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Visibility, perception hinder women’s coaching growth
There’s been nearly a 1,000 percent in-

crease in female high school sport partici-
pation over the last 40 years. However, a 
check of the sidelines shows a relatively 
small percentage of female head coaches 
in comparison to the exponential growth 
of female athletics. By identifying prospec-
tive coaching candidates, you can provide 
opportunities for female coaches and de-
velop role models.

“Women tend to 
under-apply for jobs 
compared to men,” 
said Melissa Ferry, 
girls track and field 
head coach at Mount 
Vernon High School 
in Alexandria, Va. 
“Athletic programs 
typically receive few-
er applications from 

females.”
Ferry cited an ESPN study on the number of appli-

cations received for an open position. Approximately 
two-thirds of the applicants were men. “Women tend 
to think they need to meet 100 percent of the job 
qualifications that are specified in an advertisement,” 
Ferry said. “By comparison, men will apply if they 
meet about half of the requirements. As such, we’re 
seeing fewer women put their hat in the ring.”

Another hindrance is that women may wait longer 
to apply for an opening while working on licensure 
or educational courses before they gain coaching 
experience. “Many women believe they need the 
proper sideline qualifications to apply,” Ferry said. 
“There’s more of a delay for them in entering coach-
ing and then moving up the ladder.”

For instance, if a high school basketball program 
has four women’s positions and four men’s posi-
tions, “Women will apply for the four girls basketball 
positions,” Ferry said. “On average, they’ll be hired 
for two of the positions.” However, men will usually 
apply for all eight positions. Thus, “Men are apply-
ing for a larger number of jobs, while women are 
staying concentrated on the female side of athlet-
ics,” Ferry said.

Ferry provided the following tips for development 
of coaches.

•  Overcome stigma. There’s often a stigma re-

garding female coaches that if you can’t play the 
sport, then you can’t coach the sport. “However, 
we often have qualified, older, male coaches who 
can no longer demonstrate proper techniques in 
football,” Ferry said. “They’ve hired staff to do the 
things they cannot physically do. The feeling that 
females can’t coach football because they can’t play 
doesn’t necessarily fit because they can always find 
people to demonstrate the techniques.”

•  Develop female leaders. One of the important 
aspects of female athletics is leadership development. 
“Girls often prefer to be asked to lead instead of 
stepping outside the social norm and volunteering,” 
Ferry said. “Boys will often fight over who will be the 
captain. We need to assign girls leadership roles and 
expect them to rise to the challenge.” That starts 
with the athletics director encouraging the coaches 
to find leadership opportunities for female athletes. 
When girls see themselves as leaders, “They no lon-
ger see their athletic career ending when they leave 
high school,” Ferry said. “They can see themselves 
as a leader of their sport, which provides avenues 
after graduation.”

•  Ensure positive role models. If athletes have 
fewer female coaches, they don’t have too many 
positive comparisons. For instance, if an athlete was 
exposed to 10 male coaches and had a great experi-
ence with nine of them, there is a lot of experience to 
offset one negative. However, “If the athlete only has 
two female coaches and had a negative experience 
with one, there isn’t a lot to move their perception 
back to a positive direction,” Ferry said.

•  Identify coaching candidates. Start with the 
coaches in the sport who are familiar with the female 
athletes. At the high school level, many coaches 
were former athletes who are passionate about the 
sport they are coaching. Encourage your coaches 
to embrace the concept of teaching others about 
their craft.

•  Pursue professional learning. Provide female 
athletes with information about postgraduate lead-
ership opportunities. For example, the Alliance 
of Women Coaches holds coaching academies for 
women to meet peers in the profession. The National 
Association of Collegiate Women Athletic Adminis-
trators also holds institutes and symposiums for 
networking opportunities. In addition, sport-spe-
cific organizations, such as the Women’s Basket-
ball Coaches Association, ask collegiate coaches 
to nominate senior players to attend a camp on 
coaching techniques. 

Email Ferry at melissa.ferry@gmail.com.   

Key points

  Women's coaching 
growth fails to mirror partici-
pation increase. 
  Societal stigma, appli-

cation delays stunt coaching.
 Ensure coaches iden-

tify prospective female 
leaders.  


