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Youth, ages 10 to 19, compose approximately 42% of all individuals who have 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in Australia. In 2012, there were an estimated 115,400 
Australians living with ASD, with 28,000 of those between the ages of 10 and 14, and 

21,000 of them between 15 and 19 years old (Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2014). Twenty 
percent of adolescents with ASD struggle to participate in physical activity (PA) in a school set-
ting (ABS, 2014). However, participation in physical activity for children with ASD is essential, 
as it provides a sense of normalcy, allows the children to experience a fun activity with their peers, 
and develops important interpersonal skills (Ohrberg, 2013, p. 53). Indeed, moderate-to-vigorous 
physical activity improves both physical and behavioral difficulties, including reductions in stereo-
typic behaviors (Sorensen & Zarrett, 2014).
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There are challenges related to coaching adolescents with 
ASD, due to ASD being a lifelong developmental disorder 
characterized by marked difficulties with social interactions, 
impaired communication, restricted and repetitive interests and 
behaviors, and sensory sensitivities (Autism Spectrum Aus-
tralia, 2016). Consequently, there tends to be a lack of sport 
programs and opportunities available to adolescents with ASD. 
Therefore, identifying effective coaching strategies will help 
create a positive and engaging environment for adolescents 
with ASD as well as help coaches in delivering sport sessions.

This article draws on multiple observations and experiences 
of volunteer coaching staff to identify effective coaching strate-
gies. The observations were conducted as part of a collabora-
tive initiative between a metropolitan special school (school 
specifically for children with ASD) and a team of academic 
and professional staff, as well as volunteer students from the 
University of South Australia. The sport program, called Sup-
porting Success, was developed to provide opportunities for 
adolescents with ASD to participate in free, regular, organized 
sport activities during school hours beyond the regular teacher-
led physical education lessons.

Effective Coaching Strategies
A number of effective coaching strategies were identified 

and recorded from multiple observations and volunteer coach 
feedback from the Supporting Success program. These strat-
egies included: 1) ensuring clear communication through the 

use of visual cards, 2) providing activity demonstrations before 
student engagement, 3) using distinct special markings (i.e., 
cones) as coaching aids, and 4) overcoming sensory challenges.

Clear communication
Engaging in clear and consistent communication along 

with demonstrations was found to be an important coaching 
strategy that created a supportive and engaging environment 
for adolescents with ASD. Adolescents with ASD process ver-
bal and visual information at a comparatively slower rate than 
many other adolescents, so providing too many instructions at 
one time can be overwhelming (Hatch-Rasmussen, 2015). Oral 
communication may lead to some adolescents with ASD feel-
ing confused or anxious and therefore unable to carry out set 
tasks. Essentially, using oral communication to coach can cre-
ate sensory overload, which has been described as “being tuned 
into 40 TV channels all at once” (Hatch-Rasmussen, 2015).

Program observations also revealed the need for altering 
coaching language so that sport-specific terminology was re-
duced. This was found to be particularly important in the early 
stages of program sessions. For example, prompting an adoles-
cent with ASD to “Throw the cricket ball at the stumps” was 
confusing for a number of participants, as they did not appear 
to understand the terminology of cricket ball and stumps. How-
ever, when a coach instructed a participant to “Throw the ball at 
the three sticks,” participants engaged positively in the activity. 
Coaching instruction that focused on a more literal interpreta-
tion (i.e., ball and sticks) versus sport-specific lingo (i.e., “cricket 

Figure 1.  Picture cards.
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ball at the stumps”) was found to be a better 
coaching strategy in the initial stages of learn-
ing about a sport.

It was also found that using clear visual 
aids can be a useful tool for instructing some 
adolescents with ASD. In particular, the use of 
visual cards, developed by the coaches, assisted 
with identifying and providing clarification of 
instructions during a sport training session. 
For example, a picture card showing how to 
line up was developed (see Figure 1). Having 
a clear, identifiable card that showed what was 
required, holding this up for participants to see, 
and then issuing an associated statement (i.e., 
“Line up”) aided participants’ engagement in 
the program. Further, when participants saw 
the image of a person receiving the ball with 
his or her arms out, a number of program par-
ticipants began to copy the actions on the pic-
ture by reaching out their arms to catch a ball. 
When the skill image was shown in addition to 
providing verbal coaching instruction, such as “Catch the ball,” 
participants all engaged in the activity.

Activity demonstrations
Supporting Success participants responded and remained 

engaged in sport activities when coaches used activity demon-
strations rather than exclusive oral communication/instruction. 
In particular, the use of very short verbal instructions or cues, 
accompanied by a physical demonstration of the skill by a coach, 
were identified as effective coaching strategies. For example, a 
coach would say “Do this” and then throw a ball up in the air. 
Adolescents with ASD in Supporting Success would then copy 
that behavior. This training drill would continue in this fashion 
for several minutes before another drill was introduced.

The combination of short verbal instructions with physical 
demonstrations, along with the integration of visual cards, were 
found to be effective coaching strategies.

Use of distinct equipment
Another important coaching strategy was the use of col-

ored sporting equipment. This ensured participants understood 
which piece of equipment coaches were referring to when in-
structions were provided. For example, all soccer balls were 
black and white, netballs were yellow and black, and cricket 
balls were yellow. Adolescents with ASD in the program eas-
ily identified distinctive-colored equipment when asked which 
piece of equipment was appropriate for certain practice drills 
or activities (see Figure 2). Observations revealed that in early 
training sessions the focus should be on developing participants’ 
ability to recognize specific equipment. Coaches developed an 
activity that focused on having various pieces of equipment out, 
coaches naming the equipment, and asking participants to col-
lect a specific item. This drill was often incorporated as a warm-
up activity, with all participants in a line and a collection of 
equipment a short distance away. By incorporating this activity 

at the beginning of sessions, coaches could gauge the degree to 
which participants had retained the ability to identify specific 
pieces of sports equipment.

Overcoming sensory challenges
Observations and coach feedback identified an issue that 

could arise for some adolescents with ASD in relation to the 
feel of some sports equipment. In addition to using highly 
distinctive-colored sporting equipment, coaches needed to un-
derstand the effect that some equipment textures had on par-
ticipants. Several pieces of equipment that appeared relatively 
smooth to most were uncomfortable to the touch for a small 
number of adolescents with ASD. For example, netballs are not 
entirely smooth, as this can assist with gripping the ball. How-
ever, some adolescents with ASD disliked this “roughness” in 
texture, which led to disengagement in, or avoidance of, activi-
ties that included this specific piece of sports equipment. These 
participants would become overly anxious or exhibit nega-
tive behaviors when this equipment was utilized (e.g., shout-
ing, flapping arms). An effective coaching strategy adopted by 
coaches to address this issue was to reassure the individual it 
was “OK” not to like the feel of the item. Coaches would then 
provide an opportunity for the participant to overcome the sen-
sory issue by introducing the feel of the piece of equipment to 
the individual.

For example, if an individual did not like the feel of a net-
ball during a catching activity, he or she would be provided the 
opportunity to pick up the ball off the ground. In some cases, 
simply pushing the ball on the ground with one finger would 
help. Individuals were then encouraged (in their own time) to 
continue to move the ball with more fingers, then their whole 
hand. Over a short period of time individuals would be en-
couraged to lift the ball up slowly, allowing them to drop it 
when they felt uncomfortable. Providing an opportunity for an 
adolescent with ASD to progressively touch and interact with 

Figure 2.  Distinctive-colored equipment.
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the sports equipment in an open and comfortable environment 
allowed him or her to become desensitized to its texture and 
become accustomed to using the equipment.

Another strategy adopted by coaches in relation to address-
ing sensory issues for adolescents with ASD was the use of 
modified equipment. Specifically, foam balls can be used to re-
place netballs and/or a cricket ball. As with sport-specific balls, 
having distinctively colored foam balls was a useful coaching 
strategy and provided an opportunity for all adolescents to par-
ticipate at the same time rather than being segregated. It is also 
essential to modify the playing area and rules of the game so 
that every student has the opportunity to participate and feel 
included during sport or activity time. The sport program used 
the “balancing act” model (Australian Sports Commission, 
2018; see Figure  3) that is designed to maximize individual 
potential while still maintaining the integrity of the activity or 
game. For example, modifying the size of a soccer field and/or 
the size of the soccer goals while maintaining the general rules 
of the game.

Conclusion
This article has highlighted several effective coaching strate-

gies developed through the implementation of a multi-sport 
program for adolescents with ASD in a school setting. Effec-
tive coaching strategies include the use of clear communication 
and demonstrations, particularly focusing on the reduction of 
sport-specific terminology used by coaches to explain and di-
rect participants during training drills. In addition, the use of 
visual cards can assist with engaging those adolescents who fail 
to respond to exclusively verbal communication/instruction. In 
relation to sports equipment, the use of distinct, colored items, 
as well as using modified equipment (such as foam balls) was 
found to be a good coaching strategy that resulted in all ado-
lescents with ASD participating in the sport training sessions. 
Aligned with the modification of equipment was the alteration 

of the playing area and rules, while maintaining a balance be-
tween the integrity of the activity and addressing the needs of 
each individual participant. Thus, coaching sessions were found 
to be inclusive, engaging and, above all, fun.
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Figure 3.  Balancing act model.
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