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Project Aim
The development of effective coach education pathways has become an increasingly important focus within sport management and football development due to the growing professionalisation of coaching roles (Cushion et al., 2003; Lyle, 2007). Higher education institutions have been identified as key contributors to coach development by providing theoretical knowledge and professional skills aligned with industry expectations (Jones et al., 2012). However, research consistently shows that student coaches often experience limited opportunities to use academic learning within proper coaching environments which can create a disconnect between education and practice (Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013).
Experiential learning has been widely recognised as a critical mechanism for developing coaching competence, confidence and employability. Especially when integrated alongside formal education (Kolb, 1984; Billett, 2011). Within football, the availability of real-world coaching experience is often dependent on informal networks and personal connections, which can disadvantage student coaches who lack established links with local clubs (Cushion et al., 2010). Research shows the structural barrier as a limitation within existing coach education systems and has implications for both graduate readiness and grassroots football development (Piggott, 2015).
Digital technology is now widely used across football and sport-related roles as a way of improving communication, access to information and day-to-day organisation (Ratten, 2020; Winand et al., 2019). Studies suggest that online platforms can also help to bring different groups together and support learning and development within sport settings (Pizzo et al., 2021). However, there has been relatively little focus on using these tools to create clear and accessible links between student coaches and community football clubs (Misener and Doherty, 2012).
Because of this, the aim of this project is to develop Coach Connect, a user-friendly web-based platform designed to connect student football coaches with local football teams thereby supporting experiential learning opportunities and enhancing the integration of academic study with applied coaching practice (Kolb, 1984; Ratten, 2020). By addressing identified gaps in access to coaching experience and stakeholder connectivity. the project seeks to contribute to more effective coach development pathways in the sports sector and football contexts (Nelson et al., 2013; Cushion, 2016).



Project Background
Sport coaching has become an increasingly significant area of study within sport management due to its role in athlete development, organisational effectiveness and community sport provision (Lyle, 2007; Cushion, 2016). In football the demand for qualified and competent coaches has grown alongside the expansion of grassroots participation and formalised development pathways (Cushion et al., 2003). As a result, higher education institutions have increasingly incorporated coaching-related content into sport management and sport science programmes to enhance graduate employability and industry readiness (Jones et al., 2012).
Although higher education programmes in coaching have continued to grow, research shows that many students still experience a gap between what they learn in the classroom and the skills needed in real coaching settings (Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013). For student coaches, this often means struggling to find enough sustained and meaningful opportunities to apply their learning alongside their studies, which has been identified as an ongoing challenge within coach education (Piggott, 2015). These difficulties affect not only individual development but also have wider implications for the quality and long-term sustainability of grassroots football provision (Misener and Doherty, 2012).
Experiential learning theory suggests that people learn most effectively when they are able to apply theoretical ideas in real situations, supported by opportunities to reflect on their practice and receive feedback (Kolb, 1984; Billett, 2011). In sport management education, work-integrated learning and placement opportunities are therefore widely used to help students build skills, confidence and employment-related outcomes (Fleming et al., 2018). However, within coaching contexts, these opportunities are often inconsistent and poorly organised, which can reduce their overall value for student development (Nelson et al., 2013).
In response to these challenges, scholars have increasingly explored the role of digital technology in facilitating learning, communication and stakeholder engagement within sport organisations (Ratten, 2020; Winand et al., 2019). Digital platforms have been identified as potential tools for improving access to opportunities, reducing organisational barriers and supporting collaboration between educational institutions and community sport organisations (Pizzo et al., 2021). In spite of that, there remains limited empirical focus on digital solutions that specifically address the needs of student coaches seeking practical experience within local football clubs (Cushion, 2016).
Because of this, this literature review aims to critically examine key research relating to coach education and development pathways, experiential learning and employability within sport management, university–community partnerships, and the role of digital platforms in sport contexts (Nelson et al., 2013; Ratten, 2020). By synthesising and evaluating existing literature across these themes, the review seeks to identify gaps and limitations that justify the development of an applied digital solution to support student coach engagement within grassroots football (Misener and Doherty, 2012; Pizzo et al., 2021). The review is structured thematically, beginning with an examination of coach education pathways, before exploring experiential learning, collaborative partnerships, and digital innovation within sport management.



















Theme 1- Coach Education and Development Pathways in Football Coach education plays an important role in the development of effective coaching practice, particularly within football, where the demands placed on coaches continue to increase (Cushion et al., 2003; Lyle, 2007). Traditionally, coach education has focused on formal qualification pathways delivered by governing bodies, with an emphasis on developing technical and tactical knowledge (Nelson et al., 2006). However, research has shown that these formal programmes alone do not fully prepare coaches for the complex and changing nature of real-world coaching environments (Cushion, Armour and Jones, 2003).
Research into coach learning suggests that development takes place across a range of settings, including formal, non-formal and informal contexts, with experiential learning playing a particularly important role (Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013). Informal learning, such as gaining experience through coaching within clubs and community settings, is often one of the most influential sources of development because it allows coaches to learn through practice and reflection (Gilbert and Trudel, 2001). Despite this, many student coaches struggle to access consistent and meaningful coaching experiences, particularly when they do not already have strong connections with local football clubs (Cushion et al., 2010).
Within higher education, sport-related degree programmes aim to prepare students for employment in coaching and sport management, yet research continues to report a gap between academic learning and applied practice (Jones et al., 2012). This gap is often linked to limited opportunities for students to spend sustained time in authentic coaching environments while completing their studies (Piggott, 2015). As a result, some student coaches complete their degrees with a strong understanding of theory but relatively little practical experience, which can affect both their confidence and their readiness for employment (Nelson et al., 2013).
The literature also indicates that effective coach development depends on structured support systems that help individuals access practice-based learning while encouraging reflection and skill development (Cushion, 2016). Grassroots football clubs provide valuable settings for this type of learning; however, many clubs lack the time, resources or systems needed to engage student coaches in a consistent way (Wicker and Breuer, 2014). This creates a disconnect between universities and community sport organisations, which limits opportunities for partnerships that could benefit both students and clubs (Misener and Doherty, 2012).
Recent research has called for innovative approaches to bridge this gap, emphasising the need for mechanisms that better connect aspiring coaches with practical opportunities in real-world settings (Ratten, 2020). Digital solutions have been proposed as a means of improving accessibility and communication between stakeholders in sport systems, including coaches, clubs, and educational institutions (Winand et al., 2019). Within this context, facilitating structured access to coaching opportunities through user-friendly platforms may support more effective coach development pathways and enhance the integration of academic learning with applied practice (Pizzo et al., 2021).







Theme 2- Experiential Learning and Employability in Sport Management
Experiential learning has been widely recognised as a central component of effective education within sport management, particularly in preparing students for the demands of professional practice (Kolb, 1984). Experiential learning theory proposes that knowledge is created through the transformation of experience, emphasising the integration of theory, practice, and reflection (Kolb, 1984; Billett, 2011). Within sport-related degree programmes, experiential learning opportunities have been associated with enhanced skill development, professional identity formation, and improved employability outcomes for graduates (Fleming et al., 2018).
Work-integrated learning (WIL) is widely recognised as an important way of embedding experiential learning within higher education, particularly through placements, internships and applied projects (Billett, 2011; Fleming et al., 2018). In sport management, these experiences allow students to develop industry-relevant skills such as communication, leadership and problem-solving, which are highly valued by employers (Cunningham and Sagas, 2004). However, access to WIL opportunities within coaching contexts can vary considerably, often depending on students’ personal networks and the level of institutional support available to them (Smith et al., 2019).
The sport industry is also highly competitive, and graduates are often expected to demonstrate practical experience alongside their academic qualifications (Shilbury et al., 2014). For students who are unable to secure applied learning opportunities during their studies, particularly within community and grassroots sport, this expectation can create additional barriers to entering the profession (Nichols et al., 2017). As a result, limited access to experiential learning has been associated with lower confidence and greater difficulty when moving from education into sport-related employment (Fleming et al., 2018).
Within coaching education, experiential learning is especially important because coaching is shaped by interpersonal relationships and the specific context in which practice takes place (Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013). Student coaches develop most effectively when they are able to spend sustained time in real coaching environments, where learning can occur through observation, interaction and reflection (Gilbert and Trudel, 2001). Despite this, higher education programmes often struggle to provide consistent and equitable access to these experiences, which can lead to uneven learning outcomes among students (Piggott, 2015).
In response to these challenges, recent research has called for more innovative and flexible approaches to supporting experiential learning within sport management education, including the use of digital technologies (Ratten, 2020). Online platforms have been highlighted as a potential way of improving access to opportunities, strengthening communication between students and organisations, and supporting reflective learning processes (Pizzo et al., 2021).
In this context, the integration of experiential learning principles with digital connectivity may offer a means of enhancing employability outcomes for student coaches while addressing structural barriers within traditional sport education pathways (Smith et al., 2019; Ratten, 2020).












Theme 3- Higher Education–Community and Football Club Collaboration
Partnerships between higher education institutions and community sport organisations have been increasingly recognised as an important mechanism for supporting experiential learning, workforce development, and community engagement within sport management (Misener and Doherty, 2012). Within football, collaboration between universities and local clubs can provide mutually beneficial outcomes by offering student coaches access to practical experience while supporting clubs with human resources and expertise (Wicker and Breuer, 2014). Such partnerships align with broader policy agendas that emphasise community engagement and employability outcomes within higher education (Nichols et al., 2017).
Previous research shows that effective higher education–club collaboration requires structured coordination, clear communication, and alignment of objectives between stakeholders (Doherty, Misener and Cuskelly, 2014). When partnerships are well-managed, they can enhance learning outcomes for students and contribute to the sustainability of grassroots sport organisations (Kay, 2009). However, research also highlights that many collaborations remain informal, ad hoc, and reliant on personal relationships, limiting their accessibility and long-term impact (Wicker and Breuer, 2014).
In football specifically, grassroots clubs have been identified as resource-constrained organisations that often lack the capacity to recruit, train and retain qualified coaches (Taylor et al., 2019). While student coaches represent a potential solution to these challenges, clubs frequently face difficulties in identifying suitable candidates and managing engagement processes (Nichols et al., 2017). This has resulted in missed opportunities for collaboration and uneven access to coaching experiences for students (Misener and Doherty, 2012).
From the perspective of higher education institutions, working with community clubs can be difficult because of safeguarding requirements, quality assurance processes and the administrative work involved in coordinating placements (Ferkins and Shilbury, 2015). When these support structures are not clearly in place, universities may be reluctant to develop partnerships on a larger scale, particularly with small grassroots clubs (Doherty et al., 2014). In these situations, student coaches are often left to find opportunities on their own, which can reinforce existing inequalities linked to personal contacts and informal networks (Kay, 2009).
Recent literature has highlighted the potential for digital technology to support and enhance collaborationconfidence,igher education institutions and community sport organisations (Ratten, 2020). Digital platforms have been proposed as tools for improving transparency, accessibility and efficiency within partnership arrangements by centralising communication and opportunity management (Winand et al., 2019). Within this context, technology-enabled collaboration may offer a means of addressing structural limitations in traditional HE–club partnerships while supporting more equitable access to coaching opportunities (Pizzo et al., 2021).










Theme 4- Digital Platforms and Technology in Sport Management
Digital transformation has become a central feature of contemporary sport management, with organisations increasingly adopting technology to improve coassurance,on, service delivery, and stakeholder engagement (Pedersen, 2014; Ratten, 2020). Sport organisations have been shown to use digital tools to streamline operational processes, enhance participant experiences and support decision-making across multiple levels of provision (Winand et al., 2019; Pizzo et al., 2021). Within community sport, digital adoption has been linked to improved efficiency in managing volunteers, programmes, and participation pathways, particularly where resources are limited (**Wicker and Breuer, 2014; Sharpe, 2006).
Platform-based models are frequently positioned as mechanisms for connecting users and coordinating exchanges, which can be applied to matching opportunities with individuals seeking experience or development (Parker, Van Alstyne and Choudary, 2016). In sport contexts, platforms have been associated with reducing information asymmetries by making opportunities more visible and accessible to a wider range of stakeholders (**Ratten, 2020; Naraine and Parent, 2017). This is particularly relevant in environments where opportunities are traditionally accessed through informal networks, which can create barriers and inequalities for newcomers such as student coaches (Kay, 2009; Misener and Doherty, 2012).
The literature on technology acceptance suggests that uptake of digital systems is influenced by perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use and user attitudes, indicating that “user-friendly” design is not simply aesthetic but central to adoption (**Davis, 1989; Venkatesaccessibility,3). In sport service settings, perceived convenience and trust have also been linked to continued engagement with digital systems, particularly when users are asked to share personal information or commit time to participation (**Filo, Lock and Karg, 2015; Gefen, Karahanna and Straub, 2003). Consequently, digital solutions intended to support stakeholder matching must prioritise usability and clarity to avoid reinforcing existing access barriers (Venkatesh et al., 2003; Pizzo et al., 2021).
Research further indicates that digital technology can support learning and development by enabling communication, feedback and coordination effectnesses and organisations, particularly where face-to-face contact is limited (**Billett, 2011; Hrastinski, 2008). In coaching and sport education, technology-facilitated support has been linked to enhanced reflective practice when structured opportunities for communication and guidance are available (**Cushion, 2016; Stoszkowski and Collins, 2016). However, scholars also warn that digital tools are most effective when they complement, rather than replace, real-world experiential learning opportunities, reinforcing the importance of linking platform use to authentic coaching environments (Kolb, 1984; Cushion, 2016).
In relation to local football ecosystems, digital platforms may provide a practical mechanism for improving coordination between student coaches and grassroots clubs by centralising opportunity information and reducing reliance on informal contacts (Misener and Doherty, 2012; Ratten, 2020). The strategic use of platforms can also support accountability and transparency by making requirements, expectations, and processes clearer to all stakeholders, which is valuable in placement-like arrangements (**Doherty, Misener and Cuskelly, 2014; Ferkins and Shilbury, 2015). Overall, the literature indicates that a user-friendly digital platform represents a theoretically grounded approach to addressing access and coordination barriers within community sport and coach development pathways, provided it is designed around stakeholder needs and adoption drivers (Davis, 1989; Venkatesh et al., 2003; Pizzo et al., 2021).






Synthesis of Literature and Identification of Gaps- 
The preceding literature has demonstrated that coach development within football is shaped by a combination of educational structures, experiential learning opportunities and organisational systems that influence access to practice-based experience (Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013; Cushion, 2016). Across the reviewed themes, consistent challenges have been identified relating to the theory–practice gap in coach education, unequal access to experiential learning and limitations in existing higher education–club collaboration models (Piggott, 2015; Misener and Doherty, 2012). In addition, the literature has highlighted the growing role of digital technology as facilitators of coordination, accessibility, and stakeholder engagement within sport management contexts (Ratten, 2020; Winand et al., 2019). Collectively, these themes provide a foundation for synthesising key insights and identifying clear gaps that inform the justification for an applied solution within this project (Pizzo et al., 2021).
















Conclusion and Justification for element 3
This literature review has critically examined key research relating to coach education and development pathways, experiential learning and employability, higher education–club collaboration, and the role of digital platforms within sport management. The reviewed literature consistently emphasises that effective coach development extends beyond formal education and qualifications, requiring sustained engagement in authentic coaching environments to support learning, confidence, and professional readiness (Nelson et al., 2013; Cushion, 2016). However, access to such opportunities remains inconsistent for coaching students, particularly within grassroots football contexts where opportunities are often mediated through informal networks and personal connections (Kay, 2009; Piggott, 2015).
Research on experiential and work-integrated learning shows that students benefit most when they are given structured and supported opportunities to put theory into practice and build skills that are valued by employers (Kolb, 1984; Billett, 2011; Fleming et al., 2018). However, within coaching programmes, universities often struggle to organise these experiences on a consistent basis, particularly when resources and administrative support are limited (Doherty et al., 2014; Ferkins and Shilbury, 2015). When this happens, some coaching students complete their degrees with relatively little applied experience, while local football clubs continue to face difficulties in recruiting and retaining enough coaches (Wicker and Breuer, 2014; Taylor et al., 2019).
The review further demonstrates that digital platforms have been increasingly adopted within sport management to enhance coordination, accessibility, and stakeholder engagement, particularly in resource- constrained community sport environments (Ratten, 2020; Winand et al., 2019). Platform-based models have been shown to reduce reliance on informal networks by centralising information and improving transparency, thereby supporting more equitable access to opportunities (Parker et al., 2016; Misener and Doherty, 2012). However, the literature also highlights that digital solutions are most effective when designed around user needs and when they complement, rather than replace, real-world experiential learning (Davis, 1989; Venkatesh et al., 2003; Cushion, 2016).
Therefore, the literature identifies a clear gap in the provision of structured, accessible mechanisms that connect student football coaches with local clubs in a manner that supports experiential learning and employability while addressing organisational constraints. In response to this gap, Element 3 of this project is justified through the development of Coach Connect, a user-friendly web-based platform designed to facilitate connections between student coaches and grassroots football clubs. By operationalising insights from coach development, experiential learning and digital sport management literature, the platform represents a theoretically informed and practical response to identified limitations within existing systems (Kolb, 1984; Ratten, 2020; Pizzo et al., 2021).
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