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Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of working inclusively in soccer coaching through three distinct but connected case studies. Case studies focus on the landscape of disability football coaching, coaching players with autism, blindness, and visual impairments. Key elements around structural and individual challenges faced by coaches in disability football will be explored alongside strategies to effectively engage players experiencing disabilities to offer a practice-based insight related to effective coaching practice when working in disability soccer with children and adolescents.

Case Study 1: A declining soccer landscape (Glyn Harding)
I have been involved in coaching people who experience disability for over 40 years. A major question that has evolved in my learning journey is related to progress. Specifically, have ‘we’ as a disability sport community made relevant and sufficient progress? Thomas and Smith (2009) found disabled people were under-represented in the sport media, whilst Fitzgerald and Kirk (2009) suggested disability sports had been historically valued less than mainstream sports. There is also evidence that people experiencing disability have traditionally had issues accessing sports and leisure facilities (The Activity Alliance, 2020). French and Hainsworth (2001) noted that while most organizations had disability policy statements, their understanding of disability was often limited, leading to barriers to sports participation due to lack of physical access and transport and staff attitudes and availability. Furthermore, the English Football Association did not have any pan-disability teams or specialist coaches until the turn of 20th century, which puts disability football around 150 years behind its mainstream version. It appears that issues highlighted by French and Hainsworth (2001) have not significantly improved in the last 20 years. Thus, it is important that coaches are aware of them and have skills to alleviate existing challenges when venturing into disability football.

Contemporary challenges
In recent years, it has become evident that dwindling resources excessively affect the most vulnerable social groups, decreasing opportunities for people with a disability (The Activity Alliance, 2020). Collins and Kaye (2017) suggest poverty, limited access to travel and disability will often mean exclusion from sport for people. Brittain (2004), Smith and Thomas (2009), Townsend et al. (2018) and Grenier and Lieberman (2022) have continued to identify similar concerns regarding sport participation for people experiencing disability. Townsend et al. (2018) suggest coaches are generally not trained in the specifics of disability sport and contemporary coaching largely reflects ableist attitudes.

The House of Commons’ Education Committee (2019) Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) Report further indicated limited progress in disability sport, especially when its content is compared to the same SEND Committee Report from 2005, which had highlighted many of the same issues. Both reports detail the difficulties faced by parents for whom the system is failing to meet the needs of their children due to ambiguous policies (SEND Report, 2005, p. 23). The 2005 SEND Report (2005, p.5) highlighted the closure of specialist schools and the “forcing” of some children into mainstream schools when it is not in their best interests. Both reports indicate that the pathway to sport participation is often truncated for many people experiencing disability. When it comes to football, it means that disability football players are not supported and recruited from schools into the game. There are few, if any, intra or inter-school soccer games happening in the UK anymore, so there is seemingly a void in resourcing and promoting purposeful participation.

The SEND Report (2019) also highlights concerns about a lack of specialist staff and training for other staff members such as class teachers, head teachers and teaching assistants. To manage SEND requirements, schools have employed coaches to remedy the shortfall in sport related support, however coaches employed, who are often part-time, have reported vulnerability issues in the field with coaches lacking confidence and the technical capacity (Townsend, Cushion, and Smith 2017). Taylor et al. (2016) suggest young people are aware of such insecurities and that such insecurities can provide a challenging environment for the coach to work in. They also note that challenging coaching environments, a lack of SEND-specific knowledge and the multiple barriers people with impairments face to participate in sport limit the success of establishing a professional environment (Taylor et al. 2016).

In addition, the practice of disability sport coaching has seen limited development. For instance, Haskins’ (2005) STEP Model and Black and Stevenson’s Inclusion Spectrum Model (2003) are still unfamiliar to many practitioners alongside whom I have worked. In most cases, coaches are aware of the model and spectrum, but lack the in-depth knowledge to devise fully inclusive high-quality sessions. For instance, I have witnessed, more times than I could count, students experiencing disability reliving their PE journeys by recalling that they were “let off to go to the fitness gym”, were allowed to do “whatever they like” or were asked to act as “score keeper or timekeeper” (Brittan, 2000).

Coaches’ experience involved in disability sports
To add to the challenges in disability sport noted above, I include insights collected in 2010 from ten coaches from a range of para sports (Blind soccer, wheelchair basketball, equestrian, swimming, and gymnastics). The interviewees included 2 females and 8 males working at elite level. All the coaches were over 40 years of age with the oldest being 64 and many had over 16 years coaching experience covering 3 paralympic cycles. The interviews led to a main theme revolving around the roles of National Governing Bodies (NGB) in disability soccer. 

The interviews revealed that none of the coaches had officially applied for their jobs. Instead, they had been informally approached, or volunteered by someone within their NGB. All the coaches claimed their communication skills improved by coaching disabled athletes. In some instances, they had to adopt an entirely new way of explaining and communicating to meet the requirements of their athletes. For example, one of the coaches completed a navigational orientation course to enable them to improve their understanding of taking players through foreign airports and manage challenges on and off the pitch.

Working with disabled athletes was found by all to be about adaptation and developing a different set of coaching and teaching skills (Craven, 2004). The findings suggest all coaches developed their styles and practices simultaneously with their athletes to better serve athletes’ sporting needs. Specifically, coaches in blind soccer found that navigation, guiding techniques and the use of echolocation aided their understanding of their players’ abilities and had to enjoy priority over game-related technical knowledge. For instance, a coach who used to be an elite professional able-bodied footballer shared that he could not approach blind football as he would have done with able-bodied football and that initially the players had “guided” him on his learning journey to become an effective blind soccer coach.

With financial support being a recurring theme in para-sports, coaches often had to self-fund and find creative ways to support their players on and off the pitch. For instance, coaches often had to go beyond the regular remit of a coach and assumed tasks such as buying and washing kit, driving the team bus, and organising travel for the team. Given that the culture of soccer has been, by and large, ableist, it is unsurprising that mainstream coaches had (and often still have) little awareness of the nature of parasport or pan-disability soccer. Regardless of economic restrictions, coaches felt a great sense of pride and privilege to have had the opportunity to positively contribute to their athletes’ lives.

Impairment specific NGB soccer qualifications are limited for coaches to access and so these sports have largely been left to enthusiastic volunteers, part-time coaches, teachers, family members and friends of players who are still the lifeblood of disability sports. Given that most of the coaching in disability sport is still undertaken by enthusiastic volunteers, it is then unsurprising that disability soccer is far behind its able-bodied counterpart by way of funds organisation and participation and kudos.

It is not only access to facilities and resources that disability football contends with, but also access to coaches with relevant knowledge and experienced. The extent to which such knowledge and experience are essential in disability football will be unfolded in the next case study.
 
Case Study 2: Autism and football: friend or foe? (Craig Williams)
Autism is a lifelong, developmental disability that affects how a person communicates with and relates to other people as well as how they experience the world around them (Asperger’s Syndrome Foundation, 2023; Jordan, 1999; Vetri & Roccella, 2020). In 2020, the British Medical Association (2020) estimated that over 700.000 people experienced autism in the UK and one in one hundred children believed to have a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Given that autism is identified on a spectrum, children with ASD have the tendency to experience dissimilar symptoms (National Autistic Foundation, 2023).

[bookmark: _Hlk125299994][bookmark: _Hlk125128318][bookmark: _Hlk125222632]While it is widely recognised that taking part in sport can increase self-esteem, physical fitness, self-worth, self-confidence and can help develop social skills (Vetri & Roccella 2020; National Autistic Foundation, 2023), people experiencing ASD can struggle to function in a group or team situation and, thus, may miss out on benefits associated with team sports (Howells et al 2022). This may be exacerbated by coaches not being aware of strategies around effectively managing people experiencing ASD and related symptoms in team settings, e.g., fear and anxiety in social situations, sensory challenges, challenges with verbal and nonverbal communication, rigid behaviour patterns and differences with understanding body language (Srinivasan, Pescatello & Bhat, 2014; Vella-Fondacaro, Vella-Fondacaro & Camilleri, 2022).  

Given the multitude of challenges, football may appear an unlikely sport for someone experiencing autism due to the continuous communication and social skills required (Lopez-Diaz, Custodio, & Camarena, 2021). However, when Vella-Fondacaro, Vella-Fondacaro, & Camilleri (2022) observed parents of autistic children who participated in team sports, they noticed that parents perceived their children improved their social skills and confidence in playing team sports. Therefore, it may be argued that despite the challenges people experiencing ASD can benefit from partaking in team sports. 

Coach education – no linear thinking…
Football may be described as a dynamic and (sometimes) chaotic invasion game, where individuals, units and teams compete to outwit each other through skill and tactical play. The direction of contemporary football coach education and sports coach development has required and challenged coaches to embrace this ‘chaos’ and develop authentic practice environments that facilitate a realistic experience (David’s, Button, & Bennett 2008; Light & Curry 2021). Lines and queues, which traditionally signified linear coaching pedagogy, have been replaced with a challenge to coaches to evolve a non-linear approach to coaching. Such non-linear approach is centred on players’ learning and game scenarios where decision making opportunities are facilitated and players can question what has and could happen (Vinson, Brady, Moreland, & Judge, 2016).

Predicting what could and will happen in game scenarios can be challenging to any player. However, for players experiencing autism such tasks may seem unsurmountable given the potential struggles to process questions such as: what could you do if…? or what might be the outcome of…? For coaches working with players experiencing autism, it can take significant time and investment to help process complex questions as initially they need to establish understanding around where the question is coming from as opposed to what the potential answers or practice outcomes might be. Therefore, verbal communication needs to be clear and concise (National Autistic Foundation, 2023). The use of visual communication can also be an effective strategy to aid communication with players experiencing ASD (UK Coaching, 2014).

Experience from working with coaches
One of the first steps in any coach-player relationship is getting to know the players and developing rapport as athletes (of any age) can vary greatly in abilities (MacFarlane & Kanaya, 2009; Ohrberg, 2013). It is especially true when it comes to athletes with autism, which is often (but not always) diagnosed alongside other conditions such as: ADHD, hearing impairment, dyslexia, dyspraxia, hypotonia, epilepsy, and hyperlexia (National Autistic Foundation, 2023). Therefore, taking the time to understand the individuals and their condition is essential before any training programme commences. Here I outline some key points for coaches to consider:

1) Asking ‘what if’ questions and making attempts to minimise the barriers to participation and progress within the session, whilst preparing for different possible outcomes linked to players’ health, age and stage of development are all central to effective planning. For instance, I had discussions with a parent of a player with dyspraxia, a condition symbolised by a delay in motor development the challenges of everyday tasks such as tying laces or buttoning a school shirt to understand the player and their abilities. In a football context where players are having to react and coordinate their bodies and their decisions to the ‘picture’ of the game, not having those abilities could be extremely challenging and frustrating. Consequently, for a player with autism, a team sports environment with high levels of social interaction and high levels of body control can be an anxiety producing environment unless carefully manged. The actual challenges here will depend on the individual, their social, communication, and emotion management skills.
2) Dealing with defeat can be a challenge for anyone, but a player experiencing autism can have an intense focus to win and, thus, defeat can be hard to accept and may result in a form of meltdown, manifesting in verbal attacks on teammates and others. I also noticed that some autistic players were reluctant to engage in a game if they thought they would lose. This catastrophising an event, along with the thought of ‘failure’ became a barrier to the player engaging in skill development at the outset. Therefore, when working with players with autism, coaches will need to learn to successfully manage behaviours and the impact those behaviours may have on the individual and the team. Thus, it is pertinent to identify and understand the possible reasons for those behaviour patterns and learn to manage them. For example, a source of (what may be considered as) ‘disruptive’ behaviour could be triggered by a reaction to an issue with sensory sensitivity or miscomprehending communications or others’ reactions (Jordan 1999). 
3) From a safety perspective, one of the first things we discussed as coaches was our inability to predict the outcome of certain behaviours and the actions of players. Players with autism may have a diverse sense of danger which may increase the risk of injury.  An increased risk may be one player’s refusal to wear shin pads due to the sensory stimulus of the shin pads. 
4) As coaches, we must not overload players with information and keep instructions clear, concise regrading what we want them to do (Sports Coach UK, 2012) as multiple sources of information can be a barrier to players’ engagement. For instance, when coaches provide verbal instructions along with demonstrations can be led to psychological overload for players with autism who often have ‘single focus’ attention (Webster no date), which can make it extremely difficult to focus on more than one thing. Furthermore, a busy and noisy environment at training sessions or on match days can further distract autistic players. Such sensory overload often leads to a disruption in focus, which then becomes challenging to regain. Therefore, when presenting information, it is vital to address the player their name to ensure focus and connection. 
5) When presenting tasks that are multi layered, there is a need to be clear in the stages, processes and skills required. Players require only essential information, i.e., what they need to do as opposed what they do not. Autistic players may only focus on the first part of a multi staged activity. As a result, it is important to provide the players with clear instruction and time to complete part 1 of the task and only then instruct them to engage in part two. For someone experiencing ASD, knowing when a practice is progressing can be helpful (Sports Coach UK, 2012).  The notion of change can cause high levels of stress for players experiencing ASD, so pre warning of these imminent changes can help players experiencing ASD to manage and cope with these changes (National Autistic Foundation, 2023). 

All in all, over time and with a consistent set of behaviours the players referred to above developed social skills, deepened their love for the game, learned to care for each other, and respect for their club and coach.

Blind and VI Soccer – A brief overview (David Mycock)
British Blind Sport was formed in November 1975 under the name of British Association of Sports and Recreation Activities of the Blind (BASRAB) (Macbeth, 2009). In 1976, British Blind Sport (BBS) became a registered charity whose aim was to ensure that people living with sight loss had the same opportunities to access and compete in physical activity or sport as fully sighted people (British Blind Sport, 2019). The first organised football opportunities for partially sighted individuals in Britain took place in 1980 and were initiated by the British Football Association for the Visually Impaired (BFAVI). The BFAVI operated a national league independently until 1997 when the sport was linked with the BBS. The 5 a side B1 game of soccer, (B1-total blind, players wear eye shades to equalise the sight classification) was first played in the Paralympic Games in Athens in 2004, (International Blind Sports Association, 2017).

Barriers and Challenges                                                                                     
People with sensory impairments (hearing and visual impairments) historically have been found to have low levels of sports participation, a low exposure to good quality coaching and a low involvement in high intensity physical activity, (Short & Winnick 1986; Kobberling Jankowski, & Leger, 1991; Ponchillia, Powell, Felski, & Nicklawski, 2005; Macbeth 2009; British Blind Sport, 2017, International Blind Sports Association, 2019; World Health Organisation, 2023).

Different coaching styles are required to be adopted in VI soccer, which has been found to be fundamentally dissimilar to coaching in mainstream soccer, (Mycock & Molnar, 2021). Traditional coaching mainstream soccer duties such as being a physical trainer, mentor, and tactician, are increased to include you becoming a pastoral carer and well-being and a lifestyle consultant too, (International Council for Coaching Excellence, 2012). In essence, coaching VI/Bind football requires not only a different type of coaching, but a greater level of personal and holistic involvement with the individual player will undoubtedly be required. 

It is important to emphasise as a blind and VI soccer coach the role will reach beyond what is ‘normally’ expected and you will become a role model, a mentor, leader, guide, navigator, driver, communicator, helper, support worker, toilet assistant, waiter, critical friend, and all-round confidant. Townsend et al., (2019) and Allan, Blair-Evans, Latimer-Cheung & Cote (2019) claim disability sport coaches will experience additional challenges unique to each athlete and each sport.

Starting to play the game                                                                                     
It is advised all coaches do a needs analysis of all the blind and VI players in their care. To assist, Pennell, Gilbert, Brian, Beach and Lieberman (2022) validated the Blind Football Skills Test for Adolescents with VI (BFST-AVI), which comprises of five football-related tasks. The BFST-AVI can be adopted by grassroot organizations, national governing sports bodies, coaches, and adapted and general physical educators, to assist with the talent identification and general motor skill assessments for amateur-skilled adolescents with VI.

Before any session wherever possible, coaches should get to know the layout of and be able to navigate the changing rooms, clear routes around and on the playing area. You must carefully and continually check; risk assess and monitor the equipment and environment to create ‘safe spaces’ for the players to occupy. It is important to find unexpected objects that could become potential ‘silent assassins’ by obstructing the players’ pathways. It is important for coaches to personally meet and greet all players face to face and coaches must ensure they get into a person’s audible space whenever they are addressing or meeting a young player. This allows the player to connect and get to know you and your voice which is vital in helping build rapport and avoids the impersonal elements and the need for talking through a 3rd person.

Taking note of things like the position of the sun or floodlights and the general quality of light and level of surrounding and competing noise is vital (Collins & Kay, 2003). As a coach of blind and VI soccer you will require additional time and effort to ensure you look after the players in your care appropriately. Consequently, the actual coaching of soccer on the pitch is only the ‘tip of the iceberg’ as many studies show that para sport coaches encounter factors that are unique to working with athletes with disabilities (Tawse, Bloom, Sabiston & Reid, 2012; Davey 2014).

Taking time to orientate and walk and talk through the session and what the playing area feels, and sounds like for players is vital. This way they can physically navigate and orientate themselves under guidance to help them map out the areas and locate the audible or visual fixed points.  This can save issues later when the balls and other players and audible distractions come into play. Doing this orientation consistently well always promotes and provides safety, citizenship, ownership, and empowerment, which are vital factors for young blind soccer players to engage with to help reduce anxiety and increase their confidence.

Key responsibilities for a coach to work on as soon as possible include training for spatial orientation (individual and team orientation) (Campos, 2000); providing direction and purpose through the different style, volume, and tone of voice (Matsui, 2007; Campos et al., 2013) and in particular, the major differences for coaches to know about is the kinematic differences found in kicking actions between blind and sighted players (Giagazoglou, Katis, Kellis & Natsikas, 2011).

Coaching Aids on and off court                                                                             
It is important to develop different approaches to coaching blind and VI soccer that include tactile information giving. This can be done by outlining shapes on the hands and feet of the player to identify playing positions, movement patterns and tactics or phases of play. Using embossed raised, tactile marker boards to simulate these activities can promote the understanding of the upcoming tasks will help reduce anxiety and increase confidence. Finding better methods and ways of using your own body and voice as a coach to communicate with a blind person is vital as a central skill for success when working to improve them as blind soccer player, (Macbeth, 2009; English Football Association, 2019).

Navigating and orientating players           
Using a range of whistles, clicks, calls, volumes, and tones prompts a player to understand and use human echolocation. Echolocation has been found by many studies on both animals and humans to provide a better array and level of audio feedback (Davies, Pinder & Burners, 2009; Fister, Fister, & Fister, 2019; Fister et al, 2019). Receiving information through using echolocation helps VI people avoid obstacles such as other players, which is one of the best safety skill mechanism a player can gain if they wish to become independent. 

Human audible markers can be used as ‘verbal cones’ to allow the player to establish the angles, distances and spaces around a set playing area each time. This is important to help solidify each players own personal internal navigational instruments, and the use of rebound boards or playing in a closed space allows for the player to utilise the skill of click-based echo location to enhance the environmental feedback noise. Mind and physical mapping have been found to be important factors for calibrating a mental image of where a person is in relation to audio-spatial tasks, which can enhance the localization abilities in people who are blind, (Thaler & Norman, 2021). It will take time and patience though and this spatial orientation through effective communication needs to be an ever-present thing, and on repeat.

Audible Deprivation Training                                                                                         
Getting a young player used to tracking, receiving, and controlling and moving in control of an audible soccer ball needs hours of repetition to help master these fundamental skills of the game. To locate and control an audible ball players should adopt a sporting stance with feet shoulder with apart, bent knees and arms out for security and stability. Lowering the head allows for a player to protect it but also for them to ‘hoover’ up those 360-degree audible noises from the ball travelling along the floor.

Audible sensory deprivation training, (using a standard soccer ball without any audible sound in it) can be used at various points to allow players to have to better rely on the physical feel of the ball in relation to the foot, their body, and their head. This means the players neuroimaging links to muscular autonomy can be increased in keeping the ball under control without the reliance of sound and the over fatiguing aspect of the players high and continual levels of cognitive concentration. Deprivation training has been found to assist with the temporal processing for specialization of spatial awareness for internal vision and so it is recommended to be used sporadically with B1 players, (Bell, Wagels, Neuschafer-Rube, Fels, Gur & Konrad, 2019).

Case Study Summary
1. Meet and greet the player face to face alleviates anxiety and builds trust and rapport.
2. Navigate the playing space so the player can orientate themselves with a guide around safely to help them physically map the playing area out. This allows players to familiarise themselves with audible landmarks, appreciate the size of the area, getting to know your voice as the lead coach, their teammates the audibility of the ball and the overall environment.
3. Always undertake static ball activities to start with for all players. Playing a body part game where players put a body part on the ball on the floor as they follow instructional command calls from the coach allows for a needs analysis to be undertaken. This static safe task will show if the player can listen and follow simple instructions. You will determine if they know their left from their right sides and be able to gauge their overall functional capabilities in readiness for the next progression. 
4. Move to straight line sending, receiving, controlling, and dribbling tasks across a range of distances.
5. Progress the player to include more dynamic movement patterns and shapes into the session, such as orientating and passing and dribbling around circles, squares, and triangles. Using navigational compass points or clock faces drawn out on the floor in chalk can be a good way for players to get to know the different angles, distances, and directions and this ‘cross curricular’ learning approach can assist young players knowledge of geography, maths, and science too, (Mycock, Norman and Pickering, 2012).
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