US Youth Soccer Player Development Model

Part II: Preteen Age Groups
Zone 1: U6 to U12
Childhood to Puberty Stages

The Fundamental Stage
The Learning to Train Stage

“I don’t care if players at that age win a game. I want them to learn to love soccer and learn
to deal with the round thing…”
 John Hackworth, Philadelphia Union, coach and youth development coordinator
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Coaching the preteen age groups may be the most important coaching position in youth soccer. These
are formative years for children, and this stage is the best opportunity to instill a love for the game
within them. A true passion for soccer keeps people in the game for a lifetime and develops champions.
Soccer clubs must build a positive playerfirst culture. The soccer environment for these children needs
to follow the creed of foremost building the player and then the team.
The philosophy of coaching youth soccer places great importance on age appropriate activities and
creating a childcentered learning environment. Many great players have traced personal success to the
coaching received at an early age. It is hoped that the youth soccer coach will one day look back with
pride at the opportunities created for learning and enjoyment. A supportive, childcentered, positive
experience in youth soccer is vital to the growth of the game.
Soccer is all about enjoyment for children. The experience can be summed up in the four messages of
Youth Soccer Month – Fun, Family, Fitness and Friendship.
•
•
•
•

Fun – Whether recreational or competitive in nature, involvement in soccer is easy, affordable
and rewarding.
Family – Playing soccer ties families together as schedules, vacations and family time are
coordinated.
Friendship – The relationships generated through playing soccer extend beyond the field.
Fitness – The health and fitness (physical, psychological and social) benefits of playing soccer.

The single most important goal a coach of young players can have is to instill a passion for the game. It is
passion that keeps a player in the game for a lifetime. It is passion that motivates many players to do
that extra bit of practice to become a top notch player. It is our shared passion for the game that impels
us to become coaches, referees, team managers or all of those.
The coach’s efforts put into motion a relationship with soccer for children, which, through the help of
countless others, will provide the foundation for players to experience the joy of participation
throughout their life.
The most effective player development experience for our preteen players applies a playercentered
approach to coaching that uses the tools of age appropriate, gamelike activities. Learning the game is
accelerated for the children when the coach uses guided discovery at proper times in a training session
and occasionally in a match. Coaches who use the following Principles of Coaching will be the most
effective teachers of the game. The principles of youth coaching are guidelines developed as a
foundation or a sounding board to assess the appropriateness of an activity or training session. The
following six principles are presented so that youth players receive a healthy and positive youth soccer
experience.
Principles of Coaching
x Developmentally appropriate – This challenges the coach to examine the appropriateness
of the activity, which should fall within the range of a player’s abilities.
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x
x
x

x
x

Clear, concise and correct information – How instructions are given is crucial when dealing
with children.
Simple to complex – Are the activities presented in a way that allows for ongoing
modifications and new challenges to meet the players’ interests and abilities?
Safe and appropriate training area – The area should be free of hazardous materials and be
safe from traffic or other environmental dangers. The training experience should be
psychologically safe.
Decision making – Are there opportunities for the players to make decisions? These
opportunities need to be present in all activities for learning to occur.
Implications for the game – The activities presented in a training session must, in some way,
reflect the demands a player faces in the game. The coach at this level is providing the
foundational movement and thinking skills to enable players to solve more complex soccer
problems later on.

For Game Management (pregame, game, halftime and postgame) recommendations for
each zone within the Player Development Pyramid, see Appendix B.
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Chapter 4:
Stage
Individual –

skills by building overall mo
generally there are few
for both touches on the ball and learning at their own pace. The emphasis should be on letting the
children play. Over coaching unfortunately occurs at this age group.
Prior to a player being expected to learn ball skills the child must first be in control of the body. This
growth in athleticism is a longterm evolution. It is imperative for children to acquire a base of general
balance, coordination and agility before soccer skills. How can the coach expect them to control the ball
before they can control their bodies? That is why it is essential for youngsters be exposed to movement
education24. The foundation of movement education must be laid during childhood. This requirement is
of primary importance to the youngest players, making ball skills secondary in importance. Do not use a
calisthenics approach; instead, keep it fun and enjoyable to foster a desire to play. This intrinsic
motivation will grow a passion for the game that could last a lifetime.
The fascination for the ball, the desire to master it and the thrill of scoring goals provides the launching
pad into a lifetime of soccer participation. The joy and skills of the game are best nurtured by
encouraging freedom of expression and organizing children’s play in small groups. This is the fun phase
where a passion for the game must be sown.
“…children in the 21st (century) have been transformed from net producers of
their own toy and play culture to net consumers of play culture imposed by
adults.”
 David Elkind, American child psychologist and author
What many adults have forgotten from their own youth is that children of this age can only focus on a
limited number of tasks at one time. It takes the full attention capacity of a U6 player to control the ball
because they are still developing basic balance, coordination and agility. Also, in a 3v3 match for U6
players, the opposition for the player with the ball is generally 1v5. So during a match the player needs
to focus on the task at hand, trying to control the ball. Unfortunately, they are distracted by adults
yelling from the touchline. Now they have to make a choice, either play the ball or listen to the coach
24

Developing and applying coordinated and rhythmical body movements in learning situations.
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and parents. If the adults want to help the children play
their best, they need to be quiet while watching the
game.
Players in this age group are egocentric – a me, my, mine
mentality. Young children do not play together; they play
next to one another, meaning they do not necessarily
interact as they play. This psychosocial reality is called
parallel play.
and is not sharing or cooperating in a game. In soccer,
this is most evident in the U6 age group and still occurs
to a lesser degree in the U8 age group. Players in these
is the only toy on the field. They have not yet learned the
when these age groups are playing must realize the children are not small adults. Why should the
children suddenly display the social skill of sharing when they do not yet truly display that talent in any
other setting? The child’s enjoyment at this age is derived from playing in a group. Preschoolers enjoy
playing in the presence of others, parallel play, even though they may not always watch or interact with
them. However, at this age there is no real interest in competition or outcome. The coach must set up
numerous activities where the players are together but still involved in individual play.
Through the use of gamelike activities, trial and error exposes children to the components of the game
and the principles of play. The primary training activities are body awareness and maze games. Age
appropriate activities can be found in US Youth Soccer’s The Novice Coach Vol. 1 Under6 to 8 years, US
Youth Soccer Skills School, US Youth Soccer Coaching Principles of Play through SmallSided Games, US
Youth Soccer Positive Parenting for Youth Soccer DVD, The Official US Youth Soccer Coaching Manual and
the US Youth Soccer Handbook for SmallSided Games. The club should follow the recommendations in
the US Youth Soccer Vision document. All resources are available on USYouthSoccer.org. Remember that
the game is for all kids, and everyone should be encouraged to participate.
The training session must be playercentered with the coach as a facilitator of the soccer experience. It
is necessary to go with the flow and be adaptable with this age group. Use guided discovery and the
coach’s toolkit, as discussed in Part 1: Primer of this Model, which gets children thinking and playing
with little coaching interruption. Throughout the season, allow the players to experiment and discover
the ball skills being taught on their own. The coach should demonstrate the skills a few times during the
session. Also during the session, call out some of the key coaching points on how to execute the ball
skills. Praise loudly and positively when a player does a skill correctly—positive reinforcement.
Encourage them to try to do new things with the ball throughout the soccer season. It is very important
that each player has a ball for every training session.

•

Section 1 - General Characteristics of the U-6 Age Group
Catching skills not yet developed
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•

Constantly in motion – love to run, jump, roll and climb

•

Eyehand and/or eyefoot coordination is primitive at best – not ready for bouncing or flighted
balls

•

No sense of pace – go flat out

•

Physical coordination is immature – can balance on dominate foot

•

Controlling the ball is a complex task

•

Prefer large soft balls and foam balls

•

Only understand simple rules

•

Individually oriented (me, my, mine) – little or no concern for team activities

•

Believes in Santa Claus, but will not discuss with peers – lofty imagination

•

Physical and psychological development of boys and girls are quite similar

•

Psychologically, easily bruised – need generous praise

•

Short attention span – tends to one task at a time

•

Limited understanding of time and space

U6 players must play at least 50 percent of each match they attend. They should not play a season
longer than two months. They must have at least one full month off between seasons of play.
The components of the game are the building blocks of player development. Coach and player must
work jointly throughout a player’s career to reinforce and add to these building blocks. The core goal is
to create a wellrounded player.
Section 2 - Components of the Game for the U-6 Age Group*
Fitness: Introduce the idea of how to warmup and movement education. Begin education about
nutrition with players and parents. Balance, walking, running, how to start and stop, jumping, hopping,
rolling, skipping, changing direction, bending, twisting and reaching.
Technique: Dribbling (stop and start) and shooting. Experiment with the qualities of a rolling ball.
Psychology: Sharing, fair play, parental involvement, “how to play” and emotional management.
Tactics: Where is the field? The concept of boundary lines, at which goal to shoot and playing with the
ball wherever it may go.
*Please note that the components of the game are in a priority order for this age group.
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•

Section 3 - Typical U-6 Training Session
Should not exceed 45 minutes.

•

Every child should have a ball.

•

Free play or a warmup, including movement education challenges and soccernastics.25
approximately 15 minutes

•

Gamelike activities, mostly body awareness and maze games.
approximately 15 minutes

•

Finish with a 3v3 game with two goals, no goalkeepers
approximately 15 minutes

Coaches should devote the end of each training session to playing 3v3 practice games. During these
practice games is the best time for the coach to teach rules of the game to the players. Fun games
involving small numbers can be played, especially 1v1, 2v1, 1v2 and 2v2 leading up to a final activity of
3v3. It is important to ensure each child has a ball and to focus on fun games. The benefit of the
increased number of touches on the ball in those games is irreplaceable. Coaches should be well
prepared and have a selection of gamelike activities planned, while keeping in mind these young
children have short attention spans.
“Who can play 3 on 3 successfully can play soccer!”
 Cesar Luis Menotti, won 1978 FIFA World Cup for Argentina, coach
Please ask the club director to arrange an age appropriate coaching clinic by calling the US Youth
Soccer State Association technical director.
Coach’s qualities: Uses the games approach to learning, not drill oriented. Act as a facilitator rather than
a coach. Other characteristics are: good humor, friendly helper, organizer, stimulator, ability to see
soccer from a child’s perspective, patient, able to demonstrate movements and simple skills,
enthusiastic and imaginative.
License Recommendation: Volunteer coach – U6/U8 Youth Module Certificate or National Youth
License. Paid coach – National Youth License.
The Game: Preferably these should be unstructured pickup game style matches. If scheduled matches
must occur then every effort must be made to reduce the us versus them mentality and outcomebased
expectations that surround too many youth games.

25

Fun activities with or without the ball which challenge a player’s coordination, balance, flexibility, ball skill and
creativity.
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“The coach should be able to be childlike, but not childish.”
Dr. Tom Fleck, coach and leader of youth soccer development in the United States

Please read thoroughly the Ball Control and Creativity section in the Best Practices guide.

58
February, 2012

