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Coaching discourse and linguistic resources for player-centered training: A case study
of three professional football coaches
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Globalization has had a significant impact on sports. An increasing number of
Japanese athletes and sports coaches have begun to pursue career opportunities
overseas. However, they face numerous obstacles in the process of attempting to
accomplish their goals, including limited language proficiency, cultural adaptation
challenges, and competition-specific misalignments. Several attempts have been
made to support them, particularly in terms of foreign language learning, primarily
by Japanese private companies, wherein a number of teaching materials and
resources intended to deliver English language education in sports have been
developed and made available. However, to date, the existing educational materials
lack theoretical underpinnings. Previous studies that have focused on second
language (L2) learners who have domain-specific needs have been undertaken in the
field of English for Specific Purposes (ESP). The branches of ESP research and
teaching are generally held to include English for academic purposes (EAP), English
for occupational purposes (EOP), and English for business purposes (EBP). While a
substantial number of studies have been conducted in the EAP, EOP, and EBP
domains, little attention has been paid to the communicative needs and practices of
individuals working in sports domains. Therefore, the present study aims to address
the gap in the ESP research by exploring the teaching and learning of discourse for
sports communities. According to functional linguists, individual language choices
are formed and shaped by contextual needs (Eggins, 2004; Goh & Burns, 2012;
Halliday, 1994). Drawing on the idea of functional linguistics, this study examined
the contextual elements of football coaching sessions, focusing on how football
coaches interact with their players in English in authentic training situationa. This
study specifically sought to investigate what kinds of linguistic resources the coaches
used to construct meaning and foster player-centered approach (PCA) (Jones, 2006;
Souza & Oslin, 2008; Bowles & O'Dwyer, 2020).

This study is designed as exploratory research and hypothesis-generating in

nature and, thus, draws on the use of qualitative research methods, Through the
triangulation of various data sources, this study examined the coaching behaviors of
three professional coaches using a qualitative data analysis method called the
modified grounded theory approach (M-GTA). In addition, while aiming to provide
ESP practitioners with a list of context-specific linguistic data, this study attempted
to identify the features of coaching language that represent a PCA, which has been
regarded as a preferred coaching method for developing players’ autonomy (Cope et
al, 2016; Forrest, 2014; McNeill et al., 2008). Two sets of data were drawn from
authentic training sitnations at a foreign language learning program designed for
Japanese foothall players and coaches pursuing their careers overseas. A third set of
data was gathered during an intact training session led by a Japanese coach who
used to be a professional coach at an academy team for an Australian professional
football club. While numerous studies have been conducted on the interaction
between coaches and athletes in the previous coaching science literature, few
empirical studies have delved into coaches’ linguistic choices and players’ reactions
in naturally cccurring training situations. It is for this reason that the present study
was designed and implemented. It is expected that the obtained findings will provide
new insights into naturally occurring authentic football training situations in both
ESP and coaching science fields and eventually lead to interdisciplinary cross-
fertilization between the two fields.

The findings of this study revealed that the three coaches’ coaching processes
generally included the following phases: explaining the purpose and procedure of the
training to the players, providing feedback to the players while they were engaged in
the training, interrupting the training to correct the players’ poor performance, and
concluding the training. Based on the circumstances surrounding each coaching
context, the coaching method varied. While fundamental procedures are generally
the same in the domain of foothall coaching, the methods of each individual coach, at
a micro level, are rather diverse. Idiosyncratic coaching behaviors were identified
among the three coaches as a fractal recursive structure, showing authentic modeling
or player-centered question-based instruction. The findings indicate that the diverse
coaching characteristics observed were the result of the coaching context,
characterized by an asymmetrical relationship between coaches and players who
have different linguistic backgrounds (a situation where coaches are native speakers
(NS) of English and players are non-native speakers (NNS) of English / another
situation where a coach is a NNS of English and the players are NS of English), as
well as varied coaching philosophies or mindsets. Furthermore, the analysis of
language functions and resources for PCArevealed that there are four basic language
functions: question, response, modulated instruction, and involvement, each of which
is further divided into sub-categories with patterned linguistic traits.

These findings have several theoretical and pedagogical implications. First, the
investigation into the coaching techniques, philosophies, or background of the
internationally trained coaches assisted us in understanding the act of sports
coaching in global settings as an intricate and complex phenomenon, comprising
many context-embedded elements such as instructional behaviors, coaching
backgrounds and mindsets that influence their coaching philesophy, Further, the
findings offer insight into how language can facilitate and promote player autonomy



and engagement, enabling researchers to conduct a more profound analysis of
coaching interactions between coaches and players from the perspective of functional
linguistics. -

The findings of this study provide pedagogical implications to support L2
players and coaches who wish to pursue their career opportunities overseas. The
lexico-grammatical resources identified in this study are types of linguistic forms that
tend to occur in naturally-occurring football interactions. Thus, they can be presented
to learners to demonstrate how these items can aid football coaches in fulfilling their
coaching tasks in real-world scenarios. In addition, the study reveals some specific
coaching methods and techniques each of the coaches used to achieve success in the
professional context. Given that the objective of the learners was not to achieve
proficiency in football-specific grammar and vocabulary, but rather to become
competent football players or coaches in foreign countries, the elements of football
coaching identified in each coach’s c¢oaching process should be taken into
consideration in the classroom so that they can understand the essential coaching
skills required for coaching practice in foreign contexts. 2
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Coaching by a
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Coach: Toward the
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Japancse foetball coach interacted in
English with players in an academy
team of an Ausiralian professional
football ¢lub. The coaching behavior
was analyzed using 2 qualitative data
analysis method called the meodified
grounded theory approach (M-GTA).
The results revealed the coach’s
training process, which began with an
cxplanation of the purposc and
procedure of the trining, followed by
foedback on  the {raining and
temporarily suspending the training to
correct the players® crrors, The coach’s
unique technigue  involved  using
repeated inilialion, TCSPONSE,
evaluation, and clarification (IRE-C)
interactions with the players, primarily
questioning them 1o eligit
consideration of methods 10 cahance
their performance, follewed by gentic
guidance toward a solution.
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In recent years, there has been an
increase in the number of Japanese
people wishing to pursuc a carccr as a
prolessional
athlete or sports coach. In this rescarch,
we describe how an English teaching
technique  involving  genre-based
activities enhaneed
the feotball trining instrustion foreign
language communication skills of six
student-athletes who want 1o be
internationat  football  players  or
coaches, Two types of qualitative
rescarch (Icaming log mcords, semi-
structured inlervicws) were used 10
analyze the changes in the participants”
English utterances during two task
performance tests (football training
instruction in English) during the 15-
week study (mid-term and second
semester) in terms of lexico-grammar
and generic structure. The English
teaching method using genre-based
tasks was found to enhance the
paricipants’ understanding of [oatball
coaching-specific lexico-grammar
and generic sinucture, which they were
able to apply to performance tests
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