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GILBERT YOUTH SOCCER ASSOCIATION 
PHILOSOPHY OF PLAYER DEVELOPMENT 

 

The basic philosophy of the Gilbert Youth Soccer Association is based on total player 

development. This is only possible if the entire organization agrees to serve this aim. These 

coaching manuals present an organized and logical progression of teaching the techniques and 

tactics of the game of soccer that will prepare total soccer players by the time they have gone 

through our organization. 

 

As an organization, we must always remember that soccer is a game that belongs to the 

players. Overbearing adults who try to micromanage how the kids play the game on the field are 

the enemy of player development. Instead of ruining the enjoyment of the game, as coaches we 

must harness their love of the game and encourage it. We should encourage our players to play 

as much as possible on their own, without coaching and parents who are yelling and screaming 

instructions to them. The rest of the world calls this “street soccer”, and it is the environment that 

many of the world’s best players were developed under.  

 

In addition, we must understand that for the younger age groups (U6-U14) development and 

winning are often opposed to each other. Winning at these age groups often comes at the 

expense of our players learning the skills which will enable them to win a the older age groups, 

when it means a lot more. For instance, most U11 teams can win a lot of games because they 

have a defender who can boot the ball far up the field, and one or two big, fast kids who can go 

chase it and score goals. These tactics do not bring success at the older age groups, and we 

are doing our players a disservice if we over-emphasize winning at these young age groups. We 

guarantee that our players will value the championships won in high school or college much 

more than they will remember the tournament they won when they were ten years old. 

 

As important as everything that has been mentioned is, we also must remember that soccer is 

just a game, not a matter of life and death. We must use the game to teach our kids how to deal 

with other matters that will be of more importance to them as they get older. We must use the 

game to teach lessons about personal responsibility, teamwork, unselfishness, sportsmanship, 

honesty, the value of hard work, and how to properly deal with success and failure.  

 

These coaching manuals have been designed as a model for our players to develop throughout 

the recreational and travel teams in our organization. The philosophies and activities in these 

manuals have been proven to work throughout the world. There are very few soccer leagues in 

the United States that are organizations in the true sense of the word. They are just a collection 

of teams that happen to use the same name. We believe this manual will help our organization 

continue to be a true soccer organization. We hope you enjoy the manual, and see its ultimate 

resourcefulness. 
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GILBERT YOUTH SOCCER ASSOCIATION 
TECHNICAL EMPHASIS FOR PLAYER DEVELOPMENT 

 

Technique  U9/U10 U11/U12 U13/U14 U15/U16 U17+ 

Receiving with the Foot  X X X X X 

Ball Comfort  X X X X X 

Dribbling for Control  X X X X X 

Dribbling to Beat an Opponent X X X X X 

Dribbling for Speed  X X X X X 

Dribbling for Possession / Shielding X X X X X 

Receiving with the Thigh  X X X X X 

Receiving with the Chest X X X X X 

Juggling  X X X X X 

Passing with the Inside of the Foot X X X X X 

Shooting with the Instep  X X X X X 

1v1 Defending/Pressure  X X X X X 

Receiving with Back to Pressure   X X X X 

Passing with the Outside of the Foot   X X X X 

Heading      X X X 

Long Passing Over Distance (Instep/Driven Balls)     X X X 

Finishing with Parts Other than the Foot     X X X 

Block Tackling        X X 

Crossing and Finishing       X X 

Volley and Half-Volley Finishing       X X 

Long Passing Over Distance (Bending Balls)       X X 

Defensive Clearing        X X 

Slide Tackling          X 
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GILBERT YOUTH SOCCER ASSOCIATION 
TACTICAL EMPHASIS FOR PLAYER DEVELOPMENT 

 

Tactical Emphasis U9/U10 U11/U12 U13/U14 U15/U16 U17+ 

The Game as the Teacher through SSG's X X X X X 

1v1 Attacking / Getting past opponents X X X X X 

Support to the Player with the Ball - Width/Depth X X X X X 

Movement off the Ball X X X X X 

1v1 Defending/Pressure  X X X X X 

2v2 Defending/Pressure X X X X X 

2 Man Combination play (Wall / Overlaps / Takes)   X X X X 

Possession   X X X X 

Combination Play - 1-touches, Quick movement     X X X 

Group Defending - Pressure, Cover, Balance     X X X 

Changing the Point of Attack     X X X 

Playing to Targets     X X X 

Speed of Play      X X X 

Zonal Defending     X X X 

Team Shape - 11 v 11       X X 

Transition       X X 

Team Defending       X X 

Functional Training (Position-specific)       X X 

Set Plays       X X 

Patterns of Play/Shadow Play         X 

Situational Play (Goal Up/ Goal Down)         X 

Low Pressure / High Pressure Defending         X 
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GILBERT YOUTH SOCCER ASSOCIATION 
U11/U12 TRAVELTRAINING OVERVIEW 

 
Introduction 
 
U11/U12 Skill Priorities 

• Continue with all U-10 foci 

• Speed Dribbling in Traffic 

• Ability to chip the ball 

• Accurately play long passes 

• Offensive/Defensive Heading 

• Power/Accuracy Shooting 

                                       

U11/U12 Tactical Priorities 

• Communication 

• Basic Support Positions 

• Receiving the Ball Away from Pressure 

• Combination Play 

• How and when to switch the point of attack 

• Pressure vs Containing 

• Proper 2 vs 2 roles 

• Introduction to all roles in 3 vs 3 

  

    

The period this age group is entering is often referred to as the dawn of tactics. Typically players 

of this age begin to understand the basic tactical situations of the game and are more aware of 

movement off the ball and the reasons for tactical choices. Problem-solving becomes systematic 

and these players tend to learn quickly. Children of this age typically are beginning to develop 

abstract awareness, so they can understand coaches when we talk about space and runs off of 

the ball. However, just because they understand these basic tactical concepts does not mean 

we should focus on these concepts entirely. Players are still developing technically at this age, 

especially as they go through growth spurts and awkward phases. 

 

It is quite common to look out at a U12 field and see players that are physically the size of 

adults. Yet, other U12 players appear as if they could still be in the 3rd grade. These children are 

all growing at different rates and undergoing physical, mental, emotional, and social changes. 

The average age for the beginning of pubescence in girls is 10 years old with a range of 7 to 14; 

for boys it is age 12 with a range of 9 to 16. As coaches, we need to be sensitive to these 

changes and their social implications when coaching this age group. Some players may pick up 

skills quickly, where as others may struggle. However, it may be the case that this is simply the 

result of differences in maturation. In a year, the slower developer may surpass the player who 

developed earlier. For this reason we need to be patient and keep open minds about all players 

through these years. They are aware of their struggles more than anyone else as peer 

evaluation is omnipresent at these ages. When we see them struggling, it is important for us to 

help them and to keep the game fun. 
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Typical Characteristics of U11/U12 Players 

• All children are maturing at different rates 

• Players need to warm-up and stretch---muscle pulls and other nagging injuries are common 

otherwise 

• players will typically understand elemental abstract concepts and hypothetical situations 

• They like to solve problems 

• Peer evaluation is a constant 

• Egos are sensitive 

• Coordination may depend on whether or not they are in a growth spurt 

• Technique still needs to be reinforced constantly 

• Playing too much can lead to overuse injuries 

• Playing too much and not feeling like they have a choice in the matter can lead to burnout 

and drop-out 

• This is the dawn of tactics! 

• Keep asking the players to be creative and to take risks---we never want them to stop doing 

these things 

• Ask for feedback from them---they will tell you how things are going 

• Try to hand over leadership and ownership of the team to them 

• Keep it fun!!! 

 

The U12 Age Group 
 
The effect of the role model is very important at this stage of development.  Hero worship, 

identification with successful teams/players and a hunger for imaginative skills typify the 

mentality of this age.  Players at this age can be extremely self-critical.  This is the “Golden Age 

of Learning” and the most important age for skill development.  Demonstration is very important 

and the players learn best by doing.  This is an appropriate time to introduce and teach basic 

Principles of play: 

 

Attacking Principles    Defensive Principles 

 

• Penetration     

• Support 

•  Mobility     

• Width  

• Depth (length) 

• Improvisation (deception, creativity)    

• Recovery (Immediate Chase) 

• Pressure 

• Cover  

• Balance     

• Compactness 

• Counter Attack 
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Role of the U11/U12 Coach 

The role of the coach in the U12 age group is to be a patient and motivating teacher.  At this 

level, in addition to understanding technique, coaches should be able to provide environments 

conducive to problem solving (decision-making) by the players utilizing guided discovery 

methods.  Specifically, individual and small group tactics should be the focus of the training 

sessions.  

 
The U11/U12 Player Characteristics 
 

Mental/Psychological (cognitive) 

• Fertile period for learning…eager to learn 

• Ability to sequence thought and actions and perform more complex tasks…can 

simultaneously run, strike a ball and think! 

• Ability to use more abstract thought to meet the demands of the game (i.e. well-timed 

overlapping run) 

• Use their teammates to solve game problems 

• Training must replicate the game 

Physical (psychomotor) 

• Continue to gain a tremendous amount of physical strength, endurance and power 

• Flexibility training is key to prevention of injury 

• More confident with physical technical demands above their waist (receiving with the chest; 

heading the ball) 

• Goalkeeping skills are becoming refined 

• Children continue to be in growth spurts 

• Overuse injuries occur when age appropriate development is ignored 

• Height can be well over 5 feet and weight can be 100+ pounds 

• The age range for the beginning of pubescence in girls is 7-14, with the average being 10 

years of age 

• The age range for the beginning of pubescence in boys is 9-16, with the average being 12 

years of age  

Socially (psychosocial) 

• Gender differences are more apparent 

• Whether a child enters puberty early or late has important psychological implications 

regarding relationships with their teammates 

• Spend more time with their friends and less time with their parents 

• Children tend to conform to peer pressure 

• Developing a conscience, morality and a scale of values 
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What to Teach U11/U12 Players (Game Components) 
 

Technique (skills):  

• Dribbling 

o To beat an opponent (penetration) 

o To possess (shielding) 

• Feints with the Ball 

o Subtle body movements to unbalance the opponent 

• Receiving Air Balls with Feet, Thighs and Chest  

o Away from pressure 

o To beat an opponent 

• Heading to Score Goals and for Clearances  

o Accuracy (direction) 

o Timing 

• Finishing 

o Chipping 

o Bending 

o Toe    

o Introduce Half Volley and Volley Shooting 

• Passing 

o Deceptive use of foot surface (toe, outside of foot, heel) 

• Crossing to Near Post and Penalty Spot Space 

o Driven 

o Flighted    

• Introduce Slide Tackle 

o Timing 

o Poke Tackle 

 

Goalkeeping (skills) 

 

• Footwork for Goalkeepers 

o Post to post (lateral) 

o Forward 

• Throwing 

o Side-arm 

o Round-house 

o Baseball 

• Kicking 

o Drop-kick 

 

• Diving 

o Step and Collapse (low) 

o Step and slide onto forearms and 

thighs (forward) 

• Angle Play 

o Fast footwork 

o Body shape 

• Introduce Parrying and Boxing 

o One hand 

o Two hands 
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Psychology (mental and social): 

• Teamwork 

• Confidence 

• Desire 

• Mental rehearsal 

• Intrinsic motivation 

• Handling distress 

• How to learn from each match 

• Sportsmanship 

• Parental involvement 

• Emotional management 

                                  

Fitness (conditioning):  

• Speed 

• Strength 

• Aerobic exercise 

• Proper warm-up and cool-down now mandatory 

 

Tactics (decisions):  

• 2 v 1 through 3 v 3 attacking & defending 

• Introduce the principles of play 

• Verbal & visual communication for all players 

• Half-time analysis 

• Beginning to identify potential roles for players (goalkeeper, defender, midfielder &/or 

forward) 

•  Commanding the goalmouth by the goalkeeper 

•  Near post play by the goalkeeper 

• Saving penalty kicks 

• Simple set play patterns 

• Speed in setting up walls 
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Foundation 
 
The first thing that needs to be mentioned with regard to coaching players in the U11/U12 age 

group is that the emphasis is completely on player development. By that, we mean that we want 

our GYSA players to become total soccer players by the age of 16 or 17. For that to happen, all 

of our coaches must constantly remember that they are one piece of the development puzzle. 

Obviously, our coaches are crucial to the development of our players, but we also need to keep 

in mind the big picture and realize that development is a long process. Coaches in this age 

group are very important because they will help our players begin to develop a mastery of the 

techniques of passing and shooting, that will serve them throughout their soccer careers. Please 

refer to the previous pages for matrices of the techniques and tactics that each age group 

should be focusing on.   

 

There are three main techniques that our U11 and U12 players will need to be introduced to, 

and given a lot of repetition—Passing, Shooting/Finishing, and Receiving with their back to goal. 

Since we intentionally focused on ball control and dribbling at the U9 and U10 levels, we will 

need to give our U11 and U12 players plenty of repetition and coaching on passing. Even if it is 

not a specific topic for the day, our U11 players need to have some activities where passing can 

be improved at every practice. They will need constant instruction and reminders on where their 

passing technique is breaking down. 2v1 and 2v2 games are excellent ways to give our players 

lots of passing repetition. In addition, our U11 and U12 players need to be introduced to 

shooting with the instep (laces). Again, there will need to be constant reminders of what the 

proper technique is. The other technique that needs to be introduced is receiving the ball with 

their back to pressure. This will lay the groundwork for when we work on playing to teammates 

in deep positions. Do not forget, working on ball control, dribbling and receiving is still vital to 

each player’s development, as the repetition of such essentials is critically important.   

 

Tactically, our U11 players need to be introduced to the concept of movement off the ball. They 

need to be put in situations where they recognize the importance of providing wide and deep 

support to the player with the ball. Again, the 4v4 environment is the best way to help our 

players understand these concepts. Also, players at the U11 and U12 age groups need to be 

taught the basics of defending. For U11 players, time will need to be spent on 1v1 defending. 

They will need a strong foundation in 1v1 defending (the concept of pressure), so they can 

eventually understand and be successful with future defending topics. If they have a good 

understanding of 1v1 defending, U12 players can be introduced to the concept of defensive 

cover, mainly by working in 1v2 and 2v2 situations. Understanding the ideas behind pressure 

and cover defending is the basis of team defending that will be learned later in their soccer 

careers. One final tactical topic for the U12 age group is combination play, such as wall passes, 

takeovers, and overlaps. U12 players’ soccer brains are finally beginning to develop to the point 

where they can see more of the game and can think what might actually happen one step ahead 

of the play. They need to be taught the cues of when to use these in game-like situations. 
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Organization of a Session/Practice 

 

The organization of a session for our U11 and U12 players is a little different than previous age 

groups that have been discussed. The key thing to keep in mind is that coaches should choose 

a single topic to focus on in each session. To help our players understand the concepts we are 

trying to teach, and to have the greatest impact on their development, each practice should 

follow an organized and logical progression from simple to complex. Training sessions at this 

age group should last for 90 minutes, and be coached with the following progression in mind: 

 

1) Warm-Up/Fundamental Stage (10-20 Minutes) 

In this stage, our players are introduced to the session at hand. Their warm-up needs to get 

them ready physically and mentally for the session. Whenever possible, the warm-up should 

relate to the topic of the day. This is a good place to give our players lots of technical repetitions 

in a simple environment, where their problems can be easily corrected. This stage of the 

session should conclude with some dynamic and/or static stretching. 

 

2) Match Related Stage (35-45 Minutes) 

In this stage, we begin to complicate the environment in a gradual manner. We can introduce 

grid boundaries and direction, more teammates and/or opponents, targets, small goals, or big 

goals with goalkeepers. This stage should comprise the biggest portion of the session, and it 

must consist of activities that relate to the game, not drill like activities. The biggest challenge for 

coaches in this stage is to make sure that our coaching points only relate to our topic for that 

day. Our players will be making all kinds of mistakes, but in order to facilitate real learning, try to 

focus only on making points that relate to the topic for the session. Another key thing to keep in 

mind is that the defending player or team should always have a target to play to. There must be 

this ability to transition for the activity to remain game-like. In most sessions, the match related 

stage will consist of two activities. 

 

3) Match Condition Stage (20-30 Minutes) 

This is the part of the practice that looks most like a game, and the time when we can really see 

if our players have grasped what we were working on during the practice. This part of the 

session should consist of 5v5 or 6v6 games. If possible use big goals (age appropriate or 8v8 

goals), or at least one big goal and small goals or target players on the opposite end-line. If 

numbers dictate, use a neutral player. During this stage, coaches need to limit themselves to 2-

3 stoppages to make coaching points, so the game can flow for the players, and to allow the 

coach to really evaluate how much of the day’s topic has been understood by the players. 

 

Game Day Considerations 

 

Again, winning is not the most important goal of our U11/U12 teams. Remember, our 

organization is about total player development. The things that allow U11 teams to win a lot of 

games (booting the ball long from the back to a big fast kid up front) do not best serve our young 

players’ development. For that reason, we need to encourage our players to work on the things 
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that you address in practice (dribbling, passing, receiving skills, 1v1 defending, basic ideas of 

support to the ball, etc.). That must become our measure of success, not simply winning. Also, 

in the interests of player development, it is crucial that all of our players get exposed to all 

positions on the field with some regularity. Soccer, unlike any other sport, is truly a game that 

belongs to the players. Again, players must be encouraged to make their own decisions on the 

field. As coaches, we cannot allow ourselves to constantly yell instructions to our players. That 

will only turn them into soccer robots, incapable of reading the game.  

 

We must take our responsibility as adult role models seriously.  We need to refrain from yelling 

at the referees and constantly questioning their calls. We cannot allow ourselves to get into 

confrontations with other coaches. And we need to encourage our parents to keep their 

composure. Remember, all of our actions ultimately reflect on our club and our town. 

 

 

If you have any questions, feel free to contact us via email.  Include your name and your age 

group. 

 

Thom Intrieri  gysapresident@yahoo.com                              Kevin Wakham gysavp@yahoo.com 

 

James Riviezzo  jriviezzo.gysa@gmail.com 

 

 

 

 

mailto:gysapresident@yahoo.com
mailto:gysavp@yahoo.com
mailto:jriviezzo.gysa@gmail.com
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U11/U12  

Warm-Up/Fundamental 

Activities 
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CIRCLE OF FRIENDS 

Training Emphasis: 

• Receiving 
 

Organization: 

• A circle of 20-25 yards in diameter 

• Half the players on the inside of the circle without soccer balls, the other half on the 

outside of the circle with balls. 
 

Procedure: 

• Players inside the circle move to any player on the perimeter, and the outside player calls 

the name of the surface they want them to control the ball with. The server then tosses 

the ball to the inside player, who must control the ball according to the command and 

play the ball back along the ground. Then the inside player continues on to a new server. 

Continue for 60 to 90 seconds and switch roles. 
 

Variations: 

• Coach could dictate that only one surface be used to control the ball (inside of foot, 

outside of foot, thigh, chest, head). 
 

Coaching Points: 

• Ball control and receiving 

• Encourage players to get in line with the ball and have a soft first touch 

• Encourage players not to “trap” the ball dead, but receive it into a space and then play it 

back. 
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CIRCLE PASSING 

Training Emphasis: 

• Passing/Receiving 
 
Organization: 

• With cones, form a circle of about 15-20 yards in diameter 

• Players are set up around the perimeter of the circle 
 
Procedure: 

• The player with the ball starts the activity by passing somewhere across the circle to 
another player (they cannot pass the ball to a player standing directly next to them on 
either side). After they pass, they follow their pass to take the place of the player who 
they are passing to. 

 
Variations: 

• Use two balls at the same time 

• Impose a two touch restriction. Receive the ball in one touch, and pass on the second  

• Time the activity. Challenge the group to keep the ball moving and not let it run outside 
the circle for a set time (60 or 90 seconds) 

• If you have 12+ players at practice, make the circle a little smaller and have two groups 
competing against each other 

 
Coaching Points: 

• Teach proper passing technique—Get in line with the ball; Open the passing foot to show 
the entire inside surface; placement of the non-kicking foot; ankle locked, with toe 
pointing up; strike through the center of the ball 

• Encourage a good receiving touch. Don’t trap the ball dead, but control it on the first 
touch 
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DRIBBLING GRID 
 

Training Emphasis: 

• Dribbling/Ball control 

 

Organization: 

• 15 x 15 to 20 x 20 yard grid, based on number of players 

• 1 ball per player 

 

Procedure: 

• Each player has a ball and dribbles inside the grid. This is a very basic set-up from which 

many dribbling skills and moves can be taught. 

 

Variations: 

• Work on change of speed. Have players change their speed to a sprint with the ball at the 

command of “Go”. Have them stop the ball immediately on the command of “Stop”. 

• Work on change of direction. Teach players different change of direction moves, and 

have them do one move at the command of “Change”. 

• Work on moves to beat an opponent. Teach players different 1v1 moves and have them 

work on them in this environment 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Teach dribbling moves in a progressive manner if needed. Once they understand the 

move, encourage them to play “on their edge”, at a high intensity. 
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GATES DRIBBLING 
Training Emphasis: 

• Dribbling/Ball control 

 

Organization: 

• In a defined area, set up 6-8 “gates” with cones. Gates should be about 1- 2 yards wide. 

Set them up in a random fashion around the area. 

• 1 ball per player 

 

Procedure: 

• All players are in the area with a ball. They try to dribble through the gates from one to 

another. 

 

Variations: 

• Specify that players only dribble with their right or left foot. 

• Time the activity. See how many gates each player can get through in a 60 or 90 second 

time period. Let them do it again to see if they can beat their first score. 

• Have players go back through the gate they came. This is a good way to introduce 

different turns and change of direction moves. 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Encourage players to find a rhythm to their dribbling. Dribble under control, but change 

speed as they approach a gate. 

• Encourage creativity and experimentation with their dribbling moves. 
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GATES PASSING 
Training Emphasis: 

• Passing/Receiving 

 

Organization: 

• Approximately a 30x30 yard grid, with pairs of cones set up 1-2 yards apart throughout the grid, 

at varying angles 

• Players grouped into pairs, 1 ball per pair 

 

Procedure: 

• Each pair of players passes their ball to their teammate through a “gate”. After they get their ball 

through a gate, they must find another gate to pass through, so the activity is always moving. 

 

Variations: 

• Have players play through the gate, and their teammate passes back through the same gate 

before they move on to another gate. Or, they can play through the gate, and then a wall pass 

around one of the cones. 

• Time the activity to see how many gates each pair can get through in a set time period (60 or 90 

seconds). Give the players another chance, and see if they can beat their score from the first 

round. 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Encourage players to strike through the center of the ball to keep the ball on the ground. Also, 

encourage them to get their hips and non-kicking foot facing the direction the want to pass. 

• Encourage a good first touch, played slightly into space, in the direction that they want to make 

their next movement. 
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NUMBERS PASSING 

Training Emphasis: 

• Passing/Receiving 

 

Organization: 

• Open area, players are organized into groups of 4-6 

• One ball per group 

 

Procedure: 

• Each player within the group needs to number themselves off. To start the activity player 

#1 passes to player #2, who receives the ball and passes to player #3, and so on. When 

the last numbered player receives the ball, they pass back to player #1 and the activity 

continues. 

• Encourage players to be moving, not standing still. 

 

Variations: 

• Have the players pass the ball in backwards number order (6 to 5 to 4 to 3, etc.) 

• Implement a touch restriction—two touch or three touch 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Encourage field awareness—knowing where teammates are and knowing where your 

next move will be. 

• Encourage players to open their hips to receive the ball, and to play in the direction of 

where their next pass will be. 
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SEDONA SKY 

Training Emphasis: 

• Receiving/Receiving and turning 

 

Organization: 

• Set up a 30 x 20 yard grid. Place ½ the players inside the grid and ½ the players around the 

perimeter of the grid. 

 

Procedure: 

• The players on the outside serve balls to the players on the inside, who are working on receiving 

different services. The inside player receives a ball from a server, and plays it to another sever, 

then finds another player on the outside to receive the next ball from. Play for :45 to :60, then 

have the outside players switch with the inside players. This is a very commonly used activity that 

can be used to work on all different types of receiving. 

 

Variations: 

• Basically limitless options—One touch passes back to the server, receive with the inside of the 

foot, receive with the outside of the foot, receive with the thigh, receive with the chest, head back 

to the server, etc. 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Players should check to the server at an angle 

• Players should get in the habit of checking their shoulder at least twice—once when they start to 

check to, and once right before they receive the ball 

• If working on receiving and turning, encourage players to get the turn done in one touch, and 

make their pass on the second touch. 
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U11/U12  

Match-Related 

Activities 
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1 V 1 TURNING GRID 
Training Emphasis: 

• Receiving with back to pressure 

• Shielding 

 

Organization: 

• A 20 x 12 yard grid 

• One neutral player on each end line as a server and target. 1v1 inside the grid. 

 

Procedure: 

• One of the neutral player passes to an inside player. He tries to “score” by turning with the ball 

and passing across the grid to the opposite side neutral player. He is allowed to pass back to the 

first neutral player and move to get another pass, but no points are given. The other inside player 

tries to win the ball and play to a neutral to get a point. A player who scores gets the ball back 

and tries to score again in the opposite direction. Continue for :60, then switch the neutrals and 

inside players. 

 

Coaching Points: 

• This activity should be preceded by a demonstration of different ways to receive the ball with back 

to pressure—Inside of the foot; outside of the foot; spin off the defender, etc. 

• Receiving player should check away first to create some space for himself, and then check back 

to the ball on an angle. 

• As the receiving player is checking back to the ball, he needs to take a quick glance over his 

shoulder to evaluate the angle and distance of pressure by the defender. 
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3 V 1 GRID 

Training Emphasis: 

• Passing/Receiving/First touch 

• Basic concepts of support 

 

Organization: 

• A 12 x 10 yard grid 

 

Procedure: 

• The group of three players on the outside is simply trying to keep the ball away from the defender 

in the middle. The player that makes a mistake that allows the defender to win the ball goes into 

the middle. 

 

Variations: 

• Adjust the size of the grid to make it easier or more difficult. 

• You can add target players on each sideline about 2 yards outside the grid. If the defender wins 

the ball, they must play it to one of these target players. 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Teach proper passing technique. 

• Encourage a good first touch. Don’t trap the ball dead, but control the ball on the first touch. 

• Encourage players to get into good supporting positions. Players without the ball cannot hide 

behind the defender. They must get to the corners adjacent to the player with the ball.  

• Encourage them to move towards that space while the ball is moving. Do not wait until the 

receiver gets the ball to begin to support. 
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1 V 1 TO SMALL GOALS (Defending emphasis) 

Training Emphasis: 

• 1v1 Defending 

 

Organization: 

• A 15 x 8 yard grid with small goals (2-3 yards wide) on each end line 

• Organize players into two teams 

 

Procedure: 

• Each team lines up behind one of the small goals. Give one team all the balls. The first 

player in that team serves a ball to the first player in the other team, and they play 1v1 

trying to score on the other team’s goal. Play can continue to whenever a goal is scored, 

or whenever the ball goes out of bounds, and then the next two players play. Switch balls 

after a few minutes so each team serves as “defenders” and “attackers”. 

• If the lines are too long, be sure to set up a second grid so players are not standing in line 

and losing interest in the activity. 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Close space quickly, but arrive at attacker under control and sideways on 

• Bend run to take away options for the attacker 

• Keep feet moving defensively, taking small quick steps to adjust to Attacker 

• Patience—wait until the ball is exposed before tackling 
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1 V 1 CHANNEL THE ATTACKER 
 
Training Emphasis: 

• 1v1 defending 

 

Organization: 

• A 20 x 12 yard grid with small goals (2-3 yards wide) placed in opposite corners of the 

grid. A group of players at each goal 

 

Procedure: 

• The first player in one line serves to the first player in the other line, and then goes to 

defend him. The defender is trying to force play away from the small goal, while the 

attacker is trying to score on his opponents’ small goal. 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Encourage the defender to get sideways on, and force the attacker away from the small 

goal. 

• Encourage patience in defending; do not allow the defenders to constantly dive in if they 

are not sure of winning the ball. 

 

 



26 
 

 
 

2 V 1 TO BIG GOAL AND SMALL GOAL 
Training Emphasis: 

• Basic combination play—wall passes; overlaps; takeovers 

• Shooting and finishing 

 

Organization: 

• A 25 x 20 yard grid, with a big goal (age appropriate or 8v8 goal) on one end line, and a 

small goal on the opposite end line. A group of players outside the grid near the big goal 

and a group near the small goal, and a goalkeeper in the goal. 

 

Procedure: 

• The first player in the line by the goal serves to the opposite line and goes to defend. Two 

attackers play against the defender, trying to score in the big goal. If the defender wins 

the ball, they can try to score on the small goal. 

Variations: 

• Play the same 2v1 game to end lines, or to small goals. 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Require the attackers to perform a combination before shooting at goal 

• Encourage the attackers to be creative, and to read the cues of the defender to 

determine which combination is right in each situation. 
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2 V 2 TO SMALL GOALS 

Training Emphasis: 

• Pressure and cover defending 

• Combination play (if working with attacking team) 

 

Organization: 

• A 20 x 15 yard grid, with small goals (2-3 yards) on each end line. Groups of players in 

line by each goal. 

 

Procedure: 

• The first two players in the one line serve to the opposite line and go to defend. Two 

attackers play against the defenders, trying to score on the small goal. If the defenders 

win the ball, they can try to score on the opposite small goal. 

 

Variations: 

• Play the same 2v2 game to end lines; or to end zones; or to a big goal (age appropriate 

or 8v8 goal) and a small counter goal 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Angle and distance of pressuring player 

• Angle and distance of covering player 

• Communication between defenders 

• Immediate shifting of pressure and cover players when the ball is passed 
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3 V 3 IN THE BOX FINISHING 

 
Training Emphasis: 

• Shooting/Finishing 

 

Organization: 

• Place 3 players on two different teams inside the penalty box, with a goalkeeper in the 

goal. The coach needs a pile of balls at the top of the box. 

 

Procedure: 

• The coach plays a ball into the penalty area, and the two teams battle for the ball to try to 

score. As soon as the ball leaves the area, a goal is scored, or the goalkeeper makes a 

save, the coach puts a new ball into play. When the goalkeeper makes a save, he simply 

throws the ball back to the top of the box. Play to 3 goals, winning team stays on, while 

the team that lost switches with the third team that is waiting to play. 

 

Variations: 

• Play 4v4 instead of 3v3 

• Give 2 points for a one-touch finish 

• Place the restriction that only one-touch finishes count as goals 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Good shooting technique—hips facing the target, head down and steady, good selection 

of foot surface to shoot with (laces, inside of foot, etc.). Decision making of when and 

where to shoot based on the situations presented in the activity. 
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THE NUMBERS GAME 

Training Emphasis: 

• Dribbling, especially 1v1 skills 

• Shooting/Finishing 
 

Organization: 

• Set up a grid approximately 25 x 15 yards in size, with a 6-8 yard goal on each end line 

made of flags or cones 

• Organize the players into two teams, and give each player a number (in the above 

diagram, each team would have players numbered 1-5) 

• The coach is at the sideline with all the balls 
 

Procedure: 

• The coach begins the activity by calling out a number 1-5, and plays a ball into the grid. 

The player with that number from each team enters the grid and plays 1v1 against their 

opponent. The remaining team members must remain on the goal line and try to save the 

opponent’s shot on goal—without using their hands. To encourage the players to stay 

connected to the game, award a penalty kick any time a player doesn’t respond to their 

number. 
 

Variations: 

• The coach can call out two or three numbers to have the players compete in a 

• 2v2 or 3v3 environment 
 

Coaching Points: 

• Encourage players to be aggressive in attacking the defender 1v1 

• Encourage players to shoot as soon as there is a window 

• All technical coaching points for shooting—toe down, ankle locked, head down and 

steady, hips and non-kicking foot pointed at target 
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4 V 4 TO SMALL GOALS 
Organization: 

• Set up a 35 x 25 yard grid, with small goals (approximately 3 yards wide) on each 

endline. 

• Two teams of four players each 

 

Procedure: 

• This is your basic small sided game. Each team plays 4 vs. 4, and the goal is to try to 

score into the opponent’s small goal. 

• Have extra players serve as substitutes for each team, or have them comprise a third 

team, that comes on to replace the team the gives up a goal. 

 

Variations: 

• Play 5v5 instead of 4v4. If playing 5v5, expand the grid to 45x30 or 35 yards. At this 

point, look to organize the teams into a shape, such as 3 defenders and 2 forwards. 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Ball control and dribbling 

• Passing 

• Understanding basic tactical concepts, such as spacing and support 

• Teamwork and basic combination play 
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4 V 4 TO SIDELINE GOALS 

 
Organization: 

• Set up a 30 x 25 yard grid, and place small goals (2-3 yards wide) in the center of each 

sideline. 

• Two teams of four 

 

Procedure: 

• This is a great variation of the regular 4v4 game. Play 4v4, but now each team has 

multiple goals to score in. There are three different variations that can be used within this 

game: 

✓ Either team can score on any of the four goals 

✓ One team plays “east-west”, while the other plays “north-south”. So, each team is 

trying to score on goals across from each other. 

✓ One team scores on an endline goal and a sideline goal, while the other team scores 

on the other to goals. 
 

Variations: 

• Add a neutral player, who plays on whatever team has possession of the ball 

• Play 5v5 instead of 4v4 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Ball control and dribbling 

• Passing 

• Understanding very basic tactical concepts, such as spacing and support 

• Teamwork and basic combination play 



33 
 

 
4 V 4—TWO GOAL, TWO GOAL 

Organization: 

• Set up a 35 x 25 yard grid (which is wider than it is long), and place two small goals (2-3 

yards wide) on each end line, as in the diagram above. 

• Two teams of four 

 

Procedure: 

• This is a great variation of the regular 4v4 game. Play directional 4v4, but now each team 

has two goals to score in. The shape of the grid, as well as the fact that there are no 

goals on the center of the end line, encourages more passing and movement off the ball. 

 

Variations: 

• Play 5v5 instead of 4v4 

 

Coaching Points: 

• Ball control and dribbling 

• Passing 

• Understanding basic tactical concepts, such as spacing and support, and movement off 

the ball 

• Teamwork and patience as a team 
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5 V 5 TO BIG GOAL AND COUNTER TARGETS 

 

Organization: 

• On half a field, use the big goal, and set up a 50x40 yard grid, with the big goal (age 

appropriate or 8v8 goal) on one of the end lines. 

• Place two target players over the opposite end line to the goal. 

Procedure: 

• This game is played 5v5, plus a goalkeeper in the big goal. One team is trying to score 

on the big goal, while the other team gets a point if they can win the ball and play to the 

target players’ feet. Make sure to rotate sides, so that each team gets a chance to attack 

the big goal. Also, at this age, make sure to rotate goalkeepers so that different team 

members get exposed to this important position. 

Variations: 

• Place a small goal on the opposite end line instead of target players 

Coaching Points: 

• Ball control and dribbling 

• Passing 

• Shooting and finishing 

• Understanding very basic tactical concepts, such as spacing and support 

• Teamwork and basic combination play 

 


