) and CoP example indicators

•  Coaches enjoy themselves and are motivated to learn. 
•  Coaches are exposed to other coaches' practices and beliefs. 

•  Coaches develop new relationships and connections.
•   Coaches learn new tools/strategies to apply in their coaching 

practice.
•   Coaches recognise that learning could be applied in other settings.

•   Coaches notice changes in their ability to interact and connect with 
their participants.

•  Coaches notice the benefits of their learning outside of coaching.

•   Coaches implement new strategies in their practice or modify 
existing ones.

•   Coaches have an increased capacity to learn and engage in deeper  
discussions with others.

•   Coaches continue to engage and work with other coaches to 
reflect, plan and prepare for their coaching sessions.

•  Coaches reframe their values/goals linked to learning. 

Immediate 
value

Potential 
value

Realised 
value

Applied 
value

Reframing 
value
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CoP in action
The CoPs were organised to take place every seven 
weeks. In September, they launched and the aim of 
the first session was to determine the content of the 
CoPs and the logistics (when and where they would 
take place, what would be involved, how they would 
communicate outside of sessions). A number of 
discussion topics were identified and it was agreed 
that the CoPs would take place on a Wednesday 
morning, with Hive being used to record key 
discussions and actions from the sessions. To date, 
each CoP has met three times since the launch. 

The setup for the CoP has evolved over time with 
the first CoP involving 12 discussion topics for 
coaches to choose from (eg after-school clubs, 
display boards, behaviour management). The 
structure was loose in that the coaches were 
provided with no guidance about how to go 
about the discussions. Coaches split themselves 
into different sized groups and worked their 
way through the questions. Although there were 
pockets of good discussion, conversations were 
largely superficial and did not go into depth. This 
was associated with the lack of guidance and the 
inclusion of 12 topics to cover in the session. As 
a result, these learnings were acknowledged and 
applied to the second CoP.

The second CoP was much more structured than 
the first, with one of three topics for discussion 
available to choose from (measuring impact, 
differentiation and planning) along with specific 
guidance on how to have reflective conversations. 
The conversation framework provided encouraged 
coaches to consider the problems they face when 
undertaking each topic, discuss strategies and ideas 
to resolve the problems and then create an action 
plan to deal with the problems.
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Coaches were split into four groups and a coach 
facilitator for each group was identified beforehand 
and primed. Their role was to ask questions to try to 
initiate more in-depth conversations. The facilitators 
were challenged to lead discussion, which helped 
with their development. Similarly, the conversation 
framework helped staff to have more detailed 

conversations about the topics and share ideas, 
although it was unclear whether anyone would take 
forward any actions. The structure also moved away 
from the true nature of a CoP. Thus, the decision 
for the third CoP was to revert back to a more 
traditional CoP setup.

For the third CoP, three coach facilitators were 
selected and asked to come up with a topic for 
discussion (medium-term planning, creativity in 
teaching, behaviour management). The topics were 
then advertised along with the location and time 
of the meeting for other coaches to sign up to. The 
aim of this was to encourage the coaches to take 
responsibility for their own learning by providing 
them with the autonomy to select the topic and 
CoP to attend. Three coaches met in a fast food 
restaurant to discuss medium-term planning, five 
coaches met in a coffee shop to discuss creativity in 
teaching and nine coaches met at their local village 
to discuss behaviour management. Feedback for this 
setup was very positive and a similar format will 
be used again at the next CoP. Those who facilitated 
CoP 3 passed the responsibility to another coach in 
attendance for them to set up and facilitate CoP 4 
on a topic of their choice.

Observing in the real world

We have had to be flexible in the way that we have 
tried to capture insight on the CoP. For example, it 
did not feel appropriate to attend the CoP sessions 
and record notes of our observations in front of the 
coaches. Instead, we immersed ourselves in the CoP 
as listeners, and where appropriate, got involved 
in the conversations. Following the meetings, we 
have then relied on recall and reflections to record 
information about the CoP. Similarly, the coaches 
have not engaged in discussion or shared reflections 
on Hive in the way that we hoped. Therefore, we 
have tried to encourage coaches to share their 
reflections of the CoP in any format they wanted, 
which has led to us receiving blogs, voice memos 
and vlogs from some coaches. 
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Impact of the CoP so far
Five months into the evaluation, The Albion 
Foundation has already started to notice changes 
among staff. Relationships have started to develop 
and coaches are beginning to work more closely 
with others. Equally, coaches are beginning to reflect 
more and challenge each other. 

Coaches are also applying their learning from the 
CoP within their coaching practice. Table 1 provides 
some quotes from The Albion Foundation staff and 
coaches to illustrate the impact of the CoP so far 
using the Value Creation Framework. 

Table 1: Examples to illustrate the impact of the CoP

Value cycle Example

Immediate value “It’s easy to hide in normal CPD sessions but everyone gets involved in this.”

“We don’t get to see each other much usually so it’s good to discuss problems 
we are all facing.”

“We all do our own thing so this allows us to share more.”

““The latest setup with three different topics is good as it gives you chance to 
get information on a topic that’s relevant to you.”

Potential value “I can already see a difference in the way coaches are interacting in the office. 
They are starting to plan things in groups of 3–4 whereas before they’d do it 
alone or in pairs.”

“I have noticed coaches sharing resources with each other on a number of 
occasions – session plans, PowerPoints etc.” 

“I’ve taken massively from the PE CoPs. I don’t have much experience of PE 
so talking to coaches with 10–15 years’ experience in PE has challenged me 
around session design.”

Applied value “The CoP makes me think about solutions more, not just the problems I’m 
facing.”

“I’ve had to think about my questioning when leading a conversation and this 
has helped my questioning skills when coaching.”

“Coaches are starting to challenge things more. If they don’t like or agree with 
things they are speaking up more. I’ve noticed this in full staff meetings in 
particular.”

“One coach has started to keep a reflective journal of all his sessions and also 
reflects every Friday on the previous week.”

“One experienced coach has been challenged by a coach new to the organisation 
on his practice design. These two coaches now complete bi-weekly observations 
with each other and meet on a weekly basis to discuss their coaching over a 
coffee between their lunch and after-school clubs.”
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coaches during the early stages. As the coaches 
have become accustomed to social learning and 
being involved in a CoP, we have been able to revert 
back to a more traditional CoP setup. The success of 
the CoP relies on coaches taking responsibility for 
their own learning and a community responsibility 
to organising and facilitating the CoPs developing. 
This represents a shift in culture in comparison to 
the traditional learning the coaches have been used 
to, which takes time. However, there is already 
evidence of a shift occurring and the CoPs having 
a positive impact on the coaches. It is anticipated 
that further examples illustrating the impact of the 
CoP on the coaches within The Albion Foundation 
will emerge during the next seven months of the 
evaluation.  

Summary
CoPs are one way in which coaches can engage 
in social learning. Although this approach is 
new to many coaches from within The Albion 
Foundation, the staff have embraced the concept 
and there are already examples of the impact the 
CoP is having on the coaches five months in. For 
example, relationships have started to develop 
among coaches, which has encouraged them to 
work together more closely in planning, observing 
and reflecting on coaching sessions. Whilst we 
acknowledge that the initial CoPs did not necessarily 
reflect the true nature of a CoP, the structures that 
we implemented were essential to support the 
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