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Objective: To gain an understanding of the professional so-
cialization experiences of certified athletic trainers (ATCs) work-
ing in the high school setting.

Design and Setting: A qualitative investigation using a
grounded theory approach was conducted to explore the ex-
periences related to how ATCs learned their professional role
in the high school setting.

Participants: A total of 15 individuals (12 ATCs currently
practicing at the high school level, 2 current high school athletic
directors who are also ATCs, and 1 former high school ATC)
participated in the study. The average number of years in their
current position for the 12 currently practicing ATCs was 10.16
+ 7.44, with a range of 2 to 25 years. The 2 athletic directors
averaged 5.5 years of experience in their roles, and the former
high school athletic trainer had worked in that setting for 1 ac-
ademic year.

Data Analysis: The interviews were transcribed and then an-

alyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. Peer debriefing,
member checks, and triangulation were used to establish the
trustworthiness of the study.

Results: Informal learning processes were discovered as the
overarching theme. This overarching theme was constructed
from 2 thematic categories that emerged from the investigation:
(1) an informal induction process: aspects of organizational
learning, and (2) creating networks for learning.

Conclusions: Informal learning is critical to the professional
socialization process of ATCs working in the high school set-
ting. Because informal learning hinges on self-direction, self-
evaluation, reflection, and critical thinking, the findings of this
study indicate that both preservice and continuing education
should attempt to foster and enhance these qualities.

Key Words: informal role induction, learning networks, or-
ganizational socialization, self-evaluation, reflection, critical
thinking

als learn the knowledge, skills, values, roles, and atti-
tudes associated with their professional responsibilities.
Saocialization is considered to be a key component of profes-
sional preparation and continued development in health and
alied medical disciplines®3 and has been investigated in med-
ical education,*> nursing,5” occupational therapy,® and phys-
ical therapy.®
Professional socialization istypically exemplified as a 2-part
developmental process that includes experiences before enter-
ing awork setting (anticipatory socialization) and experiences
after entering a work setting (organizational socialization).10
The first process, anticipatory socialization, refers to experi-
ences such as one's formal training as an undergraduate or
graduate student, background as an employee in another set-
ting such as an Emergency Medical Technician, or prior ex-
perience as a volunteer with an organization such asthe Amer-
ican Red Cross. Organizational socialization refers to
experiences such as in-service education and mentoring. The
organizational sociaization phase of professional socialization
can be divided into 2 parts: (1) a period of induction, and (2)
role continuance.1° Induction experiences take many forms.
For example, induction processes can be either very formal-
ized (ie, requiring employees to attend specific orientations or

pofond socidization is a process by which individ-

instructional sessions) or very informal (ie, no orientation).
Additionally, induction processes may be either sequential, re-
quiring specific skills to be learned at specific times during
the initial periods of a job, or random, having no time frame
for the development of various skills within the organization.
Role continuance, on the other hand, focuses on adjusting to
the organizational demands over time and continually learning
the nuances of a given role and developing professionaly.
While athletic training has given a great deal of attention to
the anticipatory socialization by way of the professional prep-
aration process, there is a paucity of research related to or-
ganizational socialization.

Organizational socialization relates to how individuals adapt
to their new roles and learn about what is acceptable practice
in dealing with the demands of their work. For example, the
organizational socialization can be very structured, such as
having an athletic director orient a new employee in a very
systematic manner, or this process can be unstructured, leaving
the employee to ask questions of other employees as various
situations arise. Understanding the organizational aspects of
professional socialization alows the discovery of the neces-
sary aspects of professional development in awork setting and
can serve to improve both athletic training education and con-
tinuing education strategies. The purpose of this study, there-
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Participants’ Demographic Information and ATC* Experience

Years in
Participant School Current
Pseudonym Sex Enrolimentt City Populationf Current Position Position Previous Experience as ATC
Betty F 3000-3500 100 000-115 000 Athletic director 5 High school setting
Marsha F 2000-2500 60 000-75 000 Athletic director 6 High school setting, clinical setting
Reginald M 2000-2500 45 000-60 000 Teacher/ATC 25 College setting
Clare F 1000-1500 <15 000 Administration/Head ATC 8.5 College setting
Donald M 2000-2500 30 000-45 000 Full-time head ATC 23 Graduate assistant, high school setting
Payton M 1000-1500 <15 000 College instructor n/a None before entering high school
setting, first position after bache-
lor's degree
Jennifer F 1000-1500 30 000-45 000 Teacher/Head ATC 9 Graduate assistant, high school set-
ting; assistant ATC, teaching aide
Douglas M 2000-2500 45 000-60 000 Teacher/Head ATC 9 Clinical setting, high school setting
Alicia F 2500-3000 15 000-30 000 Full-time head ATC 2 None
Robert M 2500-3000 115 000-130 000 Full-time head ATC 16 College setting, clinical setting
Theo M 1500-2000 30 000-45 000 Teacher/Head ATC 4 None
Jeremy M 1500-2000 15 000-30 000 Full-time ATC 8.5 Clinical setting, high school setting
Carol F 2000-2500 45 000-60 000 Teacher assistant/ATC 9 None
Samuel M 1500-2000 15 000-30 000 Teacher/ATC 4 Clinical setting
Beck M 3500-4000 <15 000 Teacher/ATC 4 Full-time teaching, no ATC responsi-

bilities for 1 year

*ATC indicates certified athletic trainer.

tData obtained from the appropriate state high school athletic association Web site.
FEach city was located in a metropolitan area as designated by the US Census Bureau; population data obtained from the US Census Bureau.

fore, was to explore the professional socialization of certified
athletic trainers (ATCs) in the high school setting in order to
gain insight and understanding into how they initially learned
and continued to learn their professional responsibilitiesin an
organizational setting.

METHODS

Because the purpose of the project required an exploration
of the actual experiences of ATCs in the high school setting
and how the setting influenced their learning, qualitative meth-
ods were employed. The fundamental objective of qualitative
research is to gain insight into and understand the meaning of
a particular experience, 1112 and the context that influences the
meaning,12 rather than drawing firm conclusions. Qualitative
research is also well suited to study processes!® such as pro-
fessional socialization.

In qualitative research, the protection of the participants
anonymity is paramount. Therefore, audiotape recordings of
interviews were transcribed and labeled with pseudonyms that
are used at various locations in the manuscript. Moreover, at
the completion of the study, the audiotapes were destroyed,
but the transcripts were maintained using the established pseu-
donyms. Before data collection, appropriate institutional re-
view board approval was received.

With qualitative methods, the researcher is the primary ““in-
strument” for data collection and analysis, and extreme sen-
sitivity is given to the nature and perspectives of human par-
ticipants. A researcher’s perspective, however, can shape the
analysis and interpretation of the qualitative data. My per-
spectives about the high school setting were shaped in 2 ways.
First, | was formerly employed as a clinical high school ATC
and interacted with coaches, athletic directors, and athletes and
their parents. Second, at the time of data collection and anal-
ysis, | was a faculty member in a Commission on Accredita-
tion of Allied Health Education Programs (CAAHEP)-accred-
ited program that used several high school sites as clinical

education experiences for the athletic training students. Enter-
ing this study, | believed that professionals are not simply
products of their work environments but rather active partici-
pants in their professional development and that this process
continues throughout their careers. Thisline of thought is con-
sistent with symbolic interactionism, which is often used as a
theoretic basis for grounded theory studies.’*

Participants

A total of 15 individuals (12 ATCs currently practicing at
the high school level, 2 current high school athletic directors
who are aso ATCs, and 1 former high school ATC) partici-
pated in the study. The average number of years in their cur-
rent position for the 12 currently practicing ATCs was 10.1 =
7.44, with a range of 2 to 25 years. The 2 athletic directors
averaged 5.5 years of experience, and the former high school
ATC had worked in that particular setting for 1 year before
entering graduate school. The athletic directors and former
high school ATC were included in order to cross-reference, or
triangulate, the perspectives of the currently practicing ATCs.
Six participants were women and 9 were men. The participants
represented 3 different midwestern states. Participants were
initially purposefully selected: that is, | recruited volunteers
whom | knew and who agreed to interviews. | then asked these
individuals for suggestions of other ATCs who might be will-
ing to participate. The remaining individuals were contacted
via either e-mail or phone and agreed to interviews. Before
the interviews, participants were required to review and sign
an informed consent form. The Table identifies other pertinent
participant demographic information.

Data Collection and Analysis

Data were collected using semistructured interviews. Each
interview incorporated several key questions or open-ended
statements, including the following:
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Informal Learning Processes
Overarching Theme

Informal Induction Processes:
Aspects of Organizational learning

1
Creating Networks for Learning

Category 1 Category 2
Relied on hes and athletic dil for advice Peer relationships with other ATCs
= Category 1--sample concept A = facilitated learning organizational role

Category 2--sample concept A

Learned high school role by trial and error
=4 Category 1--sample concept B

Created a network for help
= Category 2--sample concept B

Thrown into position with little direction
et Category 1--sample concept C

Communication and interaction with other ATCs facilitated learning
I~ Category 2--sample concept C

Learned by informally observing others in the organization
= Category 1--sample concept D

Connected with colleagues for social support
- Category 2--sample concept D

A conceptual framework of the qualitative data organization is presented. Note that the concepts organized into the categories are
representative samples of the concepts coded in the margins of the transcripts.

1. Describe your first few years of being an ATC at the high
school level.

2. How did you learn your role and professional responsibil-
ities at the high school level?

3. What has been your greatest challenge at the high school
level, and how did you learn to deal with it?

4. What do you like best, or what are the good things about
your current position?

5. What aspect of your job do you feel least satisfied by?

6. What is, or how would you describe, your professional mis-
sion?

7. What motivates you on a daily basis?

8. What advice might you give to an ATC just about to enter
the high school setting for the first time?

Because both athletic directors were former ATCs practicing
in the high school setting, they were asked to reflect on their
experiences as an ATC by answering questions 1 through 4
and question 8. Additionally, they were asked to describe the
priorities of the athletic department, the role of ATCs in the
high school setting, and the challenges that ATCs face in the
high school setting.

The interviews ranged in length from approximately 35 to
105 minutes. Eight interviews were conducted by phone, and
7 interviews were conducted in person, based on feasibility
and availability. Participants gave advanced written and verbal
consent to tape record the interviews. The tape-recorded in-
terviews were then transcribed and analyzed using a grounded
theory approach. Data were collected until theoretic saturation
was achieved.1®

The grounded theory approach, as discussed by Glaser and
Strauss,16 is helpful for generating theory (a set of explanatory
concepts) based on the data collected. | specifically used open,
axial, and selective coding procedures documented by Strauss
and Corbin.’> Raw data were analyzed inductively, and inci-
dents or experiences related to the phenomenon under inves-
tigation were identified and labeled as a particular concept.
This type of coding strategy is described as *‘ creating tags,”
and the purpose is to produce a set of concepts that represents
the information obtained in the interview.1” Identifying these
concepts and placing them into like categories based on their
content completed the formal open-coding process. Relating
categories with any subcategories that might exist and exam-

ining how one category related to another completed the axial-
coding process. Selective coding involved integrating the cat-
egories into a larger theoretic scheme and organizing the
categories around a central explanatory concept, specifically,
the proposition that informal learning processes were critical
to the successful professional socialization of ATCsin the high
school setting.

Trustworthiness

Several techniques were employed in order to establish
trustworthiness of the data collection and analysis, including
peer debriefing, data-source triangulation, and member checks.
A peer debriefing was completed by having an athletic trainer
with aformal education in qualitative methods (a minimum of
3 qualitative research methodology courses at the doctoral lev-
el) review the documented concepts and thematic categories
for relevance, consistency, and logic. Moreover, the reviewer
examined the interview questions in each transcript to deter-
mine if they were “‘leading” in nature. The textual data from
any questions identified as being leading were not included in
the analysis. The reviewer was in agreement with the findings
based on the purpose of the study and even suggested other
concepts that would strengthen one particular category.

Data-source triangulation, which is cross-checking perspec-
tives,18 was obtained by interviewing current high school ath-
letic directors and a former high school ATC. Member checks
were completed electronically by e-mailing the results to 5
participants and allowing them to comment on the thematic
categories. Three individuals responded, agreed with the re-
sults, and had no further input, indicating no misinterpretation
of the professional-socialization process that emerged from
this study. On an informal basis, | also explained the results
to 4 other participants, and they were in agreement with the
findings.

RESULTS

The concepts identified during the open coding were orga
nized into 2 categories that gave insight into the professional
socialization process: (1) an informal induction process, as-
pects of organizational learning, and (2) creating networks for
learning. The Figure provides a conceptual framework and
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identifies representative sample concepts and the categories
into which they were placed. The axial coding allowed for
making connections among categories and understanding the
setting that influenced the socialization process. The selective-
coding process alowed for the discovery of an overarching
theme or informal learning processes that integrated the cate-
gories and gave insight into the resultant proposition that in-
formal learning processes are critical to the successful profes-
sional socialization of ATCs in the high school setting.

An Informal Induction Process: Aspects of
Organizational Learning

Certified athletic trainers entering the high school level re-
ported extremely nonstructured, informal processes relative to
learning the full extent of their professional responsibilities
within the organization. Peer relationships drove most of the
learning at the high school level in that ATCs were able to
gain an understanding of their responsibilities by obtaining
feedback from the coaches that they worked with and, al-
though in some instances to a lesser extent, their athletic di-
rectors (Figure, sample concept A, category 1). For example,
Theo stated that learning the ““ins” and *‘outs’ of the orga-
nization came from interactions with the coaching staff, spe-
cifically the football coach:

He's an extremely intelligent human being and he knows the politics of the
system and he knows. . . everything about the “ins’ and the “outs’ of the
school district, and schools in general, so he was very helpful in getting me
to learn more about the after-school athletic type aspect [of my job].

Supporting this claim, Alicia stated that ‘“the football coach
kind of showed me the ropes. . .,” indicating that the positive
relations with the coaching staff influenced her organizational
learning when she initially entered the high school setting.

Based on the interview data, the peer relationships may have
allowed for informal learning because the organizations were
focused on academics and on the health and welfare of the
students. That is, during the interview process, there were oc-
casiona discussions regarding minor conflicts between staff
members, but absent from the interviews were identifiable
power struggles that deterred high school ATCs from achiev-
ing their professional mission of providing quality health care.
In fact, there was evidence to suggest that a common priority
at each of the organizations allowed ATCs, coaches, and ath-
letic directors to coexist in a collegial manner. For example,
when asked about the organizational priorities, Theo stated:

Sports. . . definitely. . . helps define the high school. So | think the adminis-
tration accepts that. . . [but] definitely the school’s number one mission is the
education of its students. Our athletic department is very strict on its main-
taining of the academic requirements for eligibility. . . we actualy started an
at-risk after school program for any kid who isin danger of failing aclass. . .
They get help with any questions they may have and they are required to do
their homework before they go to practice or any game. | firmly believe |
have one of the best coaching staffs to be able to work for as far as the kids
come first and the victories don't.

Both athletic directors interviewed for this project supported
the ATC’s comments:

WEell, the priority certainly. . . [is] the student-athletes, students first. So aca
demics is very important to us here at High School A. We watch and monitor
that very closely and all our coaches have that mindset. Then, certainly, the
second would be the safety issue. That comes from my athletic experience,
prevention. We are very attuned to proper weight training and nutrition. We
constantly talk to student-athletes about diet, sleep, healthy choices for their

bodies, [both] mentally and physically. Then, we feel that winning will take
care of itself.

Academics are first and foremost in my mind. And | say athletics is an ed-
ucational opportunity and so what we try to doismake. . . our mission [reflect
this priority]. | make all the decisions based on that particular mission.

Participants in this study were socialized into their role in
the high school setting using individual and informal tactics,
meaning that they were often functioning independently and
relying on trial-and-error learning (Figure, sample concept B,
category 1). Moreover, many participants explained that they
learned through the observation of others (Figure, sample con-
cept D, category 1). For example, Marsha stated, ‘| am very
fortunate that I’ ve been around a lot of people who have very
good people skills, and | feel that | picked up on that. | think
athletic trainers are very adaptable to being flexible and can
learn some of the ropes just by watching.”

Additionally, with the exception of working closely with
coaches and other staff, there was no formalized mentoring in
place to facilitate learning of their role. In short, the ATCs
were expected to enter the setting and immediately begin func-
tioning in their role in an independent manner (Figure, sample
concept C, category 1).

There appeared to be no detectable timeline to the profes-
sional-socialization process relative to specific events or pro-
fessional experiences, except that when each of the individuals
entered the setting, there was a small period of adjustment.
The induction process during this time was extremely infor-
mal. For the high school ATCs who obtained a position im-
mediately after completing their undergraduate degree (Carol,
Theo, Alicia, and Payton), much of the adjustment was related
to moving from a setting that had a great deal of supervision
to one with little supervision. For example, Theo mentioned:

[Although] the first year was pretty calm for the most part, [I] just tried to
get used to things and being on my own without having a supervisor that
could help me out with whatever | needed help with.

Even Reginald, reflecting on his first-year experience, stat-
ed, "l knew what | was doing [relative to] athletic training
... but I didn't know all the ‘ins and outs' and the palitics.”

Consistently, participants identified the necessity of setting
up their health care system in the high school setting and learn-
ing how best to communicate with other staff (coaches and
athletic directors), parents, and student assistants and how to
meet the demands of providing health care to such a large
athletic population. Learning this role was informal and often
described as a trid-and-error process. For example, Aliciareflect-
ed on initially entering the high school setting and stated:

Actualy, | learned by trial and error. There really wasn't anyone [to fecilitate
my learning]. The other person that | worked with started the same day | did,
so neither of us had any idea, we just kind of went into it with what knowl-
edge we had of what a college [athletic] training room was like and kind of
took that into our own [facilities]. Obviously we had to modify certain things,
like getting prescriptions for modalities and things like that.

Similarly, when asked about how she initially learned her
role in the high school, Jennifer commented on the induction
period and stated that *‘ unless there was previously an athletic
trainer within the organization, there would be nobody to ori-
ent a newcomer to [his or her] role.”” Confirming this theme,
Robert stated, ‘1 was not given any type of orientation or
didn't meet any of the coaches. | was given a set of keys and
told ‘good luck.” | was on my own. .. My budget was woe-
ful...so it was tough that first year....” Donald added, “I
think alot of [learning of the job] is trial and error. There are
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a lot of things that | don't do now that | did years ago and |
thought, well, that didn’'t quite work, | could have handled that
situation differently.”

In order to successfully navigate the informal induction pe-
riod and evolve as an ATC at the high school setting, partic-
ipants sought to create learning networks beyond their insti-
tution. The next theme further explains this phenomenon.

Creating Networks for Learning

Participants consistently discussed contacting other ATCsin
order to learn how best to deal with their responsibilities.
While many ATCs who were new to the high school setting
often relied on their previous mentors for advice and direction,
it was interesting to find that both novices and veterans at the
high school level took the initiative to make connections with
other ATCs outside the high school in order to continually
learn (Figure, sample concepts A and C, category 2). In fact,
Theo stated that while he did not have to travel to away events
with the teams, he did so in order to network with the other
ATCs at local schools and learn from them:

| have done a lot of traveling with my sports which | don’'t have to do but
because of the bonds I’ ve made with the kids and parents . . . go to the away
games. [| also] get to talk to the other athletic trainers and [discuss various
situations] and sometimes they have some helpful answers or places to look
for better answers.

Jeremy also identified networking as critical to learning:

I think that is one of the biggest things you learn as you go is that you do
develop some type of network of athletic trainers who you can call and say
‘this is the [most interesting] thing. I’ve been doing this [procedure] and this
[technique], but [the athlete] is just not getting better. What do you think?

It appears that the role of a high school ATC evolves as he
or she gains more experience. Initialy ATCs make network
connections in order to learn, but as they become more ex-
perienced, they play more of a mentoring role, being contacted
by less experienced peers for advice about how to deal with
issues in the high school setting. For example, Robert stated:

Professionally. . . my involvement with [the regional professional association]
has been really rewarding. It has helped me a lot to deal with life.. .| will
often call up Bruce Johnson (pseudonym) and bounce [ideas] off of him. But
[now] more people call me and bounce things off of me more than | call
other people. | really feel like I’'m the grandfather in the area

Now, | get phone calls al the time from other athletic trainers about ‘how
should | handle this...? Maybe it's because I'm old now too, but there is a
bigger network now than there was 20 something years ago.

Aside from facilitating learning, networks were also used to
provide help and social support (concepts B and D, category
2). For example, Reginald explained that he received a call
from a high school ATC in a nearby suburb. The ATC had
experienced the death of an athlete approximately 6 months
earlier, and called to get contact information for another area
ATC who experienced an athlete's death more recently be-
cause he wanted to offer his support.

Given the nature of the 2 thematic categories, the resultant
proposition is that informal learning procedures are critical to
the professional-socialization process for ATCs working in the
high school setting. The results of this study suggest that learn-
ing through informal means, such as collegial networks, or-
ganizational peers, and trial and error, are necessary elements
for navigating the high school work setting and being social-
ized into the ATC role.

DISCUSSION

Professional socialization is a complex process that has the
propensity to influence an individual’s success in a work en-
vironment. The socialization literature510.19-22 concludes that
the initial entry into an organizational setting is a period of
adjustment for many professionals. This study supports these
findings, as participants suggested that there was an initial ad-
justment when entering the high school setting from their pre-
vious setting (undergraduate program, master’'s program, or
previous job). Additionally, many participants learned through
informal means such astrial and error and by observing others
in the organizational setting. Based on a socialization study by
Ostroff and Kozlowski,2 thisis not unusual, as many individ-
uals frequently rely primarily on observation of othersand trial
and error to acquire their information in an organization. Thus,
informal learning plays a critical role in the professional-so-
cialization process.

Informal Learning

Informal learning can be defined as a lifelong process by
which individuals acquire and accumulate knowledge, skills,
attitudes, and insights from daily experiences and exposure to
an environment and individuals rather than from a structured,
hierarchic education system.2* Informal learning generally oc-
curs as a means of achieving particular individua or organi-
zationa goals, often as a result of expanded responsibilities. 2>
Informal learning is reported to account for up to 90% of new
learning.26

Informal learning is often intentional but lacks the formal-
ized structure that is found in education-based systems.2” Al-
though some authors?” contended that trial-and-error learning
is better defined as incidental learning because it is not inten-
tional, the participants in this study appeared to make inten-
tional, conscious efforts to identify which professional actions
or strategies worked and which did not, in order to better meet
the demands of their work environments. Informal learning
implies that much of the learning was experiential and action
based in nature. That is, learning occurred as participants at-
tempted to find solutions to problems or events related to their
work setting.

As the participants of this study entered the high school
setting and accepted the organizational challenges involved in
developing a system of health care, they engaged in informal
learning to manage their new responsibilities. Leslie et a2
stated that more informal learning takes place when the goals
of an individual and an organization are in alignment. As in
this study, a common priority appeared to be shared by ATCs,
athletic directors, and coaching staffs that suggested the stu-
dent-athletes’ welfare related to academics and health was a
main concern. Perhaps this allowed for a great deal of informal
learning to take place.

Garrick?® stated that many respected adult educators link
informal learning to concepts such as ** autonomous learning,”
“self-directed learning,” and ‘*‘independent learning.” In fact,
supporting these claims, Lankard?® suggested that to enhance
informal learning, learners must (1) autonomously direct their
learning, (2) self-evaluate their learning, (3) engage in critical
self-reflection, and (4) think critically. This has many impli-
cations for athletic training preservice and continuing educa-
tion.
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Implications for Preservice Athletic Training
Education

Athletic training preservice education has thoroughly em-
phasized the necessity of addressing content, competence, and
clinica proficiency. This study, however, identifies the neces-
sity of fostering reflective practitioners who are self-directed
and self-evaluative to fully prepare them as informal learners.
Educators can enhance these aspects by using reflective jour-
nals, individualized learning plans, and formalized student
self-evaluations. Although these characteristics may be ap-
proached in some programs and curriculums, given their im-
portance to professional development, consideration must be
given to making these goals explicit during undergraduate ath-
letic training education.

Implications for Continuing Athletic Training
Education

The previously mentioned characteristics have implications
relative to continuing professional education as well. For ex-
ample, Bickham?© suggested that the *foremost goa of con-
tinuing professional education is to teach professionals to de-
velop and hone critical-thinking skills.”” Continuing
professional educators who give ATCs opportunities to con-
duct verbal reasoning and problem solving and who conscious-
ly raise questions can help accomplish this goal.30 Unfortu-
nately, a great deal of continuing education in athletic training
focuses on content, such as transferring information by listen-
ing to lectures, completing home study courses, or updating
cardiopulmonary resuscitation skills, rather than focusing on
fostering critical-thinking ability. Moreover, athough the
transfer of information at a continuing education event can be
enlightening for many, a significant issue is whether the in-
formation improves professional practice.3!

Adult learners will engage in learning activities providing
their job performance will be enhanced by the experience.32
Given the participants need to learn information in order to
solve problems linked to practice, continuing education must
be more integrated with practice-based problems if it is to be
effective.30 Perhaps this is why the participants in this study
created learning networks. Ritchie33 commented on network-
ing and stated that ““while professionals tend to be self-di-
recting and autonomous, they are not necessarily singular or
practicing in isolation. Professionals rely on other profession-
als to help meet their continuing learning needs.”

Given the self-directed nature of informal learning, perhaps
alternative strategies to continuing education, such as self-di-
rected learning plans based on an individual’s contextual learn-
ing needs are a viable continuing education strategy.3* Such a
strategy would foster self-direction, self-evaluation, and self-
reflection.3® Additionally, critical self-reflection strategies,
such as video analysis of skills and self-evaluations, can pro-
mote intentional active learning and the formation of learning
communities that facilitate practice-based learning3® and sup-
port the direct link of applying continuing professiona edu-
cation to practice.

Limitations

Most of the participants in this study were practicing at
schools located in metropolitan areas as designated by the US
Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, yet none
were located in an inner city school or extremely rural setting.

The propositions resulting from this grounded theory, there-
fore, may not be transferable to the inner city or rura school
context.

CONCLUSIONS

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into and un-
derstanding of how ATCs in the high school setting initialy
learned and continued to learn their professiona responsibili-
tiesin an organizational setting. The organizational aspects of
the professional-socialization process among high school
ATCs are principally informal in nature. As such, the ATCs
relied on informal learning strategies during their period of
induction. To facilitate their continued development, informal
learning networks that largely comprised colleagues outside of
the organizational setting were created.

To ensure that individuals effectively learn through informal
means, preservice athletic training education programs would
be well advised to foster the development of reflective prac-
titioners who think critically and are self-directed and self-
evaluative. This can be accomplished by using such educa-
tional strategies as reflective journals, learning plans, and
independent projects.

Continuing professional educators should also attempt to
foster self-evaluation, critical reflection, and critical-thinking
ability. Continuing professional educators can accomplish this
by employing strategies such as verbal reasoning and problem
solving and consciously raising questions and giving clinicians
an opportunity to discuss their thought processes in a non-
threatening learning environment. Moreover, it has been ar-
gued that continuing education should be linked to practical
problems.

Because informal learning is highly contextual, multiple in-
fluences have the propensity to shape the extent to which in-
formal learning is successful, including cultural factors, career
structure, technology, and learning needs.3> As such, future
studies could investigate exactly how these factors influence
informal learning and role socialization. Additionally, because
informal learning can be inhibited in many ways, it may be
helpful to examine the environmental inhibitors (ie, job de-
mands) of informal learning in various athletic training set-
tings.
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