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A primary focus for the coach at the youth level, through the U-12 age group, is to provide an 
environment that comes close to simulating the "pickup" games of our youth. In this setting much 
of the creativity and personality of kids developed naturally, without the involvement of adult<;. 
Kids need to be allowed to play freely, develop their skills and use them in a creative manner. 
Coaches should organize only so far as it helps to create this environment. Again, Manfred 
Schellscheidt comments on this idea of "street soccer" and how the coach can help to create this 
environment. 

Beside the games, what do our training sessions look like? Are they mobile or static? Are the 
players free to experiment and learn fi·om the game or are they constantly instructed? Is 
there room for trial and error, or are they simply told what to do and where to go? 
(Breathing life into soccer) ... is more about converting our training sessions into some form 
of street soccer in which players, with the help of the coach, experiment with the basic 
elements of the game in a competitive way ... Learning (in this case, soccer) is about 
experimenting with new things and relating to them Mastery means coming to grips with 
things we have experimented with, often with repetition. It is all about developing an 
understanding and feel for the game. The lessons for all of us will come tram the game and 
so will the answers. In the beginning the person and the game are separate, maybe even far 
apart. lVben things get good, the game and the person become one. (Manfred Schellscheidt: 
Experimenting With The Game) 

With this in mind, try to encourage comfort with the ball and the confidence to use this skill 
creatively. Encourage the dribbler at the younger ages; your team of 8 to 10 year olds should be 
full of them. Dribbling, at the younger ages, is the child's attempt to gain control over the ball. 
Controlling the ball is the primary skill that every other skill in soccer depends upon. Although 
controlling the ball may seem to be a simple task, it actually takes an enormous amount of the 
child's energy. Do not expect him or her to look to pass or to pass with any level of competence 
or awareness, until he or she has first mastered this skill. Consider these two points. Children from 
about age 6 to 12 have an almost limitless capacity to learn body movement and coordination (i.e., 
motor skills). At the same time, their intellectual capacity to understand spatial concepts like 

CONSIDER THIS: At the younger ages (6 to about I 0), soccer is not a team sport. On the 
contrary, it is a time for children to develop their individual relationship with the ball. The fact 
that younger children are placed into team environments is not their fault. Do not demand that 
the more confident players share the ball. Encourage them to be creative and go to goal. Do the 
same with the rest of your players. vVork to bring all your players up to that level of confidence 
and comrort with the baiL Coaches should avoid the impulse to ''coach'' their players [rom 
''play to play'' in order to help them win the match. Coaches should not be telling their young 
players to "pass rather than dribble,·· to ''hold their positions'· or to "never'' do something (like 
pass or dribble in front of the goal). 

positions and group play is limited. Work to their strengths. 
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Many kids who have been involved in organized soccer will often look to pass the ball or kick the 
ball down field as their first option. They have been taught to "share" the ball or they have 
learned that the best v1ay to keep from making a ;;mistake;; vvith the ball at their feet is to kick 
it away as fast as possible. For this reason, it helps if the coach continually encourages the 
players to make dribbling their first option. It may also help to make the players take at least 
two touches on the ball before they can look to pass. Remember that making mistakes at these 
early ages is a very important part of the player's learning and development. Encourage risk
taking and applaud effort. 

U-6: K and 1st graders 

Soccer at these ages should be discouraged in any form other than as a fun activity for kids, Lhat 
happens to includes a soccer ball. There should be groups of players rather than teams. Fees 

GAME APPLICATION 

Game Form: 3 v3is best option for these ages 
GK Status: Goalkeepers should not be used 
Field Size: 4 v 4 (40 yards x 25 yards)-3 v 3 (30 yards x 20 yards) 
Ball Size: 3 
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When ball goes out of bounds, the game is restarted with a kick -in or dribble-in. No throw-ins. 

should be nominal. Attendance should be optional. Creating a joyful environment is mandatory. 

B SOME GENERAL THOUGHTS ABOUT THIS AGE: 

Five- and six-year olds are too young to be involved in any structured, organized soccer program. 
At most, they should be involved in fun activities that encourage the children to explore their 
physical abilities, while also including a ball with which to play. Make sure these are activity
based games that emphasize exploration and experimentation with the rolling, spinning, and 
bouncing qualities of the ball. The soccer ball should be considered a toy. There should be no 
activities where players wait in lines to perform a pre-determined movement or required action. 

Five- and six- year olds, although still young, are beginning to gain more control over their bodies. 
At the same time, it is still new to them and they will require a lot of time and energy figuring out 
what their bodies can do, and how to use this developing coordination. Children at this age also 
iove to use their imagination when they play. Keep this in mind when designing games. They 
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enjoy playing on their terms, and as a by-product of their play, they wi 11 gain some limited comfort 
with the ball. Although they love to play, their ability to stay focused on any one thing is very 
limited. Keep your activities short and simple. Finally, even as they are steadily developing 
physical and mental abilities, they are still very young. Always treat children with care, patience 
and give plenty of encouragement. It can be helpful to include parents in the practice/play time so 
they can take ideas home with them to their backyards or parks. If children must be involved in 
these organized practice times, they should be having so much fun that when they go home, the 
soccer ball becomes one of their favorite toys. 

• DURATION OF PRACTICE; RATIO OF BALL TO CHILD AT PRACTICE 

30 to 45 minutes is the best option for these ages. Most of the practice should be spent in ratios 
of one ball per child or one ball per two children. 

• GENERAL DESCRJPTION OF WHAT SHOULD BE HAPPENING DURING PRACTICE 

The children should be having fun with the ball. There should be periods of active playing where 
everyone is involved, and there should be ample opportunities for short breaks for water and for 
catching their breath. If there is more than one adult/coach, the children should be divided into 
smaller groups, with at least one adult per group. At these young ages, children work hard and tire 
quickly. Allow them to have "active rests," where they are not running but are trying to do 
something specific with the ball, often sitting or standing. Everyone should be occupied with 
something, even when resting. Keep the numbers from 1 v 1 to 3 v 3 and keep as many children 
actively involved with a ball as possible. Let them go to small goals with no goalkeepers. When 
possible, a size 3 soccer ball should be used. 

• GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF WHAT SHOULD BE HAPPENING IN MATCHES 

U.S. Soccer recommends that there be no organized matches at this age. Consistently set up mini 
games at practice for your kids to compete with and against each other, according to their age. 

CONSIDER THIS: At these young ages, the primary goal is to make the player's experience 
with soccer so enjoyable that when he or she has a choice of activities, he or she choose to play 
soccer on his or her own. 

• GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF INFORMATION THAT IS COMMUNICATED 
TO THE PLAYERS BY THE COACH 

At these ages, the coach/parent should be positive and encouraging of each child. Specific soccer
related information should be limited to basic ideas of how to best keep the ball from running out 
of bounds too often. There should not be any discussions about positions or any other team 

concepts. 
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BALL CONTROL AND CREATIVITY 

• BEST QUALITIES OFA COACH FOR THIS AGE PLAYER I 
I I 

Patience, good humor, and a willingness to see the world through a child's eyes. Also, the 
ability to speak their language and accept that the children's play will not look at all like soccer. 

• NUMBER OF MATCHES PER CALENDAR YEAR 

Children at these ages should not be playing any organized games. Playing with and against 
their teammates during practice times is sufficient and is to be encouraged. 

• BREAKS FROM ORGANIZED/MANDATORY SOCCER 

. Children at this age should be able to play when they wanr to play, and waik away when they J 
f are through. I 
I• TRAVEL I 
I 

None. 

• STATE REGIONAL AND NATIONAL CHAMPIONSHIPS 

None. 

• TOURNAMENTS, FESTIVALS, ETC. 

None. 

BEST PRACTICES FOR COACHING SOCCER I~J THE UNITED STATES I @ 


