Coach Instruction News 2 – Ball Control Skills

Spring 2006

Last week we began our spring series of coach instruction newsletters, introducing the 3v3 pilot program that our U6 players and coaches are experiencing for the first time. Our U6 Division Heads have been passing along responses from coaches, families, and players, which we'll continue to monitor during the season.

PURPOSE OF SMALL-SIDED PLAY

The overall purpose for making adjustments to our small-sided games is to better complement the path of our players' development. The first skill our young players need to develop is ball control. Ball control is the essence of the game and the foundation for possession and buildup. If a large herd of U6-U8 players are on the field, it's mainly the stronger, faster players who are moving the ball through space. The weaker or more timid players are missing out and sometimes tune out.

If the game is configured appropriately, then all your players should be having many opportunities to test the skills they have been building in practice. The "Everybody Plays" philosophy does not mean just putting players on the field. It also means making sure everyone is experiencing the game's primary skills, like moving the ball and delaying an attacker.

DEVELOPING AND APPLYING BALL CONTROL SKILLS

One of the best authorities on ball control skills is Wiel Coerver, the Dutch soccer coach whose programs have had a great influence on the world of youth soccer. Coerver has produced several series of instructional tapes, such as the "1-2-3 Goal" and the "Fundamentals of Soccer" series. Starting with this newsletter, we'll touch on the topics that Coerver introduces in his "1-2-3 Goal" series:

     1.     Ball Control

     2.     Beating Opponents 1v1

     3.     Creating and Converting Scoring Opportunities

BASIC SKILLS

Coerver's starting point for good ball control is having the players get a feel for the ball, by practicing touching and moving it with various surfaces of their feet. Here's a suggested progression of touches to explore. The key to improvement is repetition, so give your players an appropriate amount of time to practice them. For very young players, it might be no more than 20-30 seconds in a brief "Copy Cat" game. There are dozens of touch combinations to explore. Here's a sampling:

ROLLING THE BALL

1) Roll the ball side to side with the sole of one foot, while balancing on the other.

2) Roll the ball forward and back with the sole of one foot. 

3) Roll the ball across the body and back using the full sole of the foot. Repeat with the other foot. 

4) Roll the ball back with the sole of the foot and touch it forward using the laces of the same foot.

5) Roll the ball across to the other foot with the sole of the foot, step on it, and roll it back to the other foot. Try doing this without stopping the ball. Then try it while moving and turning.

6) Roll the ball across to the other foot with the sole of the foot, then tap it back using the inside surface of the other foot. Progress to moving and turning as this is done.

7) Roll the ball outward, then touch it across to other foot using the inside surface. Progress to moving and turning as this is done.

TURNAROUNDS

8) Touch the ball forward using the laces of one foot. Step on it, turn around, and touch it back with the same foot. Progress to using the inside or outside surface to turn around.

9) Touch the ball forward using the instep of both feet. Step on it, turn around, and touch it back to the starting point. Progress to stepping over the ball, instead of on it, before turning.

TURNING OUT

10) Roll the ball back and turn outward. Touch the ball forward with the inside surface of the same foot. Repeat with the other foot.

11) Roll the ball back and touch it forward using the outside surface of the same foot. Repeat with the other foot.

CUTTING

12) Touch the ball forward using the instep of each foot. Change direction by "cutting" the ball across the body with the inside surface. Touch the ball forward in the new direction, and cut it across with the other foot, etc.

13) Move forward in a “zigzag” pattern across the field using the inside surface of each foot. Progress to using the outside surface of both feet to change direction. 

14) Touch the ball to the side using the outside surface. Step on the ball with the same foot and leap over it. Touch the ball in the opposite direction using the outside surface of the other foot, etc. Progress to moving forward as this is done.

COMPETITIVE APPLICATION

Each one of the skills above has an application in a competitive situation. In our next newsletter we'll put a few skills in the context of a 1v1 encounter on the field. These skills don't get "burned" into a player's repertoire until the player discovers their use in competitive situations. While we can isolate the use of a particular skill in a controlled activity, when the game is on, it's the opposing players who are your players' teachers.

DRIBBLING GAME

Here is a simple game to develop ball control skills. Separate your players into teams of two. Create one or more 10x10 playing areas, depending on how many pairs you have. The game's objective is for the player with the ball to dribble across their opponent's endline. Their role is to penetrate. Players can only get the ball by stealing it from their opponent. Passing is not allowed. This may pit a single player against two defenders, which will accelerate the growth of their ability to move and guard the ball. The other offensive player anticipates which defender may take possession, so their role is to provide supportive balance. The defenders shift their roles between delaying, stealing, or providing defensive support, like covering access to the endline. The game teaches the players their roles so observe how they learn and adapt rather than issue a lot of instructions.
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