KOACH KARL GIVES ADVICE TO COACH SMK ABOUT POSITIONING AND LETTING ALL THE PLAYERS PARTICIPATE

SMK -- I'm the parent volunteer coach of a new U8 boys team.  

KD -- On behalf of the children you will be influencing/coaching/teaching … Thank You for volunteering your time!

SMK - While it's only Spring Soccer, the parent/player commitment is greater, so it's a bit more competitive.  

KD – There is no such thing as, “It’s only Spring Soccer.”  Parents will always want the best for their children and you will find their commitment will not differ much between Spring, Summer, Fall or Winter games.  Besides, you have not volunteered to work with parents and would be wise to leave that duty to a team manager or assistant coach.  Your focus should be on the players – Make your players’ Priority #1.

There is no such thing as, “It’s only Spring Soccer.”  Once the whistle blows, to start the game, players will quickly forget the time of year and begin focusing on beating the opponent.  The players’ concentration will quickly change from weather conditions to scoring goals, preventing goals and winning the game.  Right-Now is the most important time for both parents and players.  It is not ‘only’ Spring Soccer but it is ‘competitive’ Spring Soccer.        

SMK -- I have 12 boys on the team and we play 8v8.  
KD – Your league should be ‘congratulated’ for having the foresight and realizing that playing Small Sided Games in this age group is most beneficial.  

SMK -- I have 4-5 players that are clearly my best players - currently, 
KD – Yes, they may currently be ahead on the growing/maturing curve.  They may be the tallest, fastest, strongest, etc… 

But, can they play soccer?  

That is… 

Can they Read the game and adjust in both Attack and Defense? 



Can they Run proper patterns in both Attack and Defense?

               Can they Receive the ball with a delicate touch and put it into the proper space for themselves?

               Can they Retain possession of the ball vs. one or several opponents?
               Can they Release the ball properly at the goal, to either feet or open space of a teammate?

SMK -- then 2-3 that are good, 
KD – What is your criteria for putting them at this level? 

And 3-4 that are just not at the same level as the others.  
KD – You should have added the word ‘currently!’  

There is an inherent danger of putting young players into categories at the start of their playing careers.  Because, we (adults) have a tendency to treat ‘best players’ a little bit different than ‘not at the same level’ players.  We (coaches) pay more attention to the ‘future star’ players at the expense of the (currently)  ‘weaker’ players who need more of our help.  We don’t have a crystal ball to tell us what the potential of any of these individuals are… And, so, you must treat each one of these young players equally, instill the ‘love of the game’ into them, and let their interest and work ethic decide what level of play they reach in their playing future.  Right now they are 7 and 8 year old boys (   

SKM -- My question is about playing time AND positions during this, our first season as a team.  Would you suggest  playing all players about equal time?  
KD – Put yourself into your players shoes …Ooops, could be a tight fit, after all they are still a bunch of small children (  I believe you need to 
ask yourself … Are these seven and eight year olds’ coming to you to play soccer or win ball games?  Since neither one of us knows how they will respond … I suggest that you go to your players and ask each one individually,  “Would he like to sit-on-the-bench of a winning team –or- play on a team that may not win them all?”  

SKM -- Or, would you suggest playing  the better players more and perhaps just 1/2 game for the less  developed players? 
KD – As mentioned earlier.  We (adult/coaches) have a tendency to treat the ‘better’ players a little bit better.  If the seven or eight year old is fortunate to be given the right genes and he is (currently) bigger, faster, stronger then he gets to play more. ( However, if he has the wrong set of parents and will not get bigger, stronger, faster until he reaches puberty then he might as well ride the bench (  

SKM --  My personal gut instinct is to play everyone equally at this stage.  These are 7- and 8-year old boys. 
KD – Experts will tell you that it is usually best to follow your gut and in this case I agree with them and suggest you follow it.  You are, after all, working with seven and eight year old boys who may someday turn into ‘best’ players but you don’t know (currently) which ones have that potential.
SKM -- However,  I'll need to balance this with the team's need to play competitively.   

KD – I wonder how many of your players can spell the word ‘competitively’ correctly and give you it’s proper definition?  Be leery of approaching these games and attempting to fulfill adults’ needs rather than the children’s.  You may find out that these children come to you to play a game and not necessarily to compete.  
I am also wondering where is the guarantee that playing your (currently) stronger players will result in the team being competitive and ending up winning games?  How will you know that your ‘weaker’ players are not as competitive as opposing teams stronger players unless you give them a chance?  I have met many coaches who were surprised by the game performance of players that they considered to be weak players in practice.  Those coaches did not find out the competitiveness of their weaker players until they gave them a chance.  The question is, ‘Are you willing to you’re your seven and eight year olds a chance?’ 
SKM -- As a follow-up/related question, how often during the game (and during  the season) would you change positions? 
KD -- Positioning at these ages should be your last concern - allow the children to play the game in their own understanding.  Besides soccer is not like any American sport - we need to develop 'total' players...for whenever a player receives the ball they become the quarterback of the team – or- when they lose the ball they most become the best defender on the team.

Teach your players to become 'total' soccer players which means:

Our ball - ALL players think and act like an attacker - GO for goal to score!

Their ball - ALL players think and act like a defender - Get the ball back -so that we can go to goal and score!

If your players are able to…


Read the game and adjust in both Attack and Defense? 



Run proper patterns in both Attack and Defense?

              Receive the ball with a delicate touch and put it into the proper space for themselves?

               Retain possession of the ball vs. one or several opponents?

               Release the ball properly at the goal, to either feet or open space of a teammate?

…then they are ready for positioning.  A very old soccer saying goes like this, “Technique before Tactics...Tactics before Positioning!  

SKM -- Do I put my ball handling speedster at defense now-and-then so he gets the full picture?  
KD – Is it possible that your ‘ball handling speedster’ will be just an ‘average constantly getting beat defender’ when running up against opponents of equal speed, size, strength?     

SKM -- Or, do I leave him at attacker where he contributes more to the team overall?  
KD – Is it possible that your ‘ball handling speedster’ will be just another ‘average constantly losing the ball attacker’ when running into players just a little bit faster, bigger and stronger? 

In either case, is their a possibility that you may be setting this ‘ball handling speedster’ up for failure?  Would it not be wiser to allow this prodigy to just play his own game for the time being and hopefully learn how to use his speed wisely in the future?   Think about it ( 
SKM -- Do I switch them around sometimes during the half, or really only make changes at half-time?  I'd imagine there is no one right answer to these questions.  
KD – You will find that you will have a difficult time, in the beginning, getting them to know that in the second half they go in the other direction to score a goal (
I believe that you will save yourself much grief, aggravation and stress … By sitting back, relaxing and allowing your seven and eight year olds to play, “Bunch Ball!”  Let their parents know that you will develop the best darn ‘Bunch Ball’ team in your Spring League.  Many coaches have attempted placing seven and eight year olds in positions … they are now coaching baseball, football and basketball. Do not become another casualty by fighting Natural Development:   All of us had to learn how to crawl before we could walk, add before we could subtract, know our abc’s before we could read and so it is with soccer.  Research has shown that it takes approximately 10,000 hours of correct practice to master the skills of our game and that without mastery it is foolish to go into other areas such as tactics and positioning.  These are tested and recorded Facts! 

Your FUNdamental,

Koach Karl

