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Newsletter April 
Age group: 6-18

In this article we will discuss the importance of small sided games in youth soccer development. Johan Cruyff, a former 
Dutch soccer player and coach, once wrote “I trained about 4 hours a week at Ajax Amsterdam as a boy, but I played 
4 hours on the street every day. Where do you think I learned to play soccer?” In Europe, kids go outside after school 
and play soccer against friends or other/older players for hours.  

With so called small sided games we can teach the kids the culture of street soccer which gives them the most efficient training 
through a natural process. Small - sided games (2-9 players per team) are open practice exercises in which the players learn all 
aspects of offense and defense simultaneously. In this exercise, the decision-making opportunities for the players is vast, because 
it mirrors the rules and situational play consistently. By varying the number of players, field size, and shape of the field the coaches 
can teach many (complex) tactical situations without taking the joy of playing away. Small-sided games develop the players fitness, 
technical and tactical abilities holistically. This article demonstrates ideas for small-sided games and its variations. Here are some 
suggestions for the field dimensions: 

8-9 players per team: 65/70 x 50 yards 

7 players per team: 55 x 45 yards 

6 players per team: 50 x 35 yards 

5 players per team: 35/40 x 25 yards 

4 players per team: 35 x 18/20 yards 

3 players per team: 30 x 15 yards 

2 players per team: 18-24 x 15 yards 

                    

 
 
Small sided games-The game is the best 
teacher! 
 
 
 

-Diana Groth, Assistant Technical Director- 

New York State West Youth Soccer 
Association 

"In street football when you are 10 years old, you play with 

15-year-olds, so you have to be shrewd, you have to show that 

you are good, you have to fight, to win impossible balls. When 

it is all a bit more formulated, then it is less developing your 

individual skill, your fighting attitude.”Arsene Wenger 
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These field dimensions are just suggestions and can be smaller or bigger depending on the skill levels, as well as the 
desired intensity. Small-sided games can be played with mini goals or with youth goals and goalies. 

Set up: 

- 2v2 on two mini goals. 

- Field size: 15x18 yards. 

Coaching points: 

- The defender that is closer to the ball (first defender) is attacking the player with the ball, the second 

defender drops back diagonally to the first defender. That way he is securing the first defender in case 

the dribbler passes the first defender.  

- If the dribbler passes to his teammate, the defenders will change the role of first and second defender. 

- Each defender forms a “coverage-shadow” (see picture). > this is a dead zone for the attackers. If the 

defenders secure each other staggeringly, they will create a bigger coverage shadow and will cover a lot 

of space in the center of the goal which is the most dangerous spot on the field. 

- The distance between the defenders depends on the distance between the two attackers but also the 

distance to the own goal > I would suggest 2-5 yards. 

- Important for the defenders here is that they are not in the same line > they should be staggered. 

- The goal of the first defender is to isolate the dribbler from the second player by forcing him or her to 

the outside. (1v1) 

- For more experienced players and teams it is also possible to force the dribbler to the second defender 

to put more pressure on the dribbler. (2 defenders vs. 1 attacker) 

- The most important point here is the communication between the defenders > the defenders need to 

communicate who is going to be the first defender (e.g. “I got the ball!”) and who is going to be the 

second defender (e.g. “I am here”). 

- On the offense side, the players with the ball will improve the dribbling skills as there are not many 

options to keep the ball in possession > encourage them! 

Goal: 

- With this game we can teach the basics of group tactics on ball focused defending with young players.  

- There will be many high intensive actions because of the low number of players and because of the 

small field > the players will train their acceleration, agility and strengths unwittingly but effectively.  
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Set up: 

- 30x15 yards, two mini goals. 

- 3 players each team. 

Coaching points:  

- The team in possession of the ball should create triangles > one player stays deep in the back as the last 

backup in case of losing possession of the ball. It also allows a better build up from the back as the deep 

player has two passing options vertically > it gives the players the opportunity to gain space quickly. 

- The defenders should create a back three by creating a triangle to support each other. 

- This way the defenders learn the basics of ball-focused defending in small steps and in a playful way for 

players 6 years old and up. 

Goal:  

- With 3v3 the players can improve their passing skills and combination play by creating a triangle; that 

way the player with the ball has always two passing options. 

- This game is also appropriate for young players because of the small number of players > better 

overview of the field, teammates, opponents, and space. Whereas in a 7v7 game, all the players swarm 

the ball carrier without any concept. 

  

Alternative: 

- 3v3 with two mini goals > that teaches eyesight, switching point of attack, combination play, and ball 

focused defending. 
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 Set up: 

- 30x15 yard field, 3v3 + 2 wing player. 

- The outside players cannot be attacked. 

- The outside players can move along the sideline. 

Coaching points and variations: 

- The outside players position at the line of the last defender (s) in order to provide depth and width for 

building up from the back.  

- Variations: 

o If a player passes to the outside player > the outside player dribbles into the field and the 

passer will become the outside player. 

o The outside player must pass directly to a player in the field (one touch). 

o The outside player must pass directly to a player on the field and switches with position with 

the passer. 

- The ball needs to be passed in front of the foot that is further away in order to accelerate with the ball 

towards the goal. 

Goal: 

- This game teaches the combination play on the wings. It also teaches the ability to switch the point of 

attack to get out of pressure with the possibility to attack from the other side with speed and less 

pressure. That is reason why it is important that the outside players provide depth and width. 

 

 



Page 5 of 7 

 

 

 
 



Page 6 of 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Set up: 

- 30x15 yard field, 3v3 + 2 wall players at the opposite side. 

- 3v3, the players have to pass to one of their wall players before they can score. 
- The wall players cannot be attacked. 
- The wall players must play directly. 

Variation: 

- Play with goalies and youth goals. 

- After receiving a pass from a wall player, the player must finish with one touch. 

 

Coaching points: 

- The wall-players can see the entire field > they need to move along the line to be open to receive the 

ball. 

- The players should perform a perfect low pass to the wall-player as they must pass back directly to 

the players on the field. High balls are to difficult to control and would cause a turnover.  

- After passing the ball to the wall-player, the players need to be open again quickly. 

- The team in possession of the ball is always in a numerical advantage with the wall-players > be 

patient with the combination play until you are good finishing position, use the numerical advantage. 

- It is difficult for the defenders because they don’t see the wall-players in the back > the defenders 

should focus on the center of the field as the wall-player must move then to the outside to be open for 

a pass > less dangerous for the defender. 

- The defender needs to look over his/her shoulder to anticipate the wall-player’s position and the 

possible pass. 

- If played with a goalie, the goalie needs to communicate with defenders. The goalie is in line with the 

wall-players and can see them peripherally and can cut passing lines through his positions to the ball 

and wall-player > anticipation. 

Goal:  

- This game teaches the vertical play, and therefore the combination-play between midfielders and 

strikers (The wall-players simulate the strikers in a real game). 

- The goal is to create space for the midfielders that are pushing up. 

- the defenders improve their orientation ability and their flexibility. 
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To sum up, these small-sided games should always be played with the offside rule in order to practice tactics under 
real conditions. Small-sided games work well for teaching the basics of tactics of offense and defense, as well at the 
advanced level. A bonus to this exercise is that it also develops the techniques and conditioning simultaneously. Due 
to the smaller number of players on the field, it gives coaches the opportunity to watch all players in depth. The 
coach can also freeze the game to provide a teachable moment to the players and propose another solution to the 
scenario unfolding within the exercise. My suggestion is to play with mini goals because they simulate a vertical pass 
rather than shooting on a goal. If you use a goalie and a youth goal, you should make the field 3x5 yards bigger. The 
size of the field allows the players to have more touches and to play with short passes. That will break the habit of 
kicking too far without purpose and will develop the combination and possession play. I also suggest having extra 
balls sitting around the field to keep the game going and the ball moving without long breaks.  

As always please let me know if you have any questions, if you need more information or if you have any feedback. 
Please feel free to contact me: dgroth@nyswysa.org. 

 

 

 

 

4v4, 5v5,7v7, 9v9 

 

Games with more than 8 players are more suitable for older and experienced age groups (13 and up). These 

games are good for teaching team tactics and shapes like the back four, diamond shape in the middle, ball-

focused defending as well as the combination-play between the lines. The players can also practice their 

specific offense and defense strategies, such as pressing and counterattacking. Since we have a smaller field 

and less players (compared to a full-sized game 11v11), it gives the coaches the possibility to freeze the 

situation to demonstrate, to adjust, to discuss, to correct etc. 
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