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(U-13 thru) U-14 Coaching Guidelines, Aurora Arsenal 

Age group Objective(s): Continue to improve individual skill with ball (dribbling, shooting, heading, passing, tackling).  Develop 
recognition of working relationships between adjacent positions on the field (i.e. a center back with an outside back; an attacking 
central midfielder with a center forward).  Develop recognition of when and how to get the ball out of pressure and forward 
(individually and in small groups) and when and how to win the ball back defensively (individually and in small groups).  

Key Logistical Concerns. The appropriate ball is Size 5; the numbers in competitive activities maxes out at 11v11 but should 
generally stay at or below 8v8 plus goalkeepers; and the balls to players ratio ranges from 1 to 1 through 1 to 22. Practices should run 
75-90 minutes. 

Realities for Players at Age Group. Players are now more capable of planning ahead and imagining options.  They’re also generally 
finding a new level of athleticism and are becoming much more competitive.  Confidence levels can be very high at this age and that 
should be nourished, even when they need to be re-directed.  Although the field size and numbers now reflect the adult game, these 
players are very far from conceptualizing the game in an adult way when they’re on the field.  They’re wired to play more on instinct 
than to proactively analyze the game or follow tactical direction in order to affect the game.  Most of the success in the game for these 
players is still based on proficiency or technical skill on the ball and game insight.  They must be allowed to fail frequently, as this 
allows them to begin solidifying what to try in certain situations and, perhaps, what not to try.  An element of accountability for 
decisions should be in the environment you create for them, but fear of making mistakes cannot be in that environment; it is up to the 
coach to strike the right balance so as not to stifle creativity while still guiding the player toward sound decision-making. Individual 
brilliance should still be prioritized over submissiveness to team concepts. 

Thoughts on Coaching During Practice. Running appropriate practices for this age group can be a challenge because of the bridge 
you must help them cross from an individually-focused approach to the game over to an approach that takes into account more players 
(both teammates and opponents) without suppressing the individual skill development that will ultimately enable them to execute team 
ideas for the rest of their playing careers. So, as you’re planning and running practices, ask yourself if your session allows for each 
player to spend enough time on the ball under the right conditions to improve their manipulation of it? and if your session takes all of 
the players’ thinking to a new place in terms of problem-solving?  The problem-solving should fall into two basic categories: 1) When 
and how do I (we) get the ball out of pressure in order to play forward? and 2) When and how do I (we) win the ball back 
defensively? You are continuing to move beyond the individual in terms of your coaching, but you should not be overly concerned 
with the full team with your coaching points: try to address the player on the ball and the next two or three players closest to it whether 
you’re coaching the attacking side or the defensive side. 

Practices should generally consist of 3 or 4 segments, or progressions.  They should move from simple to complex, and they should all 
fall within one overarching theme, or topic, that you are trying to train that day.  Use small-sided games as much as possible within 
these practices.  Do not jump from topic to topic in the same training session. 

A key aspect of developing the technical (skill) and tactical (problem-solving) sides of the players is creating activities in practice that 
are demanding enough in terms of speed of play (how much time a player has on or off the ball to make a decision) and competitive 
enough that the game itself, rather than the coach, punishes mistakes or slow play.  Most of this can be controlled by adjusting the 
dimensions of the space you’re playing in, the number of players playing in that space, and the number of balls that are actively in 
play in that space.  

Example: If you’re running a possession-based activity and the field is too big, it is unlikely that the defending team will be able to 
apply meaningful pressure on the ball for any length of time.  As a result, the speed of the defending slows, and the team in possession 
is able to get away with poor habits (receiving with the incorrect foot, taking the first touch toward pressure, etc.) without being 
punished.  This is unenjoyable for the players and it leads to slow play.  By contrast, if the dimensions of the field are brought in, the 
defending team can apply meaningful pressure consistently, and mistakes like receiving with the incorrect foot or taking a first touch 
toward pressure are punished by the pressuring team, who will be able to win the ball from them. This is more enjoyable for the 
players and it leads to faster speed of play.  It also promotes individual accountability in terms of both the application of technique and 
the execution of decision-making.    

Although there is no longer a firm balls-to-players ratio to stay within during activities, it is important to remember that in order to get 
better on the ball, a player must get the ball.  You should find ways to have segments of your practice where the balls-to-players ratio 
is quite low in order to create that environment. 1v1 activities where the ratio is 1:2 are at the foundation of virtually every aspect of 
the game and will help players to improve at any age.  
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Thoughts on Coaching During Games.  Keep in mind that the game remains a tool for the players’ development at this age.  
Because of their heightened sense of competitiveness, the players will often go into a game very overtly with the sole objective of 
winning the game, and that’s okay.  They need to have a competitive mindset and they need to make decisions in the game that are 
meant to positively influence their team’s ability to win the game. To an extent, the coach can humor this.  But, the coach cannot lose 
sight of his or her role to identify opportunities within the game to bring a player (or group of players) to a new place in terms of 
problem-solving.  So, the coach should not necessarily dissuade a player from trying something adventurous that the coach can see 
will most likely impact the score line negatively.  The coach must allow the game to punish the decision naturally and then revisit the 
situation with the player in a discussion later.  Likewise, when a player or small group of players are faced with a choice (i.e. we’re 
under pressure in the back third, facing backwards, and the opponents’ center-forward is the fastest player on the field: do we play it 
back to our goalkeeper to break pressure, or do we kick it out for safety), the coach should NOT shout out instruction to make that 
decision for them.  Again, let the players make the decision on their own, see what happens, and revisit it afterwards.  In the short-
term, it may add the occasional loss to your U-14 record, but it will enable your players to make sound decisions independently in the 
long term, which is in alignment with our objectives.  So, accountability is not imposed by the coach; it is imposed by the game itself 
and highlighted by the coach.  

If we are doing our jobs well in terms of feeding off of the confidence that is natural for the age group, the types of mistakes we are 
seeing are errors of commission, rather than omission.  In other words, the players are pushing limits rather than playing safe.   

We should often be looking to small games within the game to inform our guidance of the players.  For example, we might say to our 
team, “can we get an outside back to overlap an outside midfielder 6 times before halftime?” or “can we connect 5 consecutive passes 
at least 4 times in the second half?” or “can we get the ball on our feet behind their back line at least 6 times in this game?” or “can we 
dribble past a player, connect a pass, and take a shot on goal at least twice in the second half?” etc. This way, you can circumvent the 
score of the game to the extent necessary in order to bring out the relevant areas for individuals and small groups of players by which 
you can assess success.  For buy in, you simply add a result-oriented rationale to the end of your challenge, i.e. “can we get the ball on 
our feet behind their back line at least 6 times this game in order to score the goals we need?” 

Regardless of game or competition you are in, it is inappropriate for an available player not to play in a game.  The playing time does 
not have to be mathematically equal, and it can sway a bit based on effort-level and (to a much lesser extent, performance), but it 
should not be very far off of mathematically equal.  Remember, we are trying to improve the players and allow them to have fun with 
soccer: they need to play the game in order to accomplish both.  

Although, we are beginning to conceptualize the organization of the game in terms of full formations (4-3-3, 4-4-2, 4-2-3-1, etc.), the 
positions simply represent opportunities for players to affect the game from different starting points.  It is too early to lock a player 
into a position; they should generally play at least two and there is nothing wrong with rotating positions at this point.  (They will 
begin to specialize in a position in the next couple years during the following phase of their development.)  

Do not give the refs a hard time.  The results at this age group are still basically inconsequential, but the players are highly 
impressionable.  Exhibit sportsmanship toward the officials and everyone else involved in the game and the players will follow your 
lead!  
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(U-15 thru) U-16 Coaching Guidelines, Aurora Arsenal 

Age group Objective(s): Learn to recognize and improve how individual decisions on the ball impact the team’s result.  Learn basic 
positional roles within a formation or system of play.  Develop awareness and understanding of the interconnected roles across the 
lines of the team (backs, midfield, forwards) and how those connections impact the team’s result. 

Key Logistical Concerns. The appropriate ball is Size 5; the numbers in competitive activities maxes out at 11v11 but should 
generally stay at or below 8v8 plus goalkeepers; and the balls to players ratio ranges from 1 to 1 through 1 to 22. Practices should run 
75-90 minutes. 

Realities for Players at Age Group. Players can deal comfortably with the abstract.  “What if” questions are an important part of 
developing their decision making.  Because they are faster thinkers and are faster runners by this age, the speed of play should be kept 
as fast as possible to meet the demands of the game.  Fitness and mental toughness should be introduced into the equation at this age 
proportionally (each accounts for approximately ¼ of a player’s makeup).  Accountability is a critical component for players at this 
age across every aspect of their game. Although the objectives call for more advanced tactical considerations, it is important to realize, 
in this environment, that the players’ biological age may not match up with their soccer age.   In other words, if a player cannot 
control the ball, that player cannot reasonably be expected to create space on the dribble (against a defender) for an overlapping run to 
develop around him or her.  Never lose sight of what is realistic to expect from a player based on his or her soccer age – and try to 
bring them on from there.  Although learning to make decisions on the field to achieve a result is now a part of the process, the game 
must remain fun for these players . . . and for you! No fun just about guarantees the players will quit the game. 

Thoughts on Coaching During Practice. Punctuality and professionalism matter at any level of the game and will have a profound 
effect on how your players go about their business at practice. Your job is to strike the right balance between keeping it professional 
and keeping it fun.  A team reacts very differently to the image of a coach checking his or her watch than it does to a coach checking 
his or her phone. Practices should generally consist of 3 or 4 segments, or progressions.  They should move from simple to complex, 
and they should all fall within one overarching theme, or topic, that you are trying to train that day.  Do not jump from topic to topic in 
the same training session. 

Example: If you’d like to work on defending in the top third of the field next practice, your first progression might be 1v1 match-ups, 
emphasizing individual defensive considerations. Your second progression might deal with small group numbers (i.e. 4v4) and getting 
players to hunt in packs to win the ball back, emphasizing the cues to move together toward the ball.  Your third progression might be 
a half-field game with one team’s forwards and midfielders playing against the other team’s goalkeeper, defenders, and midfielders, 
emphasizing how the midfield and forward lines keep their spacing even as they pursue the ball in the top third.  Your fourth and final 
progression might be an 8v8 game + goalkeepers played to two goals on a ¾ length field, during which you now look to coach the 
front part of the teams to defend in the top third.   

Keep in mind that the more complex the topic, the more practices it will take to see improvement.  Do not be afraid to repeat the exact 
same practice 2 or even 3 times for the sake of making progress with the players.  

Thoughts on Coaching During Games.  It is very important when coaching this age to realize the subtle distinction between 
prioritizing the need to win over prioritizing the players’ development of their ability to make decisions intended to help their team 
win. In order to create an environment that enables our players to develop those decision-making skills, we have to be comfortable 
with both risk and loss as part of that process.  They’re going to have to both succeed and fail to learn.  No matter what competition 
you are in, the result of that particular game is not more important than the opportunity that particular game provides for a player to 
improve his or her decision making under the pressures of the game.  That being said, the players should absolutely set out to win the 
game and should be held accountable for that mindset and the decisions that they make in the process of the game.  Players can be 
close to full-time in specific positions by this age, but do not hesitate to have a player do double duty in multiple positions if he or she 
wants to and if there is reason to believe the second position could improve his or her game.  Do not compromise a player’s logical 
position for the “needs of the team.” (i.e. If a player is clearly a forward, do not play him or her at outside back just because your team 
is missing one; figure a rotation out for that position in that case).  Every player should play in every game in our environment, but the 
proportionality of that playing time should be based on performance (in practice and the previous game).   

Success is measured less by the result of the game itself than it is by each players’ effort and decision-making to achieve a result for 
the team given the challenges of each particular game and opponent.   

Sportsmanship is crucial and should be emphasized.  Critical interactions with referees should be kept low-key, quiet, and in the form 
of a discussion away from the players.  Referees also have to be able to succeed and fail to learn their craft.  

 

 


