COACHING 5 – 8 YEAR OLDS.
 
Generally:
· Make it fun;
· Be organized;
· Less talk more action;
· The more ball touches each child gets the better.
 
Tricks:
· Relate on their level;
· Run them first, then instruct;
· Condition games to get what you want.  For example, limit touches per player to 3 (forces passing, which will force spreading out), put lots of nets in the game and arrange the field so it is wider and shorter which will encourage wide play instead of always forward).
 
Practice Template:
· Warm up (10 min)
· Dribbling (10 min)
· Passing/ball striking (10 min)
· Game 1 (10 min)
· Game 2 (10 min)
 
You can adjust your practice plan based on age of children and what you feel needs attention at a given time.  Also be ready, and willing, to modify your practice session when you’re in it.  You have to coach what you see and be flexible to your players and the day. 
 
At the clinic when I did the 5 and 6 year olds I modified it on the fly quite a bit.  First of all I shortened it from an hour to 40 – 45 minutes.  I had intended to do a dribbling drill which I abandoned because I knew they were not capable and we would not get success.  This is not to say you don’t do a drill because it will challenge your players, but you have to have the right amount of challenge.  The ultimate test is will they get some success today?  If you think you can get there, then go for it!
 
5 - 6 years old is very young.  Every child should have a ball, and really, as long as they’re dribbling and kicking it and having a good time, that’s all that matters.  They all want to score goals, so I like to have lots of balls and lots of goals and let them have at it.  You don’t have to have Pugg nets (though they are nice) you can use pylons or cones or whatever.
 
 
 
Drills and Games:
 
There are lots and lots of ideas out there.  Here are a few I used in the clinic with some notes.
 
Warm – Up Drills
 
W1 – Dribble in a grid
 
Make an enclosed area out of cones on the open field.  Not too big, not too small – adjust for the age of the kids and the number you have.  Each player has a ball and they move around in the grid.  You can shout out instructions….Faster, Slower, Right foot only, Left foot only, Toe Taps, Jump Overs, Switch Direction.  This will get their heart rate up, as well as helping their dribbling skills.  SO much better than just running without a ball.
 
W2 – Trickery
 
This is one of few things I do without a ball.  It’s fun and you adjust to the age.  Recall with the 5 and 6 year olds I just had them stop and start.  You have the kids move anywhere in the grid, not all in a circle like public skating, make them change directions.  You should out instructions like Stop, Go, Up, Down, Forward, Backward, Arrange in a group of 5, or 3 minus 1, or whatever.  You can make the instruction mean the opposite of what you want.  Have a small “punishment” (self-policed) for making a mistake like a push up.
 
W3 – Juggling
 
Plant the seed of a juggling challenge.  Kids can do this when they come to practices or games while they’re waiting for everyone to arrive.  Make it the first few minutes of practice and it’s a competition for the highest number that you see.  You’ll get kids coming to practice early (really) so they have more time to get the highest number.  Remember, start a step away from the ball (give yourself some room), pull the ball back to yourself using the bottom of the your foot, move your foot back quickly in front of the rolling ball, let the ball roll on top of your foot, lift your foot up and the ball pops up.  Repeat a million times!
 
Dribbling Games
 
D1 - Bank Robbers
 
Love this game.  Older kids like it for some reason too.  The crazy thing is, and I didn’t do it with the 8-9 year old kids, but when you do it with older kids, it’s crazy how much of a work out it is.  I didn’t do it with the coaches, but I did it once at a clinic I attended and I couldn’t wait for the minute to be over.
 
I did a different variation that usual in the clinic because the 5-6 year olds would have had trouble with it with the gym floor.  Usually I make squares maybe 15 steps for each side.  All the balls go in the middle, and the 4 corners are each player’s home bank.  So you play 4 players at a time, start with all balls in the middle, and players have to take balls from the middle until they’re all gone, and then they can steal from each other.  That part makes it really fun, and someone can go from first to last in about 5 seconds at the end of the game.  Time for minute, then have the next group of 4 go.  If you don’t have even numbers and some groups of 3 go, that’s fine.
 
D2 – Relay
 
There are a ton of ways to do this.  Setup some cones and have the kids dribble through and around them.  I HATE it when I see long lines at practices, so try to make many groups of less players.  For the clinic, we weren’t going at a fast pace, so I had individual lines, plus only 7 kids.  For my older players who do it at a fast pace, I will have groups of 3.  They do their work then get a rest, then do it again.
 
Little touches around the cones, bigger touches when you’re going longer distances.  You can also introduce ways to turn (inside of foot, outside of foot, bottom of foot pullback).
 
D3 – Simon Says
 
Didn’t do this one, but it’s a great one.  Just like you think it is.  All kids have a ball facing you.  You should out instructions.  Simon says dribble toward me, Simon says put your right foot on the ball, etc.  You would have a hard time getting a bunch of 5 year olds to move around a field doing what you asked.  But if you make it a game like this, where they want to show you they can do it and not be tricked, they will.  It’s eerie.  But true!  So our little secret here is that you WANT them to not be tricked and you’re absolutely ok with it.
 
D4 – Inside and outside cuts
 
I have a few drills I do where I exclusively do this, but I worked it in to the dribbling squares and relays in the clinic.  This is really just a change of direction where you take the ball with you.  It’s a skill that needs to be repeated to get good at it, and when you do it’s great because a quick turn is a dangerous weapon to have in your arsenal when you play competitive games.  The ability to do it defines some of the world’s great players, who off balance you first with a feint and then boom, change direction on a dime and accelerate past you.
 
 You can do this by making a square and having players with a ball line up on opposite sides of the square, facing a team mate.  You say go and they dribble to the middle and BEFORE crashing into each other, turn and go back with the ball to their original position.  Inside cut or turn means they reach out with their foot and pull the ball back using the inside of the foot.  Outside they use the outside of the foot.  You can also show them putting their sole on the ball and pulling it back, turning their  body.
 
D5 – Crazy moves
 
I didn’t do this one either.  You can add it in to your dibbling in a grid.  Have your kids try fancy dribbling moves, whatever they want.  For now it could be quick turns, inside and outside cuts.  Next time I’m down have me show you step overs, scissors, and step on.  Or go ahead and You Tube Coerver dribbling moves, to see if you can find what I’m talking about.
 
Passing and Ball Striking Games
 
There are many ways to strike a ball.  You can hit it hard and soft and everything in between.  You can use all the surfaces of your foot, and other parts of your body as well.
 
I am adamant that as a country we are not producing great ball strikers.  There are a lot of reasons for this, but it comes down to grass roots coaching and player training.  If you watch top level soccer, you’ll see players driving 40 yard passes with accuracy, to players who receive that ball at top speed, in stride, perfectly.  People think soccer is “boring” to watch – they don’t almost gasp when they see something like that like I do.
 
Ok, anyway, for the clinic you’ll notice I didn’t do anything on shooting.  First of all we were indoors, but from my assessment, there were far too many basics for players to learn before we even get to shooting.  For now, if they can side foot the ball into a chosen place in the net they will be fine. 
 
P1 – Gate progression
 
I spent a fair amount of time with coaches and players on passing and receiving basics.  Know these well, teach these well, and have your players repeat, repeat, repeat.  I am VERY picky with technique and I absolutely hound my players, repeatedly, and demand quality.  You have to balance this with the age level of kids, and fun, and their individual levels (push the kids you know are capable to do better).
 
Gate progression is a nice framework for judging progression of skill and introducing challenge.  Make gates with cones as I did, spread them out around an area.  You need the players in partners with a ball.  Have them get on either side of the gates and play the ball back and forth to each other.  Make them use the inside of their feet to pass AND receive, and it’s two touch.  One settling touch and then they play.  The settling touch is not to stop the ball dead and close to their body, it’s to setup the second touch or pass.  So just out in front of their body.
 
Progress to settling touch with one foot, return pass with the opposite, then one player plays through cones, the other around then switch, and then finally to the game.  In the clinic, I went straight to the game after the first passing through and back, to show that you can still reward with a game, use it to instruct concepts, and motivate practicing the other progressions to develop the skills to be good at the game.
 
P2 – Rapid scoring
 
I kind of did this with the 5/6 year olds.  This is just a ball striking drill for younger players.  The 5/6 year old guys were not ready for a different type of organization of this drill I usually do.  For the 7/8 kids you can setup pugg nets and have groups of 3 each with a ball, maybe 15 yards from the net.  They go in, put the ball in the net and then get it and come back to the line and next person goes.  First team to score 10 goals wins.  It’s fun, teaches a lot, and they get tons of touches.
 
 
Small sided games
 
G1 - Short and Wide multi net
 
This is my favourite variant of the end of the practice scrimmage.  Really, at the young ages, why on earth would you play 7 a side or more in training on a standard field?  How many ball touches does each player get?  How many decision points, passes, etc.?  NOT ENOUGH!
 
So, combat that by playing 3 V 3 or 4 V 4 on smaller fields, with more nets.  I like to arrange the field wide and short, to promote wide play and (are we allowed to?!”) backward, yes, backward play, then across.
 
For the very young we just put a bunch of nets out in various places, and they went and got balls and scored.  So they’re moving, dribbling, shooting, and having a blast and getting success. Everyone is scoring lots of goals.  This is good!
 
 
G2 – 4 net
 
For the older kids we played with 4 nets in the whole gym.  A variation of that , which you can use in a practice where say you have 10 kids.  Setup a field like that and have the kids wearing different colours.  Stand in the middle of the field on the side with a ball and kids on either side of you.  Yell out a number and throw the ball in the field.  If you yelled 3, 3 of each team run out, try to get the ball and score in any one of the 4 nets.  The other team tries to stop them, win the ball, and score themselves.
Players will soon figure out (you can guide them) that the way to success is to spread out, switch the ball around a lot (point of attack change) and constantly seek to attack a net that is not busy or occupied.
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