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Back to the Future with “Play-Practice-Play”: Part 2 
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Ohio North Youth Soccer Association April 2020 
 
“Practice” Activities  
The U.S. Soccer Play-Practice-Play model has application to almost every level of youth soccer 
and, in particular, should be considered fundamental to the Zone 1 landscape, encompassing 6-
12 year-olds. As noted during the introduction to Part 1, our young players gain significantly less 
free-play experience during their formative years than their worldly peers.  Additionally, our 
young players are generally less likely to receive structured training to develop positional 
awareness and how to process the game as the ball moves back and forth between the two 
goals.  
 
To address these shortcomings, the “Practice” in Play-Practice-Play seeks to accelerate learning 
to the degree the interests and motivations of the players will allow.  This article discussed the 
range of possible “Practice” activities in the Play-Practice-Play methodology. 
 
To effectively plan and deliver relevant “Practice” activities, coaches first need to assess player-
needs against 1) the developmental stage of their player pool; and 2) each player’s motivation 
to listen and engage. Some players have no vested interest in soccer, per se, and may narrowly 
define “fun” as simply being with their friends; while others begin to qualify “fun” by delving 
deeper - relatively speaking - into the nuances of the game and the encompassing soccer 
environment.  At the entry-levels, these personality types may-well play on the same team.   
 
Table 1 offers an observational model for assessing the motivation levels of entry-level players.   
 

Level Observations and Markers 

Poor Walks about. May walk off. No enthusiasm. Negative body language. Kicks at the ball. Not 
engaged by competition. Asks how long until they can go home. Repeatedly needs help with 
directions. Frequently the last to pay attention. Distant from other kids or only social with 
immediate friend(s).  Poor attendance. May quit.  

Good Generally active and involved. Smiles. More engaged when the ball comes to them. Runs with 
the game in spurts. Follows directions. Positive body language. Engages with other kids. 
Responds to praise. Responds to coaching suggestions. May be prone to distractions/drifting out. 

Excellent Fully engaged in the games. Smiles. Looks interested. Positive body language. Celebrates scoring.  
Tries to win. Competes. Moves with the game. Engages with other kids. Responds to coaching 
suggestions.  

Table 1. Player motivation markers. 

To maximize player potential, the knowledge and skills of the coach must meet the needs and 
desires of the players. This meshing of the minds places significant demands on the skills and 
experiences of the coach and a distinction between the expectations for volunteer parent-
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coaches with no playing experience, and coaches with a playing background, should be 
clarified.   
 
For the typical volunteer coach with no soccer-playing experience, it is unrealistic and unfair to 
expect more than the organization and management of a practice environment that provides 
children with increased opportunities to develop their own ideas and have fun through lots of 
active and competitive play.   
 
Simply promoting a positive and safe culture where youngsters can enjoy playing more soccer 
would significantly alter the trajectory of the player enjoyment, player retention, and player 
development curves.  The Play-Practice-Play methodology provides a sound framework to 
support these objectives, while giving added value to the tens of thousands of volunteer Moms 
and Dads who have stepped up to help their children play soccer.   
 
For the coach with soccer-playing experience who is motivated to learn, the expectations for 
“Practice” can take on a significantly more varied look and feel. These “influencers” can 
appreciably alter the potential of the youth soccer landscape, providing they can overcome one 
major impediment - the cultural reliance on DRILLS....  
 
Our organized sports culture is awash with drill-based coaching.  The “drills-leading-to-game” 
methodology was established in physical education teacher-training programs and culturally 
normalized to the volunteer parent-coaches through their “PE” classes and youth sports 
experiences. The necessity for technical drills was justified by claims such as, “No technique, no 
tactics!”   
 
From personal experience as an eager physical education student in the late-70’s and early-
80’s, this “drills-leading-to-game” philosophy left a gaping hole in our professional 
development. We learned to organize and manage drills and break down technique. We 
learned how to build related exercises into progressions with measurable technical objectives. 
And then we got to the game and the teaching ended.    
 
What we didn’t learn was the common underlying principles behind families of sports and how 
to teach those principles to our students.  For example, the family of “invasion” sports, such as 
soccer and hockey and basketball and water polo, all have the same tactical principles.  
 
When the games started, we kept score, we kept time, we rotated players, and we missed the 
most important lesson – how to teach students to actually play!  It was very evident, very early, 
that the drills did nothing to improve game performance. I became very good at keeping classes 
organized and busy. In those days, I was totally ineffective as a teacher of sports.   
  
Upon reflection, this cultural fixation with drills may be single-handedly responsible for the 
stuttering growth of youth soccer over the past 40-plus years; and a major contributor to the 
consistently high drop-out rates across youth sports in general.   
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It is both ironic and lamentable that the world’s top baseball and basketball and soccer players 
STILL emerge from free play cultures; while participation in organized youth sport universally 
suffers from high turnover in every age group. “Coach, can we scrimmage?” is a question with 
deep cultural undertones pointing to the uncomfortable reality that adults really don’t 
appreciate the basic motivations and needs of children in youth sport.   
 
Ultimately, Play-Practice-Play seeks to correct a debunked cultural misadventure. 
 
The Universe of Practice Organizations 
There are two general categories of training organizations: Individual Development Activities 
and Team Development Activities.  
 
Within these two broad categories are eight specific forms of training exercises, each with their 
own strengths and weaknesses, and each requiring a different skill set and knowledge base on 
the part of the coach.    
 
The eight practice organizations are organized into the four distinct groups noted in Table 2.  
 

Individual Development Activities Team Development Activities 
Group 1 

1. Unopposed Technical Drills 
2. Opposed Technical Drills 

 

Group 3 
5. Activities building away from a large goal with a 

goalkeeper.  
6. Activities building towards a large goal with a goalkeeper.  
7. Activities played in a designated area to lines or target 

players or goals (small or large) without a goalkeeper.  
Group 2 

3. Concept Development Games 
4. Position Development Games 

Group 4 
8. Games played between two large goals with goalkeepers. 

Table 2. Individual and team development activities. 

Assessing Training Activities 
There are two noteworthy principles used to assess the value of any training activities in sport. 
The first is transfer; the second, efficiency.  
 
Transfer 
With regard to transfer, the more closely a training environment replicates the demands of the 
competitive environment, the more likely it is that learning will be observed in the competitive 
environment.  The eight most important elements of the competitive 11v11 soccer 
environment are listed in Table 3. 
 

1. The game is played between two goals. 
2. The game has direction. Each team attacks and defends one goal. 
3. The game is played between two even-numbered teams, one of whom is designated 

as a goalkeeper.  
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4. The game includes natural transitions between a) attacking, b) transitioning to 
defending, c) defending, and d) transitioning to attacking. 

5. The game is played on a rectangle with recognizable boundaries. 
6. The game has one ball. 
7. The game is played to determine a winner. 
8. The game is played with mutually understood rules of play. 

Table 3. The characteristics of soccer. 

Efficiency 
With regard to efficiency, the more elements that can be included in a training activity, the 
higher the rate of return, but only to a point.  
 
Each coach has to make choices on how to modify the 11v11 or 9v9 or 7v7 or 4v4 games to 
maximize learning for their particular player-pool. Each coach has to choose between activities 
with high clarity (1v1) and high reality (4v4 or 7v7 or 9v9 or 11v11) to maximize learning for 
their particular player-pool.  And each coach has to choose how the rules and playing spaces 
might be modified to maximize learning for their particular player-pool.  
 
The following information provides examples of each of the eight practice organizations within 
their respective groups and discusses the relative strengths and limitations of each organization 
relative to the reality of the competitive game (transfer) and coaching efficiency.  
   

Group 1 
 
Group 1 includes Unopposed and Opposed Technical Drills which are intended to develop 
specific techniques through focused repetition. Common examples are discussed below.   
 
Unopposed Technical Activities 
 
Passing Patterns and Dribbling Drills 

 
Along with dribbling drills, passing patterns (Figure 
1) in all forms sit at the core of the drill culture. 
These activities typically require players to 
“correctly” learn and repeat coach-prescribed 
movement patterns and player actions.  
 
In the drill world, “good” coaches are observed to 
have lots of pattern variations in their practice  
Arsenal and are highly organized and energized.   
 
Drill-based coaches often focus their information on the correctness of their movement 
patterns, rather than the mechanics of the technique(s) being trained. As a result, players do 

Figure 1. A passing pattern. 
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little more than reinforce existing and often poor mechanics without a corrective feedback 
loop.   
 
There is, in fact, research evidence to support the premise that engaging in technical drills 
improves the specific player action(s) being repeated. However, these gains have been found to 
be short-term and lacking when the specific action requires adaptation.  Yes, we can certainly 
improve our ability to type the letter “K” by repeatedly striking the correct key, but this focused 
practice does not improve our ability to locate and strike the letter “K” when typing words, such 
as “neck” or “knock” or “dock” or “bike”. For long-term learning and retention, a slow and 
stuttering start relating to an recognizable and repeatable context reaps greater returns.    
 
With soccer drills, the absence of a live opponent eliminates the fundamental relationship 
between a player action, such as receiving or passing the ball, and the immediate tactical 
context relating to playing between the two goals.   
 
This is a transfer issue that helps explain why so many drill-taught players struggle to process 
the game when the opponents are not plastic cones.  
 
The research also supports better long-term learning and retention when practiced player 
actions are similar, but varied.  There are six surfaces of each foot available to pass, control, 
shoot and dribble the ball. A “good” goal crosses the line under the bar and between the posts. 
A “good” pass gets to its intended target. “Good” control allows the ball to be used for the next 
action. “Good” dribbling is evidenced by a players’ ability to maintain possession when running 
into open space, or when running away from an opponent, or when running past an opponent.   
 
On the positive side, there is certainly some value to older, more experienced players engaging 
in passing patterns and other unopposed technical activities when the main objective is to 
manage the level of physical intensity during the early stages of a warm-up.   
 
There is also some value to the limited use of technical drills - with motivated players - when 
the coach can engage each individual to perceive and process the internal biofeedback loop 
that will help improve self-identified shortcomings. There is a place in coaching for helping 
motivated players attend to their unique mechanical adaptations, such as how to strike the ball 
on the ground with the laces and with no spin.    
 
Overall, however, as a vehicle to teach “fundamentals” to young players, the developmental 
merits of having every player engage in the same exercises in the same way and at the same 
time in their careers is highly over-valued, at best.   
 
With that said... 
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Ball Manipulation Activities - 1 
 
Ball manipulation activities (Figure 2) are designed to maximize technical repetition, with each 
player having their own ball, or every two players sharing a ball, depending on the technique(s) 
being trained.     

 
With the youngest populations, these activities can 
be structured to create fun breaks between more 
game-like activities, but the creativity of the coach is 
important. The main objective is to accumulate 
touches in as fun an activity as the coach can create.    
 
Young players don’t like rote repetition and will bore 
easily when asked to do the same thing in the same 
way with no perceived fun attached.   
 
Younger players don’t process finite details, so the 
activity must have a hook. They do like competition... 
and challenges... and playing make-believe.  They like trying new things. They like to imitate. 
They like to show off what they know and what they have learned.. even when they really don’t 
know and definitely haven’t learned!  To borrow from a famous coaching quote, in the 
development of young players, “Even a bad touch is a good touch”.  
 
Opposed Technical Activities 
 
Ball Manipulation Activities - 2 
 
The natural progression from unopposed activities is 
to add pressure.  
 
Moving forward from the previous example, in the 
activity shown here, the ten young players practicing 
elements of ball manipulation (turning, running, 
stopping) have been split between those with a ball  
(7 white) and those without (3 red). This number is  
arbitrary, but skewed towards providing more players 
with repetition.  
 
Adding defenders adds tactical context, which can be moved further towards the reality of the 
competitive game by adding direction. Playing up and down through 180 degrees between two 
goal lines (Figure 3), is quite different than attacking and defending through 360 degrees in any 
direction inside a designated area.  
 

Figure 2. A ball manipulation activity. 

Figure 3. An opposed ball manipulation activity. 
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A further modification can highlight the concept of reacting to changes in possession... simply,  
allowing players who win possession to retain the ball and score goals until they are, in turn,  
dispossessed or dribble out of bounds. Tactically, this reinforces an important concept... the 
reason we defend is to regain possession of the ball and attack the goal.. we don’t defend to 
kick the ball out of bounds. 
 
The game shown to the right also falls under the 
opposed technical category and has multi-cultural 
reach. Like free play, a basic form of this game has 
been “discovered” by players in every corner of the 
world.   
 
While the rules will vary by skill level, the basic 
premise is to shoot from behind the half-way line and 
then defend the goal.   
 
Because there is no active defending, ‘skill’ is realized 
by taking advantage of the goalkeepers position in  
transition or simply by generating the power to score in a defended goal.    
 
In the “bumper-type” activity shown in Figure 5, there are two independent 1v1 contests inside 
a square with four neutral (resting) players on the outside. Passing to any of the neutral 

“bumpers” provides the method of scoring and 
the way to win. Once a goal is scored, the 
attacking player moves to receive a different 
ball from one of the other bumpers. This version 
of the game is played with four balls.  
 
The game has no directional orientation, which 
favors the attackers’ opportunities to use the 
360-degrees of field space to gain and maintain 
possession until a goal can be scored.  
 
Because there are live defenders and natural 

transitions between attacking, defending, and  
transitioning between attacking and defending, the basic techniques associated with the game 
(passing, receiving, dribbling and defending) are connected to simple, but important, tactical 
cues.  
 
This type of activity moves technical development into the realm of skill development and 
amongst the key decisions each attacking player must make are... 
 

• When (timing), where (spatial awareness) and how (shape of run) do they move to 
receive each new pass? 

Figure 4. An opposed technical activity. 

Figure 5. A “bumper” activity. 
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• What surface of which foot (inside, outside, sole, laces, toe, heel) do they use and into 
what space (relative to the defender’s position or movement?) do they receive the ball 
from each pass? 

• How do they manipulate the ball (twists and turns) to dribble past (forward) or away 
from (side-to-side or backwards) their opponent? 

• How do they see or sense pressure and use their body to shield the ball from their 
opponent (balance, strength), if necessary; or half-turn to face the game if the defender 
is not close? 

• When and how do they assess the best pass to score? 
• Do they make eye contact with the bumper to ensure a “good” pass?  
• What is the best surface to pass the ball to the open bumper? 

 
The complexity of receiving the ball from one teammate and passing it to another is a core 
lesson in soccer and the skills required to fully process pressure from just one opponent will 
take years to build into unconscious habits.    
 
Rondos 
 
The “Rondo” has evolved to become a common 
warm-up activity for players with experience. 
There are many different forms of Rondo 
exercises (essentially, keep-a-way games), but the 
general structure seeks to provide an overload of 
players to one team as shown in this example.   
 
Rondos can be played in squares, in rectangles, or 
arranged to mimic play in, or through, a specific 
area, or areas, of the field.   
 
The basic concept of the Rondo is to scale down a tactical situation to improve awareness and 
speed of play (skill). In Figure 6 (8v2), the tactical situation relates to passing and receiving, 
relative to the position and movement of the two 
defenders.  Reducing the space or the number of 
players (i.e., 7v2, 6v2, 5v2) or changing the ratio of 
attackers to defenders (i.e., 6v3, 5v3, 4v1) changes 
the physical, technical and tactical demands of the 
tactical situation.  
  
In Figure 7, there are six players arranged into 
three teams of two players. One team of two 
“supports” the game from their respective halves, 
while the other two teams play 2v2+2 keep-a-way 
in a rectangle. Tracking the number of completed 
passes in the allotted playing time creates the 

Figure 6. A basic rondo activity. 

Figure 7. A 2v2+2 rondo activity. 
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competition. Changing the shape of the playing area from a square to a rectangle adds 
movement, which significantly increases the physical demands for the active players. 

 
Finally, Rondos can be developed to aid positional 
awareness. Figure 8 replicates building up through 
the center of midfield with each team based on a 
1-4-3-3 formation.   
 
For players with experience, Rondos can be 
challenging and fun when structured as realistic 
and fluid exercises. In contrast, when poorly 
constructed or managed, their value and “fun 
factor” depreciates quickly.  
 
For most young players, the lack of context (i.e., 

goals and direction), or their lack of experience with a nuanced activity will inevitably leave 
them confused and unduly frustrated with Rondos so caution is advised when selecting this 
form of “Practice” activity.      
 

Group 2 
 
Group 1 includes activities designed to teach tactical concepts and introduce players to 
positions.  
 
Concept Development Games     
 
For the volunteer parent-coach with little or no soccer background and for the youth player-
population, in general, the most important practice organizations are the “Concept” games, 
which are designed to provide technical and tactical repetition without the need for positional 
structure.   
 
In the Play-Practice-Play methodology, all the Play-1 
organizations through 4v4 are examples of concept 
games and these can and should be re-used or 
reformatted during the “Practice” phase, as needed.  
 
The four examples in Figures 9 through 12 
demonstrate how a simple change to the method of 
scoring impacts the technical and tactical concepts 
behind a game. In each example, there are two field 
players on each team and the Red team is playing 
towards the top of the field. For these playing 

Figure 8. A line-specific rondo activity. 

Figure 9. 1v1 to one small goal on each short side.  
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numbers, each field space is approximately 25 yards long by 16-18 yards wide.   
 
In Figure 9, each team attacks and defends one goal. Because one central goal is a natural 
orientation for soccer, the organization helps the defenders respond  
when they initially lose possession - and when they can  
recover both players between the ball and the goal.  The attackers, in turn, will be challenged to 
counter-attack quickly in transition; and then become more patient when both defenders are 
between the ball and the goal.   
 
In Figure 10, each team attacks and defends two 
goals. This organization favors the attackers because 
it is more difficult to defend both sides of the field 
as a team at the same time.  Tactically, the two 
goals provide opportunities for the attackers to 
assess the open and closed spaces and decide to 
shoot, dribble, or pass accordingly.  Should the 
defenders split their defensive responsibilities, the 
attackers will have a 2v1 situation in front of one 
goal.  

 
 
In Figure 11, the addition of a goalkeeper provides 
active support for the attacking team, creating the 
option to circulate the ball backwards when the 
defenders are well positioned.  
 
Using a regulation-size goal (improvised or actual) 
also promotes finishing skills and the need to 
assess the position of the goalkeeper when 
considering where and how to score. 

 
Lengthening the field slightly, perhaps adding 
an offside line, and certainly encouraging the 
goalkeeper to support the game from their own 
half can all significantly change the technical 
and tactical demands of this game.    
 
In Figure 12, each team has two additional 
teammates supporting from the goal line.  Goals 
are scored by passing the ball to the OTHER 
teams’ support players. Initially, this method of 
scoring can be confusing for inexperienced  

Figure 10. 2v2 to two small goals on each short side. 

Figure 11. 3v3 to two large goals with goalkeepers. 

Figure 12. 2v2 to two target / support players on each 
short side. 
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players and is not recommended for players younger than U9, unless the roles are served by  
the coaches. The game concept is based around the initial pass into the game and challenges 
the attacking players to create space individually and collectively by moving vertically, 
horizontally or diagonally.    
 
The multiple foundational concepts contained in these four game variations with just two field 
players are listed in Table 4 below.  
 

Attacking Defending 
Counter-attacking after coming into possession. 

Finishing.  
Dribbling into space. 

Dribbling to beat an opponent. 
Dribbling to keep possession.  

Using the body to help protect the ball. 
Passing to feet or open space. 

Communicating by making eye contact.  
Communicating by standing in open space or moving into open space.   

Creating space by moving away from an opponent. 
Receiving the ball into open space or away from an opponent. 

Maintaining possession as a “team” when there is no immediate route to goal.  

Defending against the counter-attack after losing possession.  
Using the body to recover the ball.  

Tackling to recover possession or dispossess an opponent. 
Positioning / moving to defend the direct route to the goal.  

Intercepting passes.  
Following the runs of opponents.  

Positioning to help the “team” defend together.  

Table 4. The "Fundamentals" of 2v2. 

As noted above, concept games can be organized for numbers through 4v4 without the need 
for positional structure and there are a wide variety of options available to influence the 
technical and tactical demands of the game. These include the method of scoring, the size and 
shape of the field, and the use of conditions, such as touch limitations to encourage passing and 
ball circulation.   
 
Positional Development Games (4v4, 5v5 and 6v6) 
Positional development games introduce the idea that each player has an area of operation 
within a team.  
 
Games with four players or more generally require the coach to organize a positional structure 
to provide the players with a recognizable and repeatable context for their actions; and a 
framework to better-understand how they should move in relation to their teammates when 
the ball travels between the goals.     
 
For the concerned coach, appreciating the qualities of a “competent” soccer player at the end 
of the journey informs every step of the process and, while this form of “Practice” game is not 
designed to teach team play, per se, the messages coaches relay to their players will always 
influence the direction of each individual’s skill and soccer personality. Ultimately, team play 
will always reflect the collective contribution of the unique personalities on the field. Counter-
intuitively, teams are developed one individual at a time.   
 
The spatial awareness, motivation and experience of the player-pool will dictate when a coach 
might begin to introduce “Practice” activities with positional structure; and at what level of 
complexity; and for what percentage of the daily and weekly schedule.  
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Table 5 below offers a general guide to spatial awareness and suggests only motivated players 
who have reached the 3rd level be introduced to positional development games.       
 

Level  Observations and Markers 

 1 Detached. Often stationary. No instinctive movement with the game.  Does not show interest in the 
ball. Does not follow the other players.  

2 Engaged in the game but drawn to the ball. Expects short passes from teammates. Will often 
compete with a teammate for the same ball. Typically play in the direction they are facing. Little or no 
awareness of the immediate tactical situation. May start to move away from the ball when prompted.  

3 Starting to find space away from the ball without prompting.  Will move into “better” supporting 
positions as the ball moves. Will pick up on verbal and non-verbal communication to link in 
combination with a more experienced player. Beginning to develop the concept of moving to, or 
being in space away from the ball.  

4 Starting to understand basic spacing (front/back/left/right) and is able to open up with prompts.   

5 Starting to understand more formal positioning (front/back/center/left/right) and is able to open up 
without prompts.   

6 Can play in an organized structure and show understanding of transition between attacking and 
defending shapes. Beginning to understand the concepts of line balance and how to change / inter-
change positions.  

Table 5. Spatial awareness markers. 

The “Roadmap” 
U.S. Soccer introduced the concept of a “Roadmap” to provide coaches with a simple and clear 
structure for observing and training the game.  Working from the Big Picture idea that the 
objective of the game is to score more goals than the opponent in the time allowed, the 
“Roadmap” partitions team development relative to the position of the ball on the field and 
which team has possession.  The “Roadmap” has both Grassroots and Professional editions 
which feature progressively more complex ideas for coaches with more experience.  
 
In its’ simplest form, the Grassroots “Roadmap” presents the game as follows.. 
 

• We have the ball in our own half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to move the ball into the opponents’ half.  

• We have the ball in the opponents’ half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to create chances and score goals 

• The opponent has the ball in their own half and our objectives are to win the ball back, 
or disrupt their build-up in order to stop them moving into our half. 

• The opponent has the ball in our half and the objectives are to disrupt their build-up in 
order to prevent scoring chances and win the ball back.  
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The three game-forms discussed below (4v4, 5v5, 6v6) develop positional understanding from 
the same tactical perspective... the goalkeeper has possession of the ball and the objective is to 
move the ball into the opponent’s half.  This moment provides the players with a clear and 
repeatable tactical situation to cue their movements. 
 
4v4 
The 4v4 game situated between two goals is the first 
step on the journey towards formal positional play 
and the past soccer experiences and motivation of 
the coach will have a significant impact on the quality 
and potential of the learning experience for the 
player-pool.   
 
Four players can form a diamond, which is the most 
common build-up shape for situations starting with 
the goalkeeper. For the coach who views moving the 
ball forward in a constructive manner as an important  
long-term goal, there are important ideas to introduce  
through this simple game-form. These start with... 
 

• Players recognizing a specific game situation (GK in possession) as a tactical “cue” (also 
known as a “trigger”).   

• Players associating the identified tactical cue with a repeatable response; in this case, 
spreading out to the front and to the sides of the goalkeeper.  

• Encouraging the goalkeeper to be an active participant as the “team” attempts to move 
the ball into the attacking half. 

 
On the defensive side of the ball, the two main objectives, at any level of play, are to prevent 
goals and recover the ball. Again, with long-term thoughts in mind, this knowledge helps 
coaches orient less-experienced players to recognize a repeatable tactical cue - the opposing 
goalkeeper has possession - and encourage the players to move together and between the ball 
and the goal.   
 
In effect, there are always a two complementary objectives for the coach to observe and 
manage in any game played between two goals. On one side of the ball, there are the positions 
and movements and player actions of the attacking team; while on the other side of the ball, 
there are the positions and movements and player actions of the defending team.  Ignoring one 
or both will eliminate the connections between tactical cues and their anticipated player-
responses, which hinders learning by reducing the overall efficiency of the “Practice” exercise.   
 
Returning briefly to the learning challenges associated with drill-coaching, fundamentally, good 
coaching focuses on helping players recognize how tactical cues inform their movements and 
decisions. Good coaching does not prescribe “how” the players should pass or control or 

Figure 13. 4v4 game to two large goals with 
goalkeepers. 
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dribble the ball; or exactly “where” and “when” they should move; or “who” should connect 
with whom.   
 
Good coaching helps players understand the big ideas, based on these simple concepts....  
 

• If we have the ball, try to score a goal.  
• If we are too far from the goal, or the other team is organized between the ball and the 

goal, move the ball around until there is an open space to move forward.  
 

• If we lose the ball, try to win it back.  
• If we can’t win it back, get organized between the ball and the goal and look for 

opportunities to pressure the ball until we succeed.  
 
The context for explaining “why” players should decide to pass or dribble or shoot, etc., is 
found in the basic objectives of the game, which are laid out in the “Roadmap”.  
 
5v5 
The next layer of tactical complexity adds a midfield 
player between the back line and the forward.   
 
The inclusion of a build-out / offside line can serve as a 
useful reference point for the forward, whose “job” is 
to create space between the front and back of the 
team when the goalkeeper has possession and there is 
no immediate opportunity to counter-attack.    
 
Depending on the age and ability of the player-pool, 
two additional positional ideas may be relevant to this 
game-form: positional interchange and changing the 
point of attack.  
 
Positional Interchange 
With age and experience, the concept of purposeful positional exchange becomes more 
relevant. In Figure 14, the midfielder and the forward typically provide the forward passing 
options for the goalkeeper and the defenders. As a spatial awareness concept, it helps if these 
two players aren’t in the same place at the same time.  There will also be moments when the 
forward is the better forward passing option and will come back to link with the goalkeeper or 
defender. In these situations, the midfielder can move forward to fill the vacated space and 
occupy the attention of an opponent. Encouraging these two positions to use space in a 
complementary way promotes an essential concept for organizations with greater complexity.   
 
Changing the Point of Attack 
The 5v5 game creates width at the back of the team through the two defenders, who are often 
linked by passes via the goalkeeper. When the ball is on one side of the field, the defending 

Figure 14. 5v5 game to large goals with goalkeepers. 
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team should be encouraged to move towards the ball to close space and increase the chances 
of recovering the ball.  This lateral movement leaves space on the side away from the ball; 
space that is occupied by the weak-side defender on the attacking team.          
 
6v6 
In an ideal structured learning environment, young 
players would only compete in game-forms that 
maximize fun and learning for their level of 
experience and skill.  This calculation considers both 
the number of players on each side and the width 
and length of the field. An over-crowded game is just 
not as much fun or efficient.  
 
Assessing spatial awareness will helps the coach 
determine the appropriate timing to move players 
from 4v4 to 5v5 to 6v6.  
 
Learning can be observed when players demonstrate consistent understanding without 
prompting.  If the coach can observe a general awareness of where and when to move, given 
the tactical moment, adding an additional player to the mix will offer new learning 
opportunities for all members of the player-pool.  
 
The 6v6 game adds a final complication to the learning curve of individual players: how to 
operate in the same general space as a teammate.  
 
In this organization of 6v6, the addition of a second midfielder requires two players to position 
and move in complimentary, not competing, spaces.  For example, it would be redundant for 
both players to position at the back of the midfield line during the build-up from the 
goalkeeper, the standard tactical moment used in this article. And it would be equally 
redundant for both players to support the same defender on the same side of the field and at 
the same time. 
 
What players reveal through their actions is their current level of awareness; their current skill.  
These observations serve as checks for understanding that the coach can use to guide their 
interactions with the players and their selection of “Practice” exercises.      
 
In reality... 
For the sake of clarity, the four examples of “Practice” activities discussed in Groups 1 & 2 
related specifically to individual player development, which is the primary goal in training 
players in the U6 through U12 age groups, but is, essentially, a lifelong journey for those who 
aspire to maximize their potential. Individual development never ends. 
 

Figure 15. 6v6 game to large goals with goalkeepers. 
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There is no question that experienced coaches will always view individual development within 
the context of a club-wide style and strive to maximize individual personalities within the 
characteristics of the local environment.  
 
Individual development, therefore, does not occur in a tactical vacuum; nor is it in any way 
detached from the long-term vision of people in leadership. In the end, teams are comprised of 
the collective qualities of the individuals, shaped by the vision of the people in charge.  For 
experienced coaches, team development is an ever-present goal, developed one player at a 
time  
  

Group 3 
 
Group 3 includes activities designed to teach specific aspects of team play and relate directly to 
the U.S. Soccer “Roadmap”.  For the purposes of this discussion, four basic tactical situations 
will be highlighted... 
 

• We have the ball in our own half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to move the ball into the opponents’ half.  

• We have the ball in the opponents’ half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to create chances and score goals. 

• The opponent has the ball in their own half and our objectives are to win the ball back, 
or disrupt their build-up in order to stop them moving into our half. 

• The opponent has the ball in our half and the objectives are to disrupt their build-up in 
order to prevent scoring chances and win the ball back.  

 
These activities can certainly be adapted to the younger populations when organized for 
smaller numbers, but are more suited to older players working under more-experienced 
coaches. These are challenging activities to organize and manage and, when poorly structured, 
can quickly become an inefficient use of “Practice” time for players.   
 
Teambuilding Games playing away from a large goal with a goalkeeper. 
 
The basic tactical situation associated with this organization is...   

• We have the ball in our own half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to move the ball into the opponents’ half.  
 

There are two main applications of this methodology. 
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1. Coach to improve my team to play against an upcoming opponent, which is more 
applicable to environments with experienced players and clubs with the ability to scout; 
and,  

2. Coach to improve the style and tactical ideas 
of my own team, which is the scenario more 
closely associated with youth soccer.  

 
Looking at the first situation, training to combat an 
upcoming opponent, Figure 16 shows the Red team 
(1-4-3-3) is playing from the goalkeeper with four 
defenders and three midfielders against the Blue 
team (1-4-4-2) with four midfielders and two 
forwards. In this example, the Blue team would 
represent the upcoming opponent and the tactical 
situation would relate to preparing the Red team to 
build out of the back against a team which plays 1-4-4-2 
and defends with a high line of confrontation.  
 
The Red team attacks the three small goals placed 10 yards over the half-way line and the Blue 
team attacks the goal when they regain possession.  
 
The decision to include or exclude players from each team is the choice of the coach, based on 
the specific objective(s) desired from the training session. In Figure 16, the forward line of the 
Red team and the back line of the Blue team have been removed to focus the repetitions on 
players in the highlighted area of the field and relating to the specific tactical moment.   
 
One final point...It is reasonable to expect that the Red team will lose possession as they build 
out from this situation; an inevitability that the coach must anticipate and plan for. Expecting 
perfection is unrealistic and preparing players to react quickly and effectively to changes of 
possession is a measure of good coaching.   
 
This understanding relates to a second tactical scenario... 
 

• The opponent has the ball in our half and the objectives are to disrupt their build-up in 
order to prevent scoring chances and win the ball back.  

 
To facilitate this transfer of learning from training to game, transition moments must be 
allowed to play out. Routinely freezing the game to make a coaching point following a mistake 
eliminates the opportunity to observe how the players respond to the natural ebbs and flows. 
Every player will have a role when the team is attacking and when the team is defending. The 
most important moment in soccer is at the point of transition. How teams prepare for that 
eventuality and how players react to turnovers is a critical component of coaching.  
 
This is clearly a complicated training structure as the coach has to organize and manage the 

Figure 16. Building up from the defensive half in 
preparation for an upcoming opponent. 
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players on both teams to create a realistic facsimile of the upcoming game.  Without a prepared 
“script” of anticipated coaching points, the potential for losing focus is significant.  Helping the 
players identify and respond to the operative tactical cues on both sides of the ball (attacking 
and defending) will be both the coach’s primary challenge and their primary means of staying 
on task.   
 
The youth application... 
In less-professional situations, the coaching 
methodology will revolve around managing the level 
of pressure in the exercise. This allows the coach to 
challenge players to recognize and respond to 
tactical cues commensurate with their level of 
experience and, over time, learn to make quicker 
and more consistent decisions. 
 
In the exercise shown in Figure 17, the game 
situation from the “Roadmap” is the same for the 
Red team... maintain possession in order to move the 
ball into the opponents’ half.  
 
In this activity, the Red team scores by passing the ball to their two teammates positioned just 
over the half-way line, while the Stripes score by attacking the goal when they regain 
possession.  
 
Based on the 7v7 game model and a 1-2-3-1 formation, the Red team includes a goalkeeper, 
two defenders, a holding midfielder and a forward.  
 
The two wide positions have been omitted and initially, at least, each repetition would start 
with the goalkeeper.    
 
The major change in methodology comes with the structure of the opponent – the Stripes in 
this case.  Rather than being set up to mimic the formation and style of an upcoming opponent, 
the number of Stripes opposing the Red team is designed to create a reasonable balance 
between success and challenge.  It is a given that the coach will initially have to experiment and 
manipulate the number of players in opposition to arrive at a competitive balance.  
 
The evolution... 
Over time, it is reasonable to expect these practice organizations will evolve from being 
numerically skewed towards the success of the attacking team or the defending team, as in the 
case for the Reds above, to being more representative of the teams’ style of play.   
 
Rather than being organized to play against an upcoming opponent, the emphasis is on 
developing both the attacking and defending habits of players on the same team. This can be a 
highly efficient use of “Practice” time.  

Figure 17. Adjusting pressure when learning to build up 
from the defensive half. 
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 For a team playing 7v7 and normally structured 
as 1-2-3-1, the players on the Stripes’ team 
would have all three midfielders and the 
forward defending against the Reds when they 
are building from the defensive half.   
 
In Figure 18, the objective for Red would be to 
pass the ball to their forward, who is playing 
against one defender in the space between the 
half-way line and the build-out line on the 
attacking half. Numerically, this means the 
game is 6 Reds against 4 Stripes, with the 
Stripes’ goalkeeper and defender excluded             

from the activity.       
 

For younger or less experienced players, there is significant value in competing in positional 
structures where the recognition of repeatable tactical cues becomes inherent to the game.  
However, learning to read these tactical cues while developing the skills to consistently and 
efficiently solve tactical problems takes time.. and a lot of patience and encouragement on the 
part of the coach.    
 
Teambuilding Games playing towards a large goal with a goalkeeper.  
 
The second application of structuring “Practice” games playing into, or out from, one large goal 
relates to the following basic tactical situation...   
 

• We have the ball in the opponents’ half and 
the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to create chances and 
score goals. 

 
Figure 19 shows how “Practice” organizations can 
be structured to address play in an identified area 
of the field, yet numerically disadvantage the focus 
team in the training session; Red, in this case.  
 
By U.S. Soccer convention, the players we are 
primarily addressing in a training exercise are 
referred to as the “focus” team, highlighted in Red, and always playing from the bottom to the 
top of a diagram.   
 
The Reds are playing with two central midfielders and a forward from a 1-2-4-2 formation (9v9) 
against a Stripes team organized with two defenders and two central midfielders from the same 

Figure 18. Developing a youth team to build up from their 
defensive half. 

Figure 19. Building up in the central area of the attacking half, 
based on a 1-2-4-2 formation.  
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1-2-4-2 formation. The two Red players supporting from behind the half way line would 
represent the central defenders.  
 
The Stripes team scores by passing to the coach, who plays to the Red defender to start the 
next repetition.     
 
Because the Stripes team will inevitably recover possession when playing with a numerical 
advantage, the coach can again start to think one step ahead and observe the Red players as 
they respond to the logic sequence of events in the game...   The secondary objective for the 
Reds would relate to this tactical situation... 
 

• The opponent has the ball in their own half and our objectives are to win the ball back, 
or disrupt their build-up in order to stop them moving into our half. 

 
As a practical matter, the three Red players will experience only limited success when 
defending against five opponents, particularly during transition moments.  
 
If the coach’s style is to encourage one defender to move forward in these attacking situations, 
the effective numerical balance will change to four versus four and the expectations for both 
creating chances and recovering the ball will improve.  
 
Teambuilding Games played in a designated area to lines or target players or goals (small or 
large) without a goalkeeper.  
 
Figure 20 concludes examples of Group 3 
organizations with a “Practice” activity relating 
to building up through the midfield third.   
 
Each team is playing out of a 1-4-4-2 formation 
and the Reds have a central defender 
functioning as the extra player at the back of the 
midfield. The remaining Red central defender 
restarts each repetition from behind.  
 
The While team scores in the two goals marking 
the division between their midfield and attacking 
thirds.  The Reds score by passing the ball into 
the forwards, who play 2v2 to goal to finish the repetition.  
 
A final word on Group 3 activities.  
 
Used carefully, games to, or from one goal, or through a designated area, can provide high 
clarity to the teaching process.  These activities can also accelerate learning by increasing the 
number of situational repetitions players experience during their training sessions.   

Figure 20. Building up through the midfield third, based on a 
1-4-4-2 formation. 
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The level of specificity possible in these organizations is impressive. For example....  
 
The field space can be broken down geographically from halves (attacking or defending) to 
thirds (attacking, middle and defending) as shown in Figure 20. The field space can also isolate 
what happens in the wide spaces (left or right) versus what happens in the central spaces.   
 
Into the planning, we can add context to static formations by designating how players are 
utilized when our team (or the opponents’ team) is attacking and defending (individual roles 
relating to formation and style).  
 
We can even consider issues relating to the match situation (home vs away vs grass vs turf vs 
winning vs losing, etc., ), and how to embed a game strategy, and even how to approach 
personnel challenges.   
 
It can get complicated and can get very muddled if the coach is not able to prioritize the big 
picture from a detail and loses track of their primary objective(s) for the session.  
 
In managing these “Practice” activities, we have to take risks and be willing to fail in order to 
grow. They are both complicated and taxing, and can be artificial and frustrating for players, but 
their utility presents motivated coaches with the opportunity to engage in a compelling journey 
of spiraling learning that never quite ends.   
 
Expanding the “Roadmap” 
Until this point, the “Roadmap” has been represented by just four basic moments, or tactical 
situations...  
 

• We have the ball in our own half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to move the ball into the opponents’ half.  

• We have the ball in the opponents’ half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to create chances and score goals. 

• The opponent has the ball in their own half and our objectives are to win the ball back, 
or disrupt their build-up in order to stop them moving into our half. 

• The opponent has the ball in our half and the objectives are to disrupt their build-up in 
order to prevent scoring chances and win the ball back.  

 
For readers with limited soccer experience, this framework provides the perfect structure to 
observe and coach the game. Either we have the ball in their half or our half and we are trying 
to move forward to create chances and score goals; or the opponent has the ball in their half or 
our half and we are trying to win the ball back or stop them creating chances and scoring goals.  
 
However, for coaches with more experience, the layers of complexity can quickly escalate into a 
deliciously tangled web of sophistication and nuance.  
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In Table 4, it was noted that game includes natural transitions between a) attacking, b) 
transitioning to defending, c) defending, and d) transitioning to attacking. These four standard 
tactical situations are inherent to the game at any level and help inform how “Practice” 
activities might be structured to match the realities of the game.  
 
A more complete “Roadmap” (Table 6) would therefore include the two transition moments 
between attacking and defending , which would double the number of “basic” tactical 
situations to eight... 
 

• We have the ball in our own half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to move the ball into the opponents’ half... which relates 
directly to... 

• We lose the ball in our own half and the objectives are to prevent scoring chances, 
disrupt the opponent’s build-up, and win the ball back. 

• We have the ball in the opponents’ half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to create chances and score goals... which relates directly to... 

• We lose the ball in the opponents’ half and the objectives are to win the ball back; or 
disrupt their build-up to stop them playing forward into our half. 

• The opponent has the ball in their own half and our objectives are to win the ball 
back, or disrupt their build-up in order to stop them moving into our half... which 
relates directly to... 

• We win the ball in the opponents’ half and the objectives are to create a scoring 
chance; or build-up (maintain possession) in order to create chances and score goals.  

• The opponent has the ball in our half and the objectives are to disrupt their build-up 
in order to prevent scoring chances and win the ball back ... which relates directly 
to... 

• We win the ball in our half and the objectives are to create a scoring chance; or build-
up (maintain possession) in order to move the ball into the opponents’ half.  

Table 6. The expanded “Roadmap”. 

In thinking about the construction of training activities, these eight moments should be 
considered separate, but related.  For example, the mark of an “organized” team in possession 
is that they are structurally pre-prepared for the eventuality of losing the ball. Experienced 
coaches will always link related moments together in training, while remaining focusing on their 
primary objectives.  Learning to coordinate and “see” the concert of individual parts operating 
seamlessly in what might otherwise appear to be random and chaotic is the ultimate reward of 
coaching.   

 

Group 4 
 
Group 4 brings us full circle, almost, to Play-2 in the Play-Practice-Play methodology and this 
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final section discusses the purpose and value of using games played between two large goals 
with goalkeepers to develop a team’s style of play.   
 
The major distinction between Group 4 games and Play-2 games is purpose.  While Play-2 
games are intended to replicate the uninterrupted flow of the competitive match and use the 
observations to check for players’ understanding, Group 4 games will necessarily involve 
coaching interventions, such as freezes or on-field coaching or manipulations of the starting 
points; actions that will increase the number of repetitions and focus the players on the 
objectives of the training sessions.  
 
There are two basic variations of Group 4 games: even-numbered and uneven-numbered.  
 
Teambuilding Games played between two large goals with goalkeepers 
 
Large-sided games with even teams 
Games between 7v7 and 11v11 are most suited to players who have acquired a reasonable 
measure of spatial and positional awareness, skill, and tactical understanding.  Large-sided 
games on proportionally scaled fields are utilized during “Practice” to help players appreciate  
their spacing and movement; and to help the individual players evolve together as a team.    
 
Large-sided games between two goals with goalkeepers are the ultimate tools for imprinting a 
style of play; however, defining “style” can be a somewhat nebulous exercise that can easily 
drift into the realm of game strategy.  
 
Style defines the club or coach’s vision and expectations and it is important that each coach 
considers and continues to evolve their ideas on how they want the game to look and how the 
individual parts relate.  While “style” underpins every step of the developmental journey, the 
litmus test of that journey is the 11v11 game.   
 
For the purposes of this discussion, “style” includes the following four components.  
 

1. FORMATION, which is the general assignment of players to positions on the field. It is 
very likely that a teams’ formation in attack and defense will differ.  The term “shape” is 
used synonymously with formation.  

2. ROLES, which are the instructions given to the players about their expected 
contributions to the team when attacking and defending.  The use of positional numbers 
can help provide role clarity, avoid role duplication, and inform who plays with whom, 
and when.  

3. TACTICAL PRINCIPLES, which are the guiding thoughts that coaches seek to instill in their 
players for processing the range of tactical possibilities.    

4. PLAYER ACTIONS, which are the individual interpretations of how the participants strive 
to solve tactical situations.  Player actions are the ultimate expressions of style.  
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To illustrate....  
 
Figure 21 shows the generic 1-3-2-3 FORMATION for 
both Red and Blue teams.  
 
Using our standard tactical moment of the Red team 
building from the defensive half, Figure 22 shows the 
formation of the Red team remaining as 1-3-2-3, while 
the Blue team has adopted a 1-3-4-1 formation when 
defending in the attacking half against an organized 
build-up.  
 
The individual positions of the Red team include a goalkeeper (#1), a right back (#2) a center 
back (#4), a left back (#3) a deeper midfielder (#6), a more advanced midfielder (#8), a right 
winger (#7), a left winger (#11) and a striker (#9).   
 
The Blue team has dropped their two wingers (#7 and #11) back into the midfield line and is 
defending with a lower line of confrontation and a deeper back line, which gives the Red team 
time and space to begin the build-up as they seek to advance the ball into the attacking half.     
 
Using the goalkeeper in possession as the 
tactical cue, the individual ROLES of the Red 
team could be described as... 
 
#1: Begin the attack and support the players in 
the defensive third.  
#2: Be an available short option for the 
goalkeeper on the right side and support in the 
right channel when the ball moves forward.  
Move towards the #4 when the ball is on the 
opposite flank. 
#3: Be an available short option for the 
goalkeeper on the left side and support in the 
left channel when the ball moves forward. 
Move towards the #4 when the ball is on the 
opposite flank. 
#4: Be available as a short option ahead of the goalkeeper and support the outside backs. 
#6: Create a diamond with the goalkeeper and outside backs and support as the short passing 
option into the midfield.    
#8: Create space away from the ball in the center channel and change roles with the #6 when 
required.  
#7: Create space away from the ball on the right flank and support the #2 in the right channel 
when required. 

Figure 22. Reds building up in a 1-3-2-3 “shape” and Blue defending 
in a 1-3-4-1 “shape”..  

Figure 21. Two 9v9 teams in 1-3-2-3 formations. 
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#9: Create distance between the front and back of the team by moving into offside space. 
#11: Create space away from the ball on the left flank and support the #3 in the left channel 
when required. 
 
And the TACTICAL PRINCIPLES that relate to this situation for the Red team might include... 
 

• Create space within and between the lines when the goalkeeper has the ball.  
• When in possession, look to pass or dribble forward, if possible. 
• When supporting around the ball, take up, or move to, complementary positions from 

your teammates.  
• When supporting away from the ball, look to keep, or move, defenders away from their 

teammates. 
• When the path forward is blocked, look to pass or dribble away from pressure and move 

the ball to a less-crowded area.  
• When in trouble, the goalkeeper is often the safest option. 
• When the ball is on one flank and the path forward is blocked, the opposite side 

defender is often the most open field player.   
• If possession is lost, try to deny forward progress and recover numbers behind the ball 

as fast as possible.  
 
Before discussing PLAYER ACTIONS, it is important to reprise an earlier conversation relating to 
the transferability and efficiency of “Practice” activities.   
 
The information above relates to just one tactical situation... The Red team playing out from 
their defensive half.  But there are two sides to every tactical situation and training just one half 
of a team is a highly inefficient use of “Practice” time.  Yes, it could be argued that there is a 
main focus to any training session, but there is also high value in reinforcing playing habits and 
“style” as a matter of course. A strong case could also be made that, for experienced coaches,  
training sessions should consist of two separate, but equal plans... one for the “focus”  team 
and one for the “opponent”.  This approach ensures both high efficiency and improved 
prospects for transfer.   
 
For the Blue team in our standard situation of the (opposing) goalkeeper starting in possession 
(Figure 22), the individual ROLES could be described as... 
 
#1: Move outside the penalty area to help defend offside space.  Monitor and organize the 
starting positions of the defenders, as required.  
#2: Position even with the #4 and inside of the Red #11. Move inside if the ball is on the 
opposite flank. Monitor and organize the starting positions and movements of the #7, as 
required. 
#3: Position even with the #4 and inside of the Red #7. Move inside if the ball is on the opposite 
flank. Monitor and organize the starting positions and movements of the #11, as required. 
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#4: Establish and adjust the distance of the back line from the ball and monitor the position 
movements of the Red #9. Coordinate the relative positions of the #2 and #3. 
#6: Position with the #8 in the center of the field between the ball and the goal. Organize the 
starting positions and movements of the #9, as required. Monitor the position and movements 
of the Red #8.  Change roles with the #8, as required.    
#8: Position with the #6 in the center of the field between the ball and the goal. Monitor the 
position and movements of the Red #6. Change roles with the #6, as required.    
#7: Drop into the midfield line and move towards the center of the field. Close down the Red #3 
if they dribble forward with the ball.  If the ball is on the opposite flank, stay inside. Be 
responsible for the Red #3 if the ball switches sides.  
#9: Drop off to a position between the circles and pressure the Red #4 if they dribble forward 
with the ball.  
#11: Drop into the midfield line and move towards the center of the field. Close down the Red 
#2 if they dribble forward with the ball.  If the ball is on the opposite flank, stay inside. Be 
responsible for the Red #2 if the ball switches sides. 
 
And the TACTICAL PRINCIPLES that relate to this situation for the Blue team might include... 
 

• Concede possession in the attacking third. 
• Position the back line to discourage any long balls.  
• Move towards the ball from the sides of the field. 
• Move together as the ball moves from side to side or from front to back. 
• Keep the ball on one side of the field whenever possible.   
• If possession is regained, look to go forward as quickly as possible; otherwise, look to 

maintain possession by playing away of pressure.   
 
Table 6 expanded the “Roadmap” from four basic tactical situations to eight 
by adding the transition moments as possession was won or lost in each half. 
“Good” coaching, therefore, can be defined as preparing a team to respond 
to the seamless cycle of four rotating situations... we have it, we lose it, we 
don’t have it, we win it.   
 
In our half... 

• We have the ball in our own half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to move the ball into the opponents’ half... ATTACKING 

• We lose the ball in our own half and the objectives are to prevent a scoring chance... 
DEFEND THE COUNTER-ATTACK... disrupt the opponent’s build-up, and win the ball 
back. DEFENDING 

• The opponent has the ball in our half and the objectives are to disrupt their build-up, 
prevent scoring chances, and win the ball back... DEFENDING 

• We win the ball in our half and the objectives are to create a scoring chance... 
COUNTER-ATTACK; or build-up (maintain possession) in order to move the ball into the 
opponents’ half...ATTACKING 

Attacking

Defend the 
Counter-

Attack
Defending

Counter-
Attack
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And in their half... 

• We have the ball in the opponents’ half and the objectives are to build-up (maintain 
possession) in order to create chances and score goals... ATTACKING 

• We lose the ball in the opponents’ half and the objectives are to prevent the opponent 
from playing forward...DEFEND THE COUNTER-ATTACK; or disrupt their build-up into our 
half... DEFENDING 

• The opponent has the ball in their own half and our objectives are to win the ball back 
or stop them building up into our half... DEFENDING 

• We win the ball in the opponents’ half and the objectives are to create a scoring 
chance... COUNTER-ATTACK... or build-up (maintain possession) in order to create 
chances and score goals... ATTACKING 

 
Returning to PLAYER ACTIONS... 
 
Large-sided games are clearly complicated tactical structures with lots of moving and related 
parts to organize and manage. All PLAYER ACTIONS are informed by the immediate tactical 
context.  
 
With regard to position-related games, the tactical context is, “What position am I playing?” 
(FORMATION) “Where am I supposed to be at this moment in the game?” (ROLE) and “What 
does the coach encourage me to do in this situation?” (TACTICAL PRINCIPLES).   
 
The processing of these questions results in PLAYER ACTIONS, which, to repeat, are the 
individual interpretations of how the participants strive to solve tactical situations.  There are 
no absolutes to how players solve tactical situations. 
 
PLAYER ACTIONS represent the checks for understanding on the coach’s work in “Practice” and 
much of the excessive and incessant noise that comes from the coaching sidelines on match 
days emanates from four possibilities...  
 

1. The game form is too complicated for the players to experience success and over-
coaching is an indication of frustration on the part of the coach. 

2. The coach interprets their role as team leader to include “helping” each player to 
recognize (cue) or make (string-pull) or appreciate (enlighten) the “correct” technical or 
tactical decisions.  

3. The coach has not developed the experience or skills to observe the game in a context 
broader than individual player actions. 

4. The coach is compensating for their lack of preparation which has not included activities 
designed to transfer learning between the training sessions and the competitive games.   
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Games with uneven teams   
Coaching large-sided games with even numbers sits at the pinnacle of “Practice” activities with 
regard to transfer and efficiency... and complexity.   For coaches who can effectively observe, 
track and manage 14 or 16 or 18 or 20 or 22 moving parts, the rate of return for their player-
pools can be considerable.    
 
But at stops along the continuum from novice to competent to expert, many players need a 
little help in figuring out the practicalities of team play. For these populations, games with 
uneven numbers between two large goals can provide some much-needed experience and 
enjoyment; and some much-needed respite from the 
frantic pandemonium of over-crowded youth soccer.   
 
Providing a helping hand... 
 
Figure 23 shows how the uneven-teams methodology 
can be applied to support players grappling with the 
complexities of 7v7 or 9v9; competitive game forms 
that, between U9 and U12, often render many willing 
novices to the developmental trash bin.   
 
As a simple “Practice” concept, one team enjoys a  
numerical advantage for a set period of time, typically 
in the 5-minute range. The team playing short can substitute at any stoppage in play. At “half-
time” the Red team, in this example, would remove a player, the White team would resume at 
full-strength, and the game would restart with the score carried over from the 1st half.  
 
Two management issues are important considerations for the coach. First, the method of 
scoring for the short-handed team; and second, manufacturing repetition of a recognizable 
tactical cue, particularly with very inexperienced players.  
 
The fewer the number of players on a team, the less likely they will score goals in the traditional 
manner.  At five versus six, or six versus seven, or seven versus eight, this conversation is much 
less pressing; however, with the numbers shown in Figure 23, three White field players will 
have a lot of ground to cover at both ends of the field and the Red goalkeeper is unlikely to be 
much-involved without active management by the coach.  
 
To compensate, the coach can modify the scoring rules with the goal of providing the “focus”  
team’s goalkeeper with more opportunities to start the build-up.  Two possible methods of 
scoring for the White team (the “opponent”) are... 
 

• Pass the ball to either goalkeeper, with connections to the opposing goalkeeper 
counting double.  

• Pass the ball to the coach, who moves within the game to be available after a turnover.  
 

Figure 23. 5v4 to develop ideas on spacing and 
rudimentary team play. 
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In either situation, the ball will quickly end up in the possession of the “focus” teams’ 
goalkeeper, triggering the field players to find their positions for the start of the next build-up. 
 
Imprinting a style, and more... 
 
The more conventional applications of the uneven 
team methodology relate to coaching older, but less-
experienced players; or wishing to play with a full 
team in a training session with fewer than 18 or 22 
players available; or simply preparing a team for the 
eventuality of red card situations. 
 
The actual playing numbers on each side are clearly 
flexible, with the difference between the 9v7, shown 
in Figure 24, and 11v8 or 9v8, or any other configuration a matter of competitiveness and 
pragmatism.      
 
The field space will mirror, or closely mirror, the regulation width and length; and, because the 
short-handed team can have a reasonable expectation of successfully attacking and defending, 
there is no need to create artificial scoring systems.  
 
And in closing... 
The universe of “Practice” activities ranges from unopposed technical drills to the replication of 
the competitive match and the role of the coach is to choose a steady diet of activities that best 
serves the developmental and emotional needs of their player-pool. Overestimating the 
motivations and abilities and needs of young players is common in the youth soccer world, 
where having fun “today” is essential if there is ever to be a “tomorrow”.   
 
Knowing what the players define as enjoyable and valuable are the keys to tempering 
expectations and planning appropriate “Practice” activities.  “Fun” has specific actionable 
elements grounded in research that do not include exclusion or physical or verbal abuse or 
feeling afraid or being demeaned.  
 
Players like to be active participants. They like to be encouraged to try, but not scolded if they 
don’t. They like to make their own decisions. They like challenges. They like to compete. They 
like to view mistakes as a necessary and normal part of learning.  They like positive and 
supportive coaches. They like to feel they are making progress. They like being with their 
friends. They would much rather come to practice and play soccer than participate in fitness 
activities or drills.    
 
This last finding is important. Enjoyment aside, there are several reasons why “drills” don’t help 
players become competent, life-long soccer players; but, primarily, it’s because technique is not 
skill.  
 

Figure 24. 9v7 to develop ideas on style. 
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To be skillful, players must apply technique to a tactical situation and the triggers for any 
technical actions (pass, control, dribble, shoot, head, tackle) are the tactical cues presented by 
the environment.  
 
For example, if a player is open and close to the goal (tactical cue), the game is telling them to 
shoot (player action).  If they have open space ahead (tactical cue), the game is telling them to 
run or pass the ball forward (player actions). If there is an opponent in front (tactical cue), the 
game is telling them to either pass or dribble past the opponent (player actions); or pass or 
dribble away from the opponent (different player actions).  If they lose possession (tactical 
cue), the game is telling them to try and win it back (player action); or move to a space to help 
stop the other team moving the ball forward (different player actions).   
 
HOW the players demonstrate skill is not as important as their ability to process a tactical 
situation and make informed decisions.  Over time, and with appropriate time and space and 
repetition, decision-making will improve for everyone; while the players who become more 
vested in the sport will begin actively seek out avenues to improve through self-training.  
 
Simply situating technical development as primarily the players’ responsibility outside of 
organized practice (soccer homework) offers a training paradigm (supported by Play-Practice-
Play) that shifts the training objectives towards helping players “Play soccer to learn soccer”.   
 
And that’s not a bad idea!  
 
 
 
 
 


