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The landscape of athletic training has undergone profound
transformation over the past two decades. As the healthcare
profession continues to evolve, so too must the educational
frameworks that prepare future clinicians for the demands of
patient care. The Athletic Training Education Competencies
5th Edition stands as a pivotal document in this ongoing
progression, serving as a comprehensive guide that shapes the
knowledge, skills, and clinical abilities required of entry-level
athletic trainers. This edition represents more than just an
update; it is a reimagining of what it means to be a competent,
confident, and compassionate healthcare provider in the athletic
training field.

Published by the National Athletic Trainers’ Association (NATA) in
collaboration with the Commission on Accreditation of Athletic
Training Education (CAATE), the 5th edition builds upon decades
of research, clinical best practices, and feedback from educators
and practitioners alike. For students, educators, and preceptors,
understanding this document is essential to ensuring that the
next generation of athletic trainers is prepared to meet the
multifaceted challenges of modern sports medicine.

The Evolution of Athletic
Training Education
Competencies

To fully appreciate the significance of the 5th edition, it is helpful
to understand the historical context in which it was developed.
The first edition of the Athletic Training Education Competencies
emerged in the late 1990s as a response to the growing need for
standardized educational outcomes across accredited programs.
Prior to this, athletic training education varied widely from
institution to institution, creating inconsistencies in the quality of
care provided by graduates.

Each subsequent edition has refined and expanded the scope of
competencies to reflect changes in healthcare delivery, advances
in evidence-based practice, and the expanding role of athletic
trainers in diverse settings. The 5th edition continues this
tradition by incorporating feedback from educators, clinicians,
and students while addressing emerging trends such as
behavioral health, telehealth, and interprofessional practice.

Structural Overview of the
5th Edition

The Athletic Training Education Competencies 5th Edition
is organized into distinct content areas that collectively define
the foundational knowledge and clinical skills expected of entry-
level athletic trainers. These content areas include, but are not
limited to, evidence-based practice, prevention and health

promotion, clinical examination and diagnosis, acute care,
therapeutic interventions, and healthcare administration. Each
area is further broken down into specific competencies that
describe what students should know and be able to do upon
graduation.

One of the most notable structural changes in this edition is the
increased emphasis on clinical integration. Rather than treating
knowledge and skills as separate domains, the 5th edition
encourages educators to help students connect foundational
science with practical application. This shift reflects a broader
movement in healthcare education toward competency-based
learning, where the focus is on demonstrated ability rather than
simple recall of facts.

Key CONTENT AREAS IN DETAIL

The competencies are organized into several major domains,
each representing a critical component of athletic training
practice. The domain of Evidence-Based Practice has been
expanded significantly in the 5th edition. Students are now
expected not only to understand research methodology but also
to actively integrate patient values, clinical expertise, and the
best available evidence when making clinical decisions. This
involves formulating clinical questions, searching for relevant
literature, appraising evidence for validity and applicability, and
effectively communicating findings to patients and colleagues.

Within Prevention and Health Promotion, the competencies
address a wide range of topics, including pre-participation
examinations, environmental illness prevention, protective
equipment fitting, and nutritional counseling. The 5th edition
places greater emphasis on population health and the role of the
athletic trainer in promoting wellness across entire communities,
not just individual athletes. This includes addressing social
determinants of health and developing culturally competent care
strategies.

The domain of Clinical Examination and Diagnosis has been
refined to reflect current best practices in orthopedic and general
medical assessment. Students must demonstrate proficiency in
taking thorough patient histories, performing systematic physical
examinations, using diagnostic imaging and laboratory studies
appropriately, and formulating differential diagnoses. The 5th
edition emphasizes the importance of recognizing red flags and
knowing when to refer patients to other healthcare providers.

Acute Care competencies cover emergency action planning,
primary and secondary survey, airway management,JJ00,
automated external defibrillation, and the management of acute
musculoskeletal and medical conditions. The 5th edition updates
these competencies to align with current American Heart
Association guidelines and emphasizes the athletic trainer’s role
as a first responder in both athletic and non-athletic settings. The
importance of interprofessional collaboration during emergency
situations is a recurring theme throughout this domain.

The Role of Clinical
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Integration in the 5th
Edition

Perhaps the most significant philosophical shift in the Athletic
Training Education Competencies 5th Edition is the
emphasis on clinical integration. This concept recognizes that
competence is not merely the sum of individual knowledge and
skills but rather the ability to synthesize and apply them in real-
world patient care scenarios. Clinical integration is assessed
through supervised clinical experiences, simulations, case-based
learning activities, and standardized patient encounters.

For educators, this means moving beyond traditional lecture-
based instruction toward active learning strategies that require
students to think critically, communicate effectively, and reflect
on their performance. Preceptors in clinical settings play a vital
role in this process by providing meaningful learning
opportunities, constructive feedback, and mentorship that
bridges the gap between classroom theory and clinical reality.

Interprofessional Education
and Collaborative Practice

A distinguishing feature of the 5th edition is its strong emphasis
on interprofessional education and collaborative practice. Athletic
trainers rarely work in isolation; they are part of a broader
healthcare team that may include physicians, physical therapists,
nurses, dietitians, psychologists, and other specialists. The
competencies now explicitly address the knowledge and skills
needed to function effectively within interprofessional teams.

Students must learn to understand the roles and scopes of
practice of other healthcare professionals, communicate clearly
and respectfully across disciplines, and contribute meaningfully
to shared decision-making. The 5th edition encourages
educational programs to create intentional opportunities for
students to interact with learners from other health professions
through joint simulations, case conferences, and collaborative
clinical experiences.

Behavioral Health and
Patient-Centered Care

Mental health has become a prominent topic in athletic training,
and the 5th edition reflects this by including expanded
competencies related to behavioral health. Athletic trainers must
be prepared to recognize signs and symptoms of mental health
disorders, including anxiety, depression, eating disorders, and
substance use disorders. They must also be skilled in providing
initial support, making appropriate referrals, and helping to
reduce the stigma associated with seeking mental health care.

Patient-centered care is another theme woven throughout the 5th
edition. Competencies emphasize the importance of
understanding patients as individuals with unique backgrounds,
values, and goals. Shared decision-making, health literacy
considerations, and culturally sensitive communication are all
addressed as essential components of quality care. The athletic
trainer is encouraged to view the patient not just as an athlete
but as a whole person navigating complex physical and
psychosocial challenges.

Transition to Practice and
Professional Development

The 5th edition recognizes that education does not end upon
graduation. Competencies related to professional development,
leadership, and lifelong learning prepare students for the realities
of practice in a rapidly changing healthcare environment.
Students are expected to understand the importance of
continuing education, professional certification maintenance, and
engagement with professional organizations.

Additionally, the competencies address the business and
administrative aspects of athletic training, including
reimbursement models, documentation standards, risk
management, and ethical decision-making. These skills are
increasingly important as athletic trainers assume roles in a wider
variety of practice settings, including hospitals, clinics, industrial
settings, and performing arts.

Implications for Athletic
Training Education
Programs

For programs accredited by CAATE, the Athletic Training
Education Competencies 5th Edition serves as the foundation
for curriculum design, instructional planning, and assessment.
Faculty members must carefully map competencies to course
objectives, clinical experiences, and programmatic outcomes.
The competencies also inform the development of clinical
education policies, preceptor training materials, and student
evaluation tools.

Programs are encouraged to use the competencies as a guide for
continuous quality improvement. This may involve reviewing
course content for relevance and currency, incorporating new
instructional technologies, expanding clinical site diversity, and
exploring innovative approaches to competency assessment. The
ultimate goal is to ensure that graduates are not only prepared
for the Board of Certification examination but also equipped to
provide safe, effective, and compassionate patient care from day
one.

Challenges and
Opportunities in
Implementation

Implementing the competencies outlined in the 5th edition is not
without challenges. Programs must balance the breadth of
content with the depth required for true competence. Clinical
education coordinators often face difficulties in securing
adequate clinical sites and preceptors who are prepared to
support student learning in alignment with current competencies.
Financial constraints, faculty expertise limitations, and variations
in institutional support can also pose barriers.

Nevertheless, the 5th edition also presents significant
opportunities. The emphasis on clinical integration encourages
creativity in curriculum design, simulation use, and
interprofessional collaboration. The competencies provide a
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shared language and framework that can strengthen partnerships
between academic programs and clinical affiliates. For students,
the clear articulation of expected outcomes helps demystify the
learning process and provides a roadmap for professional growth.

1. Curriculum Mapping: Aligning course objectives with
specific competencies to ensure comprehensive coverage.

2. Assessment Design: Developing valid and reliable
methods for evaluating student competence across
domains.

3. Preceptor Development: Training clinical instructors to
effectively teach and assess competency-based learning.

4. Student Engagement: Encouraging learners to take
ownership of their education through self-assessment and
goal setting.

5. Resource Allocation: Investing in simulation technology,
standardized patients, and other learning tools.

The Future of Athletic
Training Education

As the healthcare landscape continues to evolve, so too will the
competencies that guide athletic training education. The 5th
edition represents the current standard, but it also anticipates
future trends. Telehealth competencies, for example, reflect the
growing use of remote service delivery. Competencies related to

healthcare informatics prepare students to navigate electronic
health records and data management systems.

Looking ahead, it is likely that future editions will place even
greater emphasis on topics such as precision medicine,
genomics, advanced imaging interpretation, and the integration
of artificial intelligence in clinical decision-making. Athletic
trainers will increasingly be called upon to serve in primary care
roles, community health initiatives, and global health contexts.
The foundational competencies established in the 5th edition
provide a strong platform for this ongoing evolution.

Conclusion

The Athletic Training Education Competencies 5th Edition
is more than a list of educational objectives; it is a reflection of
the profession’s commitment to excellence, evidence-based
practice, and patient-centered care. For students, it provides a
clear and comprehensive framework for developing the
knowledge, skills, and professional behaviors necessary to thrive
as an athletic trainer. For educators and preceptors, it offers
guidance on how to design meaningful learning experiences that
prepare graduates for the realities of clinical practice. For the
profession as a whole, it represents a shared vision for the future
of athletic training education and practice. By embracing the
competencies outlined in this edition, all stakeholders can
contribute to the continued advancement of a profession
dedicated to keeping individuals healthy, active, and safe.



