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 THE sacking of Mark Neeld on the back of Melbourne’s woeful season thus far is a harsh reminder to AFL coaches
 that their careers live and die on the success of their team.
 Working as an AFL coach is both a privileged and demanding position that brings with it an incredible amount of responsibility.
 Senior coaches juggle multiple roles related to staff hiring and management, handling internal club politics, administration, budgeting, talent identification, managing the expectations of media and sponsors, building and developing relationships with players – and all of that is before they have used an ounce of their technical and tactical acumen.
 It’s a tough gig, a senior coach’s
 fundamental role being to improve the performance of their individual players and their team in an ever changing game, where advances in science give a coach more information to digest than ever before.
 To be successful, in addition to a deep understanding of the game, a coach traditionally needed a mixture of teaching skills as well as knowledge and understanding of scientific principles. These principles include skill acquisition, which is how athletes learn through exposure to practice activities and instruction, physiology and psychology. This is what you
 Science and research is encroaching into more and more areas of AFL coaching.
 may summarise as “the science of coaching”.
 The real science of coaching is now comprehensive, based on the understanding available around the factors of intrinsic motivation, situational leadership, learning styles, teaching/coaching methodologies, and the provision of meaningful feedback.
 Knowledge and skills around conflict resolution and counselling are also important for the modern coach. All of these impact on the coach’s ability to optimise the performance of individuals and teams. As David Parkin explained, coaching at the
 highest level in the AFL continues to change and the expertise required to build a successful team of players now comes from a team of coaches.
 “The lines of responsibility, understanding and knowledge are blurred somewhat because coaches at AFL level have become more a coach manager,” Parkin said.
 “We often have somewhere between eight and 10 coaches now working at a club; the senior coach becomes a manager of those people who do the day to day coaching.
 “The senior coach takes over on match day but during the week
 Parkin: “All of the sports scientists have the capacity to influence the program.”
 THE THINKING
 COACH
 Neeld: Win-loss ratio ultimate test.
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 clubs have seen the value of having somebody who can manage these other, usually pretty competent, coaches. There is a changing structure, culture and approach to coaching which has taken a vigorous turn in the last 10 to 15 years since we have gone fully professional.”
 Sports scientists with differing areas of expertise play a pivotal role in the coaching process.
 “We have to be aware that the coaching process obviously involves the sports scientists and the sports medicos,” Parkin said.
 “That has to be co-ordinated in a way that the experts can help the coach to make the right decisions about the kind of preparation that is necessary for a game like ours, which is probably the hardest game in the world to play, bar none.
 “All of the sports scientists have the capacity to influence the program. It’s understanding all the information now gathered, particularly by the GPS (global positioning system) in terms of work-rates, loads, impacts and recoveries. The sports scientist becomes a pretty crucial person in all this structure, guiding the coaches to make decisions about players and what they can cope with, so we can look after the welfare of the players and have them as well prepared as they can be.”
 Not all clubs are equal when it comes to the expertise within their coaching and specialist ranks, putting the clubs with the best at a definitive advantage.
 “This is where an advantage is sought,” Parkin said. “We now have a correlation between spend on your football department and your capacity to play well, win finals and eventually a premiership.
 “Once upon a time we had football clubs with minimal spends on football departments winning premierships but that’s now a thing of the past.
 “The spend is on equipment and facilities but it’s mostly on people. That’s where the money is.
 “They’ve got sports scientists, biomechanists, sports medicine doctor and analysts being paid extremely good money to provide the coach or the football operations group with the best information on which to base their decision making.
 “I’d argue strongly that there isn’t a club that isn’t getting a reasonable understanding (of sports and coaching science) via the specialists they employ, but like all industries there are good coaches and not so good coaches, there are good sports scientists and others are not so good. It’s the ability to employ the best.”
 The reality is that not every club can have the best in the business when it comes to sports scientists, even though across the board, sports scientists in the AFL are highly regarded. There is an option now for AFL senior and assistant coaches, or any coach for that matter, to develop their coaching skills using the latest understanding in coaching science.
 Mark Upton, coaching and performance development consultant with Sports Relations, explained how coaches can significantly improve their expertise and effectiveness.
 “In an AFL environment you have specialists in the area of exercise science and physical performance,
 with a whole department usually headed by a manager like David Buttifant at Collingwood,” Upton said. 
 “However there are disciplines, such as skill acquisition, performance analysis and performance psychology that can inform coaches and greatly assist the coaching process. 
 “A few clubs have genuine specialists in these coaching ‘sciences’ but it’s still not that common, so there is an opportunity for all coaches to up-skill themselves and enhance their coaching – and that includes coaches involved in state leagues and talent pathways. 
 “So with coaches pushing to ‘major’ in some of these areas, and academics/researchers looking for better ways to communicate their knowledge, there is an opportunity to bridge the gap between what the academics, the theory and the research says, and actually apply it in a practical coaching situation. I think that would be a positive for all parties.”
 Advances in the understanding of how players acquire skills can be a real game changer.
 “Skill acquisition is my focus and that’s where I can see traditional coaching conflicting with what the skill acquisition and learning research suggests,” Upton said.
 “Something as simple as blocked repetitions of a skill, like kicking, may not be the best way to learn that skill.
 “Random or variable practice, where you might be practising a range of skills or a range of different types of kicks rather than the same one constantly, can result in better learning – evidenced by the ability
 to effectively execute that skill in a match environment.
 “A lot of traditional methods are highly instructional and directive from the coach. Less is more in that case, and particularly when it comes to the type of feedback given to a player.
 “Traditionally, when kicking, a player might be told to hold the ball in a particular way or angle their elbow in a certain way. Research suggests that sort of instruction could hinder the performance of that skill.
 “Perhaps a better approach is to use analogies or an external focus of attention, meaning that the player focuses on something other than their movement or body, such as the flight or spin of the ball.” 
 The learning that takes place when no formal instructions are given on how to perform the skill is called implicit learning. Aside from the advantages of being able to more effectively develop player skills, when learned implicitly, the developed skill stands up better under performance pressure than when taught traditionally. Upton describes some easy ways any coach, from grassroots to elite, can integrate implicit learning of goal kicking into their training.
 “Work on variable rather than constant practice, never take two shots at the same spot,” Upton said.
 “You want to constantly vary your angle and distance for your set shot inside the 50m arc. Research says it’s important to have someone standing on the mark to simulate match conditions as much as possible.
 “Another important skill to impart to players is the concept of ‘quiet eye’
 ‘We now have a correlation between spend on your football department and your capacity to play well, win finals and eventually a premiership.’ – DAVID PARKIN
 which is the ability of an athlete to focus their gaze on one particular spot somewhere behind the centre of the goal. The ability to focus on that right up until milliseconds before execution of the kick is a predictor of better accuracy.”
 This approach is more player centred and more hands off for the coach. Coaches everywhere would benefit from regular self-reflection as well as maintaining an inquisitive mindset; acting on their curiosity to find out if their training sessions can be more effective by implementing changes informed by science.
 Performance analysis is another area of football that has grown exponentially.
 “Performance analysis is about being able to collect objective data and use that in a way to improve player or team performance,” Upton said.
 “Technology has enhanced this area enormously, but it still comes back to knowing what sort of data you want to collect to start with. It’s about knowing what’s valuable.”
 In the modern game, stats are collected and interpreted. It makes sense to define what stats are important and to focus on those.
 “Data about what’s happening off the ball, patterns of play or interactions between players is where performance analysis is heading,” Upton said.
 “It starts with the coach working
 with an analyst to determine what’s going to give objective insight into match performance or training that’s going to help them to make better decisions.”
 Making the right decision is one of the key functions of a coach.
 From deliberate decisions with ample time such as team selection and forward planning of training, to decision making under tremendous pressure with little time such as on match day. The whole job of a coach could be considered a decision-making process. It is a skill central to coaching at all levels and that can be improved with the right training.
 “Of course in team sports like football, decision making and anticipation are highly valued and hence coaches are always interested in how those capacities can be developed,” Upton said.
 “As we understand more about the cognitive processes that underpin effective anticipation and decision making, it is allowing us to design activities to enhance that aspect of performance.
 “Those activities are obviously incorporated in on-field practice sessions, but can also take place off the field via the use of video footage, for example.” 
 To get a better understanding of how AFL coaches have come to know their “craft”, the AFL Research Board funded a study entitled “Coaching knowledge, learning and mentoring in the AFL”.
 The authors identified that AFL coaches have a strong reliance on learning from other people including their own coaches from when they were players, other coaches within their team as well as outside influences. The report showed that coaches were driven to be successful and wanted to learn, and were constantly seeking new ways to improve their coaching practices, but questions were raised; what to learn and how to learn that information?
 The authors found that much of what AFL coaches learn was often serendipitous and opportunistic rather than structured and systematic.
 The pathway to a senior coaching position in the AFL differs for each coach but the report stressed the importance of “multiple coaching experiences”.
 AFL coaches are experienced Level 3 coaches, an accreditation that is earned by attending the AFL High Performance Coaching course, a six-day course to which applicants are invited based on their fulfilment of selection criteria.
 Beyond their Level 3 accreditation, coaches learn from others around them, and can now choose to access the services of specialised consultants such as Upton, in an effort to be the best they can in the cutthroat world of AFL.Panel of experts: The line-up in the GWS coaches’ box.
 GPS: Data has become vital to managing players’ work loads.
 Wired in: Hawthorn coach Alastair Clarkson.
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