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(U-11 thru) U-12 Coaching Guidelines, Aurora Arsenal 

Age group Objective(s): Learn to manipulate ball (dribble, shoot, pass, receive, tackle, heading (for players over the age of 
11)).  Develop creativity and insight.  Develop small-group decision making in attack and when defending.  Improve agility. 

Key Logistical Concerns. The appropriate ball is Size 4; the numbers in competitive activities maxes out at 8v8 plus 
goalkeepers; the balls-to-players ratio is 1 to 5 or 1 to 6; no heading is allowed for player under the age of 11; and practices 
should last 75-90 min. 

Realities for Players at Age Group. Challenges for players at this age include rapidly changing bodies, which can cause 
temporary setbacks in terms of their ball control as well as the possibility for oppositional attitudes to creep in, especially if they 
become frustrated with the ball and their sudden lack of ability to control it comfortably. These frustrations are also a leading 
cause of why we “lose” players to other hand-eye coordination sports around this time, so it is important for the coach to be 
sensitive to that process for his or her players and keep them positively engaged. 

Thoughts on Coaching During Practice.  Practices should be treated as opportunities for each player to improve his or her 
skill on the ball as well as his or her role in small-group decision making on the field.  When planning, try to think in blocks of 
practices to make sure that even attention is paid to fundamental ball manipulation and to solving soccer problems that range 
from numbers as low as 1v1 to numbers as high as 6v6.   

The players’ focus is dramatically improved from the previous age group and they are ready to begin taking some responsibility 
for their decisions on the field.  They should be encouraged to take risks, to experiment, and to express themselves with the ball.   

Their training in small-group decision making should develop their ability to recognize and act on numbers-up, numbers even, 
and numbers down situations and make appropriate decisions as to what to do in each scenario both on attack and when 
defending. 

Use small-sided games as often as possible to bring out the topic you are training, which should take on a variety of formats: 
games going to end-zones, games going to 2 big goals with goalkeepers, games going to 3 small goals without goalkeepers, 
games with 1 ball on the field, games with several balls on the field, etc.  All of these formats provide the players with limitless 
opportunity to manipulate the ball, and if you play around with the numbers of players on the field (4v3, 3v3, 4v2) and/or the 
number of balls on the field (maybe there are 2 balls in play for a 4v4 game played to 3 small goals), then you will get numbers 
up, numbers down, and numbers even situations popping up all over the field the entire time – and you will have ample 
opportunity to coach their decision making in those situations. 

Although we are now asking the players to take into account the 3 or 4 players closest to the ball from their team and the 3 or 4 
players closest to the ball from the opposing team when making decisions on the field, a player’s ability and confidence with the 
ball at his or her feet is still the most important factor at this age, especially in 1v1 situations.  The coach plays a very important 
role in shaping each player’s mentality in these situations, as some will recognize 1v1 as an advantage, whereas others will 
recognize 1v1 as a disadvantage.  The coach should mold his or her players to see 1v1 as an advantage (both on the attacking 
side and the defending side).   

Practices should generally consist of 3 or 4 segments, they should build from simple to complex, and they should be centered on 
one theme or topic per practice.  Do not jump from topic to topic in the same practice.   

Example: If you want to work on penetrating through combination play, your first segment might be an activity in open space 
where 6 players stand stationary and 12 players work in pairs with one ball between them to find opportunities to play give-and-
go’s around the stationary players.  Then, rotate the roles twice so that every player is a stationary defender for one rotation.  
(Notice the 1:3 balls-to-players ratio in this segment.)  Your second segment might be a 6v6 game to end-zones with 3 balls 
going at once and the rule that a team must play a combination around an opponent before scoring in the opponent’s end zone. 
(Notice the 1:4 ratio here.)  Your third segment might be a 6v6 game using the same rules only this time to big goals with 
goalkeepers.  (Approximately 1:5 ratio here.) And your final segment should usually be a scrimmage without restrictions to see 
if the players can apply what you’ve been working on to a normal game.  
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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 and without the ball, and 
to involve themselves in the problem solving process around the ball both offensively and defensively.  Measure it also by the 
extent to which they had fun.  

Although you should play the game using a formation (3-2-3, 3-3-2, 3-4-1, etc.), the players should learn the game according to 
principles of play rather than by positions.  In attack, these principles are: length, depth (support), width, mobility, and 
improvisation.  In defense, these principles are pressure, cover, balance, and compactness.  Remind them of these principles as 
they’re playing, but do not give them the answers as to how to bring them out in their play.  Let the players struggle to find the 
answers and discuss how they succeeded or failed along the way and why when they come off for a sub, at half-time, after the 
game, or at the next practice. Again, do not give them the answers.  Rather, guide them towards a line of critical thought that 
will allow them to find the answers themselves the next time a similar situation occurs on the field.  

Whatever formation you set your team out in, do not restrict the roles or movements of any of the players in any of the positions 
in terms of where they’re “allowed to go.”  Your instruction in terms of system-of-play is literally as simple as this: When we 
have the ball, all of our players should be actively attacking; and, when the other team has the ball, all of our players should be 
actively defending. From there, you’re coaching small-group decision making through guidance and cues. For example: you 
might shout out, “Jimmy, Steven, how can you two get around this outside back?” And maybe they come up with that give-and-
go on their own in the game! 

Players should see pretty much equal playing time at this age, and 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 not be specializing in one position yet.  It’s better to have them playing at least two contrasting positions (i.e. a 
striker and a center back), and remember that we’re more concerned with principles of play than with positions anyway.  

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.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


