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A Progression for Coaching the Tactical Use of the 

Field of Play through Concepts of Space 

  If you do not know where you are and where you are going, you cannot move effectively!  

This paper is not an analysis of individual, group or team tactics.  Nor it is a discussion of 

systems of play.  Instead, it provides the youth coach with an age appropriate approach to 

teaching players concepts of concrete and abstract spaces on the field of play.  As players 

mature at judging distances and angles on the field in relation from themselves to the ball, 

goals, opponents, field markings, teammates and corner flag posts then tactical decision 

making within the Principles of Play improves.  This document provides coaches with 

developmental markers used within a thorough curriculum for player development, such as 

the US Youth Soccer Player Development Model. 

8/9/2017 

Mission Statement 

US Youth Soccer is a non-profit and educational organization whose mission is to foster the 

physical, mental and emotional growth and development of America's youth through the sport of 

soccer at all levels of age and competition. 
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Primer  
Soccer, like all team sports, involves both elementary and sophisticated tactics.  Both experience and 

research tell us that skills and tactical thinking must be learned before children can be successful during game 

play.  An important component in the early stages of skill development is spatial awareness1.  Of primary 

importance is coaching players in the concepts of the game ς known as the Principles of Play (see Tables 1 

and 2).  Of secondary importance is coaching specific tactics to execute the Principles of Play.  Gradually 

broadŜƴƛƴƎ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǎǇŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ the use of space on the field will lead to more enjoyable and 

attractive soccer.  The general Principles of Play and the division of the field help clarify tactics for the 

beginning player and competent coachii.  Within the zones of the player development pyramid from the 6 

and Under age group to the 19 and Under age group, coaches should stair step players into elevated 

awareness of tactical tenets (Fig. 3).  Beginning with general concepts, coaches should progress players' 

knowledge to specific tactics in exact areas of the field.  While it is true that knowledge of the theory of the 

game helps the player to choose the right tactics that tactical ability depends on equally developed 

theoretical knowledge and practical experience.  Neither theory nor practice can replace the other. 

Understanding the characteristics of the age groups will help coaches be realistic about the tactical ideas that 

youth players can comprehend.  However, do not be locked in by the age group while coaching the Principles 

of Play.  Take a step-by-step approach toward awareness of space and the use of space on the field of play.  

When players can grasp the concepts then teach them.  If the players are not ready for a tactical idea then 

wait until the next season. 

A recommended approach helping players progress along the developmental pathway is the use of Ψstreet 

soccerΩ games.  In these games, clubs could mix the age groups and/or genders to provide for a richer 

learning environment.  Another option is to use the Ψacademy approachΩ for an age group.  In this approach, 

the players are not on a fixed team roster, but remain in a pool of players.  Those players then move between 

training groups dependent on their developmental needs at the time.  More details are available on the US 

Youth Soccer website on both possible approaches to enhanced player development. 

The Laws of the Game can be used as one of the tools in helping players improve their spatial awareness.  

Start young players understanding of the soccer field first with the actual markings on the ground; i.e., 

boundary lines, halfway line, etc.  As they move up in age groups, there will be new markings on the field for 

                                                             
1 Spatial awareness is the ability to be aware of oneself in space. It is an organized knowledge of objects in relation to oneself in that given 

space and the relationship of these objects when there is a change of position; including an understanding of the concepts of distance, time, 
speed or depth. 

All concepts, Principles of Play and specific tactics need to be learned in well-planned and 

properly conducted training sessions.  Look to the Coaches page on the US Youth Soccer 

website for session plans on these topics and more. 
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them to learn such as center circle, penalty area and so on.  By the time they are in the 12 and Under age 

group all of the markings from a senior soccer field will be seen (Fig. 1). 

Beginning with the 6-U age group use maze games, and then beginning with the 10 and Under age group add 

in target games, to help players get into the habit of lifting their head to see the field.  In training sessions use 

dots, disks and cones to mark tactical spaces on the field ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅ ΨǇŀƛƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜΩ for the 

players.  As players learn about the marks on the field of play, they can be introduced to some concepts 

about the field that will affect how they play the game.  For the youngest players it starts with understanding 

ƻǳǊ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ  Progress this understanding by introducing 

abstract concepts about spaces on the soccer field kicking off with the channels on the field and concluding 

with the mental picture of the field as almost a graph paper grid layout. 

While the first concept of space on a soccer field is horizontal, the halves of the field, the next to be 

introduced are the vertical spaces known as channels.  Next to be taught to players are the horizontal spaces 

of the thirds.  Finally, we end with subdividing the channels and thirds. 

 

FIGURE 1  SENIOR MARKINGS OF A SOCCER FIELD [LAW 1] 
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There is a general concept of game strategy to be learned about the balance of safety and risk in possession 

of the ball in broad areas of the field, first in the halves and then the thirds of the field.  The approach is 

safety in the defending third, a balance of safety and 

risk in the midfield third and taking risks in the 

attacking third (Fig. 11). 

Initially teach safety first in the defending half of the 

field and take more risks in the attacking half of the 

field (Fig. 2).  In the defending half this means dribble 

ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƭ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘΩǎ ƘŀƭŦ ƻǊ Ǉŀǎǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƭ 

among teammates to move out of the defending half.  

Safety in the defending half does not mean aimlessly 

kick the ball up field or out of bounds.  It means move the ball under control.  While young players are 

learning how to play skillful soccer, they will lose possession of the ball and a goal might be scored against 

them.  That is a gamble worth taking.  Let us not mindlessly kick the ball around the field due to the fear of 

giving up a goal.  Learning how to play intelligent and skillful soccer will pay off in the end. 

 

FIGURE 2 A FOUNDATIONAL CONCEPT ON THE SOCCER FIELD 

Some of the Laws of the Game can also be used by the coach to help players assess distances.  For example, 

the kickoff requires opposing players to be outside the center circle.  They now have a concrete experience of 

Safety

Risk
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measured yardage.   A similar opportunity exists with the Laws that require defending players to be set 

distances from the ball.  Those distances are 4, 5, 8 or 10 yards dependent upon the age group.  These Laws 

are 8 ς The Start and Restart of Play, 9 ς The Ball In and Out of Play, 10 ς The Method of Scoring, 11 - Offside, 

13 ς Free kicks, 14 [12-U and older] ς The Penalty Kick, 16 ς The Goal Kick and 17 ς The Corner Kick.  Law 15 ς 

The Throw-In, which dependent on the age group, could be a pass-in or a throw-in requires opponents to be 

at least 1 yard away from the passer/thrower. 

As a coach teaches his or her players the Laws of the Game also use them to help players ascertain distance, 

as it aids with spatial awareness.  That capability affects ball skills (for example the distance for a shot) and 

tactical positioning (angle and distance to the ball as an example).  A good eye for judging distance also 

affects tactics with the speed, timing and angle of runs. 

Tactics in General2 

Before players can learn to use skills (technique and fitness), they must explore the space where the skills can 

be used (tactics).  Tactics may be defined as the art of planned and rational play, adjusted to meet game 

situations in the best way possible.  Tactical awareness, to some extent, is a matter of talent (mental and 

physical); it can be developed to a considerable degree by suitable activities, coaching and age appropriate 

training. 

! ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǘŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ƧǳŘƎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜȄtent to which the player can use both 

practical and theoretical knowledge in match play.  Tactical experience is relative to age, individual 

characteristics and the soccer environment in which a player grows. 

 

FIGURE 3 PLAYER DEVELOPMENT PYRAMID 

                                                             
2 Excerpts from SOCCER by Arpad Csanadi 

Zone 3

19-U+

Zone 2

13-U to 18-U

Zone 1

6-U to 12-U
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As players grow through the zones in the player development pyramid they internalize game concepts.  

Understanding soccer has a lot to do with recognizing and using space on the field, whether attacking or 

defending.  Tactical examples are given throughout the document of how players can learn to utilize space on 

the field.  Using space on the field requires intelligent movement and positioning.  It is said that 98% of the 

game at the top level is spent without the ball -- various ΨƭƻŎƻƳƻǘƻǊΩ movements, etc.  Off-the-ball movement 

is at the heart of quality soccer. 

Soccer players need to learn when to run and when to not run.  There are times when it is tactically correct to 

not run.  They also need to learn at what angle to run.  Far too many American players run constantly in 

straight lines on the field.  Coaches must teach players when to make straight runs and when to make 

diagonal, square and bent (bending3) runs.  Of course these runs could be forward or backward on offense or 

defense. 

Players must also learn about the timing of runs, when to start and when to stop.  With a novice player most 

off-the-ball runs start too early so the player is marked up once he or she arrives in the space where he or she 

hopes to meet the ball.  Directly incorporated to the timing of runs is the pace of the run.  Recovery runs on 

defense are probably going to be all out.  Tracking runs on defense will have to match the pace of the 

opponent being marked.  Many, but not all, attacking runs without the ball will start off slow or at a 

moderate pace and then accelerate at the last moment darting past an opponent to meet the pass. 

Two factors must evolve for youth players to intentionally use off-the-ball runs.  Psychosocially they must 

grow out of the egocentric phase.  Additionally they must mature in their ability to estimate distance and 

angle.  Over time these factors improve with players thus leading to the possibility of the following off-the-

ball runs. 

Teenaged players should be able to conceptualize and execute all of these off-the-ball runs.  All seven 

movements are possible with the top 12-U teams ς provided they are on an appropriate size field. 

ATTACKING RUNS 

Seven possible attacking movements a player will make in a game without the ball:  

1. Checking ς (away from and back to the ball).  The idea of making a movement in one direction, 
stopping, and then sprinting off in the opposite direction can be introduced at 10-U and then clearly 
a part of the training plan from 12-U onward. 

2. Supporting ς (to a teammate under pressure).  The idea can be introduced at 8 and Under age group 
and then clearly a part of the training plan from 10-U onward. 

3. Penetrating ς (between opponents, ǇǊŜŦŜǊŀōƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ΨǎŜŀƳΩ than the ball travels 
through; i.e., straight pass being played to an angled/diagonal run or an angled/diagonal ball being 
played to a straight run).  One could say that penetrating runs with the ball occur for 6-U and 
onward.  However, tactically timed penetrating runs through the seams of the opposing team likely 
will not start until the 12-U age group.  Many adult teams have a difficult time with this type of 
attacking run ς as opposed to just mindlessly sprinting up field.  Players to the left of the bell curve in 
the 12-U age group could read the run, but they will need a really good coach to help them see the 
tactical moment and to take advantage of it.  When to run and when to hold the run will be the 
biggest challenge to teach. 

                                                             
3 Bending run: running in a curving pattern, usually to arrive at a specific point just as the ball does. 
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4. Unbalancing runs ς (to the blind/off-ball side of the opponent).  Coach these runs from 14 and 
Under age group and onward.  Runs number 1, 2, 3, 5 and 6 will be a lot for the 12-U age group to 
learn well enough for it all to be a conscious part of their game.  Third attacker {3rd} (see Table 2) 
runs for the 12-U ŀƎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ŀǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛŦ ƛǘΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜ ƳŀƴƴŜǊΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ 
post runs on a cross or a corner kick. 

5. Clearing ς (out of a wide channel for a teammateΩǎ penetrating run).  The notion of run out of a place 
on the field to open that space for a teammate is an idea that 12-U players can comprehend.  Again, 
make it a bit concrete for them with a tactic like ς when the left or right fullback overlaps then 
forward players should pinch in toward the middle of the field to help open the space on the flank. 

6. Overlapping ς (run from behind a teammate in possession to receive a pass from that player).  The 
tactic could be taught from the 10-U age group and onward.  The problem for 10-U players with this 
tactic will be patience ς theirs and their parents, and possibly their coaches, too.  However, players 
who are not expected to run-n-gun all the time could add the overlap to their attack. 

7. Withdrawing ς (into a wide channel).  A player in a flank channel ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ Ψsideways onΩ ƻǊ Ψbackside 
to the outsideΩ type run.  ΨWithdrawingΩ is to get out as wide as possible when on the attack; get 
some chalk on your boots.  Even 10-U players can begin to grasp that idea, especially if they get 
passes from teammates when they are wide on the field and unmarked.  However, the idea of 
withdraw in order to create space for a teammate in the central channel of the field may not click for 
the kids.  It is an indirect reward for a 10-year-old.  For example, Logan ǎŀȅǎΣ ά¸ŜŀƘ Ƴȅ Ǌǳƴ ƻǇŜƴŜŘ 
up Derek, but he got the ball ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ƳŜΦ  L ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƴΣ ǿƘȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ L ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƭΚέ 

DEFENDING RUNS 

Eight possible defending movements a player will make in a game without the ball: 

1. Recovery (a recovery run usually occurs in transition from attacking to defending).  Players on the 
now defending team run back toward their half of the field to get into good defensive positions ς 
think goal-side4.  Once in the goal-side space players decide to be first {1st} or second {2nd} or third 
{3rd} defender [see Table 2]).  Running back toward their goal to defend makes sense to kids in the 8-
U age group.  This group can also put pressure on the ball.  Intentionally executing the roles of 2nd 
and 3rd defender will occur with older age groups.   

2. Closing (moving to close the distance between the opponent in possession and the defender 
applying pressure).  The idea of controlling ƻƴŜΩǎ speed as you close down the dribbler can be 
planted as a seed in the minds of 8-U players.  The run is executed by the 1st defender. 

3. Tracking (moving with an opponent who has made a run to another part of the field).  For sure the 
straightforward notion of pick up an opponent and run with him or her when your team is defending 
is comprehensible to the 10-U age group. 

4. Marking (keeping close to an opponent to prevent that opponent receiving a pass or getting off a 
pass or shot).  IǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŎǊŜǘŜΣ ōǳǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ƛǘΩs off-the-ball, the skill can be taught at 10-U, not sooner. 

5. Covering (when a 2nd defender (see Table 2) provides cover [support] to the defender on the ball).  
The maneuver should be coached beginning with the 10-U age group.  The coach will have to be 
patient though as the kids will often forget to recover in order to cover. 

6. Sliding over/pinching in (when an outside player moves toward the middle of the field to help 
defend).  That player will Ψslide overΩ to balance [see Table 1] the defense).  This is a much more 
abstract recognition of space and a tactical moment in the game, so teaching it to 12-U and older 
players is realistic. 

7. Stepping up (refers to fullbacks or midfielders moving forward toward the halfway line; executed by 
the 2nd and 3rd defenders).  The 12-U age group could get the idea since it is a way to stay compact.  
That idea, both for defending and attacking, is important to teach and reteach from this age onward.  

                                                             
4 Goal-ǎƛŘŜΥ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŦŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘŜŀƳΩǎ ƎƻŀƭΦ 
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However, only coaches with solid understanding of the principles of defense will be able to teach the 
concept in a way the 12-U players will understand. 

8. Dropping off (to move away from the opponent being marked).  An individual player or several can 
do the maneuver.  Usually it is done by the defender pressuring the opponent in possession in order 
to delay the attack.  Players in the 12-U age group can pull off this slow retreating movement as part 
of group defending. 

The last two defensive tactical movements, stepping up and dropping off, are only introduced to the 12-U 

age group; consistent execution of those defending tactics begins at 14-U.  Based upon these assumptions, 

then the saying that 12-U is the Dawning of Tactical Awareness jumps off the page. 

Every player has a technical-tactical radius (Fig. 4).  The radius is the effective range around a player in which 

he or she can execute a technique to propel the ball.  How wide the radius is will be impacted by age, quality 

of technique, power, tactical experience and awareness, vision, technical speed and quick thinking.  It is 

expected and hoped that as a player matures, chronologically and soccer experientially, the technical-tactical 

radius will expand.  ! ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƎƭŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ affects performance within the 

technical-tactical radius. 

 

FIGURE 4  THE USE OF SPACE ON THE FIELD IS IMPACTED BY THE TECHNICAL-TACTICAL RADIUS 

From an awareness of the markings on the field, the location of the ball and other players, a young player can 

recognize live space5 and dead space6 in a tactical sense and then intelligently use those spaces at the 

appropriate time.  The use of spatial management7 identifies the soccer savvy player. 

All players develop at different rates.  Some children will understand the concepts of soccer before others.  

While cultivating players the coaches must conscientiously use the Slanty Line theory from Dr. Muska 

Mosston. 

                                                             
5 Live space: open, or free, space created for a teammate by enticing an opponent away from an area. 
6 Dead space: for the attacking team, areas of the field occupied by players of the opposing team. 
7 A great phrase which describes a player who has an awareness of space and makes good tactical decisions based 
on that space.  Time and space relationships go hand-in-hand on the soccer field. 
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Spatial Management8 

The growth of a player toward the stage of spatial management begins with physical literacy.  A very young 

ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴƪƭƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ άǘƘŜ 

space that the body or its parts can reach without traveling aǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴέ όDǊŀƘŀƳ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ 

2003, p. 243).  The next step toward spatial management is to comprehend general space, which is the 

remainder of the space on the field that can be reached through a variety of movements.  Awareness of the 

space in which a player functions is fundamental to playing soccer.  A basic concept in the understanding of 

soccer is the ability to maneuver ƻƴŜΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ŀƴŘκƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŀƭƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ǎǇŀŎŜΦ  /ƻŀŎƘŜǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ 

play, but especially those in Zone 1, should have a conceptual overview of the movement analysis framework 

of the ways that the human body can move (Laban, 1977).  The framework breaks down movement into four 

concepts: where players can move (space awareness), how players can move (body awareness), the quality 

of the movement (effort awareness) and the basic relationships that exist in player movement (relationship 

awareness).  Coaches can use these concepts to help players gain an understanding of the fundamentals 

involved in movement, including spatial awareness. 

Teaching the concepts of spatial awareness, particularly personal and general space, is fundamental to the 

tactical (cognitive) and physical development of young players.  Improved spatial awareness aids in the 

development of problem-solving skills that can transfer to the match.  Subsequently, the content of training 

sessions must supplement ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎΩ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭ ŎƻƳǇǊŜƘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ƻŦ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻƴ ŀ ǎƻŎŎŜǊ ŦƛŜƭŘΦ  

For example, childhood tag games require children to see a space and perform or move effectively within 

that space.  Initially, this process of looking and moving is slow, but with instruction and experience, the 

players will learn to move and look for spaces automatically.  Soccer players must successfully manage the 

space that surrounds them; i.e., tactical awareness, a.k.a. ς reading the game. 

The give and take of space is exemplified in the principles of play by width and depth when attacking and 

compactness when defending.  The give and take of space is at the heart of spatial management in the 

tactical sense for players.  It must be noted that tactics and formations9 are the execution of the principles of 

play.  Space expands and contracts around players, all within the boundary lines, during a match.  Learning 

spatial management takes time.  The concept cannot be taught once and then abandoned.  Good spatial 

ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǎƻŎŎŜǊ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǊŜǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƭǳōΩǎ 

curriculum. 

                                                             
8 Deborah Stevens-{ƳƛǘƘΣ ά¢ŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ {Ǉŀǘƛŀƭ !ǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ǘƻ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΣέ JOPERD, Vol. 75 No. 6, (August 2004), 52-56 
9 Players who ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƻŘ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ Ŏŀƴ ƭŜŀǊƴ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀƴ ŀǊŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ 

When possible use field markings, goals, corner flags, coaching 

sticks, rope and/or cones ς of a variety of shapes, sizes and colors ς to 

make abstract spaces more concrete for young players during 

training sessions. 
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As players get older and the game becomes more advanced, spatial awareness will become even more 

important.  An awareness of where, when, why and how to move in space is imperative to playing quality 

soccer.  Talk with players about how these concepts fit into soccer each day. 

 

 

Spatial Management = Temporal and Spatial Insight 

 

Ȱ$ÏÎȭÔ ÒÕÎ ÓÏ ÍÕÃÈȟȱ *ÏÈÁÎ #ÒÕÙÆÆiii  once said, meaning 

that players often cover lots of ground but to no effect. 

Ȱ9ÏÕ ÈÁÖÅ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÒÉÇÈÔ ÍÏÍÅÎÔȟ 

ÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÅÁÒÌÙȟ ÎÏÔ ÔÏÏ ÌÁÔÅȢȱ 
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6-U 
Do not be locked in by the age group while coaching the principles of play.  Take a systematic approach 

toward awareness of and the use of space on the field of play.  When players can grasp the concepts then 

coach them.  If the players are not ready for a tactical idea then wait until the next season. 

 

Realistically very young age groups are not ready for the concept of the balance between risk and safety.  At 

this age, they will be learning the meaning of boundary lines and the other markings on a soccer field.  

Learning about the marks on a soccer field will be quite enough for the youngest players.  Do not concern 

yourself with trying to teach them the abstracts areas (open space, thirds, etc.) on the field that do not have 

actual lines on the ground.  For the horizontal use of the field teach beginning age groups which half of the 

field is ours and which is theirs (Fig. 5). 

 

 

FIGURE 5  NOVICE CONCEPT OF THE SOCCER FIELD 
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Learning which way to go on the field is an achievement for the youngest players.  Understanding that we 

switched the halves of the field at halftime10 and are now shooting at the goal that we defended first is 

another big conceptual step for these children. 

Attack and Defend 
The predominate Principles of Play (see Table 1) initially are penetration and pressure.  The plan of attack for 

6-U players is dribble as far as you can and then shoot (Fig. 6).  Defending for very young players means go 

get the ball, dribble away from the other players and then shoot. 

 

 
FIGURE 6  NOVICE ATTACK: DRIBBLE, DRIBBLE ɀ SHOOT 

Please note that 4 vs. 4 for 6-U players is not a small-sided game.  It is the BIG game for them.  It is the 11 vs. 

11 version of the game for 6-U teams.  For this age group 1 vs. 1, 2 vs. 1, 2 vs. 2 or 3 vs. 2 is a small-sided 

game.  Spatial awareness is partially developed by using small-sided games. 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
10 Remember to switch ends of the field only at halftime, not between quarters.  Making that change only once will 
reduce player confusion. 
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8-U 
Do not be locked in by the age group while coaching the principles of play.  Take a step-by-step approach 

toward awareness of and the use of space on the field of play.  When players can grasp the concepts then 

coach them.  If the players are not ready for a tactical idea then wait until the next season. 

Attacking 
For players who are better at comprehending boundary lines, introduce them to the idea of going around the 

other team to the outside of the field.  Once you get past the opponent then cut back to the inside of the 

field to go to goal.  This maneuver uses the Principles of Attack of width and penetration. 

The Principles of Play (see Table 1) may now expand to include support (see attacking run # 2) while attacking 

or defending.  Passing ς mostly to a teammate, but not to open space ς is an emerging skill at this stage.  

With the players, instill the concept of passing lanes (Fig. 7).  The passing lane is open space between two 

teammates where a pass could be made.  Continue to encourage their dribbling, especially in the attacking 

half of the field.  Passing though must be an option for them, and this choice is now a tactical decision.  When 

to dribble and when to pass is a basic decision that comes from reading the game (Fig. 8). 

 

FIGURE 7 UNOBSTRUCTED SPACE BETWEEN TEAMMATES COULD BE A PASSING LANE 

Moving together when attacking is a positive accomplishment for players in all age groups and 

especially so with ones this young. 

 

FIGURE 8  YOUTH ATTACK: DRIBBLING, SHOOTING AND PASSING 

Defending 
Players in this age group can begin to learn the notion of recovery runs (see defending run # 1) and closing 

runs (see defending run # 2).  Of the two types of defending runs, the recovery run is easier for kids to 

comprehend. 
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Children in the 8-U age group quite naturally chase after the ball ς often regardless of who has it.  The 

ŎƻŀŎƘΩǎ ǘŀǎƪ Ƴŀȅ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ŎƭƻǎƛƴƎ ǊǳƴΣ ōǳǘ ǘƻ help them judge the distance of the 

run.  Judging the distance will help players make the right choice of when to go for the ball and when to go 

guard their goal instead.  Their rudimentary judgment of the distance between themselves and the ball can 

also help with the angle of the run to have a real chance at getting the ball and not just run into the 

opponent. 

All players must be encouraged to make recovery runs back toward their goal area when their team is 

defending (Fig. 9).  Once the recovery run is made then they will most likely be in a better place to begin 

defending to regain possession of the ball.  Running back toward their goal area and the goal gives young 

players a concrete space on the field to find.  Having all of the players make recovery runs also instills the 

style of play that we all defend and we all attack. 

 

FIGURE 9 CLOSING AND RECOVERY RUNS 

Please note that 4 vs. 4 for 8-U players is not a small-sided game.  It is the BIG game for them.  It is the 11 vs. 

11 version of the game for 8-U teams.  For this age group 3 vs. 1, 3 vs. 2, 3 vs. 3 or 4 vs. 2, as well as the 

combinations from the 6-U age group, is a small-sided game.  Spatial awareness is partially developed by 

using small-sided games. 

Reinforce: 

 Names of the markings on the field 

 Playing within the boundary lines 

 ²ƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ƻǳǊ Ǝƻŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘŜŀƳΩǎΦ  CƭƛǇ-flop 
those objects for the second half of the game. 
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10-U 
Do not be locked in by the age group while coaching the principles of play.  Take a systematic approach 

toward awareness of and the use of space on the field of play.  When players can grasp the concepts then 

coach them.  If the players are not ready for a tactical idea then wait until the next season. 

Reinforce the spatial concepts previously taught to the children.  Earlier they learned about the halfway line 

that divides the field horizontally into north and south ends.  That is a relatively simple concept to be learned 

since the line is marked on the field.  The next line is conceptual only and initially will be difficult for the 

children to comprehend.  This line runs from the center of the goalmouth through the penalty mark, the 

center mark, the next penalty mark and it ends in the center of the opposite goalmouth.  This intangible 

centerline divides the field vertically into east and west sides (Fig. 10).  10-U players tend to play 

predominately in a north 2 south direction.  They can, and should be expected to also play east 1  west.  

Coach the players to attack across the abstract centerline with a diagonal dribble or pass or a square pass. 

From this age group onward the option of air space becomes increasingly possible.  While soccer is best 

played on the ground, playing the ball in the air is often the right choice.  

The vertical game prevails with children in this age group.  Subsequently, teach them well how to play within 

and across the channels on the field.  As they progress in conceptualizing the channels then it becomes 

important to establish the view of the thirds on the field. 

 

FIGURE 10  THE CENTER LINE DIVIDES THE FIELD VERTICALLY 
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Attacking 

Channels 

The vertical spaces stretching from goal line to goal line are the channels of the field (Fig. 12).  They are the 

central channel and the two flank channels (often called the flanks).  Youngsters play mostly a vertical soccer 

game, so the concept of channels should be logical to them.  Channels are useful when giving young players 

the notions associated with width or switching the point of attack (Fig. 11). 

For attacking players to stay connected to each other in the channels when the point of attack is wide on one 

flank then the weak-side11 should move in toward the central channel until the ball is moved back toward the 

middle (see attacking run # 7). 

Generally, width ς achieved by intelligent use of the channels ς is most applicable to the build-up phase of 

the attack.  When a team attempts to strike at goal, chances must be taken and decisions made quickly.  As a 

rule, the attack should maintain width and reestablish it as quickly as possible whenever it is lost. 

 

FIGURE 11  SWITCHING THE POINT OF ATTACK 

An attack covering three channels, while useful, is not as important as filling the weak side when the ball 

changes channels.  Having attacking players staying wide on both flanks means passing distances, supporting 

angles and penetrating runs are more difficult.  All three factors are influenced by the spatial awareness 

(judging distances) of the players. 

bƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎ Ǉŀǎǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƎǊŀƳ ŀōƻǾŜ ƛǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅŜǊΩǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ-tactical 

radius as seen in figure 4. 

                                                             
11 Weak-Side: pertaining to the side of the field away from the ball. 
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FIGURE 12  THE CHANNELS ON A SOCCER FIELD 

Thirds 

The thirds of the field are horizontal spaces stretching from touchline to touchline.  They are the defending 

third, midfield third and the attacking third (Fig. 13).  The midfield third is the same for both teams, while the 

defending third for one team is the attacking third for the other.  Once players understand the halves of the 

field and the east and west sides of the field then begin teaching the thirds of the field.  Using thirds of a field 

is useful for coaching the idea ƻŦ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨmidfieldΩ ŀǊŜŀ.  The basic strategies performed in each 

third help make for an attractive and well-played game. 

 

FIGURE 13  THE THIRDS ON A SOCCER FIELD 
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Players having progressed in this stair step approach to learning the game will now be using all three 

channels of the field when attacking (Fig. 12). 

From 10-U onward teach the players to assess the balance between playing safely and taking risks through 

the thirds of the field (Fig. 14).  Generally play simply and safely in the defending third.  In the midfield third 

recognize the moment for a safe or risky move based on the situation.  The rule of thumb though in the 

midfield third is that while on your own half of the field, think safety.  Once over the halfway line players 

should look to take more risks in order to penetrate into the attacking third.  In the attacking third risk more 

in order to create scoring chances. 

The boundary lines, the halfway line and other markings on the field help young players know where they are 

on the field.  The new spatial concepts, without any concrete markings, are the channels and thirds of the 

ŦƛŜƭŘΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎŎŜǊ ŦƛŜƭŘ ǎŜŜƴ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴ ŘƛŀƎǊŀƳǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƴŘΩǎ ŜȅŜΦ  Lǘ ƛǎ Ŏhallenging 

ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ŜȅŜ ǾƛŜǿ12 of these unmarked lines on a soccer field into the conceptual understanding of 

youngsters.  Players knowing where they are on the field in relation to the channels and thirds helps them 

with tactical decision making.  This includes the continual decision between safety and risk. 

 

FIGURE 14  THE BALANCE OF SAFETY AND RISK 

When on the attack in order to play cohesively through the channels and thirds of the field, players should 

regularly perform passing combinations (Fig. 15).  These combinations can come from the proper positioning 

(distance and angle of support) of two attacking players (see attacking run # 1), but sometimes also in a 

                                                             
12 ¢ƘŜ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ŜȅŜ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎŎŜǊ ŦƛŜƭŘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǾƛŘŜƻ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƻǊ ǿŀǘŎƘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎŎŜǊ ƻƴ 
television. 
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group of three forming the shape of a triangle (Fig. 16).  Improve their recognition and quick use of passing 

lanes (see attacking run # 6). 

 

FIGURE 15  FLANK PLAY AND COMBINATIONS 

The group shape of a triangle requires the ability to judge distance and angle (abstract thought).  Having a 

triangle around the ball, whether attacking or defending, is a key tactical shape.  However, it requires three 

players to read the game the same way at the same time.  That means seeing into the future (temporal) and 

understanding space (conceptual).  The use of the space will impact the distance and angle the players form 

in a triangle in relation to each other and the ball.  Begin teaching the triangle shape at this age ς just be 

patient.  Remember that each kid will get the picture in his or her own time.  Creating triangles around the 

ball while attacking will give a chance for at least one of these penetration opportunities to present itself (Fig. 

15 and Fig. 16). 

 

FIGURE 16  TRIANGLE ATTACKING SHAPE 
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Defending 
Defending in pairs (see defending run # 4) should be an improving 

talent by the10- U age group (Fig. 17).  Distance and angle of support by 

the second defender are spatial concepts (see defending run # 5).  

Teach this tactic in the defending third first and then move up the field 

in its execution.  By all means teach players to give defensive cover 

anywhere on the field that they are pressuring the ball.  It may be 

easier though for 10-U players to remember to provide cover when 

they are closer to the obvious concrete space (penalty area) near their 

goal (see defending run # 3). 

Getting goal-side should be coached consistently from this stage of 

development onward (Fig. 18).  Now add to the details of quality 

defending by coaching the players on how to get ball-side13 as well as 

goal-side (Fig. 18).  Correct positioning in regard to both goal-side and 

ball-side requires good judgment of distances and angles between 

oneself, the ball, opponents and your location on the field. 

 

 

 

FIGURE 18  BALL-SIDE POSITIONING 

                                                             
13 Ball-Side: pertaining to that side of the field where the ball is. 

FIGURE 17  PRESSURE AND COVER 




























































