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Acknowledging the inherent complexity of process and the number of contextual factors known to influence talent 
development, a more holistic approach is now being advocated (Coutinho, Mesquita, & Fonseca, 2016). Further 
understanding of the unique environments in which effective talent development occurs and the role of the coach in 
creating these settings is now being promoted.  

The current study presents an exploration into three school-based elite talent development environments (TDE’s) 
within rugby league. Forming a key part of rugby league’s (RL) talent pathway the three TDE’s both anecdotally 
and criterion based have a strong reputation in playing a role in developing future professional players. The study 
seeks to further understand the coaching processes and practices behind the key relationships and perceived 
individual skill development that promote player progression within these unique programs. 

Methods: A mixed methods approach consisting of focus groups and a longitudinal repeat measure questionnaire 
battery was applied to explore the three elite School based RL TDE’s. Focus groups explored perspectives on the 
rationale of TDE success with participants including coaches (n= 9), student players (n=9) and ex-student players 
(n=9).  A two year, four time point longitudinal examination of current student-players (n = 43) perceptions and 
associated perceived individual skill development was determined by three validated instruments.  Specific 
instruments targeted key holistic and generic coaching processes of the  environment (Martindale et al., 2010), the 
possession and deployment of psychological characteristics of developing excellence (MacNamara & Collins’s 
(2011), and evaluation of self- regulated learning factors (Toering, Elferink-Gemser, Jonker, van Heuvelen, & 
Visscher, 2012).  

Findings: RM ANOVA of the combined TDE’s questionnaire data highlighted perceived improvements in relation 
to the coaching environments ‘communication’ and ‘support’ levels over time. Coach development of individual 
player skills in perceived ‘coping’, ‘self-monitoring’ and ‘evaluation’ were also positive. However, the perceived 
levels of ‘quality preparation’ in relation to managing training loads, and the responsibility of balancing other 
commitments declined. Interview data provided practical coaching examples illustrating these perceived skill and 
environmental changes. 

Implications: The findings highlight how key coaching and cultural processes of a TDE influence actual and 
perceived change within the players. Several practical recommendations to possibly assist coaches in strengthening 
both their coaching environment and their own roles in promoting developing athletes will be discussed.  
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