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(U-9 thru) U-10 Coaching Guidelines, Aurora Arsenal 

Age group Objective(s): Learn to manipulate ball (dribble, shoot, pass, receive).  Develop creativity and insight.  

Key Logistical Concerns. The appropriate ball is Size 4; the numbers in competitive activities maxes out at 5v5 plus 
goalkeepers; the balls-to-players ratio is 1 to 3 or 1 to 4; no heading is allowed; and practices should last 60-75 min. 

Realities for Players at Age Group. Players at this age are finally ready to begin thinking about the game beyond themselves.  
They can now start to solve problems in small groups on the field.  The introduction of decision making on the ball that takes 
into account 1 or (at most) 2 or of their teammates and 1 of their opponents is appropriate.  Although they have the ability to 
stay focused for longer periods of time, the game should still be primarily about action.  Explanations should be kept concise to 
maintain good rhythm to the practice and to keep the game fun for the players.  Think no lines, no laps, no lectures. The 
majority of players will be behind where they should be technically, so a great deal of time should still be spent on individual 
ball skill (dribbling and shooting).  Building the players’ skill base remains the most important objective of the season; the 
“teamwork” concepts are secondary. 

Thoughts on Coaching During Practice. This age group is tricky because the possibility exists to train them to play something 
that resembles adult, organized soccer on the field.  They’ll follow your directions; they’ll maintain rigid positions if you 
instruct them to; and they’ll pass the ball every time they get it if you make them.  But none of this is good for their 
development as players. At the youngest two age groups (U-6 and U-8), we strongly emphasize the need to have every player 
involved with a ball literally the entire time they are at practice (to maximize the time for skill acquisition).  Their balls-to-
players ratio is primarily 1 to 1.  The U-10 coach is well-served to keep this concept in mind when he or she is working with the 
team, liberalizing the balls-to-player ratio in activities just enough to introduce small-group problem solving concepts (like a 
give-and-go to beat a defender), but do not prioritize the use of small-group solutions over individual solutions.  By far the most 
critical tool for a player to enjoy and succeed in the game long-term is the ability to handle the ball him or herself in tight 
spaces.  Any progress a player has made in the previous two age groups in this area will be quickly lost if the U-10 coach 
deemphasizes individuality in the player.  The U-10 coach, instead, wants to encourage a new component of individuality at this 
age group: creativity and insight.  So, can you set up fun activities in practice that allow each player (with their varied levels of 
technical skill) repeated opportunities to dribble, shoot, and score goals both individually and with the help of 1 or 2 other 
players?  

In order to create this environment for the players, you primarily need to be thinking about how many goals do I put in my 
games for players to score in, and how many balls do I put on the field to allow multiple players to do it? Picture these two 
scenarios as possible activities in practice:  

1) A traditional 5v5 plus goalkeepers scrimmage game… If you play a game with only two goals and one ball, what you’ll get 
is the biggest, most athletic and dominant player on each team continually on the ball.  Those two will get better, but the others 
won’t.   

2) A game using the same size field but with 3 goals on each end line (1 big one with a goalkeeper and 2 little ones with no 
goalkeeper)…  You stand on the sideline at midfield with a pile of balls at your feet and feed them in sporadically to keep 2-5 
balls on the field at all times.  When you add more balls and goals to the game, you’ll end up with little 1v1s, and 2v1s, and 
2v2s taking place in patches naturally that will often organize themselves by skill level (and even size).  Now, each player is 
getting better throughout the activity as they have a realistic, but challenging opportunity to dribble, shoot, pass, and score goals 
the entire time. The most advanced player will have opportunities to pick up a ball, work through a small crowd and beat a 
goalkeeper, for example. The least advanced player will also find opportunities to pick up a loose ball and dribble it unopposed 
through an empty goal – if they do it fast enough.  Every player gets better and has fun in this scenario.   

Now consider the introduction of creativity and insight in the same game… Two players are starting to get “on the same page” 
and they are naturally drawn toward working together to solve problems on the field.  They will have opportunities to do that in 
this game: one picks up a ball and dribbles it at the big goal with the goalkeeper in it; the other player drifts off a bit wider 
toward the open smaller goal; at the last second, the player on the ball dishes it out wide and the second player scores in the 
open goal.  This is the development of creativity and insight using small-group problem solving.  On the next play, under 
the same circumstances, the first player uses the wide player as a decoy and finishes him or herself past the goalkeeper in the 
big goal.  This is the continued development of individual skill, now in the context of small-group dynamics.  
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So, you should be using plenty of activities along these lines.  But, you should also being doing lots of stuff as simple as this: 
“Everybody get a ball.  When I say ‘go,’ run around and count how many times you can touch the ball with the laces on your 
right foot in one minute.” Then switch feet, surfaces, etc. 

Give them chances now and then to play the game as they compete on the weekend too: 5v5 plus goalkeepers with one ball, but 
this should be supplemental to your activities that allow for more time on the ball per player.  

Thoughts on Passing. For most of us, our instincts tell us to have the players spread out and pass the ball around.  This is 
mostly because we are parents who want our kids to share and because we have a picture of adult soccer in our minds that we 
desperately want the kids to come closer to.  But, neither one of these instincts matches the interests of U-10 players 
developmentally.  Keep this in mind: if we constantly push the players at this age to pass the ball, we will make them into 
players whose first thought when the ball comes to them is to get rid of it.  We end up with players who are both scared of 
defensive pressure and unequipped either to solve problems with the ball on their own or create the type of attacking 
opportunities that spring from the excitement of one player dribbling at another player. The passing at this age is plan B; 
dribbling is plan A.  Understand that a great deal of the technique involved with passing and receiving will be acquired as the 
players work on dribbling, almost through osmosis: every time the player makes contact with the ball when it’s moving – either 
to stop it from rolling, or to continue it rolling – the player will unconsciously develop technical pieces they’ll use for passing 
down the road. The more important aspect of coaching passing at this age is to help the player realize that when their teammate 
is dribbling the ball, he or she can move to a new spot on the field where the teammate may be able to get the ball to them.   

Thoughts on Coaching During Games.  We must accept as a premise that winning or losing a game at this age group is, in 
and of itself, unimportant.  Competition is, however, an important part of a player’s development and we should not discourage 
the players from setting out to win.  But, don’t measure success by winning or losing.  Measure success by the extent to which 
each player embraced his or her opportunities to express themselves with the ball, to experiment with the ball, and to make 
themselves available to receive the ball when their teammate has it.  Measure it also by the extent to which they had fun.  

You may organize your team into a cursory formation to play the game, as the field is now 60 yards long (i.e. a 2-1-2 formation, 
or a 3-2 formation, etc.), but DO NOT in any way restrict the roles or movements of any of the players in any of the positions, 
(including the goalkeeper!) Your “tactical” instruction is literally as simple as this: When we have the ball, all of our players 
should be actively working to score a goal; and, when the other team has the ball, all of our players should be actively working 
to get it back. Your coaching should never give them the answers to the problems the game is posing at any given moment.  
Instead, your coaching should help guide them in a particular direction of problem-solving.  For example, if Suzie is standing 
too far behind Bobby to influence play when he’s dribbling at a defender, rather than shouting, “Suzie, run forward down the 
sideline closer to Bobby,” you might instead shout, “Suzie, how can you help Bobby attack that defender?”  The latter choice of 
words, leaves the decision-making in the player’s hands, develops her insight, and speeds up her movement.  The former choice 
of words conditions the player to hold off on thinking and wait for instruction from the coach; it slows her movement down, and 
denies an opportunity for the development of insight.  

It is more beneficial for a player at this age to experience extended, uninterrupted periods of play than it is to be constantly 
subbed in and out.  (i.e. 12 minutes straight is better than 3 periods of 4 minutes or 2 periods of 6 minutes.)  Players should 
rotate evenly throughout each “position” and should play at least 50 % of the time and as close to 100 % of the time as possible.  

There will be occasional opportunities to coach a player when he or she is out by having a discussion about a particular play that 
they were involved in previously.  Sometimes they will recall the play and you can discuss the decision-making process for that 
player – again, guide them toward problem solving rather than giving them the answers.  Sometimes you’ll be surprised that the 
player will not recall a major play they were involved in just a minute or two ago. That’s no big deal.  Just move on from that 
moment and try to coach them in the flow of the game the next time the situation comes up.  

Emphasize the importance of sportsmanship and being kind to opponents, teammates, and everyone involved with the game.  
Do not give the referee a hard time; do your part in creating an environment in which they can also learn and improve.  

 

 

 

 


