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In the landscape of secondary education athletics, the Illinois High School Association (IHSA) serves as the 

regulatory cornerstone, ensuring that interscholastic competition is conducted with the highest standards of safety, 

ethics, and pedagogical integrity. Central to this mission is the IHSA Coaching Certification process. This 

certification is not merely a bureaucratic requirement; it is a rigorous professional benchmark designed to equip 

coaches with the multi-faceted skills required to manage student-athletes in a high-stakes environment. Whether a 

candidate is navigating the ASEP (American Sport Education Program) Coaching Principles or mastering the 

intricate IHSA By-Laws, the path to certification demands a deep understanding of sports science, legal liability,

and educational psychology.

The Regulatory Framework: IHSA By-Law 2.070

The legal and operational authority for coaching in Illinois high schools is derived from By-Law 2.070. This

regulation stipulates the qualifications required for any individual to serve as a head or assistant coach. The IHSA

recognizes several pathways to compliance, emphasizing that the role of a coach is an extension of the classroom.

Under the current framework, a coach must meet one of the following criteria:

•  State Teaching Certification: A valid Illinois professional educator license or a substitute teaching license.

•  Official Student Teaching Assignment: Participation in an accredited teacher preparation program where the 

coaching is part of the clinical experience.

•  Approved Certification Programs: Completion of programs such as the ASEP Coaching Principles and Sport 

First Aid, or the NFHS (National Federation of State High School Associations) Fundamentals of Coaching.

The certification process is designed to mitigate risk. By standardizing the knowledge base for all coaches, the 

IHSA ensures that student-athletes across different socioeconomic districts receive a consistent level of care and 

instruction. This is particularly critical in the context of liability and negligence, where a lack of formal training can

lead to catastrophic legal consequences for both the individual coach and the educational institution.

Core Components of the Certification Package

The IHSA coaching education package typically comprises three distinct examinations, each targeting a specific

pillar of athletic administration:

1.  IHSA Coaching Orientation (50 Questions): An overview of the philosophical and administrative expectations 

within the Illinois high school system.

2.  IHSA By-Law Exam (25 Questions): A targeted assessment of the rules governing eligibility, recruiting, 

transfer protocols, and season limitations.

3.  Sport First Aid (75 Questions): A comprehensive technical exam focused on acute injury management, 

chronic condition monitoring, and emergency response protocols.

Theoretical Framework of Coaching Principles

The ASEP Coaching Principles, often integrated into university curricula like KNPE 480, provide the pedagogical 

foundation for modern coaching. This framework moves beyond the tactical aspects of sport to address the 



psychological and developmental needs of the adolescent athlete. The curriculum is built upon three foundational 

pillars: Philosophy, Psychology, and Pedagogy.

1. The Development of a Coaching Philosophy

A coach’s philosophy serves as the internal compass for decision-making. The ASEP model encourages a 

"Athletes First, Winning Second" approach. This does not devalue competition but rather prioritizes the long-term 

physical and mental well-being of the student. Coaches are evaluated on their ability to articulate objectives that 

include: physical development (learning sport skills and improving health), psychological development 

(controlling emotions and developing self-worth), and social development(cooperation and standards of

behavior).

2. Sport Psychology and Communication

Effective coaching requires a mastery of the communication loop: Sending, Receiving, and Interpreting 

messages. The ASEP curriculum emphasizes the use of Positive Feedback. Technical studies indicate that a 5:1

ratio of positive to corrective feedback is optimal for skill acquisition and retention in adolescent learners. Coaches

are taught to avoid the "Command Style" (dictatorial) in favor of the "Cooperative Style" (leadership through shared

decision-making), which fosters intrinsic motivation.

3. Sport Pedagogy: The Games Approach

Unlike the traditional "drill-and-kill" method, the Games Approach focuses on teaching the game through the game 

itself. This involves Shaping Play (modifying rules or the environment), Focusing Play (directing attention to 

specific tactical problems), and Enhancing Play(providing challenges during live action). This tactical awareness

approach ensures that athletes are not just mechanically proficient but are capable of autonomous decision-making

under pressure.

Technical Analysis: Legal Duties and Risk Management

Perhaps the most critical aspect of the IHSA and ASEP training is the focus on Legal Liability. In the eyes of the 

law, a coach has a "special relationship" with their athletes, creating a duty of care. Failure to fulfill these duties 

constitutes Negligence. The certification examinations rigorously test a coach’s understanding of the following 14

legal duties:



Legal Duty Technical Description Compliance Requirement

Duty to Plan Designing practice plans that account 
for athlete progression and safety.

Written records of practice sessions 
and skill progression.

Duty to Supervise Maintaining a presence that is both 
proximity-based and cognitively active.

Specific supervision ratios based on 
the risk level of the activity.

Duty to Warn Explicitly informing athletes and 
parents of the inherent risks of the 
sport.

Signed Informed Consent and 
Assumption of Risk forms.

Duty to Provide Safe Environment Inspecting facilities and equipment for 
defects or hazards.

Regularly documented facility safety 
audits.

Duty to Evaluate for Injury Assessing the physical and mental 
readiness of an athlete to participate.

Strict adherence to concussion 
protocols and return-to-play 
guidelines.

Duty to Provide Emergency 
Assistance

Maintaining certification in CPR/AED 
and First Aid.

Immediate activation of the 
Emergency Action Plan (EAP).

Mathematical modeling in risk management often uses the Probability-Severity Matrix. Coaches are trained to

identify high-probability/high-severity risks (such as heat stroke in August football) and implement mitigation

strategies (such as mandatory hydration breaks and WBGT monitoring) to lower the risk profile to an acceptable

level.

Sports First Aid: Clinical and Procedural Execution

The Sport First Aid portion of the IHSA certification is technically dense, requiring coaches to act as first 

responders. This section covers the Anatomy of Injury, distinguishing between acute injuries (macrotrauma) and 

chronic injuries (microtrauma). Key procedures tested include the PRICE protocol (Protection, Rest, Ice, 

Compression, Elevation) and the advanced POLICEprotocol (Protection, Optimal Loading, Ice, Compression,

Elevation).

Emergency Action Plan (EAP) Integration

A central component of the certification is the ability to develop and execute an EAP. A technical EAP must include: 

Defined Roles (who calls 911, who meets the ambulance), Communication Hardware (landlines vs. cellular), 

Equipment Locations (AED, splint kits), and Facility Access Points. The certification ensures that in a crisis, the

coach’s response is algorithmic rather than emotional.

Mechanism of Injury (MOI) Analysis

Coaches are taught to analyze the Mechanism of Injury to provide better information to medical professionals. For 

example, understanding the difference between a Valgus stress (force from the outside of the knee) and a Varus 

stress(force from the inside) allows a coach to suspect specific ligamentous damage (MCL vs. LCL) and stabilize

the joint accordingly.

Comparison of Certification Pathways

Prospective coaches often choose between the ASEP (Human Kinetics) and NFHS pathways. While both are IHSA-



approved, they offer different pedagogical focuses.



Feature ASEP Coaching Principles NFHS Fundamentals of Coaching

Focus Area Deep pedagogical theory and 
psychology.

Practical application and 
administrative basics.

Technical Depth High; includes textbook study and 
long-form testing.

Moderate; video-based modules and 
interactive quizzes.

Recognition Nationally recognized; often used for 
college credit (KNPE 480).

Widely accepted by almost all state 
associations.

Cost Structure Variable; often bundled with university 
tuition or higher individual fees.

Fixed per module; generally more 
cost-effective for individuals.

Exam Length 100+ questions across multiple 
modules.

75-100 questions total.

The IHSA By-Law Examination: A Deep Dive into Compliance

The IHSA By-Law Exam is a 25-question test that acts as a gatekeeper for institutional compliance. Coaches must 

navigate complex scenarios regarding By-Law 3.000 (Eligibility). Common technical challenges include:

•  Transfer Rules: Understanding the "sit-out" period for students who transfer without a corresponding change 

of residence by the family.

•  Recruiting Prohibitions: Distinguishing between "undue influence" and legitimate promotion of a school's 

athletic program.

•  Season Limitations: Calculating the "Contact Days" allowed during the summer and the specific start/end 

dates for each sport season to avoid violations of By-Law 5.000.

•  Scholastic Standing: Ensuring that athletes are passing at least twenty-five (25) credit hours of high school 

work per week.

Failure to adhere to these By-Laws can result in the forfeiture of games, suspension of the coach, or the

disqualification of the entire school program from postseason play. Therefore, the By-Law exam is not just about

rules; it is about protecting the eligibility of the students.

Case Studies in Coaching Certification Application

Case Study 1: The Liability of Non-Certification

In a hypothetical scenario, a non-certified volunteer coach allows a player back into a game after a hard hit to the 

head. The player subsequently suffers Second Impact Syndrome. Because the coach had not completed the 

IHSA Concussion Management training (part of the certification), the school is found liable for gross negligence. 

This case highlights why the IHSA strictly enforces By-Law 2.070: it creates a legally defensible standard of care.

Case Study 2: Tactical Implementation of the Games Approach

A basketball coach struggling with turnovers shifts from traditional passing drills to a "3-on-3 No-Dribble" game. By 

Shaping Play through rule constraints, the coach forces athletes to use pivot feet and create passing lanes. This 

application of Sport Pedagogy—a core ASEP principle—leads to a 15% reduction in turnovers over a four-week

period, demonstrating the efficacy of the certification’s theoretical components in practical performance.



Troubleshooting and Administrative Hurdles

Candidates often encounter technical difficulties during the certification process. Common issues include ASEP 

Website Login Errors, where the system fails to sync with the IHSA’s internal database, and Ordering Errors, 

where coaches purchase the wrong course (e.g., purchasing a sport-specific course before the required Coaching 

Principles core). To resolve these, candidates should ensure that their ASEP ID is correctly linked to their school’s 

Roster Management System and that all exams are taken under the same profile to avoid fragmented records.

Furthermore, the IHSA Orientation Course Test  often requires a revised score review. If a candidate fails a 

section, they must wait a mandatory period before re-testing. It is recommended to utilize study aids like 

Flashcards or the KNPE 480 study guides to ensure a passing score of 80% or higher on the first attempt.

The Future of Coaching Education

The move toward comprehensive certification reflects a broader professionalization of high school coaching. As 

sports science evolves, the IHSA and organizations like ASEP are increasingly integrating Mental Health First Aid 

and Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI)training into the core curriculum. The goal is to produce coaches who

are not only tactically proficient but are also culturally competent leaders capable of supporting the modern student-

athlete’s holistic development.

Ultimately, the IHSA Coaching Certificationis an investment in the safety and success of the next generation. By

mastering the By-Laws, understanding the physics of injury in Sport First Aid, and applying the psychological

principles of the ASEP framework, coaches transition from mere instructors to professional educators. This

rigorous standard ensures that the athletic field remains a safe and productive extension of the classroom,

fostering growth, resilience, and excellence in every participant.
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