
 

 

Fraser-Thomas, Jessica 
York University 
Harlow, Meghan, & Ofori, Nathania 
Insight Grant 2020 
 
Tykes and Tots: Exploring and Optimizing Coaching Effectiveness in Preschooler Sport 
 
 
Overall Purpose of Research… 
Organized sport programming tailored for Canada’s youngest demographic (i.e., 3-5 years) has 
grown in recent decades (Calero et al., 2018; ParticipACTION, 2018), while research supporting 
its value and stakeholders’ experiences have not amassed at the same pace. Despite 
enthusiasm for participation, many questions remain regarding the value of organized sport 
compared to other, less-structured forms of physical activity in early childhood (i.e., free or 
active play), and whether there are unique benefits or risks to participation. Given that sport 
coaches are among the first non-parental adult figures in young children’s lives who have the 
potential to shape children’s earliest perceptions of sport, it is important to understand how 
coaches can be most effective in their roles, and which skills and/or competencies they should 
hold, in order to foster optimal first sporting experiences. With the overall aim of exploring and 
enhancing effective coaching (EC) for preschool-aged children in sport, this SSHRC-SPRI funded 
project will use the Knowledge to Action framework (Graham et al., 2006) to inform the design, 
implementation, and evaluation of training tools to enhance coaches’ effectiveness in 
preschooler sport. This research will be carried out in three key phases, and will endeavor to: 
(1) explore key stakeholders’ perceptions of EC within preschooler sport, (2) design and develop 
new evidence-informed training tools to facilitate EC in preschooler sport, and (3) implement 
and evaluate evidence-informed training tools for EC in preschooler sport. 
 
Research in Progress… 
Phase 1 of this study, which sought to explore key stakeholders’ perceptions of EC within 
preschooler sport, is ongoing. To date, three key stakeholder groups’ perceptions have been 
explored across Canada, including: (a) Early Childhood Educators (N=15, with between two and 
20 years of experience), (b) Coaches (N=8 from Ontario and British Columbia, with between 1.5 
and 13+ years of experience), and (c) Parents (N=8 from Ontario, Alberta, and Nova Scotia, with 
children 3-5 years of age [Mage 3.7]). Preliminary findings show stakeholders hold positive and 
mixed perceptions about the value of preschooler sport, while offering suggestions for how 
coaches can be more age-appropriate and effective in their practices. Furthermore, while the 
COVID-19 pandemic forced sport facility closures and programming shutdowns, early-years 
programming was often among the lowest in priority to return in-person, with families of young 
children often facing a unique set of circumstances and stressors. The purpose of Phase 1 
evolved with our third stakeholder group from simply exploring parents’ perceptions of EC with 
preschoolers, to examining the in-depth experiences of young families during the pandemic, 
including their navigation of children’s evolving sport and physical activity habits. As such, 



 

 

virtual semi-structured interviews were conducted, guided by an interactive graphic elicitation 
method of 'timelining' throughout the pandemic (Bagnoli, 2009). Four main themes with 
accompanying sub-themes emerged from interviews, outlining hardships and coping strategies 
utilized by parents, including: (a) life disruptions (i.e., uncertainties and unknowns, everyone 
and everything home, childcare and schooling changes/decisions); (b) social isolation (i.e., 
grandparent-void, loss of birthday parties, fear of friends, neighbours, and strangers); (c) 
evolving physical activity engagement (i.e., loss of playgrounds and parks, cancelled activities, 
virtual activities, parents as playmates, embracing family unstructured/free play; (d) navigating 
‘return to play’ (i.e., safety, guilt, activity selection, logistics); and (e) contextual considerations 
(i.e., family structure, urban/rural, privilege). Findings offer valuable insight into how young 
families’ experiences throughout the pandemic have altered their values related to 
preschoolers’ sport and PA involvement, and how preschooler sport – in response, may be 
reimagined moving forward to better meet the needs of young families. 
 
Anticipated Impact of Research… 
Children’s early years are a critical time for learning, growth, and development (Mustard, 2007), 
and forming children’s long term physical activity and sport habits (Kirk, 2005). Overall, findings 
from Phase 1 of this study, coupled with a review of other existing coaching 
literature/resources will inform the development of supplementary training tools (Phase 2; e.g., 
online-trainings, workshops and/or other formats) intended to enhance coaches’ day-to-day 
coaching practices with young children in sport. Phase 3 (Year 2-3) will involve the 
implementation and evaluation of the training tools developed in Phase 2, with a particular 
focus on (a) monitoring knowledge use, (b) evaluating outcomes, and (c) sustaining knowledge 
use (Years 3-4). The coach-tailored training tools developed in this project through consultation 
with ECE experts and experienced coaches may be utilized among the greater coaching 
community, in turn, supporting and encouraging more uniform best practices in preschooler 
sport across Canada and beyond. 
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