
Learning Ladder 
 
There are four steps in 'The Learning Ladder' 
  
Step 1: Unconscious Incompetence:(We don't know what we don't know). 
A new referee, learning the Laws of the Game in the classroom, is unable to take charge of a game because he does not know the Laws (he is 
incompetent) and he does not know what is required (he is unconscious of what is needed). 
  
Step 2: Conscious Incompetence: (When we realize that we need to learn something). 
When the new referee begins his first games, his awareness expands, and he moves to a level of Conscious Incompetence. He is vaguely aware of 
what needs to be done as far as the Laws are concerned, and he knows that he has the option to do something about it (he is conscious); but his 
lack of experience means that he struggles with applying the Laws (he is incompetent). 
  
Step 3: Conscious Competence: 
(This is when we are mastering a skill and still have to concentrate all of the time we are doing it). 
After about a year or so, the referee is aware of his limitations. He is not yet fluent; and still has to concentrate hard to get it right (conscious). 
He realizes that there needs to be some improvement, and embarks on becoming more proficient (competent). He will need to constantly re-
assess his performances, and continually learn as much as he can. 
  
Step 4: Unconscious Competence: (Doing things without thinking about it). 
Finally, after many years of learning and practicing, and officiating in as many games as possible, refereeing becomes second nature (unconscious), 
and a referee no longer has to concentrate too hard on what he is doing (competent). He has reached the topmost learning level of Unconscious 
Competence. 

 

A study at Cardiff University in Wales revealed that there are important 10-minute periods in each game of football; these periods nearly always 
require stricter policing by the referee. Examples of this include: 
  

 the first 10 minutes of a game; 
 the five minute period immediately before and immediately after half time, and 
 the last ten minutes of the game. 

It was found that a large proportion of problems occurred within these periods. In addition to this, further variable ten-minute periods (for 
example, following an incident trouble flash-point or the scoring of an important goal) were also identified as periods where confrontation and 
trouble abounded. 

 

 


