
Foreword
Throughout my career I relied on learning as much as I could within each 

setting and from the coaches around me who held positions that I wanted to be 
in.  I have served as a strength and conditioning coach in a variety of settings 
over the years before becoming the Head Strength and Conditioning Coach at 
NSCA Headquarters. As I personally developed as a coach along the way, at 
times, I had to do some “guess work,” as there were no guides telling me what to 
do in many situations. We all read several of the same books about anatomy, 
physiology, biomechanics, and program design, but the topic of coaching 
preparation is rarely discussed.  Additionally, the topics of finding a mentor, 
getting the most out of internships, constructing a proper resume/cover letter, or 
selecting which certification best suits your situation are key areas that up and 
coming coaches need to know.

Doug was my Assistant Strength and Conditioning Coach for nearly 4 years 
at NSCA Headquarters, and if you own a copy of NSCA’s Essentials of Strength 
Training and Conditioning, 4th Edition, you’ve likely seen him as he’s one of the 
primary “models” as well as a co-author for chapters 15 and 16.  Doug has 
become committed to educating others entering this profession. He has a true 
passion for writing and spreading his experience and knowledge to others in 
hopes of improving their understanding as well as the overall quality of the 
strength and conditioning coach profession.

There are few books in this profession that have a career-focused approach 
and written solely to help prepare those entering the profession. The Reality of 
Strength and Conditioning: Expectations for New Coaches is one such book.  
This book includes a great deal of information to help readers along their way to 
becoming better coaches from the beginning of their careers. I truly wish this had 
come out when I was beginning my career, as it would have really helped me 
prepare.

Now, read on and hopefully I’ll see you or hear from you when you get that 
first coaching job, or at the very least, I’ll see you at the next NSCA Coaches 
Conference! 

Scott Caulfield, CSCS,*D, RSCC*D
Head Strength and Conditioning Coach

National Strength and Conditioning Association





Education 
 It is important in any field of study to know what the most important topics 
are to learn and which can be ignored, are fluff, or have no importance whatsoever. 
Otherwise, you're going to waste some time figuring it out as you go. I'll help you 
start your path in this section, as we cover good places to begin your educational 
journey. 

The College Years 
 The first step in educating yourself to become a good strength and 
conditioning coach is to find a good Exercise Science program. While you do not 
necessarily have to major in this area, I recommend it because you'll have a 
stronger grasp on the key concepts, especially those based in science, once you 
begin putting your knowledge to practice with athletes.  
 You will want to become certified, which we'll cover in the next section, as 
soon as possible to begin your job search. Part of this involves having at least a 
Bachelor's degree for some of the more reputable certifications. Yes, you can hold 
another degree focus other than Exercise Science for some certifications, which is 
fine, but I would still encourage you to look into Exercise Science for a better 
understanding of the science portion. And, yes, you could get an easy certification 
to start, though if you really want a good job in the profession, you'll have to get a 
better certification anyway, so why not start with the best?  

 My first certification was a Certified Personal Trainer (CPT) certification 
from the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), which was actually pretty 
tough, but I ended up letting it lapse because I didn't need it (I had the CSCS soon 
after). I could have saved myself the money, time, and stress of taking the first by 
just waiting to take the second, which I still proudly hold (I'll tell you about it in 
the next section).  

 Going back to degrees and your area of study (major focus); I truly believe 
that it is beneficial to be in an Exercise Science program because of getting first-
hand lectures almost every day from knowledgeable professors. That is not to say 
that all of them are great - you have to be diligent enough to pick a good program 
in which to take part. I was lucky in that Bowling Green State University had a 



great program and I just happened to choose to go there without knowing how 
great the professors actually were at the time.  

Internships 
 At some point during your college curriculum you will have to complete an 
internship, or practicum, as some are called. In either case, these are periods of 
time when you are "getting your hands dirty" and actually learning from coaches 
and working with athletes. The more, the better, as you can learn from many 
different coaches with different knowledge, expertise, and coaching styles. This 
will help you as you begin forming your thoughts, beliefs, and values on training 
practices. When I was in college, and even after I completed my Master's degree, I 
completed internships and practicums. In fact, in total, I completed three 
practicums and four internships. Even if you are not taking courses in college, you 
can still seek out these opportunities, as you will need to have some practical 
experience under knowledgeable coaches if you ever expect to snag a decent full-
time job. 

 The internship is one of the most valuable educational experiences for which 
a young, or inexperienced, strength and conditioning coach can witness. This is 
where you put your knowledge to work. This is where you learn from 
knowledgeable coaches. This is also where you learn that much of what is in your 
textbooks, while based in science and peer-reviewed research, is not actually 
practical. An example would be using cluster sets and having your athletes wait up 
to eight minutes in between sets for maximal power development. While this 
scenario works great in a lab, it does not work well in a time-constricted college 
setting. This is just one example, but you will soon discover that you cannot train 
athletes exactly under the protocols proposed in textbooks and research studies. 

 The internship is also a time to find what type of coach you are, as well as 
discovering your "coaching voice" and developing your philosophy/thoughts/
beliefs on training. This is just the beginning for these, though, as we are all 
continually fine-tuning these qualities and beliefs within ourselves as coaches. 
And, as I'll cover in a section of its own, you will also begin to develop your 
professional demeanor that is expected of you while you're working with athletes, 
peers, and superiors. This demeanor can change depending on who you are with 
and what the situation is at the time. 



 One caveat to consider - just as I mentioned about choosing your college 
program wisely, you should do the same with your internships. Don't jump on the 
first gym you see for an internship opportunity; research what is available. If it 
means you have to travel out of state, do it! The impact the internship has on your 
career, whether positive or negative, is directly related to the information and 
instruction you're given from the coaches in that facility.  

 Yes, you should take initiative in your internship and we'll cover that, but 
what I'm meaning is that you want to be learning from experienced, quality 
coaches. You want to be learning from those coaches who you would model 
yourself after, who you would seek to become in your career. This is especially 
true at the beginning of your career when you're a clean slate, a dry sponge, if you 
will, and have not learned anything yet. You would not want to begin your career 
by learning bad information.  
 This is not meant to belittle any coaches out there but, as in any area of life, 
there are always bad apples mixed in the bunch. Again, be diligent enough to 
purposely choose not just where you would like to complete an internship, but 
from whom you would like to learn. There are many brilliant coaches out there 
who love to teach!  

Mentorships, Conferences, and the Rest 
 Once you get through your internships and/or Graduate Assistantships and 
earn your first job, you'll have to continue your education. I think this is an 
important concept to consider: CONTINUE YOUR EDUCATION. This is not a 
profession where you get in and automatically stay in until you retire - far from it. 
If athletes can smell when you're full of shit (and they can), you better believe your 
administrators can as well. When that happens, better start packing your bags. 

 You should strive to continually learn throughout your career, as the 
education within the profession is continually getting a face-lift. Well-known 
strength coach, Buddy Morris, has been known to say that the information in 
strength and conditioning doubles every six months. While this is probably 
hearsay, I would tend to believe it, whole-heartedly. Consider this a profession 
where you'll always be a student, even though you may not be in school anymore.  
 The best way to continue learning in the current state of the profession is 
through mentorships/site visits, where you may visit a coach for a few days and 
learn what they're doing, conferences/clinics, with lectures and practical sessions, 



and, of course, podcasts, videos, blogs, and books. The important thing is to make 
yourself accountable to take part in all of these methods of learning to continually 
challenge yourself to be better.  
 Lastly, I believe it is important to branch out and learn from other areas of 
life once you have a solid understanding of strength and conditioning materials. 
The best coaches out there pull from many different sources to make themselves 
better. This could be anything from psychology to public speaking to learning 
about body language; anything that will lead to you becoming a better coach (I 
recommend checking out Brett Bartholomew’s stuff). The biggest thing is to not 
get burned out by reading ONLY strength and conditioning materials. Plus, you'd 
be surprised where you'll pick up ideas on how to improve yourself.  

 Think about it; if you're ALWAYS learning about strength and conditioning, 
you may be leaving something else of another important topic left on the table, 
unlearned and unused.   

The Intern Curriculum 
 Now that we have discussed how to best educate yourself, we will cover the 
internship curriculum. Not all internships have formal education sessions as a part 
of their program. However, more and more are striving to improve what they offer 
their interns and this is a big part of the improvements that are added. Consider this 
a crucial “MUST” of any future internship for which you may be searching. Read 
on for more about internship curricula.  
Become Better than Your Mentors 
 Your goal, should you choose to accept it, is to become better than your 
mentors. Their goal, if they're teaching you well enough and have the right 
intentions, should be for you to reach a level that surpasses them within the 
profession. Then, hopefully, you can do the same for those that you may mentor in 
order to “pass it on.” Catching on yet? 

 The following is advice that I would give to your mentors or to you in the 
future when you are mentoring young coaches. This is also a good way for you to 
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see from their perspective, so that you have a better understanding of their actions 
and decisions in certain situations.  

Sharing is Caring 

 As your interns’ supervisor, you are in charge of what they learn during their 
time at your facility. If they are not better professionals, in every sense of the word, 
when they leave, you have failed. You have failed them and yourself. Most coaches 
who have this attitude would think only the interns miss out, but they are missing 
something as well. 

 Having interns provides a rare opportunity, especially for a younger full-time 
coach, to convey information that has been learned over the course of his/her short 
career. By explaining these things, whether training- or coaching-related, it allows 
the full-time coach to comprehend the topics even more. 

Leaving a Legacy 
 Having had many great mentors in this profession, I truly believe that to 
become a great strength coach you must take little pieces from each coach you 
learn under. That is how younger coaches become better than those from whom 
they learn. Now that I have had interns of my own, I want to lead by example and, 
hopefully, they will take little pieces that I have shared with them. They may 
become better than me, but I’m okay with that happening because I have a hand in 
the process. 

What to Do Now? 

 My challenge for you is to make yourself better by making your interns 
better. Lead by example and teach them how to become better than you. It’s not a 
bad thing. In fact, it is truly part of the process. Ideally, by working under you, this 
will give them more confidence as they go out into the profession and find that first 
full-time position. Also, it never hurts them if your network is ever-reaching, as we 
see that some coaches “know everyone.” 

 If you DO NOT take the education of your interns lightly, this is a great 
thought for you. I take the education of my interns very seriously and put a great 
deal of time into teaching them what I’ve learned. I believe this is one of the ways 
a strength coach can “pay it forward.” Take the time to make your interns better.  



 Again, this is the advice I would give to a coach who is in a position where 
they may run an intern program, or perhaps advice you can use in the future when 
you're in a similar position. In any case, it is important to know what a structured 
curriculum should look like in terms of content. Below are some examples that 
may help you along your way, as you may reach a point when you want to suggest 
certain changes to an internship that you are taking part in, or when you may have 
to create one yourself.  

_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 The following should be thought of as you in the future, or maybe discussed 
with your current supervisor as a possibility if they do not have a formal 
curriculum. If they reject the idea, you can take it upon yourself to create this 
curriculum for yourself to become better educated.  

Curriculum 
 It's important to make sure learning is always happening at your 
facility. What better way to lead internships in this direction than to have 
a plan mapped out for the entire semester? Each week can have its own 
theme, or can be broken down into subcategories every few days. It really 
doesn’t matter how you break it down as long as you have it planned out 
and it flows well together. Sometimes we have things on our plate and 
cannot cover a session. That’s fine, life happens! The important thing is 
that there are contingency plans in place like articles and videos that will 
fill the void.  

Topics / Themes 
 I like to have broad topics that can be further broken down, depending on 
who may be presenting. At our facility, we have many staff members with different 
areas of expertise. This works out very well, so now you have many different 
presenters on their chosen topics that will do a better job than just one person on 
multiple topics. It’s also better for “keeping it fresh” for the interns. They’re not 
constantly having to listen to the same person. If you (in the future, or your current 
supervisor) only have a couple people on staff that’s totally fine, but outside, 
knowledgeable people can also be invited to present.  
 I’ve had success using the following topics (not an all-encompassing list). 
For most of the topics, it really doesn’t matter in which order they are covered. 



Some may build on others, but that is up to how the site supervisor wants to order 
them. 

Assignments 
 It’s also very important that different projects be assigned. This helps 
improve the comprehension of the topics they’re learning…all while 
accomplishing a hidden agenda of mine, which is to improve their writing skills. 
 Two assignments we have them complete are writing a 4-week program for 
a specific athlete and time of year and writing a 2-3 page opinion paper on various 
topics. Writing is a crucial skill and every individual should strive to improve their 
writing. 

Materials 
 Along with each week’s main topic or theme would be associated materials 
to help the interns learn. When I was at the NSCA, Scott Caulfield and I liked to 
use past articles (both peer-reviewed and opinionated) and videos that we had 
reviewed in our own time and saw fit for our interns’ learning. 

 Week-to-week we would print these articles for our interns and have them 
due to be read ahead of the presentations. This way, if they don’t have the 
background knowledge ahead of time, they will once they have read the articles. 
They would also be prepared ahead of time to discuss any questions they might 
develop from the articles. 

 We also provided videos (both DVD and Youtube) for our interns to watch. 
Time was scheduled during the week for the DVDs and we would usually ask them 
to watch the Youtube videos on their own time. Lastly, we started including 

Program Design/Periodization
Speed/Agility/Plyometrics
Basic Barbell Exercises
Weightlifting Movements

Writing in Strength and Conditioning
Nutrition

Movement Screening
Correctives for Movement Deficiencies
Coaching Cues to Correct Movement

Resume Writing & Interviewing
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podcasts into our curriculum, as these provide a wealth of knowledge and are cost-
effective (because most are free!).  

Evaluate 

 Like anything else we do, it's important to evaluate the process. Develop an 
evaluation form that can be completed by the interns at the end of the semester to 
discover if the curriculum and its contents were effective. This could include how 
well staff members were received in presenting the material and also how well the 
overall curriculum was completed. Was it a success or a failure? What was the best 
topic? The worst? 

 The information can then be used to make the intern curriculum better for the 
next class. It’s a learning process for all of us and this is one way to learn what is 
working and what is not. 

What's Next? 

 Take some of this to build your own curriculum and get started on making 
yourself and your future interns better! Again, this just makes up a small piece of what 
can be included in the curriculum, but it’s a great place to start. 


