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INTRODUCTION:
THE EVOLVING
LANDSCAPE OF
ATHLETIC
TRAINING
EDUCATION

For  decades,  the  field
of  athletic  training
relied heavily on time-
based  educational
models.  A  student
completed  a  certain
number  of  c l in ical
hours, attended a fixed
sequence  of  classes,

a n d ,  a f t e r  a
predetermined  period,
was deemed ready for
certification.  While  this
system produced many
c o m p e t e n t
professionals,  it  often
left  gaps  between
theoretical  knowledge
a n d  p r a c t i c a l
application.  Today,  a
parad igm  sh i f t  i s
underway, driven by a
more  r igorous  and
effective  methodology:
the  Principles  Of
Athletic  Training  A
Competency  Based
A p p r o a c h .  T h i s
f r a m e w o r k
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f u n d a m e n t a l l y
redefines  how  future
athletic  trainers  are
educated,  assessed,
and  prepared  for  the
dynamic challenges of
the profession.
Rather  than  simply
l o g g i n g  h o u r s ,  a
competency -based
approach  focuses  on
the mastery of specific,
measurable  skills  and
knowledge. It demands
t h a t  s t u d e n t s
d e m o n s t r a t e
proficiency  in  real-
world  tasks  before
moving  forward.  This
art ic le  prov ides  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
exploration  of  this
t r a n s f o r m a t i v e
e d u c a t i o n a l
philosophy,  detailing
its  core  principles,
p r a c t i c a l
implementation,  and
profound impact on the
qual i ty  of  athlet ic
healthcare.  Whether
you are a student,  an

educator,  a  practicing
c l i n i c i a n ,  o r  a n
a d m i n i s t r a t o r ,
understanding  this
approach  is  essential
fo r  s tay ing  a t  the
f o r e f r o n t  o f  t h e
profession.

WHAT IS A
COMPETENCY-
BASED APPROACH
IN ATHLETIC
TRAINING?

A t  i t s  h e a r t ,  a
competency -based
approach  shifts  the
focus  from  what  is
t augh t  t o  wha t  i s
learned  and  can  be
applied. In the context
of athletic training, this
means moving beyond
memorizing  anatomy
f a c t s  o r  i n j u r y
classifications.  It
requires  a  student  to
integrate  knowledge,
cl inical  ski l ls ,  and
professional  behaviors
to effectively manage a
patient's  care.  The
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P r i n c i p l e s  O f
Athletic  Training  A
Competency  Based
Approach are built on
t h e  i d e a  t h a t
competency  is  not  an
abstract concept but a
demonstrable  set  of
abilities.
This  model  is  defined
b y  s e v e r a l  k e y
characteristics. First, it
is  learner-centric.  The
pace  of  learning  is
a d j u s t e d  t o  t h e
individual,  allowing
some  s tudents  to
progress  faster  while
others  take  the  time
needed to achieve true
mastery.  Second,  it  is
t r a n s p a r e n t .
Competencies  are
clearly  defined  and
shared  with  students
from  the  outset,  so
e v e r y o n e  k n o w s
e x a c t l y  w h a t  i s
expected.  Third,  it  is
assessment-dr iven.
E v a l u a t i o n s  a r e
a u t h e n t i c  a n d

integrated  into  the
learning process, often
involving  simulated  or
r e a l  p a t i e n t
encounters.

The Shift
from
Process
to
Outcome
s
The  traditional  model
o f t e n  v a l u e d  t h e
" p r o c e s s "  o f
education—attending
l e c t u r e s  a n d
c o m p l e t i n g
ass ignments .  The
competency -based
mode l  va lues  the
"outcome." The central
question  is  no  longer,
" D i d  t h e  s t u d e n t
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complete the course?"
but  rather,  "Can  the
student  accurately
diagnose  an  ankle
s p r a i n ,  c r e a t e  a
rehabilitation plan, and
c o m m u n i c a t e  i t
effectively  to  the
athlete  and  coach?"
This  outcome-oriented
focus  ensures  that
graduates are not just
knowledgeable,  but
also  capable.

CORE PRINCIPLES
OF ATHLETIC
TRAINING: A
FOUNDATION FOR
COMPETENCY

To  understand  how  a
competency -based
approach  functions,
one  must  first
a p p r e c i a t e  t h e
fundamental  principles
t h a t  g o v e r n  t h e
profession  of  athletic
training  itself.  These
principles  form  the
bedrock upon which all
competencies are built.

Prevention: The
primary role of
an athletic
trainer is to
prevent injuries.
This involves
prophylactic
taping, bracing,
designing
conditioning
programs, and
educating
athletes on risk
factors.
Competency
here means not
just knowing how
to tape an ankle,
but
understanding
the biomechanics
behind the
application and
when a specific
technique is
contraindicated.
Clinical
Evaluation and
Diagnosis: This
is the
cornerstone of
effective



Principles Of Athletic Training A Competency
Based Approach 5

5

treatment. A
competent
athletic trainer
can take a
thorough history,
perform a
systematic
physical
examination, and
formulate a
differential
diagnosis. This
requires a deep
understanding of
anatomy,
pathology, and
clinical
reasoning.
Immediate and
Emergency
Care: Athletic
trainers are often
the first
responders on
the field.
Competency in
this area
includes
managing life-
threatening
conditions like
spinal cord

injuries, heat
stroke, and
cardiac events,
as well as acute
musculoskeletal
injuries.
Treatment and
Rehabilitation:
This principle
involves
designing and
implementing
therapeutic
interventions to
restore function.
Competency
extends beyond
simply applying
modalities; it
requires
selecting the
right exercises,
progressing the
program
appropriately,
and modifying it
based on patient
response.
Healthcare
Administration
and
Professional
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Responsibility:
A competent
athletic trainer
understands the
broader context
of healthcare,
including
documentation,
insurance billing,
legal liability,
and ethical
decision-making.
They also
engage in
lifelong learning
to stay current
with best
practices.

THE COMPETENCY-
BASED EDUCATION
(CBE) MODEL IN
PRACTICE

Implement ing  the
P r i n c i p l e s  O f
Athletic  Training  A
Competency  Based
Approach  requires  a
d e l i b e r a t e
restructuring  of  the
e d u c a t i o n a l

experience.  It  is  not
simply  a  new  way  of
grading;  it  is  a  new
way  of  teaching  and
learning.

Defining
and
Mapping
Compete
ncies
The  first  step  is  to
clearly  define  the
entry-level  clinical
competencies  required
for practice. These are
often  delineated  by
accrediting  bodies,
s u c h  a s  t h e
C o m m i s s i o n  o n
A c c r e d i t a t i o n  o f
A th le t i c  T ra in ing
Education  (CAATE).
T h e s e  b r o a d
competencies are then
" u n p a c k e d "  i n t o



Principles Of Athletic Training A Competency
Based Approach 7

7

smaller,  more  specific
learning  objectives  or
sub-competencies.  For
e x a m p l e ,  t h e
competency for "lower
extremity  evaluation"
might be broken down
into  sub-competencies
like: "palpate the bony
landmarks  o f  t he
knee,"  "perform  a
Lachman  test,"  and
"interpret  findings  to
differentiate  an  ACL
sprain from a meniscal
tear."

Personali
zed
Learning
Pathways
I n  a  C B E  m o d e l ,
students  do  not  al l
follow  the  same  rigid
timeline.  Some  may
master  the  evaluation
of the ankle quickly but

need  more  t ime  to
u n d e r s t a n d
p h a r m a c o l o g i c a l
interventions.  The
curriculum is designed
t o  a l l o w  f o r  t h i s
flexibility. Students can
spend  more  time  on
areas of weakness and
move  quickly  through
areas of strength. This
personalization  leads
t o  d e e p e r ,  m o r e
durab le  learn ing.
F a c u l t y  a c t  a s
f a c i l i t a t o r s  a n d
coaches  rather  than
just  lecturers,  guiding
students through their
individual  learning
journeys.

Authentic
Assessme
nt
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Strategie
s
Traditional  multiple-
cho ice  exams  are
insufficient  for
m e a s u r i n g  t r u e
competency.  Instead,
assessment  in  a  CBE
model is authentic and
performance-based.
Common  methods
include:

Objective
Structured
Clinical
Examinations
(OSCEs):
Students rotate
through a series
of stations where
they must
perform specific
tasks, such as
taking a history,
performing a
special test, or
applying a splint,
while being

evaluated by a
trained assessor.
Standardized
Patient
Encounters:
Actors are
trained to
portray patients
with specific
injuries or
conditions. This
allows students
to practice their
interpersonal and
clinical skills in a
realistic, low-
stakes
environment.
Portfolio
Assessments:
Students compile
evidence of their
learning,
including case
studies,
reflective essays,
video recordings
of clinical skills,
and preceptor
evaluations. This
provides a
holistic view of
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their
development
over time.
Simulation:
High-fidelity
mannequins or
virtual reality
scenarios are
used to practice
emergency care
skills, such as
managing a
sudden cardiac
arrest or a
traumatic brain
injury.

KEY COMPETENCY
DOMAINS IN
ATHLETIC
TRAINING

The  Principles  Of
Athletic  Training  A
Competency  Based
A p p r o a c h  a r e
organized  into  several
core  domains  that
encompass  the  full
scope  of  pract ice.
Mastery  is  required
across  all  these  areas.

Risk
Managem
ent and
Injury
Preventio
n
This  domain  covers
environmental  health,
p r e - p a r t i c i p a t i o n
physical  examinations,
protective  equipment,
and  cond i t i on ing
programs. A competent
p ro fe s s i ona l  can
identify  risk  factors,
implement  preventive
strategies, and educate
stakeholders.

Pathology
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and
Clinical
Assessme

nt
This  is  the  diagnostic
domain.  It  includes
knowledge  of  general
medical  conditions,
orthopedic pathologies,
and  neuro log i ca l
a s s e s s m e n t .
Competency  here  is
a b o u t  c l i n i c a l
reasoning—the  ability
to  synthesize  history
and  physical  exam
data  to  arrive  at  an
accurate diagnosis.

Therapeu
tic

Interventi
ons
This domain covers the
entire  rehabilitation
process,  from  acute
care to return to play.
It  includes therapeutic
exerc i se ,  manua l
therapy, and the use of
moda l i t i e s  (e .g . ,
ultrasound,  electrical
s t i m u l a t i o n ) .
Competency  requires
knowing  not  just  how
to use a tool, but when
and why.

Healthcar
e
Administr
ation and
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Professio
nal
Develop

ment
Beyond  clinical  skills,
athletic  trainers  must
b e  c o m p e t e n t  i n
documentation,  legal
and  ethical  practice,
billing and coding, and
i n t e r p r o f e s s i o n a l
collaboration.  This
d o m a i n  a l s o
e m p h a s i z e s
professional  advocacy
and  lifelong  learning.

BENEFITS OF A
COMPETENCY-
BASED APPROACH
FOR ATHLETIC
TRAINING

A d o p t i n g  t h e
P r i n c i p l e s  O f
Athletic  Training  A
Competency  Based

Approach  offers
significant  advantages
for  all  stakeholders
involved  in  athletic
healthcare.

Enhanced1.
Clinical
Preparedness:
Graduates of CBE
programs are
better prepared
for the realities
of clinical
practice. They
have spent more
time applying
their knowledge
and less time
passively
receiving
information.
They are more
confident,
capable, and
ready to make
independent
decisions.
Improved2.
Patient
Outcomes:
Ultimately, the
goal of any
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healthcare
education is to
improve patient
outcomes. By
ensuring that
every graduate
has truly
mastered the
core
competencies,
CBE directly
contributes to
higher quality,
safer, and more
effective patient
care.
Greater3.
Accountability
and
Transparency:
The CBE model
holds both
students and
programs
accountable.
Students are
responsible for
demonstrating
their learning,
and programs
are responsible
for providing the

resources and
experiences to
facilitate that
learning. This
transparency
builds trust with
the public and
other healthcare
professionals.
Increased4.
Student
Engagement
and
Motivation:
When students
understand
exactly what
they need to
learn and can
see their own
progress through
demonstrated
mastery, they
become more
engaged in the
learning process.
The focus on
applied skills is
often more
motivating than
abstract theory
alone.
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Flexibility for5.
Diverse
Learners: The
flexible, self-
paced nature of
CBE
accommodates
different learning
styles and life
circumstances.
Students who are
also athletes,
parents, or
working
professionals can
benefit from the
ability to
accelerate or
decelerate their
studies as
needed.

CHALLENGES AND
CONSIDERATIONS
IN
IMPLEMENTATION

While  the  benefits  are
clear,  implementing  a
competency -based
approach is not without
i t s  cha l l enges .  I t

requires  a  significant
investment  of  time,
r e s o u r c e s ,  a n d
institutional  wil l .

Faculty
Develop
ment and
Workload
Transitioning  to  CBE
requires  faculty  to
change their roles from
lecturers to facilitators
and  assessors.  This
requires  significant
training and a shift  in
mindset.  Furthermore,
developing and scoring
authentic  assessments
l ike  OSCEs  is  more
time-intensive  than
grading  traditional
exams. Programs must
find  ways  to  support
faculty  through  this
t r ans i t i on ,  o f t en
requiring  additional
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staffing.

Assessme
nt
Validity
and
Reliability
E n s u r i n g  t h a t
assessments  truly
measure  the  intended
c o m p e t e n c y  i s  a
complex  psychometric
challenge.  A  poorly
designed OSCE station
o r  a  s u b j e c t i v e
preceptor  evaluation
can  undermine  the
entire model. Programs
must invest in rigorous
assessment  design,
c a l i b r a t i o n  o f
e v a l u a t o r s ,  a n d
continuous  quality
i m p r o v e m e n t
processes.

Regulator
y and
Accredita
tion
Alignmen
t
Educational  programs
must  adhere  to  the
standards set by their
acc red i t i ng  body
(CAATE).  While  CAATE
has  moved  toward  a
competency -based
p h i l o s o p h y ,  i t s
standards  still  include
certain  time-based
requirements  (e.g.,
m in imum  c l in i ca l
hours). Programs must
n a v i g a t e  h o w  t o
implement  CBE  within
t h e s e  e x i s t i n g
regulatory frameworks,
which  can  sometimes
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create friction.

Resource
Intensity
Implementing  CBE
requires  significant
r e s o u r c e s .  T h i s
includes  funds  for
standardized  patients,
simulation  equipment,
technology  platforms
t o  t r a c k  s t u d e n t
progress, and released
time  for  faculty  to
develop new curricula.
Smaller programs with
fewer  resources  may
find  this  particularly
challenging.

THE ROLE OF
CLINICAL
PRECEPTORS IN A
COMPETENCY-
BASED MODEL

C l i n i c a l
p r e c e p t o r s — t h e
certified  athletic
trainers who supervise

s t u d e n t s  i n  t h e
field—are  the
backbone  of  any  CBE
program. They are not
just  supervisors;  they
are essential educators
and  evaluators.  In  a
competency -based
approach,  preceptors
must  be  trained  to
provide  specific,
actionable  feedback
a n d  t o  u s e
s t a n d a r d i z e d
assessment  tools  to
eva lua te  s tudent
performance  in  real-
world  settings.  Their
role shifts from simply
"hosting" a student to
actively  teaching  and
assessing  specific
c o m p e t e n c i e s .
Developing  strong,
c o l l a b o r a t i v e
partnerships  between
academic  programs
and  clinical  sites  is
critical  for  success.
Preceptors  must  be
empowered  to  make
high-stakes  decisions
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about  a  s tudent 's
readiness to progress.

FUTURE
DIRECTIONS:
TECHNOLOGY AND
LIFELONG
COMPETENCY

The  Principles  Of
Athletic  Training  A
Competency  Based
A p p r o a c h  w i l l
continue  to  evolve,
d r i v e n  b y
advancements  i n
techno logy  and  a
growing  emphasis  on
lifelong  learning.  We
are already seeing the
integration  of  artificial
intelligence to  provide
personalized  feedback
on clinical skills, virtual
reality  for  immersive
simulation  training,
and sophisticated data
analyt ics  to  t rack
s tudent  p rogress
across a curriculum.
Fur thermore ,  the
concept of competency

is  extending  beyond
entry-level  education.
The  p ro fess ion  i s
moving toward a model
o f  c o n t i n u i n g
competency,  where
practicing  athletic
trainers must regularly
demonstrate their skills
a n d  k n o w l e d g e
th roughou t  t he i r
ca reers .  Th i s  i s  a
natural  extension  of
the  CBE  philosophy,
e n s u r i n g  t h a t
professionals  remain
current and capable in
a  rapidly  changing
healthcare  landscape.
The days of earning a
certification  and
coasting  for  the  next
forty  years  are  over.
The  future  belongs  to
those  who  embrace  a
mindset  of  continuous
g r o w t h  a n d
demonstrable mastery.

CONCLUSION: A
COMMITMENT TO



Principles Of Athletic Training A Competency
Based Approach 17

17

MASTER


