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UNDERSTANDING THE FOUNDATION OF ATHLETIC TRAINING EXCELLENCE

The profession of athletic training has undergone a remarkable transformation over the past several
decades.  At  the  heart  of  this  evolution  lies  a  structured  framework  that  ensures  every  certified
athletic  trainer  is  prepared  to  deliver  safe,  effective,  and  evidence-based  care.  This  framework  is
built  upon the NATA Athletic Training Educational Competencies,  a comprehensive set of
standards that guide the education, assessment, and professional development of athletic trainers
across the United States.
Whether you are a student considering a career in athletic training, a current professional seeking to
refresh your knowledge, or an educator developing curriculum, understanding these competencies is
essential. They represent more than a checklist of skills; they embody the collective wisdom of the
profession and serve as a roadmap for producing clinicians who can meet the diverse needs of
physically active populations.

WHAT ARE THE NATA ATHLETIC TRAINING EDUCATIONAL COMPETENCIES?

The NATA Athletic Training Educational Competencies  are a set of defined knowledge, skills,
and clinical abilities that entry-level athletic trainers must demonstrate upon graduation from an
accredited  professional  program.  Developed  and  maintained  by  the  National  Athletic  Trainers'
Association  (NATA)  in  collaboration  with  the  Commission  on  Accreditation  of  Athletic  Training
Education  (CAATE),  these  competencies  establish  the  minimum educational  standards  for  the
profession.
These  competencies  are  not  static.  They  are  reviewed  and  revised  periodically  to  reflect
advancements in sports medicine, changes in healthcare delivery, and emerging research. The most
recent  edition,  the  2020  Athletic  Training  Educational  Competencies,  represents  a  significant  shift
toward a competency-based education model that emphasizes clinical integration, interprofessional
practice, and patient-centered care.
By  defining  what  every  athletic  trainer  should  know  and  be  able  to  do,  the  competencies  ensure
consistency across programs while allowing flexibility for institutional innovation. They serve as the
foundation for curriculum design, clinical education, and board certification examination content.

THE EVOLUTION OF ATHLETIC TRAINING EDUCATION

From Apprenticeship to Academic Rigor
Early athletic trainers learned their craft through apprenticeship models, often under the guidance of
experienced practitioners. While this approach produced skilled clinicians, it lacked standardization
and did not ensure consistent educational outcomes across the profession. As sports medicine grew
more complex, the need for formal, structured education became undeniable.
The  transition  to  degree-based  education  began  in  the  1970s  and  1980s,  with  the  first  athletic
training programs receiving accreditation. Over time, the profession moved from bachelor's-level
entry to a master's degree requirement, a change that was fully implemented in 2022. This shift
reflects the increasing complexity of healthcare and the need for advanced clinical reasoning skills.

The Role of the NATA in Competency
Development
The  NATA  has  been  instrumental  in  shaping  athletic  training  education  through  its  ongoing
commitment to competency development. By convening expert panels, conducting research, and
soliciting  input  from  educators,  clinicians,  and  students,  the  association  ensures  that  the
competencies remain relevant and forward-looking.  This collaborative process ensures that the
NATA Athletic Training Educational Competencies reflect the realities of clinical practice while
anticipating future trends in healthcare and athletics.

CORE COMPONENTS OF THE EDUCATIONAL COMPETENCIES

The current competencies are organized into several content areas that collectively prepare athletic
trainers  for  comprehensive  patient  care.  Understanding  these  components  helps  students  and
educators appreciate the breadth and depth of the profession.

Evidence-Based Practice
One of the foundational pillars of modern athletic training is evidence-based practice. Competencies
in this area teach students to integrate the best available research evidence with clinical expertise
and patient values. This includes skills in formulating clinical questions, searching and appraising
literature,  and  applying  findings  to  individual  patient  cases.  Athletic  trainers  learn  to  be  critical
consumers of research, which ultimately leads to better outcomes for the athletes and patients they
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serve.

Prevention and Health Promotion
Athletic trainers are uniquely positioned to prevent injuries before they occur. Competencies in
prevention  and  health  promotion  cover  risk  assessment,  protective  equipment,  environmental
safety, nutrition, and wellness strategies. Students learn to design and implement injury prevention
programs  tailored  to  specific  sports,  activities,  and  populations.  This  proactive  approach  is  a
hallmark of athletic training practice and distinguishes it from many other healthcare professions.

Clinical Examination and Diagnosis
The ability to accurately assess and diagnose injuries and conditions is central to athletic training.
Educational competencies in this domain include proficiency in taking patient histories, performing
systematic physical examinations, recognizing red flags for serious pathology, and using diagnostic
imaging appropriately. Athletic trainers must be able to differentiate between conditions that require
immediate referral and those that can be managed within their scope of practice.

Acute Care of Injuries and Illnesses
In the moments following an injury, athletic trainers are often the first healthcare providers on the
scene.  Competencies  in  acute  care  cover  emergency  action  planning,  cardiopulmonary
resuscitation, airway management, spine injury management, and the recognition and management
of life-threatening conditions. These skills are not optional; they are essential for ensuring patient
safety in athletic and activity settings.

Therapeutic Interventions
Once a  diagnosis  is  established,  athletic  trainers  must  be equipped to  design and implement
treatment  plans.  Therapeutic  intervention  competencies  include  therapeutic  exercise,  manual
therapy, modalities, pharmacological considerations, and patient education. Students learn to select
and apply interventions based on the best available evidence, patient goals,  and the stage of
healing.  Progression criteria  and outcome measures are emphasized to ensure treatments are
effective and appropriately advanced.

Health Care Administration and

Professional Responsibility
Athletic trainers work within complex healthcare systems that require strong administrative skills.
Competencies in this area cover documentation, billing and coding, risk management, legal and
ethical considerations, interprofessional communication, and leadership. Students also learn about
the importance of cultural competence, advocacy, and lifelong learning. These competencies ensure
that  athletic  trainers  can  navigate  the  business  of  healthcare  while  maintaining  the  highest
standards of professionalism.

THE FIVE DOMAINS OF ATHLETIC TRAINING PRACTICE

The NATA Athletic  Training Educational  Competencies  are  organized around five domains  of
clinical practice. These domains define the scope of athletic training and guide both education and
credentialing.

Risk Reduction, Wellness, and Health Literacy: This domain focuses on identifying risks,
promoting healthy lifestyles, and empowering patients to make informed health decisions.
Examination, Assessment, and Diagnosis: This domain covers the systematic process of
evaluating patients and formulating differential diagnoses.
Critical Incident Management: This domain addresses preparation for and response to
emergencies, including sudden cardiac arrest, catastrophic injuries, and environmental
emergencies.
Therapeutic Intervention: This domain encompasses the full range of treatments aimed at
restoring function, reducing pain, and facilitating recovery.
Health Care Administration and Professional Responsibility: This domain includes the
operational, legal, and ethical aspects of athletic training practice.

Each domain contains specific competencies that students must master, ranging from foundational
knowledge to advanced clinical skills. The domains are not isolated; they intersect and reinforce one
another, reflecting the integrated nature of athletic training practice.

FOUNDATIONAL BEHAVIORS OF PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE

In addition to technical skills, the competencies emphasize the importance of professional behaviors.
These foundational behaviors include:

Primacy of the Patient: Always placing patient safety and well-being at the center of
decision-making.
Team Approach to Practice: Recognizing that optimal patient care requires collaboration
with physicians, physical therapists, nutritionists, coaches, and other professionals.
Legal and Ethical Practice: Adhering to professional standards, laws, and ethical codes that
govern athletic training.
Cultural Competence: Understanding and respecting the diverse backgrounds, beliefs, and
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values of patients.
Professional Development: Committing to lifelong learning, self-assessment, and
continuous improvement.

These  behaviors  are  woven  throughout  the  curriculum  and  are  assessed  alongside  technical
competencies. They ensure that athletic trainers are not only skilled clinicians but also trusted
professionals who contribute positively to their workplaces and communities.

INTEGRATION INTO ACADEMIC PROGRAMS

Curriculum Design and Mapping
Accredited athletic training programs are required to map their curricula to the NATA Athletic
Training Educational Competencies. This process, known as curriculum mapping, ensures that
every competency is addressed through coursework, laboratory experiences, or clinical education.
Programs must provide evidence that students have achieved each competency before graduation.
Faculty members use the competencies to design learning objectives, select instructional methods,
and create assessments. For example, a competency related to lower extremity evaluation might be
taught through lecture, practiced in lab, and assessed through a practical examination and clinical
performance. This systematic approach ensures consistency and accountability across programs.

Clinical Education as a Learning
Laboratory
Clinical education is where many competencies come to life. Under the supervision of preceptors,
students apply classroom knowledge to real patients in authentic settings. They practice evaluation
skills, implement treatment plans, communicate with patients and healthcare teams, and manage
the daily operations of athletic training facilities.
Clinical experiences are carefully sequenced to allow for progressive skill development. Early clinical
placements focus on observation and basic skills, while advanced placements require independent
decision-making and complex case management. Preceptors provide direct feedback and formal
assessments to ensure students are meeting competency standards.

THE IMPACT ON PATIENT CARE AND SAFETY

The ultimate purpose of the NATA Athletic Training Educational Competencies is to protect
patients and improve outcomes. When programs adhere to these standards, graduates enter the
workforce  with  a  consistent  foundation  of  knowledge and skills.  This  consistency  is  especially
important in athletic training, where practitioners often work autonomously and must make rapid,

high-stakes decisions.
Research has shown that competency-based education leads to improved clinical  performance,
better patient satisfaction, and reduced medical errors. By emphasizing evidence-based practice,
the competencies ensure that athletic trainers are using the most current and effective approaches
to care. The focus on interprofessional collaboration prepares graduates to work seamlessly within
healthcare teams, reducing fragmentation and improving coordination.
Moreover,  the  competencies  address  emerging  issues  in  healthcare,  such  as  mental  health,
substance abuse,  and social  determinants  of  health.  Modern  athletic  trainers  are  prepared to
recognize psychological distress, provide appropriate resources, and advocate for patients who face
barriers to care. This holistic approach reflects the evolving understanding of health and the athletic
trainer's role in promoting total well-being.

STAYING CURRENT WITH COMPETENCY UPDATES

The  NATA Athletic  Training Educational  Competencies  are  living  documents  that  evolve
alongside the profession. Athletic trainers are encouraged to stay informed about updates and to
engage  in  continuing  education  that  addresses  new  or  revised  competencies.  Professional
development opportunities, including conferences, workshops, and online courses, help practicing
clinicians maintain competence throughout their careers.
For employers, understanding the competencies can aid in recruiting, evaluating, and developing
athletic training staff. Job descriptions that align with competency domains attract candidates who
are prepared for the demands of the position. Performance evaluations based on competencies
provide a fair and comprehensive assessment of clinical skills and professional behaviors.

CONCLUSION

The NATA Athletic Training Educational Competencies  represent the collective vision of a
profession  dedicated  to  excellence  in  patient  care.  They  provide  a  clear  and  comprehensive
framework for  educating the next  generation of  athletic  trainers,  ensuring that  graduates  are
prepared to meet the challenges of modern healthcare. From evidence-based practice and clinical
examination to professional responsibility and cultural competence, these competencies cover every
aspect of athletic training practice.
For students, the competencies offer a roadmap for learning and professional growth. For educators,
they guide curriculum development and assessment. For clinicians, they provide a benchmark for
lifelong learning and self-evaluation. And for the athletes and patients who rely on athletic trainers
every day, the competencies are a promise of quality, safety, and compassion.
As the profession continues to evolve, the competencies will undoubtedly be refined to reflect new
knowledge, technologies, and societal needs. But their core purpose will  remain unchanged: to
produce athletic  trainers  who are  competent,  confident,  and committed to  the well-being of  those
they serve. The NATA Athletic Training Educational Competencies are not just educational
requirements; they are the foundation of a trusted healthcare profession.


