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Coaches must recognize the unique learning needs of athletes with HD and adjust their coaching
methods/styles accordingly to foster an inclusive environment. This could include utilizing visual aids,
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essential, as athletes with HD may require more time to grasp new skills and gain concepts. With proper
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In our previous articles, we explored the importance of understanding hidden disabilities (HD) and

creating inclusive environments for our athletes. Coaches must recognize the unique learning needs of

athletes with HD and adjust their coaching methods/styles accordingly to foster an inclusive

environment. This could include utilizing visual aids, offering clearer instructions and breaking tasks into

manageable steps. Patience and understanding are essential, as athletes with HD may require more time



to grasp new skills and gain concepts. With proper training and support, coaches can create a more

positive and inclusive environment for all athletes, regardless of ability (Vargas et al., 2019).

Navigating Youth Soccer with an Autistic Child-A Parent’s Perspective

In a recent interview with the parent of an Autistic teenage soccer player, the family provides valuable

insights into the challenges and triumphs of supporting a child with autism in youth soccer at a

competitive level. McDonald (2024) shares their experiences navigating the complexities of their son's

participation, including his unique behaviors, communication styles, and the challenges of fostering

inclusion within the soccer community.

Key Themes and Challenges

Recommendations for Coaches and Parents

By understanding and identifying the challenges and opportunities presented by hidden disabilities in

youth soccer, coaches and parents can work together to create a more inclusive and supportive

environment for all athletes. Let's explore effective tools, insights, and techniques that you as a coach

can employ to create a more inclusive supportive training atmosphere and learning experience for your

athletes.

Identifying Hidden Disabilities

While some hidden disabilities may be readily apparent, others may be more subtle. Here are some signs

to look for:

Individualized Needs: McDonald (2024) emphasized that every autistic child is unique, and it is essential to understand

and address their specific needs and challenges.

Communication and Feedback: Clear and constructive feedback is crucial for helping autistic children understand their

strengths and areas for improvement. Vague criticism can be frustrating and counterproductive.

Social Challenges: Autism can present social challenges, such as difficulty understanding and responding to social cues.

Creating a supportive and inclusive team environment is essential for helping autistic athletes feel accepted and valued.

Disclosure of Autism: The decision of whether or not to disclose a child's autism to coaches can be complex, allowing

coaches to initiate the conversation after evaluating the player can be a helpful strategy as McDonald discussed (2024).

Open Communication: Building open and honest communication with coaches and teammates is essential for addressing

the needs of autistic athletes.

Individualized Support: Tailoring coaching strategies and providing additional support can help autistic children succeed

in sports.

Positive Reinforcement: Focusing on positive feedback and celebrating achievements can boost confidence and

motivation.

Creating an Inclusive Environment: Fostering a culture of acceptance and understanding can make a significant

difference in the experience of autistic athletes.

Difficulty with social interactions: Athletes may struggle to communicate effectively or understand social cues.



*Essential Reminders:

Creating Inclusive Activities in Training Sessions

Key Coaching Tips:

Grading/Differentiated Instruction is a flexible approach to adapting activities to suit the individual

needs of each athlete, not just based off age, but off developmental level. It ensures that everyone can

participate at their own level, making the activities more achievable or challenging as necessary.

Challenges with focus and attention: Athletes may have trouble staying on task or following instructions. When you ask

them a question or try and get their attention, they may be uncomfortable with direct eye contact and may look down or

away.

Sensory sensitivities: Athletes might be overly sensitive to sounds, lights, or touch. You may see them cover their ears,

stand at the back of your huddle because they may feel distracted or overwhelmed by standing too close to their teammates.

You may see increased fidgeting and extra movement.

Physical limitations: Some hidden disabilities can manifest as physical challenges, such as chronic pain or fatigue.

Lack of eye contact doesn't equal disinterest.

Incorporate repetition during training sessions for understanding.

Be mindful of sensory overload (noise, temperature).

Offer breaks to prevent meltdowns.

Use words and gestures for better communication.

Consider visual timers for control and certainty.

Always use athletes' names; build rapport for trust.

Accept trial and error in coaching; flexibility is key.

There's no single correct approach; adapt to each athlete’s needs.

Provide clear and concise instructions: Use physical demonstrations, speak slowly and clearly, and avoid complex

language.

Repeat and rephrase: Be patient and understand if athletes need additional explanations.

Announce activities and reinforce them: Go over the schedule of practice before hand. This can help athletes to

understand and take away the anxiety of the unexpected. Using a visual checklist or visuals for the routine of practice, this

provides concrete understanding of what is expected of your athlete during practice.

Be mindful of sensory stimulation: Offer breaks as needed to prevent sensory overstimulation. This could look like a

short break away from the group for a short time until they feel ready to come back to the group.

Consider a visual timer: This can help reduce uncertainty and provide a sense of control.

Refer to athletes by their names: Build rapport and trust by using their names.

Use positive reinforcement: Avoid saying "great job" and instead use phrases like "great effort" to maintain a positive

atmosphere. Provide frequent praise and encouragement to build confidence and motivation.

Embrace trial and error: Be flexible and adaptive to each athlete's unique needs.

Adaptations: Modify activities to accommodate different learning styles and physical abilities. For example, if a player has

difficulty with visual cues, provide verbal instructions or use tactile aids.

Small-sided games: Emphasize teamwork and cooperation in smaller groups, which can be more manageable for athletes

with certain disabilities.



Below is an example of how to grade an exercise which you may see similarities with the U.S. Soccer

Grassroots Play-Practice-Play methodology where it is encouraged to design more and less challenging

versions of your activities.
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