COACH NEWSLETTER 1

SPRING 2006

Welcome to our third season of coach instruction newsletters from your Regional Coach Trainer. The purpose of these newsletters is to help provide a framework for player development and recommend practice activities and instructional ideas.

This spring I had planned to have a "round table" of head coaches in place to provide coach mentoring and help develop a league-recommended curriculum for each stage of our players' development. It appears those projects will start in the Fall 2006 season, in lieu of a significant development happening this spring.

3v3 PILOT PROGRAM

One of our main objectives is to create the best environment for our players to develop their potential. This spring we have begun the process of optimizing our team and field sizes for age-group play by conducting a 3v3 pilot for our U6 players. Our research has discovered that many youth soccer organizations around the world have instituted small-sided games. We are, in fact, not quite in line with recommendations provided by AYSO and the USYSA. The progression we may adapt is 3v3 (U6), 4v4 (U7-U8), 6v6 (U9-U10), 7v7 (U11), 8v8 (U12), 9v9 (U13), and eventually 11v11 when our players reach the U14 or U15 age group.

There is a subtle balance between the number of players on a soccer field, the size of the playing area, and the age (development level) of the players. If the game conditions are in balance, then the game does a lot of teaching, especially in the early years. Most coach instructions during a game relate to field management. This necessity fades if the game is appropriately configured. The result is a quieter sideline with players more directly involved in the flow of the game.

Our 3v3 pilot is taking place on Saturdays at Kantor "A" on Ward's Island. I understand several representatives from the Manhattan Soccer Club observed our first weekend games, curious how our re-configuring will influence the development of some of their future players. Teams have 8-10 players, who split off into parallel 3v3 games with the opposing team. 

My first weekend observations:

1. Smaller "herd." With 6 instead of 12 players on the field, the beehive effect was minimized. There were fewer feet kicking at the ball in moments of clumping. I saw some players learning to effectively block the ball and touch it off into space.

2. More touches. Compared to the 6v6 games I observed on Kantor "B" the 3v3 players were getting significantly more touches, especially the weaker players. I expect these players will improve the most relative to their athletic skills, which will help future team balancing.

3. Improved defensive tactics. As expected, early in the game the dominant players were scoring frequently. What I was hoping for seemed to happen: the opposing team began to solve their dilemma. Without instruction from the sideline, I noticed they began to figure out when to close in, when to step back to cover space between the ball and the goal, and how many players to commit to attacking the ball. It was really an amazing transformation during the space of a single game.

4. More rigorous game. Reports were that the players were pretty tired by game's end, as anyone knows who has scrimmaged 3v3 for any length of time. There was an observation that players who used to daydream or remove themselves from the action in 6v6 the previous season were much more involved. No more daydreaming.

5. Setting tactical foundations. All the fundamental soccer tactics can be explored in a simple 3v3 game: shooting, blocking, regaining possession, penetration, delay, support, width, depth, balance, concentration (closing down channels), and creativity. The players were exploring these elements much more directly on Saturday having fewer players to play with and against.

6. Half-time balancing. Coaches were given the freedom to re-balance their split-team squads at halftime. I believe this is better than asking dominant players not to score, which is not their primary instinct. I noticed some blowouts in the 6v6 games that could not be prevented since the same players face each other the whole game.

7. Quieter coaches. My only baseline for determining coach volume was comparing the 6v6 versus 3v3 games. With the smaller playing area, 3v3 coaches did not have to scream. More to the point, some coaches caught on that the players were adapting just fine without them. I noticed a few coaches trying to narrate the players through the game, but that is a habit that AYSO discourages.

COACH THE PRACTICE. OBSERVE THE GAME.

I'll repeat my coaching mantra, which is "Coach the practice, observe the game." When you spend time quietly observing you begin to really notice how your players play, how they adapt to their competition, how they learn from their mistakes and start to work with each other. Don't feel responsible for everything they do on the field. The game teaches and the players learn. From the sidelines it is easy for us to predict what may happen a second or two in advance. If you stay silent, you are enabling your players to learn how to anticipate things for themselves. When good things happen, show your awareness and support using positive language.

Use your practices to give players concentrated moments to develop their most fundamentals skills. Create competitive situations that teach them how and when to use those skills. When the game starts, relax. Hand over responsibility to the referee and watch your players play and learn.

Next week we'll begin exploring some practice activities for helping your players develop touches to improve their ball control skills and their effectiveness in a game.

AYSO EXTRA

Don't forget that we have a great series of weekly coaching clinics led by Coach Fehr and his coaching staff. This program is open to players in Divisions 197/297 and older. AYSO Extra is taking place at Frederick Douglas Field, located at 102nd Street and Amsterdam Avenue, 3:45 - 5:45 p.m. every Tuesday.
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