
General Training Guidance for Coaches
Develop and improve the skills of all your players and avoid “shortcuts” to winning 
games.

Plan training sessions in advance and in writing. “No laps, no lines, no lectures.”

Choose a theme for each training session. The activities in the training should 
present situations where the theme will “happen.”

Coach the theme. If the theme is individual defending, provide feedback about 
techniques and decisions related to individual defending. Do not take time to explain 
how to cross a ball.

Limit the amount of talking you do: make short, relatively infrequent, and direct 
coaching comments related to the theme. Provide the players with specific 
information they can understand and use. Eliminate jargon and speak simply.

Design and use activities that limit the amount of time players spend waiting. If you 
have more than three players waiting at once, use a different activity or run more 
than one instance.

Allow the players to play “open” games (scrimmage) for about 30% of the time at 
each training session. Play at least 4v4 with keepers, but can increase to 6v6 for 
U12 and 7v7 (occasionally more) for U14.

Start practice on time. Choose a practice time that allows you to arrive 15 minutes 
early to set up, talk to parents, etc.

Training Session Phases (U9 & Older)
Each phase should increase the intensity and become more similar to “real” soccer.

1. Warm-up: players individually or in pairs with the ball, unopposed, speed and 
intensity builds gradually, incorporate dynamic stretching.

2. Small-sided: activities that introduce opposition in 1v1, 2v2, and 3v3 situations 
(including numbers up or down situations).

3. Expanded small-sided: activities that are more like soccer games at the 4v4, or 
5v5 or larger sizes. These activities should play towards a goal or target.

4. Game: play a game with keepers and even numbers of players (5v5, 6v6, or 7v7). 
No special restrictions, real soccer rules.   
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Principles of Play
These concepts summarize the principles of play in attack and defense. Coaches 
should use the concepts to inform their approach to training and games. This 
terminology is not appropriate for the players, however.
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Principles of Attack Principles of Defense

Penetration Pressure – immediate chase

Depth – support (angle and distance) Delay – get goal-side

Mobility – unbalancing (off-the-ball runs) Depth – cover

Width – switch the point of attack Balance – get ball-side

Improvisation Compactness – concentration

Finishing Control and restraint
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Principles for U8 Training
Objectives & Skills
Improve the players’ individual technique with the ball to develop comfort with the 
ball. 

Provide players with a fun environment at training and in games to “ignite a passion” 
for the game.

Key skills: 
• Bringing rolling or spinning balls under control. 
• Ball lifting, juggling, block tackle, receiving ground balls with the inside and sole of the 

foot, shooting with the inside of the foot, toe passing and shooting and dribbling while 
changing direction. 

• The push pass. 

Tips
Do not focus on the details of the activities you use. Make them simple. Use the 
same activities over and over again. If you cannot explain the activity to the players 
in 15 seconds, it is too complex.

Limit the amount of talking you do: make short, relatively infrequent, and direct 
coaching comments. Otherwise, be a cheerleader conspicuously celebrating even 
partial success.

When in doubt, let them play a game.

Expectations
Players at this age have short attention spans, are focused on the relationship 
between themselves and the ball, and will not execute the skills correctly. 

Learning fundamental soccer skills takes a few years of continual practice, so be 
patient and celebrate what they do correctly.

By the end of the season, successful coaching will produce a group of players 
enjoying the game, willing to dribble with the ball and take on a defender, willing to 
shoot at goal, and able to sometimes make short passes and receive and control 
rolling balls on the ground.
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Organization
Frequency: Two one-hour training sessions per week.

The following organizational plan would be appropriate for all training sessions. 
Changing the specific activities to adds variety, but young players enjoy repeating 
activities because they already know the rules.

As players arrive, ask them to juggle, dribble, or pass the ball instead of allowing 
them to shoot at the goal.

• Juggle - show them patterns to execute (alternating feet; right foot-left foot-right thigh-
left thigh-repeat).

• Dribbling - show them moves to work on.
• Passing - show them the push pass (inside of foot) and receiving with inside of foot 

(don’t stop the ball).

Individual Dribbling (15 mins)
• In a restricted space - tell them to go as fast as they can without touching another 

player or ball
• Rest after every minute or so
• Add touches, stretches, juggling etc. during some of the “rests”
• Teach them one new move each week and have them do the move while dribbling; 

encourage trying, celebrate even partial success, teach a little to those who fail
• Encourage performance with both feet

Players rest and drink water; coaches set up the next activity  (5 mins 
maximum)

1v1 or 2v2 Activities (15 mins)
• Work on attacking or defensive topics relating to a single player with the ball, no more 

than one teammate, and 1 or 2 opponents
• Incorporate goals in these activities as often as possible

Players rest and drink water; coaches set up the next activity  (5 mins 
maximum)

4v4 Game (20 mins)
• Rotate or substitute players as you will in live game
• Teach goal kicks, corner kicks, kick offs, throw ins within the game but do not 

emphasize these aspects
• Act as a referee
• Occasionally coach attacking and defending topics for individuals and pairs, but LET 

THEM PLAY
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Principles for U9 Training
Objectives & Skills
Improve the players’ individual technique with the ball to develop comfort with the 
ball. 

Provide players with a fun environment at training to help them enjoy the sport.

Key skills: 
• Experiment with the qualities of a bouncing ball and running with the ball
• Passing with the inside and outside of the foot 
• Instep drive
• Receiving ground balls with the instep and outside of foot 
• Receiving bouncing balls with the instep (cushion) and the sole, inside and outside of 

foot (wedge) 
• Fakes in dribbling and turning with the ball
• Introduce heading and crossing
• Goalkeepers: ready stance, getting the feet set, how to hold a ball after a save, 

diamond grip, catching shots at the keeper, punting, rolling and throwing, recovery 
from down to the ground and up to set position and footwork exercises 

Key tactics (much lower priority than skills):
• 1v1 defending, roles of 1st attacker and defender, 2v1 attacking, what it means to get 

goal-side, small group shape in pairs and threes (emphasize support on both attack 
and defense), playing on and around the ball as a group with purpose, playing a 
variety of positions to develop the complete player, introduce the principles of attack.

Tips
This is the first time the players have goalkeepers. It is vital that players do not 
specialize at this age level - teach goalkeeping basics to all players.

This is the first time the players must deal with offside. Do not overemphasize this 
rule, introduce it and try and explain the basics.

Expectations
Attention spans are getting longer, but are still short and they will benefit from 
frequent activity.

Learning fundamental soccer skills takes a few years of continual practice, so be 
patient and celebrate what they do correctly.

Continue to build the individual player before the team. While players will begin to 
play in small groups and start considering some tactical concepts, true team play 
typically emerges at a later age. Spend the most training time on improving 
individual skills.
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Training Session Organization
Frequency: Two one-hour training sessions per week.

Warm-up (10 mins)
• These are unopposed activities with individuals or pairs with a ball
• Gradually increase the work-rate and intensity
• Use the fundamental skills during this phase: 

• Movement
• Dribbling
• Juggling
• Passing

• Do not shoot during this phase

Small Sided Activity (15 mins)
• Activities during this phase introduce opposition and become more game-like
• Generally these are 2v2 or 3v3 (or unbalanced) activities
• Place restrictions and rules on the play to emphasize or “draw out your coaching 

theme, but try to avoid too much waiting to play

Expanded Small Sided Activity (15 mins)
• Activities may increase in size to 4v4 and become more game-like
• Fewer “non-soccer” restrictions used
• This phase should usually involve Keepers
• Increase the intensity of the opposition and make it more difficult for the players to 

execute the theme

Game/Scrimmage (20 mins)
• Play 4v4 or 5v5 with keepers as often as possible.
• Rotate or substitute players as you will in live game
• Teach goal kicks, corner kicks, kick offs, throw ins within the game but do not 

emphasize these aspects
• Act as a referee
• Coach attacking and defending principles of play, but LET THEM PLAY

Game Guidelines
• Each player must play at least 50% of each game. This is our philosophy and a 

League rule.
• All players should play all the positions (including goalkeeper) during games.
• Use a 3-2 (three defenders and two attackers) or 2-3 formation (plus the keeper).
• Focus on performance over results.
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Principles for U10 Training
Objectives & Skills
Provide players with a fun environment at training to help them enjoy the sport.

Introduce basic combination play: wall passes, take overs, etc.

Introduce triangle and diamond shapes in the game that help provide width and 
depth.

Develop the use of the principles of attack. 

Key skills: 
• Experiment with the qualities of a bouncing ball and running with the ball; passing with 

the inside and outside of the foot; instep drive; receiving ground balls with the instep 
and outside of foot; receiving bouncing balls with the instep (cushion) and the sole, 
inside and outside of foot (wedge); fakes in dribbling and turning with the ball; 
introduce heading and crossing

• Goalkeepers: ready stance, getting the feet set, how to hold a ball after a save, 
diamond grip, catching shots at the keeper, punting, rolling and throwing, recovery 
from down to the ground and up to set position and footwork exercises 

Key tactics (much lower priority than skills):
• 1v1 defending, roles of 1st attacker and defender, 2v1 attacking, what it means to get 

goal-side, small group shape in pairs and threes (emphasize support on both attack 
and defense), playing on and around the ball as a group with purpose, playing a 
variety of positions to develop the complete player, introduce the principles of attack.

Tips
Emphasize individual skills development using a “games-based” approach. 

• Coach creates soccer problems related to time, space, and tactical risk/safety
• Use game-related activities (look and feel like soccer)
• Coach teaches technique and game application

Expectations
Players start to move from the how (technique) to when, where, with whom, and 
against whom (skill - tactics). 

Encourage players to play “both sides” of the ball (i.e. attacking and defending) at all 
times.

Continue to build the individual player before the team. While players begin to play in 
small groups and start understanding some tactical concepts, true team play 
typically emerges at a later age. Spend more training time on improving individual 
skills.
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Training Session Organization
Frequency: Two 60-75 minute training sessions per week.

Warm-up (10-15 mins)
• These are unopposed activities with individuals or pairs with a ball
• Gradually increase the work-rate and intensity
• Use the fundamental skills during this phase: 

• Movement
• Dribbling
• Juggling
• Passing

• Do not shoot during this phase

Small Sided Activity (15 mins)
• Activities during this phase introduce opposition and become more game-like
• Generally these are 2v2 or 3v3 (or unbalanced) activities
• Place restrictions and rules on the play to emphasize or “draw out” your coaching 

theme, but try to avoid too much waiting to play

Expanded Small Sided Activity (15-20 mins)
• Activities increase to 4v4 and become more game-like
• Fewer “non-soccer” restrictions used
• This phase often includes keepers and goals but always includes directional play
• Increase the intensity of the opposition and make it more difficult for the players to 

execute the theme

Game/Scrimmage (20-25 mins)
• Play 4v4 or 5v5 with keepers as often as possible.
• Rotate or substitute players as you will in live game
• Teach goal kicks, corner kicks, kick offs, and throw ins within the game but do not 

emphasize these aspects
• Act as a referee
• Coach attacking and defending principles of play, but LET THEM PLAY

Game Guidelines
• Each player must play at least 50% of each game. This is our philosophy and a 

League rule.
• All players should play all the positions (including goalkeeper) during games.
• Use a 3-2 (three defenders and two attackers) or 2-3 formation (plus the keeper).
• Focus on performance over results.
• Continue to discuss offside but do not overemphasize it because we don’t want to 

discourage players from going forward and attacking.
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Principles for U11 Training
Objectives & Skills
This is a transitional time when players are deciding if they want to commit to soccer. 
Keep it fun and enjoyable to foster a desire to play and self-motivation to improve.

Continue developing a solid base of technique. Develop individual skill under 
pressure of time, space, and opponents.

Introduce midfielders and their roles in the team. 

Introduce the principles of defense. Work on the roles of players in attack and 
defense (not the same as position) 

Key skills: 
• Feints with the ball; receiving ground, bouncing and air balls with the heel, shins, 

thigh, abdomen, chest and head; heading to score goals and for clearances; chipping 
to score; outside of foot pass; bending shots; crossing to near post and penalty mark; 
heel pass; introduce half volley and volley shooting; introduce slide tackle. 

• For goalkeepers: footwork; bowling; low dives and forward diving; angle play; near 
post play; saving penalty kicks; introduce parrying and boxing.

Key Tactics: 
• 2 v 1 defending; 2 v 2 attacking and defending; roles of 2nd attacker and defender; 

combination passing; verbal and visual communication for all positions; commanding 
the goalmouth for the goalkeeper; corner kick plays-defending and attacking; kick-off 
play; wall pass; beginning to identify potential roles for players-goalkeeper, defender, 
midfielder and/or forward.

Tips
Use 4v4 games extensively in training. These provide opportunities to see a wide 
range of soccer situations and problems in a format allowing all players touches on 
the ball.

While there can be some specialization for keepers, no one should play 100% in the 
goal during practice or games.

Emphasize individual skills development using a “games-based” approach. 
• Coach creates soccer problems related to time, space, and tactical risk/safety
• Use game-related activities (look and feel like soccer)
• Coach teaches technique and game application

Expectations
Focus remains on individual development over team results. Players’ match 
performance will be inconsistent.
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Encourage players to play “both sides” of the ball (i.e. attacking and defending) at all 
times. Reward players who demonstrate this in games.

Training Session Organization
Frequency: Two 75-90 minute training sessions per week.

Warm-up (15-20 mins)
• These are unopposed activities with individuals or pairs with a ball
• Gradually increase the work-rate and intensity
• Use the fundamental skills during this phase: 

• Movement
• Dribbling
• Juggling
• Passing

• Do not shoot during this phase

Small Sided Activity (15-20 mins)
• Activities during this phase introduce opposition and become more game-like
• Generally these are 2v2 or 3v3 (or unbalanced) activities
• Place restrictions and rules on the play to emphasize or “draw out” your coaching 

theme, but try to avoid too much waiting to play

Expanded Small Sided Activity (20 mins)
• Activities increase to 4v4 and become more game-like
• Fewer “non-soccer” restrictions used
• This phase often includes keepers and goals but always includes directional play
• Increase the intensity of the opposition and make it more difficult for the players to 

execute the theme

Game (25-30 mins)
• Play 4v4 or 7v7 with keepers.
• Rotate or substitute players as you will in live game
• Act as a referee
• Coach attacking and defending principles of play, but LET THEM PLAY

Game Guidelines
• Each player must play at least 50% of each game. This is our philosophy and a 

League rule.
• All players should play all the positions (including goalkeeper) during games.
• Formations: 3-2-2, 3-3-1, or 2-3-2. The 2-3-2 is the most complicated for the players.
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Principles for U12 Training
Objectives & Skills
This is a transitional time when players are deciding if they want to commit to soccer. 
Keep it fun and enjoyable to foster a desire to play and self-motivation to improve.

Increase players’ technical speed - their ability to execute technique quickly under 
pressure.

Introduce midfielders and their roles in the team. 

Develop use of the principles of defense. 

Key skills: 
• Feints with the ball; receiving ground, bouncing and air balls with the heel, shins, 

thigh, abdomen, chest and head; heading to score goals and for clearances; chipping 
to score; outside of foot pass; bending shots; crossing to near post and penalty mark; 
heel pass; introduce half volley and volley shooting; introduce slide tackle. 

• For goalkeepers: footwork; bowling; low dives and forward diving; angle play; near 
post play; saving penalty kicks; introduce parrying and boxing.

Key Tactics: 
• 2 v 1 defending; 2 v 2 attacking and defending; roles of 2nd attacker and defender; 

combination passing; verbal and visual communication for all positions; commanding 
the goalmouth for the goalkeeper; corner kick plays-defending and attacking; kick-off 
play; wall pass; beginning to identify potential roles for players-goalkeeper, defender, 
midfielder and/or forward.

Tips
Use 4v4 games extensively in training. These provide opportunities to see a wide 
range of soccer situations and problems in a format allowing all players touches on 
the ball.

While there can be some specialization for keepers, no one should play 100% in the 
goal during practice or games.

Emphasize individual skills development using a “games-based” approach. 
• Coach creates soccer problems related to time, space, and tactical risk/safety
• Use game-related activities (look and feel like soccer)
• Coach teaches technique and game application

Expectations
Focus remains on individual development over team results. Players’ match 
performance will be inconsistent.
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Encourage players to play “both sides” of the ball (i.e. attacking and defending) at all 
times. Reward players who demonstrate this in games.

Training Session Organization
Frequency: Two 75-90 minute training sessions per week.

Warm-up (15-20 mins)
• These are unopposed activities with individuals or pairs with a ball
• Gradually increase the work-rate and intensity
• Use the fundamental skills during this phase: 

• Movement
• Dribbling
• Juggling
• Passing

• Do not shoot during this phase

Small Sided Activity (15-20 mins)
• Activities during this phase introduce opposition and become more game-like
• Generally these are 2v2 or 3v3 (or unbalanced) activities
• Place restrictions and rules on the play to emphasize or “draw out” your coaching 

theme, but try to avoid too much waiting to play

Expanded Small Sided Activity (20 mins)
• Activities increase to 4v4 and become more game-like
• Fewer “non-soccer” restrictions used
• This phase often includes keepers and goals but always includes directional play
• Increase the intensity of the opposition and make it more difficult for the players to 

execute the theme

Game (25-30 mins)
• Play 4v4 or 7v7 with keepers.
• Rotate or substitute players as you will in live game
• Act as a referee
• Coach attacking and defending principles of play, but LET THEM PLAY

Game Guidelines
• Each player must play at least 50% of each game. This is our philosophy and a 

League rule.
• All players should play all the positions (including goalkeeper) during games.
• Formations: 3-2-2, 3-3-1, or 2-3-2. The 2-3-2 is the most complicated for the players.
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