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Introduction 

This project is highly relevant to my current athletic pursuit of fencing. Although it is 

unusual for adults in their thirties to learn and seriously compete in a new sport, I have a strong 

athletic identity that drives the need to fully commit. After three competition seasons and two 

National Championships, I want to focus on the mental aspects that are holding me back from 

consistently performing my best in tournaments. Fear of failure has always negatively affected 

me as an athlete and caused overthinking. In fencing (as in most other sports), overthinking is a 

death sentence during a bout (the term for the competitive engagement between opponents). The 

consequences of my overthinking are losses to objectively less-skilled opponents. Further, I see 

being a current competitive athlete as an asset to my Sport and Performance Psychology (SPP) 

practice. It will give further credit to my professional training to be able to say that I have 

“practiced what I preach,” and will increase my empathy for clients navigating these intervention 

techniques. 

I describe myself as being an athlete “in my DNA.” My biological parents are both 

athletic, and I grew up in an environment that highly valued sport participation. I have always 

been a sport specializer, never wanting to do more than one at a time. From age three to eight I 

was a gymnast, and from eight to 20 years old I was an elite competitive figure skater. In my 

final years as a figure skater, I represented Greece in the 2009 and 2010 World Figure Skating 

Championships in the pairs event. My skating partner and I were attempting to qualify for the 

2010 Vancouver Olympic Games but unfortunately missed the qualification requirement by two 

placements. This “failure” intensifies many of the adaptive and maladaptive behaviors I have as 

an athlete.  
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I started fencing at age 32 after sharing the introductory lesson package with my then 

five-year-old daughter. She moved on to another sport, while I discovered my love of fencing. I 

started competing after nine months of leaning and am now competing on a national level. 

Because I am too young to compete in the veteran events, which start at age 40, I compete in the 

Senior category which starts at age thirteen. Most of my competitors are younger than I, between 

the ages of fourteen and eighteen, having both advantages and disadvantages. For example, I am 

a highly experienced athlete and thus have a broader perspective on the athletic career, but I can 

sometimes be at a physical disadvantage to younger opponents who have quicker reaction times. 

I excelled in gymnastics and figure skating because I have a strong sense of perseverance.  

I am a technically proficient fencer but am struggling with confidence and the tactical 

mindset. After recent competitions I realized that I was afraid to either choose the wrong action 

or execute the right action poorly creating the fatal error of hesitation in a sport made of “no 

fear” moments. My pervasive fear of failure causes overthinking in the form of attention focused 

on too many details rather than the “whole picture,” and this hyperfocus causes inattention to 

distance between the opponent. My most successful times fencing are characterized by a clear 

mind and trusting my instincts. Therefore, improving overthinking will diversify my tactical 

range because I will not have to compensate for hyper focus by limiting my tactical choices. My 

hope for the PPEP is a better understanding of how to produce my flow state. Not surprisingly, I 

tend to ruminate and deliberate excessively in many areas of my life, so learning how to trust my 

instinct will likely impact my overall cognitive load. Additionally, the less cognitive space 

occupied by mental cycling, the more space is available for fine tuning bad habits on technical 

skills. While I have worked with a sport psychologist recently, I am looking forward to focusing 

on a smaller topic and exploring how it may improve confidence overall.  
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Self-Talk 

The first step in implementing self-talk skill in fencing has been recognizing my patterns 

of both positive and negative self-talk and the lexical content. I expected to observe that my 

dialogue is negative much of the time; however, the Automatic Self-Talk Questionnaire For 

Sports (ASTQS; Zourbanos et al., 2009) and thought journal gave insight into when it was 

occurring and the type of negative talk (see Appendix A). After completing the Self-Talk Script 

Development sheet, I kept a copy at home and at the fencing club to read in the morning, at 

night, and before practice (see Appendix A). I succeeded in catching when the negative talk 

starts, but I found trying to change negative to positive thoughts to be too extreme of a process 

during fencing. By the end of the project, using a cognitive-behavioral (CBT) balanced thought 

approach was more useful in evaluating the automatic negative thoughts but only outside fencing 

practice times, otherwise it was too distracting.  

After using the initial self-talk script for a week, I thought it would be more impactful if 

separated into two different statements: a short list of affirmations and the longer script (see 

Appendix A). The short list will be more effective to read immediately before practice and to say 

on a loop during practice resets. I noticed some somatic and cognitive anxiety symptoms when 

reading the statement, so until I believe it, I wanted to break it down into affirmations and 

aspirations. Mullen and Hardy (2010) note Beggs (1990) conclusion that performance goals can 

undermine anxious competitors. It adds an avenue for failure, putting more pressure on the 

athlete. Before practice I will focus on statements like, “I am fearless.” I also reflected that my 

negative self-talk reflected my anxiety about how winning and losing (even in practice) indicated 

my level of competence. Therefore, I tested the strategy of using self-talk statements that 

eliminated outcome uncertainty by saying phrases such as, “I have already won all the bouts 

tonight.,” (Walter et al., 2019). During practice, I tried the same method during a tough bout by 
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reminding myself, “I’ve already won this bout.” I continued using this strategy throughout the 

project until and morphed into not dwelling on the outcome of bouts at all. My interpretation of 

this specific phrase was that it decreased my outcome-related cognitive anxiety which allowed 

me to use instinct rather than the “right” actions to avoid losing. I anticipate using this strategy in 

the long-term because it will have a greater effect than using it for as a short-term intervention 

(Walter et al., 2019). 

The biggest impact the self-talk strategies have had on fencing is awareness. Cognitive 

theory proposes thoughts affect feelings which affect behavior and conversely behavior affects 

feelings which affect behavior in a reciprocal, bidirectional relationship, and reappraising can 

transform negative thoughts from a hinderance to a performance aid (Williams & Hacker, 2021). 

The PPEP process made me aware of much cognitive appraisal was affecting my performance. I 

now feel that being a “nervous competitor” is a changeable state rather than a fixed personality 

trait to be overcome. Consequently, I identify with Albert Ellis’s rational emotive behavioral 

therapy (REBT) for my professional practice because can now connect my own experience with 

irrational beliefs (identified by the contents of self-talk) with Ellis’s theories used in the readings 

for this course and the counseling theories course, particularly the ABC(DE) cognitive 

restructuring (Prochaska & Norcross, 2018; Williams & Hacker, 2021). Practically, I will first 

use the ASTQS to assess strengths and areas of improvements and then use REBT disputing as a 

method of restructuring negative self-talk.  

Goal Setting 

My goal setting strategies started with filling out the Goal Setting worksheet (see 

Appendix B) and subsequently the weekly goals form (see Appendices B-F). When reflecting on 

this task I see the importance of coach-student collaboration on goal creation because both my 
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goals for the week and my coach’s goals impact lesson content and areas of focus during 

bouting. If our respective goals were not congruent, then it may lead to frustration on my part or 

her perceiving that I was deliberately ignoring her feedback. While my coach does assign tasks 

or specific areas of focus, I am not consistent with writing them down. Once completed, I did not 

use original Goal-Setting Worksheet to formulate weekly goals; they were a result of reflecting 

on the previous week. Gould (2021) mentions Wanlin and colleagues’ (1997) goal-setting 

package which included an “overall mission” as well as long-term goal (pp. 191). After a few 

weeks of setting weekly goals, I found that the Goal-Setting Worksheet was more of a mission 

statement. As a practitioner I would include this worksheet as part of my goal-setting package” to 

establish the mission, but I would also follow Gould’s (2021) goal staircase model to create a 

manageable pathway to the long-term goal. However, during times of low motivation, I did find 

the visual reminder of the Goal-Setting Worksheet beneficial.  

The PPEP showed me that flexibility is important for short-term goals to become steps 

toward long-term goals. While I am familiar with the concept of setting goals and have always 

been ambitious, consistently writing them down provided greater clarity and focus, which, in 

turn, helped determine what goals have enhanced either my motivation or performance.  As 

Locke and Latham (2002) cited by Jeong and colleagues (2021) note, goal setting is effective 

because it encourages creating task-relevant strategies along with persistence and effort. For me, 

the big goals drive persistence while the smaller goals facilitate task-relevant strategies, and they 

both motivate effort level. The process of the Goal Setting Worksheet, despite some weaknesses, 

was impactful in planning and mentally organizing the steps for improvement. As noted, I am a 

reflective and perfectionistic athlete, so I constantly think about how I can perform better. 

Although this can be advantageous, it is not helpful if the thoughts only cycle through my mind. 
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The daily improvement steps have been a springboard for making efficacious goals. To 

accomplish the task of formulating more incremental goals I created a new Weekly Goal Log that 

I used for the rest of the project because it addressed specific actions related to a singular goal 

each week (see Appendix C).  

Overall, I was pleased with the new Weekly Goal Log but would make a few changes for 

professional use in my practice. I feel a greater sense of accomplishment using the one goal and 

three actions strategy, and it is easier to track whether it is the goal or the actions that are the 

issue. If I’ve completed the actions and have not seen improvement then I may need to change 

the tasks, but if I cannot complete the actions, the goal may need to be re-worked or replaced. In 

their textbook chapter Duda and Treasure (2021) cite Duda’s (2001) achievement goal 

orientation findings that the most adaptive orientation was high task/high ego which they 

explained through Nicholls’ (1989) theory that this orientation gives a wider range of 

opportunities to demonstrate competence by focuses on either task or ego goals as needed. 

Therefore, I return to Gould’s (2021) suggestion to set performance, outcome and process goals. 

As it may be overwhelming to have all three types of goals in one week, I would include a line 

identifying what type this week’s goal belongs to so that the client and I can track and balance all 

three types. Knowing your capacity in life and as an athlete is important to maintain high-level 

activity without getting burned out, and I recognized that I need to complete all self- and 

authority- assigned task to feel successful and thereby confident. So, setting one goal with up to 

three action steps sets up a more manageable path to success. 

 From my experience, goal setting is the foundation of performance enhancement. Your 

goals should determine your behavior as an athlete, and the gap between those two is where the 

athlete has the most control. When speaking to a colleague about goal setting, we discussed how 
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frequently writing the big goals and dreams, the “why,” may be an unnecessary exercise because 

they should be intrinsic or at least fully integrated into the athletic identity (M. Krause, personal 

communication, August 14, 2025). The dreams are a good reminder in times of de-motivation, 

but I am currently in a highly motivated state, in part because it is the beginning of the season. I 

think the weekly goals are going to be important to keep me focused and accountable on making 

the small changes that are going to make a larger impact. I find myself thinking and saying, “If I 

can just figure out (x), then I’ll be so good.” While there are many issues with the second part of 

the statement, the first part is where I can orient goal setting with weekly actions so that I can 

answer the question I would ask of my own clients, “Well, what you are you doing to improve 

that?”  

Concentration/Focus 

Because I am generally able to concentrate when I am motivated to complete a task, 

during the first week of implementing concentration strategies, I only targeted completing 

concentration grids. I was diagnosed as an adult with high functioning ADHD, and I believe the 

ability to hyperfocus is a coping mechanism I developed as a child. Doing the concentration 

grids has not made a significant impact on my fencing, even though I consistently completed 

them. However, they provided an interesting opportunity to track my self-talk. When completing 

the grids, I followed a similar thought pattern to one I have while fencing where I feel more 

anxiety about maintain a good performance than I do about improving a negative performance. I 

was more excited than nervous to try to improve a performance that started off poorly. While 

doing the concentration grids was not a useful long-term strategy for concentration, it could be a 

useful tool as a low-stakes test for identifying self-talk patterns and content in future clients.  
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In getting feedback from my coach about my performance at Nationals, we discussed 

how overthinking, particularly thinking sequentially, interfered with my performance. In our first 

lesson of the new season, she told me, “You see; you go.” This concept is consistent with Mullen 

and Hardy’s (2010) findings that part process goals trigger conscious processing and disrupt the 

flow. Therefore, I observed that my “concentration” challenge may be a focal issue. After 

instructor feedback, I transitioned into working identifying the most effective attentional focus 

points than sustaining concentration. There was a French study published in 2025 on attention 

and coping strategies of elite fencers where the researchers found that focusing on distance and 

timing was associated with more touches won and less touches lost (Bracco et al., 2025). 

However, in contrast to Mullen and Hardy (2010), Bracco and colleagues noted the element of 

deception in epee fencing required fencers to revert to conscious processing at certain times. The 

two studies aligned on the use of holistic cues (Mullen & Hardy, 2010) to achieve precision tasks 

that require both external focus on the opponent and internal motor adjustments (Bracco et al., 

2025).  

Considering, as noted by Bracco and colleagues (2025), the extreme mental load of 

fencing to manage emotional coping simultaneously with contextual physical demands my 

strategy should be adjusted to creating short, holistic internal and external cues with the future 

addition of short grounding strategies to “zoom out” from over-focus (see Appendix C). After 

reading the Bracco et al. (2025) article, I attended I camp where a different coach unknowingly 

defined this concept of spatial-temporal focus as the single step when a fencer enters the “danger 

zone” or the distance from which either opponent could feasibly make an attack. Afterwards, I 

experimented with focusing on this specific time and space during a bout for a week and have 

kept that focus because it was highly successful.  
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 Concentration is not historically an issue for me. However, I had the revelation that I lose 

concentration because have too many task-relevant thoughts and hit a cusp point of mental 

exhaustion. So, focus that is what was relevant to my PPEP rather than concentration. I 

proficiently concentrate on the wrong things quite often. For example, I may be concentrating so 

hard on my plan of attack that I end up getting hit because I forget about what the opponent 

might do at any moment. I am always also very aware of my thoughts and emotions, which can 

be become an overwhelming task to try to manage that, the strategic plan, and awareness of the 

opponent’s cues. This is where I believe concentration, focus and mindfulness are connected. I 

think if I can practice mindfulness rather than hyperawareness of my emotions, I will be able to 

focus on the correct visual cues. Although mindfulness is essentially the opposite of focus, I 

thought they could be combined as a powerful tool. While I would have liked to reframe the ego-

avoidant expectations I have, that process was taking too long in the middle of fencing. I 

hypothesized that accepting negative thoughts without judgement would allow me cognitive 

space to focus on more task-relevant thoughts such as being ready to defend or watching for the 

moment to attack. I did not anticipate that mindfulness alone could solve the focus issue; it 

would require more directive interventions such as reframing or grounding.  

Mindfulness 

Based on the descriptions of the mindfulness protocols in the Mannion (2021) chapter, 

mindfulness should be practiced out of the sport context before utilizing it in the sport context. 

Mannion describes mindfulness in the sport context as a combination of Eastern philosophy and 

Western psychology where we practice awareness of present thoughts and feelings without 

judgement. As someone with an acute survival instinct, I appraise everything as a matter of habit. 

So, I purchased a child’s pretend magic wand filled with water, beads, and sequins as a portable 
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tool for practicing mindfulness. When I had a moment during the day, I would describe the 

physical features or movement of the items inside. I found that, interestingly, the sound and 

sensation of tapping them together was more soothing than the visual elements. Mindfulness has 

been shown to improve attentive capacity and lower mental fatigue as well is improving the 

biomarkers indicating cognitive function and stress in Chinese fencers (Ding et al., 2025). Of 

note however, in the Ding and colleagues (2025) study, fencers benefitted from mindfulness, but 

the results were assessed after a 20-week training, which I would consider long-term. Something 

else I considered when reviewing the study was the potential bias for Eastern cultures to be more 

receptive to mindfulness philosophy (Prochaska & Norcross, 2018). Based on these assumptions, 

I think if I use mindfulness as a long-term practice, it will likely improve performance, but it 

would be preemptive to judge the effectiveness after only a few weeks.  

Based on clarifications in discussion posts, I realized that I was using grounding and 

redirecting as opposed to mindfulness. When I noticed myself making assumptions about 

opponents, I started counting until we began our fencing bout. While I found that helpful, it is 

not mindfulness. Mindfulness would have been noticing those assumptions but letting them go to 

be present in what was happening in the present moment, like clipping into the scoring machine. 

For now, mindfulness is about accepting that I am doing my best with the time I have 

available for training. After the experience of not qualifying for the Olympics by a few points, I 

have a pervasive fear that I can be doing "more" training. While it is true that we can always do 

more, being in the mental space of constantly trying to catch up is not productive. Staying 

present helps me focus on what I can do today in any of those roles rather than getting lost in the 

"shoulds." However, I believe this only works for athletes who have a highly integrated schema 

in their athletic identity, otherwise it becomes a slippery slope of excuses.  
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After I experimented and reflected on mindfulness for a few weeks, I saw mindfulness 

more as a life philosophy than an intervention. For me, both CBT and mindfulness principles 

need to work together. Being present and having self-compassion has helped reduce some 

practice anxiety, and it does reduce the mental fatigue. However, mindfulness may not always be 

a viable radical option when there was a time constraint and the cognitive load was high. For 

example, if I notice anxiety in a three minute bout it may not be enough to merely accept that I 

am anxious; I would likely need to stop the thought and refocus on grounding or a holistic cue.  

 I used the acceptance aspect of mindfulness to some success at the first tournament of the 

season in August (see Appendix E). The first competition day I felt relaxed and excited for the 

first event of the season. I fenced most of the event without putting pressure on the results and 

tried to focus on the tactics and skills my coach asked me to use for the competition. The second 

day I arrived feeling more somatic and cognitive anxiety because I decided to focus more on the 

higher-level division this season. I typically performed better in that division last season, so then 

the expectation of that realization caused some more anxiety. Additionally, something occurred 

outside of the context of the competition that caused some minor distress and then anger. My 

first response to the combination of these negative feelings was to try to change them into 

positive interpretations, such as “the anxiety is just excitement to compete today.” That did not 

alleviate the symptoms, so next I tried watching a video I made of the beach I enjoy trying to 

promote relaxation. This step provided some temporary somatic relief, but the thoughts were still 

present. My last resort was to accept that I felt uncomfortable in my nervousness and embrace 

the anger from the external situation. I “fenced angry,” and won my first two pool bouts, 

completing my goal for that event.  
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Stress Management 

My biggest stressor is the judgements that I make about myself other people and what I 

perceive others may judge about me. As a seasoned competitive athlete I generally have both 

awareness and control over my physiological arousal. However, per the Hardy (1990) cusp 

catastrophe model, as cited by Baldock and colleagues (2021), I get to a drop-off point where 

that physiological control is irrelevant due to the intensity of the judgement expectations. As 

explained by the processing efficiency theory, my anxiety occupies too much mental space for 

working memory to function efficiently, causing analysis paralysis (Baldock et al., 2021). As 

noted above, being an experienced athlete I already plan, information gather, and have routines, 

so I decided to focus less on managing stress and more on managing rationality of thoughts 

causing the stress.  

I decided to focus on two areas of stress: anxiety during competition simulations and 

“failing” during lessons. Firstly, while my strong task orientation allows me to use practices as a 

learning opportunity, competition simulation games give me very high levels of cognitive 

anxiety. Winning or losing indicates competence in a highly public way in these games, and they 

undermine my self-efficacy. I find that physiological arousal is low during the simulations but 

the cognitive anxiety is almost the same as during a real competition. Secondly, making multiple 

mistakes in a row during a lesson easily frustrates me, and I notice my coach taking soothing role 

rather corrective because I cannot accept the mistakes. Both of these situations are moments 

where I perceive that I “look” incompetent and not that I “am” incompetent. To illustrate, I have 

a former fencing coach who highly values results and is very confident that he has superior 

coaching skills. When I fenced his student at a camp, I felt anxious about how he was judging 

my performance. This was, unsurprisingly, distracting, and I did not fence my best against her. 
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Whereas, when I fenced the coach himself, I did not feel anxious at all and fenced very well. The 

declination in performance may be explained by cognitive appraisal theory cited in the Doron 

and Martinent (2017) study on the relationship between coping strategies, cognitive appraisal, 

and emotions in fencers. The findings of the study were that task-oriented coping was a partial 

mediator between challenge appraisal and performance, and disengagement-oriented coping was 

a partial mediator of threat appraisal and performance. In my case, viewing fencing my coach as 

a challenge because I controlled more of the situation led to active, task-oriented coping may 

have led to more positive emotions during the bout. Whereas, viewing my lack of control over 

my former coach’s perception of my competence when fencing his student as a threat led to 

disengagement-oriented coping strategies (such as trying not to lose) which are associated with 

negative emotions. 

I had a second opportunity to fence both that coach and his fencer and tried to change 

how I appraised the situations. This time, I felt anxious on the way to the club and attempted 

relaxation breathing techniques which had only mild effects. I reminded myself to see this as a 

low-pressure opportunity to test the progress of my mental skills. Re-orienting my appraisal did 

not change how I performed in the beginning of the session. While fencing I tried grounding 

techniques but could not stop negative self-talk between bouts. Finally, I accepted that I was 

anxious and making assumptions about the coach’s judgement and stayed in that more negative 

emotional state as a motivation. While using this threat appraisal worked that time, I think 

constantly accepting the distorted thoughts reinforces the pattern and would not be a habit I 

would encourage in my future clients.   
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Relaxation 

 Relaxation has not historically been a priority in my athletic pursuits because  

I function best when I am intensely pursuing goals. Additionally, I rarely present with burnout 

symptoms, so I have not had a reason to curb this behavior. I think many athletes struggle with 

the idea that relaxation is unproductive. In fact, an Iraqi journal recently published an article 

citing relaxation as one of the lowest scoring psychological skills in the group of fencers studied, 

meaning they were not confident in the skill or declined to use it (Ghadhban & Faroud, 2025). 

For the purposes of this project, I chose to focus on incidental relaxation, such as feeling tension 

in my lower extremities during a bout. As an experiment, I tried to notice the signs of physical 

arousal or tension in more mundane life experiences. For example, while watching a television 

show meant to induce arousal, I tried to notice any areas of tension in my body and the rhythm of 

my breath. Then I intentionally focused on relaxing those areas while also remaining cognizant 

of the content of the show. For example, while waiting to find out who would exit a reality game 

show, I found that I would press my legs together in anticipation. So, I took breaths to ease out 

the tension while staying visually focused on the show. This has been a surprisingly useful 

technique that I am able to translate into the fencing context. 

I viewed relaxation, like stress management, through the lens of the cusp-catastrophe 

model (Hardy, 1990) for the purposes of the PPEP. I concede that I may benefit from learning 

how to “relax” more in general, but the time constraints of this project made a philosophical 

change an unrealistic goal. I planned to use relaxation to manage physiological arousal (I used 

mindfulness to manage cognitive anxiety.) Managing the finite level of optimal physiological 

arousal is imperative for someone with high cognitive anxiety according to the cusp catastrophe 

model (Hardy, 1990). Where I may not yet be fully in control of cognitive anxiety (and may 
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never be), controlling physiological arousal could be more immediately impactful in a short 

period. After practicing the noticing tension and intentionally relaxing body parts for a few days 

out of the sport context, I was able to recognize these somatic anxiety markers during fencing 

bouts and quickly alleviate the sensation, at least enough for it cease interfering with the 

technical and tactical processes. In fact, I believe it directly contributed to winning a bout against 

an opponent I tend to lose to which provided a much desired sense of accomplishment. 

Imagery 

Before reading the chapter on imagery, I thought imagery and visualization were 

synonymous. When I learned visualization as a figure skater, it was presented as another 

repetition tool for a sport that relies heavily on muscle memory to perform repetitive precision 

tasks. We were directed to visualize executing our programs (routines) perfectly every night 

before going to bed. I think partly due to the nature of my adolescent athlete generation and 

partly due to the culture of figure skating, emotional imagery did not factor into the equation 

because figure skaters are “supposed to” only emote out to the audience and judges, not 

acknowledge having any themselves. I also did not think about the difference between internal 

and external image perspective. In creating an imagery plan for myself, I realized that I have 

only ever used external imagery views. Vealey and Forlenza (2021) note this view is best for 

precision tasks, so it was interesting that I automatically used that view for skating. However, 

they note internal imagery views serve tactical and reaction-based sports better, so I have made a 

point to switch to only internal views until I have mastered that skill.  

As a figure skater, I was taught to suppress any and all emotion as a performance control 

mechanism. Stress and anxiety do happen (to purportedly weak skaters) and should therefore be 

ignored. My generation is now coaching, and I think doing a better job of supporting athletes in 
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their natural states, as we have seen the long-term mental health detriments to suppression. 

Reading the Vealey and Forlenza (2021) post and then the discussion posts supporting the use of 

negative imagery inspired me to take a twofold approach to imagery: 1.) mental practice of 

“problem” skills and 2.) mental rehearsal of competition context intrusive thoughts. The goal of 

the first approach would be to enhance consistency of skills execution, and the goal of the second 

approach is to improve self-confidence.  

The Vealey and Forlenza (2021) chapter introduces the idea that imagery should be both 

poly-sensory and simulate the emotions that may occur in the sport context, which is a new 

concept for me. More specifically, Zur and colleagues (2019) showed that anger can be 

effectively simulated by fencers using imagery, where the researchers aroused anger in order to 

study the relationship it has on fencing performance. While the findings of the study, that anger 

generally negatively impacts fine motor precision but can sometimes enhance speed and power 

skills, are not related to the direct benefits of imagery, the methodology of the study shows how 

effective imagery can be in simulating contextual emotions. Having only used visualization 

previously as a tool for muscle memory, I was also interested in using imagery for skill 

acquisition and adjustment. So, using William and colleagues (2013) as a guide, I created a 

competition imagery script to start using for the purpose of emotional regulation (see Appendix 

D). For skill-learning imagery, I planned to image singular attack or defense skills that my coach 

is currently adjusting. These imagery sessions are quick and occur during off-times or right 

before or after executing a skill in a lesson.  

The most honest assessment of my imagery practice is that I appreciate the concept and 

accept the neuropsychological explanation of why it works, but I do not have the patience for it. 

The skill enhancement imagery instances have been consistent and helpful in acquiring the 
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kinesthetic sense for the skills. Those will be permanent and continuous psychological skills 

practices. However, I was not motivated to complete the competition simulation imagery because 

I lose patience and therefore focus before the end of the image. So, the time it takes and my fear 

of failure have reduced how often I use this type of imagery. Ironically, this mean this type of 

imagery is exactly the psychological skill that I should be working on because I tend to lose 

focus during the longer direct elimination bouts where I become cognitively fatigued. In skating, 

you execute the same set of skills in the same order, every time, but fencing has almost infinite 

sequencing possibilities. After feedback, I started practicing shorter and easier images. For 

example, during lessons I recreated the kinesthetic image of executing a skill flawlessly 

immediately after and before I did the next repetition. I also tried to recreate the image of the 

beach path in the video that I use as a relaxation technique. Both strategies were more successful 

than my original imagery attempts. And, they were impactful in creating an opportunity for 

improving my self-efficacy.  

Professional Philosophy 

The biggest impact the PPEP project has had on my professional philosophy is learning 

how all the mental skills are interconnected and therefore need a framework for translating them 

to the client. The foundational skill is goal setting where all other skills can grow and lead back 

to. It is the “why” of the skills. Then I see self-talk and imagery as the anchors of mental 

performance because they enhance confidence. Concentration/focus and relaxation supported 

through mindfulness and stress management are the pillars which facilitate and are facilitated by 

self-talk and imagery. Going through the process of incorporating different mental skills 

throughout this project, I see the value in a systematic approach. Psychological skills training 

(PST) programs are ideally implemented in the pre-season (Weinberg & Williams, 2021). Even if 
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I am unsure of which skills would best help the client at a given time, there needs to be some 

organization to how we prioritize learning or strengthening skills. As a standard initiation to my 

psychoeducational services, I will have clients both fill out the assessment forms such as the 

Athletic Skills Coping Inventory (Smith et al. 1995) and Test of Performance Strategies (TOPS, 

Thomas et al., 1999) and conduct an initial interview with a motivational interviewing 

philosophy to assess a client’s needs as well as willingness to change. Wrapping up the PPEP, I 

would like to create a curriculum with information and worksheets for each skill as a unit that 

can be either done sequentially but also have each unit as a standalone device. 

Additionally, I see the merit in identifying a counseling philosophy as part of forming 

your professional identity and approach to providing services (Keegan, 2010). The experience of 

using the PPEP mental skills to enhance my own performance gave me insight into my which 

consulting philosophy best fits my approach to services. This project in combination with the 

counseling theories class led me to conclude that the theoretical approach should match the 

client’s needs, personality and stage of change (Prochaska & Norcross, 2018). Those factors 

should determine whether the interventions are client-led versus consultant-led. For example, if a 

fencing club contracted my services, I would likely need to take a consultant-led approach 

because the coaches will be the ones responsible for maintaining any PST programs. Therefore, I 

would primarily act solely as an educator. For individual clients, I think the philosophic approach 

is more nuanced and may alter as the relationship develops. During the process of the PPEP I 

have at times liked the control of creating my own techniques and accountability methods, but 

there were also times where I felt that I just needed an “expert” to tell me what to do. Athletes 

are instruction oriented, so I think there is value in taking the authoritative role in some 
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circumstances, especially if the client is resistant or youth athletes. Most importantly, taking a 

holistic approach gives the most flexibility in providing SPP services.  

Ethics 

 General Ethical Standard Six (AASP, 2024) addresses personal problems and conflicts 

and calls for personal awareness about practitioner impairments. Upon reflection of the PPEP, I 

think I may be susceptible to occupational burnout because I am a perfectionist (Johnson et al., 

2025) and typically do not prioritize recovery practices (Magdaleno & Meyer, 2023). I did not 

consider including recovery measures in my weekly plans, so by the week after the tournament, I 

needed a few days to mentally and physically recover. Johson and colleagues (2025) suggested 

that autonomy over personal time could help avoid occupational burnout. Abiding by the Ethical 

Standard Six (AASP, 2024) means that I may need to take a temporary leave of absence from 

practicing if I become burnt out, which could then violate Ethical Standard Seven (AASP, 2024) 

of doing no harm because clients may feel abandoned. Therefore, I need to include recovery 

measures in my professional planning.  

 Another ethical challenge that came to light in the process of the PPEP is the personal 

issues that may arise from working with fencing clients as a current competitor. My fencing 

participation is both a professional credential as well as marketing tool, and I have already had 

interest in my services from the fencing community once I have professional competence. 

Practically it makes sense to work with this population, but I recognize that it must be handled 

delicately to remain ethical. For example, I do not think it would be appropriate to take one-on-

one clients who I may compete against (female-identifying epee fencers ages thirteen and above) 

or members of any clubs I represent. But it may be ethical for them to attend seminars. This will 
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be an ethical challenge that would be best explored during mentorship and in discussions with 

colleagues.  

Multicultural Awareness 

The importance of cultural competence is a current and salient issue in sport and performance 

psychology. All four courses I have taken so far at the University of Western States have 

included units and learning materials on multicultural awareness demonstrating the importance 

of cultural competence in graduate training. Martens and colleagues (2000) discuss the potential 

effects of cultural incompetence on SPP practice such as overgeneralizations high attrition rates 

and call for multicultural training in graduate programs. Considering the psychoeducational 

nature of my professional consulting role, I think it is important to acknowledge cultural contexts 

of the competing performers but also the coaching performers. Coach are often the deliverers of 

psychoeducational programs because they are the day-to-day leaders in the sport organism 

(Weinberg & Williams, 2021) A large portion of the coaching community in both figure skating 

and fencing are not American, which I believe is reflective of many sport environments in the 

United States.  It is important to acknowledge cultural differences in creating interventions and 

seminars. Using the example of my fencing coach who grew up in the Soviet Era state-sponsored 

sport system, she may not respond well to a coaching seminar that includes singling out student 

with specific positive feedback. Interestingly, I found that coaches who come from an 

authoritarian sport system are either completely committed to that type of leadership or have 

gone to the complete opposite, submissive style because they are afraid of American parents and 

“getting in trouble” with organizations.  
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Referral 

This project solidified my belief that there are two different approaches to sport and 

performance psychology: clinical and psychoeducational. I was first introduced to this idea in the 

McHenry and colleagues (2022) distinguishing between the clinical mental health role and 

mental performance enhancement role. I am leaning into the distinction between pursuing a 

doctorate in education rather than a PhD or PsyD and am planning to use the professional title of 

mental high-performance educator or similar. In navigating the mental skills (many of which I 

have used before) I found that the knowledge translation from resources practices felt like a 

separate experience from investigating how my non-performance life was affecting the 

performance aspect. A few times I turned to my personal psychotherapist to discuss if some 

personality traits or past experiences may need to be handled outside of the sport context. So, I 

see the line of referral delineated when interventions and strategies within the performance 

context are not effective for mediating state or trait issues. As an analogy, teachers and sport 

coaches should have psychopathology awareness and competence (in the case of teachers) to 

assess the overall mental health states of their students, but they are not actively involved in 

clinical psychopathology, even if they frequently engage in emotional release conversations with 

their students. The same as it would be unethical for a teacher to diagnose and treat mental health 

symptoms in students, it would not be appropriate for someone with a psychoeducational role to 

either.  

Silver Linings: A Final Mental Skills Reflection 

I recently listened to a Happiness Lab podcast episode where Dr. Laurie Santos (2019) 

spoke with figure skater Michelle Kwan about how she handled “losing” the Olympic gold 

medal at two Olympic Games. The premise of the episode was that our perception of success is 
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determined by our standards of achievement. For Michelle Kwan, she looked at her Olympic 

Medals as “winning” the silver and bronze medals instead of “losing” the gold medal. Most 

interestingly, she spoke about how her coaches could never get her to leave the ice after practice 

because she loved skating so much. It made me think about what the purpose is of my fencing. 

While I found the PPEP project to be greatly impactful on my fencing, it became mentally 

exhausting to think about improving constantly for weeks at a time. To me, practice is a 

necessary means to achieving my goals and an important part of my athletic identity schema. I 

want to the Veteran World Championships, so I have to make the most of every practice. 

However, after listening to this episode I realized that I rarely “have fun” when I practice 

because I view fun and hard work dichotomously. I decided the last week of the project to take a 

break from the worksheets and trying to utilize all the skills and to focus on enjoying the time 

fencing. It was one of the best weeks of fencing I have had in about six months. As athletes and 

practitioners, I think we can get preoccupied with the need for constant performance 

improvement, and that is certainly the core of why we do it. But I would like to use this 

experience to remind myself as both and athlete and professional that enjoying the moment can 

be just as valuable as making the most of the moment. 
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Appendix B: July 28-August 3 
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Appendix C: August 4-10 
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Appendix D: August 11-17 
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Appendix F: August 25-31 




























