Literature review 

Aim - Create a website to develop St. josephs coaches technical and tactical awareness and the implementation it into their junior teams. 

Coaches play a vital role in the development of young football players. They influence not only technical skill acquisition but also tactical understanding, decision-making, and long-term engagement with the sport (Cushion et al., 2012). In youth football, the quality of coaching has been identified as a key determinant of player development, particularly during the early stages when technical and tactical foundations are established (Williams and Hodges, 2005). Consequently, the education and ongoing development of coaches has become a significant focus within sports coaching research. Traditionally, coach education in football has been delivered through formal, course-based programmes governed by national and international organisations, such as FAW Wales. These programmes provide essential foundational knowledge. However, research suggests they are often overly prescriptive and limited in their ability to support coaches in applying learning within real coaching environments (Cushion, Armour and Jones, 2003; Nelson, Cushion and Potrac, 2013). Research indicates that coaches predominantly develop their practice through informal learning experiences. These include reflection, interaction with peers, and experiential learning within their own coaching contexts (Werthner and Trudel, 2006). This highlights the need for ongoing, accessible resources to support coaches beyond initial qualifications.
 In youth football, effective coaching requires a strong understanding of both technical skill development and tactical awareness. Research emphasises the importance of game based approaches and representative learning environments in creating adaptable, intelligent players (Renshaw et al., 2015; O’Connor, Larkin and Williams, 2017). However, many grassroots coaches report a lack of confidence and clarity when attempting to design sessions that effectively integrate technical and tactical learning (Cushion et al., 2012). Advances in digital technology present new opportunities to support coach development through flexible, self-directed learning platforms. Online resources and blended learning approaches have been shown to enhance accessibility and support continuous professional development when appropriately designed (Piggott, 2015). Therefore, the purpose of this literature review is to examine research relating to coach education, technical and tactical development in youth football, the implementation of learning into coaching practice, and the role of digital platforms in supporting coach development. This review will provide the theoretical foundation for the creation of a website aimed at enhancing St. josephs coaches’ technical and tactical awareness and supporting its application within junior football environments.
Coach education is widely recognised as a key factor in improving the quality of coaching in youth football. Effective coaching is linked to positive player development experiences and long-term participation in the sport (Lyle, 2002). National governing bodies have traditionally relied on formal coach education pathways, delivered through standard courses and qualifications, to prepare coaches for practice. These programmes aim to provide essential knowledge and structure. However, research raises concerns regarding their capacity to meet the complex, context-specific demands of grassroots youth football (Taylor and Garratt, 2010). Several authors argue that formal education often prioritises technical content and compliance over critical thinking and adaptability (Mallett et al., 2009). As a result, coaches may struggle to apply course content effectively when working with junior players who vary in age, ability, and developmental stage.
This issue is compounded by contextual factors common in grassroots football. Coaching environments are frequently influenced by parental expectations, limited training time, and the voluntary status of coaches. Consequently, formal qualifications alone may be insufficient to support ongoing professional development. Research increasingly emphasises the importance of informal learning processes in coach development. Trudel and Gilbert (2006) suggest that coaches acquire knowledge through experience, reflection, and interaction with others, rather than formal education alone. In practice, this often involves trial and error, observation of peers, and adaptation based on player responses. While valuable, informal learning can also reinforce outdated practices if not guided by contemporary coaching principles (Mallett et al., 2009).
Reflective practice is a key mechanism for enhancing coach expertise. Schön (1983) proposed that professionals develop expertise through reflection on action and reflection in action, enabling adaptation to complex situations. In youth football, reflective practice allows coaches to evaluate session effectiveness and adjust approaches to better support technical and tactical development. Despite this, studies suggest that many grassroots coaches lack the knowledge, time, or tools required for meaningful reflection (Taylor and Garratt, 2010). Social learning also plays a significant role, as interaction with mentors, peers, and support networks can enhance confidence and promote the sharing of practical knowledge (Jones, Armour and Potrac, 2004). Despite this, structured collaboration opportunities are often limited in volunteer based clubs, which can result in isolated practice and inconsistent learning experiences.
Current research supports for coach education models that integrate formal learning with ongoing, practice-based support (Callary, Werthner and Trudel, 2012). Digital technologies have been identified as a potential means of facilitating this support, providing accessible materials and opportunities for self directed learning (Stoszkowski and Collins, 2016). However, the effectiveness of such platforms depends on their design and the encouragement of active engagement rather than passive consumption of information.
Overall, while formal coach education provides a foundational understanding, coaches still predominantly develop through informal, reflective, and socially mediated processes. Addressing contextual constraints and offering applied, accessible support is therefore essential. Developing such capacity is particularly critical for enabling coaches to implement technical and tactical learning effectively into their junior teams. The following section will explore technical skill development, demonstrating how coach learning translates into the practical design of junior football sessions.
Technical skill development is a fundamental component of youth football coaching, underpinning players’ ability to perform effectively within game situations. Technical skills such as passing, dribbling, receiving the ball, and shooting form the foundation upon which tactical understanding and decision-making are built (Ali, 2011). As a result, the way coaches design and deliver training sessions during the junior stages is critical to long-term player development. Traditional approaches to technical coaching in football have often emphasised repetitive, isolated drills aimed at improving movement efficiency and execution consistency (Williams and Hodges, 2005). While such practices may lead to short-term improvements in technique, research has questioned their effectiveness in promoting skill transfer to match situations. Skill execution in football is highly dependent, requiring players to adapt their techniques in response to game constraints such as opponents, space, and time pressure (Davids, Araújo and Shuttleworth, 2005). 
Contemporary skill acquisition research advocates for the use of representative learning environments that closely reflect the demands of competitive play (Araújo, Davids and Hristovski, 2006). Within junior football, this has led to increased support for game based and constraints-led coaching approaches. The constraints-led approach suggests that technical skills emerge naturally through appropriately designed practices that manipulate task, environmental, and individual constraints (Davids et al., 2013). For example, modifying pitch size, player numbers, or scoring conditions can encourage players to develop specific technical behaviours without the need for explicit instruction. Small-sided games have been widely identified as an effective method for promoting technical development in youth football. Research indicates that small-sided formats increase ball contacts, decision-making opportunities, and technical actions compared to full-sized games (Clemente, Couceiro and Martins, 2012). These environments allow junior players to repeatedly practise core technical skills under realistic levels of pressure, supporting the development of adaptable and transferable technique. However, the effectiveness of small-sided games is largely dependent on the coach’s ability to design practices with clear technical objectives (Owen, Twist and Ford, 2004). 
Player age and developmental stage are also critical considerations in technical coaching. Long-term athlete development models emphasise the importance of prioritising fundamental movement skills and basic techniques during childhood, before progressing towards more complex and position-specific skills during adolescence (Balyi, Way and Higgs, 2013). Failure to align coaching practices with developmental readiness can hinder skill acquisition and negatively affect player motivation. Despite this, studies show that many grassroots coaches lack a clear understanding of age-appropriate technical development principles, often adopting practices based on adult football models (Ford et al., 2010). The role of the coach in implementing technical development extends beyond practice design to include the use of instruction and feedback. Excessive prescriptive feedback has been shown to limit players’ ability to explore movement solutions and develop autonomy. On the other hand, guided discovery and questioning techniques can encourage players to reflect on their technical actions and adapt their behaviour within game contexts. This requires coaches to possess a strong understanding of both technical mechanics and learning processes.
In summary, effective technical skill development in junior football is best supported through game-based, developmentally appropriate coaching approaches that reflect the dynamic nature of the sport. While research provides clear guidance on best practice, the successful implementation of these principles is heavily dependent on coach knowledge and understanding. This highlights the need for accessible resources that support youth football coaches in designing technically focused, representative practices. A digital platform offering applied explanations, session examples, and age-appropriate guidance may therefore play a valuable role in enhancing coaches’ capacity to support technical development within junior team environments.
Tactical awareness is a vital component of football performance, encompassing players’ ability to perceive information, make decisions, and execute appropriate actions in dynamic game environments. In youth football, the development of tactical understanding is influenced by cognitive development, playing experience, and the learning environments created by coaches (McPherson and Thomas, 1989). As such, coaches play a crucial role in supporting young players’ understanding of the game beyond technical execution alone. Tactical coaching in football has relied heavily on explicit instruction and the rehearsal of predetermined patterns of play. While this approach may offer structure, research suggests it can limit players’ adaptability and problem-solving abilities when faced with unpredictable match situations (Gréhaigne, Godbout and Bouthier, 2001). Tactical behaviour in football is dependent, requiring players to interpret information related to opposition positioning, available space, and game objectives. Therefore, effective tactical learning must allow players to engage with these contextual demands.
Game based pedagogical models, such as Teaching Games for Understanding and Game Sense, emphasise the development of tactical awareness through player centred learning experiences (Kirk and MacPhail, 2002; Light, 2013). These approaches focus on presenting players with tactical problems and encouraging exploration and discussion, rather than prescribing solutions. Research indicates that such methods can enhance players’ tactical understanding by promoting active engagement and deeper cognitive processing (Harvey and Light, 2015). Central to this process is the coach’s use of questioning, which helps players reflect on their decisions and recognise tactical principles such as width, depth, and support.
Another key factor in tactical development is the use of match analysis and guided observation. Even at junior levels, encouraging players to observe game situations, either live or through simple video clips, can support the development of tactical knowledge (O’Connor, Larkin and Williams, 2017). This approach allows players to recognise patterns of play, understand decision making, and link tactical concepts to real game situations. However, the effectiveness of observational learning is largely dependent on the coach’s ability to discuss and highlight relevant tactical information. A recurring challenge within youth football is coaches’ confidence in teaching tactical concepts. Studies suggest that many grassroots coaches feel underprepared to explain tactical principles or facilitate tactical discussions, often due to limited education in this area (Light, 2013). As a result, tactical learning opportunities may be underutilised or replaced by direct instruction, reducing player autonomy. This highlights the importance of developing coaches’ tactical understanding and their understanding of how to support junior player learning through questioning and guided discovery.
Overall, tactical awareness in youth football is best developed through player centred approaches that encourage decision making, reflection, and understanding of game principles. Effective tactical coaching requires coaches to move beyond directive instruction and create learning environments that support exploration and discussion. This reinforces the need for accessible resources that support youth football coaches in developing their own tactical understanding and confidently applying these principles within junior team environments.
While coach education and learning are essential components of effective youth football coaching, research consistently highlights a gap between the knowledge and its practical application within coaching environments. The ability of coaches to implement technical and tactical concepts into training sessions is influenced by a range of personal and organisational factors (Cushion, 2010). As a result, coach learning should not be evaluated solely on knowledge gained, but on how effectively it translates into coaching practice. Experiential learning theory provides a useful framework for understanding how coaches apply learning in practice. (Kolb,1984) proposed that learning occurs through a cyclical process involving experience, reflection, conceptualisation, and experimentation. Within youth football, coaches often gain experience through session delivery, however, without structured opportunities for reflection and feedback, learning may remain slow. Studies suggest that grassroots coaches frequently lack the time, confidence, or guidance required to critically reflect on their practice, limiting the effectiveness of experiential learning (Knowles, Gilbourne, Borrie and Nevill, 2001).
Reflective practice has been identified as a key mechanism for supporting the implementation of coach learning. Schön (1983) argued that reflection enables practitioners to adapt their behaviours in response to complex and unpredictable situations. In youth football, reflective approaches can help coaches evaluate whether their sessions effectively support technical and tactical learning. Despite its recognised importance, reflective practice is often wasted by youth coaches due to limited education in reflective methods and a lack of accessible support tools (Taylor and Garratt, 2010).
Contextual barriers also play a significant role in shaping coaches’ ability to implement learning. Volunteer status, limited contact time, parental expectations, and resource constraints can restrict coaches’ capacity to experiment with new approaches (Lyle, 2002). In such environments, coaches may default to familiar practices rather than applying recently acquired knowledge, particularly when outcomes such as match results are prioritised over long-term development (Cushion et al., 2012). Recent literature suggests that ongoing, practice-based support can enhance the transfer of learning into coaching practice. Resources that provide applied examples, session frameworks, and prompts for reflection can support coaches in bridging the gap between theory and practice (Stoszkowski and Collins, 2016). Digital platforms, offer flexible opportunities for coaches to access guidance at the point of need, supporting experimentation and adaptation within their own coaching.
Taken together, the research shows that effective implementation of coach learning in youth football requires more than formal education alone. Coaches benefit from accessible, context-specific support that encourages reflection and practical application. This supports the development of tools such as a dedicated website, designed to assist youth football coaches in translating technical and tactical knowledge into effective coaching practice within junior team environments.
Advancements in digital technology have significantly influenced the delivery of coach education, providing new opportunities to support coach learning beyond traditional face to face models. In youth football, where many coaches operate on a voluntary basis and face time constraints, online learning platforms offer flexible and accessible alternatives for continuing professional development (CPD) (Moule, 2017). Digital learning environments allow coaches to engage with educational content at their own pace, supporting self-directed learning within real coaching contexts.
Research into online coach education highlights several potential benefits, including increased accessibility, consistency of content delivery, and opportunities for ongoing engagement (Jones et al., 2019). Unlike one off courses ran by companies like FAW or the English FA, digital platforms can provide coaches with continuous access to resources such as session ideas, tactical explanations, and reflective prompts. This ongoing availability supports learning at the point of need, enabling coaches to apply knowledge directly to their coaching practice (Carson and Collins, 2016). However, the effectiveness of online learning is dependent on how platforms are designed and used. Studies suggest that passive consumption of information, such as watching videos without guided reflection or application, has limited impact on coach behaviour (Fleming, Cushion and Jones, 2014). To be effective, digital coach education should encourage active engagement through applied tasks, problem-solving activities, and opportunities for reflection. This aligns with constructivist learning theories, which emphasise that learners actively construct knowledge through interaction and experience (Moon, 2004). Blended learning approaches, which combine digital resources with practical coaching experience, are increasingly recommended within coach education literature (Bush et al., 2013). Such models recognise that while online platforms can support knowledge acquisition and reflection, learning is most effective when integrated with coaching practice. Within youth football, digital platforms may therefore be best utilised as tools that reinforce learning from formal education and on field experience.
This suggests that well designed digital learning platforms can play a valuable role in supporting coach development in youth football. By providing accessible, applied, and reflective resources, online tools may help bridge the gap between theory and practice. This supports the development of a dedicated website aimed at enhancing coaches’ technical and tactical understanding and supporting its implementation within junior team environments.
This literature review demonstrates that effective youth football coaching extends beyond formal qualifications and requires the alignment of technical, tactical, and reflective learning processes. Research consistently highlights that coaches primarily develop through experiential, informal, and socially mediated learning, yet often face constraints such as limited time, volunteer status, and a lack of structured support. Game-based approaches, representative learning environments, and guided reflection are identified as essential for promoting adaptable technical and tactical behaviours in junior players. Additionally, digital learning platforms offer flexible and accessible opportunities for ongoing coach development, supporting the transfer of knowledge into practice. In the context of St. Joseph’s Football Club, these findings provide a clear rationale for the development of a dedicated website to support junior coaches. By offering applied, evidence-based resources focused on technical and tactical awareness and their implementation within training sessions and games, the website aims to enhance coaching practice and positively impact player development within junior teams.
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