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Coach education is increasingly recognised as critical to the growth and sustainability of para
sport (Townsend et al., 2021). Yet, little is known about para sport coaches’ perspectives on
their professional development needs and preferences. Developing evidence-informed coach
education frameworks requires a grounded understanding of coaches’ lived experiences of
professional development and insights into their learning priorities and preferences. To
address this gap, the present study explored the professional development practices and needs
of para-sport coaches in Ireland. Fifteen coaches (53.3% male, 46.7% female, m?&¢ =
41.7+6.6) participated in semi-structured interviews. Data were analysed via reflexive
thematic analysis; rigour was promoted through reflexive practices, including journaling and
critical friend discussions (Braun & Clarke, 2019). The data are represented via four themes:
(1) “The complexities of being a para sport coach’, reflecting their multiple roles and
expertise-needs. (2)‘Coach education practices’ which represents the various, largely
informal, means by which coaches develop, including trial and error, observation of coaches,
learning from the athlete, etc. (3)‘Coach education needs’, encompassing the much-discussed
lack of formal professional development and access to mentors to facilitate reflective practice
and idea exchange; and (4)‘System-level support needs’, reflecting the coaches’ desire for
their national governing bodies (NGBs) to facilitate networking events and the development
of transparent coach development pathways. Across a spectrum of coaching levels, the needs
identified by coaches were notably consistent. Key areas of concern included the demand for
structured professional development programmes, access to mentors to facilitate reflective
practice and idea exchange, and systematic support in areas such as funding, role clarity, and
desire for acknowledge/appreciation from NGBs. The findings reveal that current
professional development opportunities are perceived to be predominantly informal and
inadequate, highlighting a severe dearth of structured formal coach education programs
tailored to para sport coaches.
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