Northville Soccer Association                                                                                                                                  U4 to U6 Age Groups



Understanding Your Players

The most important aspect of coaching any team is to understand your players.  In order to maximize a player’s learning experience and performance we need to understand the make up of our players.  Why are they playing soccer?  What are the physical differences between players?  What are their physical boundaries?  What are their psychological differences?  What are their cognitive limits?

Why do children at this age play soccer?

They play soccer because its fun, an older sibling may play, friends are playing and finally parents sign them up to play.

Why do children stop playing soccer?

Children at this age will drop out of soccer because they are not having fun, they are not able to play with their friends, there is a lack of excitement at practice and they are consistently failing during games and at practice.

NOTE: Please notice that the extrinsic goal of winning and beating others is not on either list!

What are the physical capabilities of an under six child?

Children at this age are in the fundamental movement stage, where locomotive movements such as running and jumping can be achieved, as well as stabilizing activities such as balancing and stopping.  They also have high energy levels but only for short periods of time.  Give short breaks as often as possible in order to keep them energized and motivated.

What are the cognitive characteristics of an under six player?

A child’s cognitive state as this age can be characterized as concrete; their main focus is usually themselves or one object.  In soccer a players concrete characteristics can include a difficulty sharing their ball, no concept of team, short attention spans during practice and games, sometimes prefer watching to playing, their parents have the biggest influence and they require lots of positive reinforcement and praise.

What are the emotional characteristics of an under six player?

This aspect refers to the relationships children can build at these ages.  As mention above they are ‘ME’ orientated, which means that they have difficultly sharing, no concerns for team and are prone to exaggerate their own needs.  Give players plenty of positive reinforcement and praise.  Keep them moving and give them lots of space to move in.  This will be outlined in the session plans later on in this booklet.

What do all these characteristics mean to a soccer coach?

1. Three main areas for a coach at these ages are:
· Keep soccer FUN; all aspects of practices and games at these ages should be fun for a player to participate in.

· Keep it SIMPLE; games and activities used during practice should be simple to understand and play.

· Allow players to EXPERIMENT; coaches should provide an environment in training and games where players can experiment with new soccer ideas.  There should be a freedom to fail! 
2. Do not focus on winning and losing.  Make sure you use activities where no one player can be singled out as a winner.  Be creative in this aspect during practices and games.
3. Keep practices exciting, fresh, fun and challenging.  Avoid static line drills at all costs.  Activities where every player has a ball and is free to move within an area are ideal.
4. Practices should last between 30 and 45 minutes no longer.  If we look back at the physical capabilities of child at these ages we should recognize that players usually go all out for short periods, while it only take a short time for them to recuperate.  Please allow for lots of short breaks during your practices.  Also recognize the changes in weather conditions as this will affect the number of breaks used.
5. Players at these age groups should focus on the following soccer activities during practice:
· Dribbling the ball.

· Running with the ball.

· Stopping with the ball.

· Turning with the ball.

· Balance and Coordination.
Remember without mastering these fundamental soccer techniques more advanced soccer skills, such as advanced techniques and tactics, cannot be learned properly at older age groups.  Please NO TACTICS at these ages.  Players will crowed around the soccer ball and even take the ball away from their teammates.  Remember due to the cognitive development of these children this is normal.
6. Coaching; at this age only general coaching points should be made, and the activities you choose for practice should be the main teacher.  Ask questions to players when making coaching points, for example, when we dribbling should we take big touches or little touches?  Actually, the less you talk as a coach at these ages the better.  Your role as a coach should be to present activities and guide them through the rules and boundaries, facilitate activities rather than teach.
7. Choose activities where every player can achieve success and the player to ball ration is 1:1.  The only activity where this ratio should change is in your scrimmage.
8. Introducing Activities to Players: Keep It short and sweet when introducing new activities or skills.

· Players only have short attention spans and will focus more if the coach is expressive and exciting during practice.

· Give short effective demonstrations while briefly explaining the new activity or skill.

· Focus on one aspect when talking to players; don’t try to cover every aspect in one stoppage.

· Decrease time spent in transition between activities.   Keep practice short, clear and well planned. 
9. Involve parents wherever possible, even in practice.  Have parents join in with activities.
10. Praise players both verbally and non-verbally (high five, smile and a pat on the back).
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