Coach Instructions News 8 – Tactical Roles

SPRING 2006
Coaches learn to adapt to the game they are handed, so it has been interesting to see how the U6 coaches have been adapting to preparing their players for the 3v3 game in our spring pilot. The 6v6 game they coached in the fall suggests a strategy of assigning positions and working on passing skills to move the ball between players. The 3v3 game at this age is basically dribble and shoot. I have noticed more practice time focused on ball control skills this spring, which is the primary scope of the U6 player.

Some coaches and parents have expressed concerns that the small team size doesn’t give players the opportunity to learn how to play positions. This is a useful question since it draws attention to the progression of a player’s tactical development toward becoming good team players. 

Being “on” the ball

Every player has a role to play at any given moment. If you put two players on the field their roles and objectives are clearly defined. The player with the ball tries to keep it and score. The player without it tries to keep their opponent from scoring and take possession of the ball. In this 1v1 scenario, their position on the field is intimately tied to the ball, their opponent, and the goals. If you want to quickly teach beginning players the game, their most fundamental roles and essential skills, give them a ball and let them play 1v1. Dribbling, delaying, blocking, and shooting are the heart of this experience. One professional soccer coach said that the game is largely a succession of 1v1 encounters.

Giving immediate support

When you add a third and fourth player, playing 2v1, 1v2, and 2v2, your players begin to experience their supportive roles. Now they learn how to move in relation to their opponent, their teammate, the ball, and the goal. There are all kinds of tactical subtleties for your players to explore in both defensive and offensive modes. For example, in defensive mode the supporting player learns to cover the space between their teammate and the goal, sensing when to check in to steal the ball, prevent a pass, or block a shot. In offensive mode, the supporting player learns to create passing lanes alongside (play across), ahead of (penetrate), or behind (play from the back) their teammate. 

Balancing the action

Adding the third teammate (3v1, 3v2, 3v3) creates experiences for players to scan the field and play important roles on the periphery of play, such as moving to the goal-side of an opponent, becoming a second target for a teammate to pass to, or create/prevent “numbers up” advantages. They learn when to transition into secondary (2v1) or primary (1v1) roles. If the third player is further off the ball they have wider view of things and can give vital information to their teammates. They have a large hand in creating opportunities for their teammates and denying their opposition those same opportunities.

Once players have experienced, discovered, and explored these roles and learned the skills to support them, they will be better prepared to handle a larger team format as they get older. If your players are older and might have missed developing their foundational roles for team play, you can still backtrack and work 1v1, 2v1, 2v2, and 3v3 scrimmages into your practices. This approach tends to be very effective since it creates more small-area successes on the field. 

Winning the skirmishes

If your players are not winning the small skirmishes with a few players they will never win the war with a lot of players. This is the subtle distinction between developing roles and assigning positions. Once they understand their roles and develop the technical skills that support them, they will do a much better job moving to where they need to be and make a difference. It’s a gradual process that relies heavily on instinctual development and growth. 

Crafting small games

Craft small games in your team practices that foster the development of their roles. You can influence specific areas of individual and team tactics. For example: 

1. Develop possession by using a playing area without goals with the object being how long a team can keep the ball. 

2. Encourage controlled playmaking by setting up safe areas to start plays from. 

3. Emphasize buildup toward space by awarding goals when players dribble or pass the ball past their opponent’s endline. 

4. Explore changing points of attack and how to defend them by placing goals on all four sides of the playing area or two on each endline.

Into the future

The desired long distance result is players who take the initiative, make adjustments, and stay in the flow of the game. I work with the oldest girls in the league and find that after years of gradually developing their small-sided roles, they do a much better job managing the game than I possibly can from the sideline. This season, several times I’ve handed the clipboard to the players before the game and at halftime and said, “You figure it out.” Last week a player overheard a teammate at the half say that she had not scored in a few games. So she turned to me and said, “I’ll take care of it,” and then closely assisted her teammate’s two scores in the second half. I should add that the assisting player is a particularly good dribbler so she was able to work the ball into a favorable position. A nice demonstration of how a player can assume and carry out a role. 
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