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Development
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SUMMARY

THE EXPANDING STRENGTH AND
CONDITIONING PROFESSION NE-
CESSITATES GREATER EMPHASIS
UPON THE CAREER DEVELOPMENT
OF NOVICE COACHES. THIS ARTI-
CLE EXAMINES AN APPRENTICE-
SHIP FRAMEWORK OF THE
MENTORING PROCESS IN A
STRENGTH AND CONDITIONING
CONTEXT. BECAUSE THE APPREN-
TICESHIP FRAMEWORK IS TRADI-
TIONALLY UNDERSTOOD IN TERMS
OF ACQUIRING PHYSICAL SKILLS,
WE MAKE NOTE OF HOW THIS
PROCESS ALSO INCLUDES A
COGNITIVE COMPONENT THAT IS
EQUALLY IMPORTANT TO
STRENGTH COACHES AND THEIR
ABILITY TO ACHIEVE CAREER
SUCCESS. THE COGNITIVE COM-
PONENT IS CENTERED ON LEARN-
ING TO NAVIGATE THE COMPLEX
WORLD OF ORGANIZATIONAL
POLITICS AND INTERPERSONAL
RELATIONSHIPS, WITH PARTICU-
LAR ATTENTION BEING PAID TO
THE CONCEPT OF POLITICAL SKILL.
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INTRODUCTION

ver the past several decades,
O a sizeable body of scholarly

research has developed within
the field of strength and conditioning.
This literature base [e.g., (5,11,14,23)]
includes  in-depth  physiological
research about muscular hypertrophy,
strength, power, and flexibility as well
as comprehensive explanations (5,8)
about how strength coaches can more
effectively teach exercise techniques
and design training routines for their
athletes/clients. A small body of
research (3,16,20) has even been
directed toward more thoroughly
understanding the specific leadership
styles, coaching behaviors, and train-
ing methodologies of college- and
professional-level strength coaches.
Although the breadth and depth of
the existing strength and conditioning
literature is impressive, it is by no
means complete.

In particular, little written consider-
ation has been given to how novice
strength coaches are mentored by
veteran strength and conditioning
coaches. From this arises 2 basic

questions. What general form does
mentoring assume in the field of
strength and conditioning? What
should novice strength coaches (ment-
ees) look for in a mentoring relation-
ship? Presently, neither question has
been sufficiently addressed. Therefore,
we seek to accomplish a 3-fold objec-
tive in this article.

The first objective is to develop
a general awareness and basic level of
understanding of formal mentoring in
an apprenticeship framework. Within
this framework, mentoring has been
traditionally understood as the process
through which mentors pass along the
requisite physical knowledge and skills
of a chosen profession to their mentees
(18). Increasingly though, the study of
mentoring within an apprenticeship
framework includes more than the
development of physical skills; it has
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expanded to include the development
of mentee cognitive skills (6). This,
as defined by Collins et al. (6), is
“learning-through-guided-experience
on cognitive and metacognitive, rather
than physical, skills and processes”
(p. 456). A mentee being taught about
the thought processes guiding his or her
mentor’s interactions with athletic
directors and sport team coaches is an
example of cognitive apprenticeship.
Each of these distinct mentoring com-
ponents is discussed.

The second objective is to develop
a deeper awareness and understanding
of cognitive skill development within
mentoring. Whereas the first section of
this article offers a broad overview of
mentoring and a traditional apprentice-
ship framework, the second section
proceeds under the assumption that
strength coaches, especially experienced
ones, most likely have a solid grasp on
how to impart the requisite physical
skills of their profession to their
mentees. However, this same level of
understanding and transference may not
automatically apply to cognitive skills;
hence, it warrants separate attention.

Because the development of cognitive
skills is itself a broad area of study,
primary attention within the second
objective is given to the procedural issue
of organizational politics (i.e., the polit-
ical dynamics of the workplace). This
area is an important aspect of cognitive
skill development because strength and
conditioning coaches, similar to most
business professionals, work in environ-
ments that are either implicitly or
explicitly political. Consequently, fac-
tors, such as job knowledge, training
proficiency, and hard work ethics,
may not be enough to automatically
guarantee job placement and career
success. Therefore, in addition to ment-
ees being taught the essential physical
skills of the strength and conditioning
profession, we take the position that
mentees should also seek out (and
mentors should provide) training and
instruction that will make them more
adept at understanding and navigating
their respective political environments.

Such a focus does not infer that
cognitive skills are a substitute for
being able to properly instruct athletes.
This, in tribute to the cliched phrase, is
talking the talk without being able to
walk the walk, and it can unquestion-
ably increase the risk of a strength
coach’s athletes suffering serious in-
juries. What is suggested, however, is
that a high level of competency in both
physical and cognitive skills is likely to
have a greater impact on aspiring and
novice strength coaches’ career oppor-
tunities than competency in only one
of these 2 areas. Therefore, in terms of
learning to navigate organizational
political processes, we introduce the
concept of political skill to the strength
and conditioning literature.

The third objective is to provide novice
and veteran strength and conditioning
coaches with specific and practical
guidance on physical and cognitive
skill development. Upon the conclu-
sion of this final section, novice
strength and conditioning coaches
should have a more complete un-
derstanding of what to look for in
a mentoring relationship. They should
also have an improved grasp of how
cognitive skills, like physical skills, can
be improved through training and
mentor supervision. This article’s con-
tent also may provide new insights in
mentoring to veteran strength and
conditioning professionals who may
have overlooked the apprenticeship
framework and the cognitive skills
component in preparing their mentees
for a successful future in the field.

MENTORING AND THE
APPRENTICESHIP FRAMEWORK
Mentoring is generally defined as a rela-
tionship between a person of greater
rank, experience, or expertise teaching,
guiding, and developing a novice in
a chosen profession (1). The mentoring
process has been noted to provide
beneficial outcomes for the mentee or
protege (i.e., promotion, status, power,
competence, effectiveness), for the men-
tor (i.e., rejuvenation, competence, self-
confidence), and for the organization
(i.e., job satisfaction, turnover reduction,
talent development) (2,21,27). There are
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many methods and models for studying
and implementing mentoring. A men-
tor-centric perspective, for example, is
focused solely on areas such as mentor
willingness to mentor others and the
extent to which a mentor gains satisfac-
tion from a mentoring relationship (26).
Although informative, an approach like
this does not provide a basic framework
for understanding the key elements in
a mentor-mentee relationship. This is
why the selection of an overarching
framework that details several key stages
in the mentoring process was deemed to
be the most appropriate course of action
for this article.

Specifically, the strength and condition-
ing discipline seems to generally follow
an apprenticeship-type model of in-
dividual development. The National
Strength and Conditioning Association
(NSCA), for example, offers 5 student
assistantships each year. Recipients of
this assistantship are awarded a $10,000
stipend (paid over a 12-month period)
and get the opportunity to work with
a strength coach who has the NSCA
Registered Strength Coach Distinction
(RSCC, *D). Individuals with this
distinction are full-time strength
coaches with a minimum of 2 years of
experience in  assessing, training,
and educating athletes. Similarly, the
Collegiate Strength and Conditioning
Coaches Association (CSCCa) bestows
the honor of Master Strength Coach to
a select few veteran strength coaches.
To gain acceptance into this group,
strength coach candidates must first
complete a 9-month internship beneath
a designated master. The practices of
both the NSCA and CSCCa are
comparable with a traditional model
of apprenticeship that dates back thou-
sands of years (carpenters, stone ma-
sons, etc.). The traditional model of
apprenticeship follows a rather straight-
forward process characterized by the
interplay between 4 important compo-
nents: modeling, scaffolding, fading, and
coaching (6,22).

Once an apprentice (mentee or pro-
tege) has been accepted to formally
train beneath the instruction of a
master tradesperson (mentor), this



individual observes the master as
he/she demonstrates specific tasks
(e.g., head strength coach performing
the Olympic-style lifts). This is known
as the modeling component. In the
scaffolding component, the master
provides learning opportunities and
support/reinforcement to the appren-
tice as this individual learns to success-
fully perform a wide array of necessary
job-related activities (e.g., taking athletes
through a warm-up, setting up agility
drills, demonstrating proper lifting tech-
niques). Next, in the fading component,
the master gradually moves into the
background. This gives the apprentice
an increased level of individual res-
ponsibility in the absence of mentor
support and supervision (e.g., mentee
becomes personally responsible for
training routine development). Interwo-
ven throughout the apprenticeship
experience is the coaching component.
This is the fundamental process of
overseeing and directing the apprenti-
ce’s learning experience (6).

The traditional conceptualization of
apprenticeship, as described above, is
typically understood in terms of the
acquisition of physical skills (e.g., learning
how to correctly perform and teach the
front squat exercise). However, appren-
ticeship includes more than just the
development of requisite physical skill
competencies. Apprenticeship includes
the development of cognitive skills as
well as the socialization of mentees into
both formal and informal organizational
norms and behaviors. In other words, the
mentor-mentee relationship can develop
into a powerful process through which
apprentices can learn about the ins and
outs of organizational behavior as well as
what skill sets are required to thrive in
the intricate jungle of interpersonal
relationships, conflicting personalities,
and competing personal and/or organi-
zational objectives (6,18).

This somewhat recent development has
been referred to as “cognitive appren-
ticeship” (6), and fortunately enough,
the traditional apprenticeship frame-
work can also be used to guide our
understanding of how mentees can
progress toward expertise in areas other

than physical skills. Both physical
and cognitive skills can be developed
through the interplay of modeling,
scaffolding, fading, and coaching. Thus,
what follows in this article is a discussion
of cognitive skill development in men-
toring relationships. Because cognitive
skill development encompasses a myriad
of areas, in this section, attention is
solely focused on organizational polit-
ical processes and the importance
of developing strong networking and
interpersonal influence skills.

COGNITIVE SKILL DEVELOPMENT

AND ORGANIZATIONAL POLITICS

Not only can mentors aid their ment-
ees in the development of physical
skills, they can also help these individ-
uals develop a keen understanding of
the political dynamics in their strength
and conditioning environments as well
as the skills necessary to maneuver
through such political arenas. A vet-
eran strength coach helping a novice
strength coach understand how and
why things work the way they do in
particular strength and conditioning
environments (e.g., high school or
college athletic department, private
sector) is a form of cognitive appren-
ticeship. Thus, we define, discuss, and
then apply the concept of political skill
to the apprenticeship framework in
a strength and conditioning context.

Political skill has been defined as “the
ability to effectively understand others
at work and to use such knowledge to
influence others to act in ways that
enhance one’s personal and/or organi-
zational objectives” (10, p. 127). In
contrast to political behavior, which
refers to the actual behaviors of an
individual (the “what”), political skill is
a style or “how to” construct. Political
skill is also different from the concept of
social skill. Whereas social skill refers to
the “ease and comfort of communica-
tions” (19, p. 27) between 2 parties,
political skill includes an interpersonal
influence component. In other words,
strength coaches can consistently have
very amicable conversations with their
athletic directors and never achieve
their personal objectives (e.g., increased
equipment budget). This is the value of
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understanding and mastering political
skill, given the concept is the only social
effectiveness  construct  “explicitly
developed to assess an employee’s
ability to recognize and then navigate
the political realm of interpersonal
relationships” (25, p. 139).

Four dimensions comprise the concept
of political skill. These dimensions
include social astuteness, interpersonal
influence, networking ability, and
apparent sincerity (10). Social astuteness
describes an individual with high self-
awareness and an acute understanding of
what is required to be accepted (by
others) in a multitude of social situations
(9,12). Interpersonal influence refers to
a heightened level of interpersonal
flexibility and an uncanny ability to exert
sway over other individuals (9). Net-
working  ability  describes  those
individuals who are able to swiftly
develop positive and productive work
partnerships and coalitions (9). Last,
apparent sincerity describes individuals
who are able to effectively project a high
level of authenticity and sincerity to
others (9).

Political skill has been repeatedly found
to have a positive impact on employee
interpersonal relationships and career-
related outcomes (e.g., total promo-
tion, career satisfaction, perceived
external mobility) (4,24). For instance,
political skill has been shown to
significantly improve leader-member
exchange between subordinates who
are racially dissimilar from their super-
visors (4). Also, the extent to which an
employee is politically skilled has been
found to change the nature of the
relationship between his/her influence
tactic usage and supervisor perceptions
of these tactics (15). That is, as
employees’  political ~ skill levels
increased, supervisors’ positive percep-
tions of these tactics also increased.

Although certain strength coaches may
be inherently more politically skilled
than others, political skill is a learnable
and trainable concept. With particular
relevance to this article, Ferris et al. (9)
explained how the interpersonal
influence dimension can stem from



mentoring: “At its best, mentoring
involves the informal training and
development of what, when, and with
whom to things in the work environ-
ment, along with building the perceptive,
interpersonal, and social effectiveness
competencies that round out political
skill” (p. 44). Thus, along with the
development of physical skills through
the mentoring process, mentees can also
learn cognitive skills, such as political
skill, through an apprenticeship frame-
work. A framework for physical and
cognitive skill development is provided
in Table 1.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS

There is more to the mentoring process
than a veteran strength coach educating
and instructing apprentices in the phys-
ical skills required for their chosen field.
Organizational behavioral processes,
especially the politics of interpersonal
relationships, also require an equal level
of awareness, understanding, and mas-
tery. Provided next are examples of how
novices can train each dimension of
political skill. Additionally, Table 2
provides examples of how strength
coach mentors can teach their mentees
about the 4 dimensions of political skill.

Table 1

A simple way for novice strength
coaches to train the social astuteness
dimension of political skill is by getting
in the habit of summarizing what
others have said to them and then
repeating it back to these individuals. If
a parent comes to a novice strength
coach with several concerns about
how his/her child is being trained,
for example, the novice strength
coaches should listen with a purpose
so as to understand the root cause of
the parent’s concern and then provide
a recap of the concern back to the
parent to demonstrate a strong level of

Examples of physical and cognitive skill development in the apprenticeship framework

Apprenticeship
component

Modeling

Scaffolding

Fading

Physical skill development example

Scenario: mentee observes mentor take a sport
team through a pre-workout warm-up session

Key objective: mentee watches and learns how to
set up and take athletes through a complete
warm-up session

Coaching actions: mentor provides a thorough
explanation to the mentee about the format of
the warm-up, the selection of exercises, and
how the athletes are properly instructed

Scenario: mentee takes a sport team through
a pre-workout warm-up under the direct
supervision of his/her mentor

Key objective: mentee learns to transform
observation into hands-on application

Coaching actions: Mentor supervises and
provides corrections and positive
reinforcement to his/her mentee

Scenario: mentor allows mentee to take a sport
team through a pre-workout warm-up in the
absence of direct mentor supervision

Key objective: mentee successfully executes
a pre-workout warm-up in the absence of
direct supervision

Coaching actions: Post-warm-up mentor—
mentee chat. Mentor helps mentee fine tune
his/her training style

Cognitive skill development example

Scenario: mentee observes mentor discuss a new
strength training routine with a head sport team
coach

Key objective: mentee learns the reasoning behind the
way the strength training routine was explained and
promoted

Coaching actions: mentor provides the mentee with
a detailed rationale of his/her approach for “selling”
the head coach on the merits of the new strength
training routine

Scenario: mentor allows mentee to take an active part in
a strength training meeting with a head sport team
coach

Key objective: mentee learns to put effective listening
and communication skills into practice in a real-life
scenario

Coaching actions: mentor explains the basis for what
was said to the sport team coach as well as how it was
said

Scenario: mentor allows mentee to have a one-on-one
meeting with a sport team coach about a new
training idea. Mentor is not present during the
meeting

Key objective: mentee develops improved
communication skills, especially as it pertains to
articulating his/her ideas

Coaching actions: mentee provides a meeting status
report. Mentor provides conversation tips for future
meetings

The traditional apprenticeship framework described in this article consists of 4 components. The fourth component, coaching, is interwoven
throughout the apprenticeship experience. This component is addressed in each of the examples provided above.
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Table 2

e skill development: how strength coach mentors can teach their mentees p

Political skill dimension Example of how veteran strength coaches (mentors) can teach this dimension

Social astuteness Find a sport team coach with whom you (the mentor) have a positive and longstanding relationship.
Tell the sport team coach you would like him/her to role play with your mentee. For example, have
the sport team coach assume the role of a skeptical and impatient coach. Serve as a silent observer
while the mentee assesses the coach and attempts to convince this individual about the benefits of
a newly designed training routine. After the role playing exercise, the mentor and sport team coach
provide the mentee with positive and constructive feedback about how well he/she interpreted

the scenario and reacted to the doubtful and impatient sport team coach

Interpersonal influence Identify a sport team that is known to be unmotivated to train with great intensity in the weight
room. Have the mentee observe these athletes while they train under the supervision of the
mentor or another veteran strength coach. After several observation periods, ask the mentee to
put together a training routine and plan of action for motivating these athletes. Require the
mentee to provide a rationale for his/her training routine and the chosen method for motivating
this team. Next, observe the mentee as he/she trains the sport team. Follow each training session
with a discussion period between the mentee and the mentor about the mentee’s personal style of
training and what actions can be taken by the mentee to make it more effective

Networking ability Create situations that strongly encourage or require the mentee to develop interpersonal
relationships with unfamiliar individuals. Summer is a time of year when many strength and
conditioning professionals hold strength camps for high school athletes. One important
component contributing to the success of strength camps is strength coach-parent interactions.

Require the mentee to work the registration desk and actively interact with parents

Apparent sincerity Provide a mentee with an opportunity to train a small group of athletes. Tell the mentee he/she will
be teaching the athletes a new exercise. Video record the mentee as he/she instructs and interacts
with the athletes. Watch the video playback of the training session with the mentee. Provide the

mentee with feedback about his/her verbal and nonverbal communication skills. For instance, the

mentee may unintentionally scowl at the athletes each time they make a mistake. Repeat this
process several more times so the mentee can see the improvements he/she is making

understanding. Next, a novice can train
the interpersonal influence and appar-
ent sincerity dimensions of political
skill by practicing his/her public
speaking skills. One specific suggestion
would be to video record oneself
during a training session with athletes.
After the session, the novice can watch
his/her body language, speaking style,
and athletes’ reactions (to the novice)
throughout the session. Finally, one
suggestion for novices to improve the
networking ability dimension of politi-
cal skill is to attend NSCA professional
conferences with the goal of getting
5-10 business cards from professionals
in the field currently unfamiliar to them.

CLOSING THOUGHT

What has been detailed in this article is
the application of the apprenticeship
framework to the mentoring process in
the field of strength and conditioning.

Although the apprenticeship frame-
work has been traditionally understood
in terms of acquiring physical skills, the
case put forth in this article is that it is
equally important to develop cognitive
skills during the mentoring process.
Because cognitive apprenticeship can
include vast arrays of areas, we focused
on 1 area (ie., organizational political
processes) that a large number of
aspiring and novice strength coaches
may not be aware or fully understand.
With this focus in mind, we introduced
the concept of political skill, explaining
and demonstrating how social aware-
ness and interpersonal influence skills,
when combined with strength training
knowledge and technical ability, may
help to propel inexperienced strength
coaches’ careers forward. Thus,
strength and conditioning coaches
should more clearly understand the
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importance of both physical and cog-
nitive skill development in a mentoring
relationship. They should also have
a basic understanding of how each of
these areas can be developed.

To conclude, the mainstream business
literature is replete with evidence that
apprenticeship and mentoring relation-
ships can lead to positive mentor,
mentee, and organizational outcomes
(6,7,18,21). In contrast to this context,
much less is known about the subtle
nuances of the mentoring process in
sport, because research in this area has
been generally limited to studies about
athletic directors and sport team
coaches (13,17,28). This indicates the
need for more research related to
the apprenticeship and mentoring
processes within strength and condi-
tioning. Thus, we hope this initial
consideration of mentoring sparks



further dialogue and research about the
various facets of the mentoring process
within the strength and conditioning
discipline.
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