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Age group: 10-18 
 
 
Coaches, do you remember the times when your coaches made you run laps, runs with intervals, 
sprints, beep tests, etc. in particular in the pre-season? Many coaches apply the training methods to 
their current teams that they experienced and learned when they were playing. With this article we 
want to dig in a little deeper on how to make each soccer practice more effective and efficient.  
We all understand that we have only 2-3 sessions per week on the youth level and we try to get the 
most out of the session: technically, tactically, and fitness. In this article we want to explain how to 
combine these important elements by using complex sessions packed in many game forms.  
With complex practice sessions we can work on technique, tactics, and fitness simultaneously. If we 
isolate the practice session, for instance: Monday focus on techniques, Wednesday focus on 
fitness/conditioning and Friday on tactics, we will practice each focus once a week; but if we use a 
complex session we can combine all three elements in one session, meaning we can work on 
technique, tactics, and fitness 3 times per week. 
A complex session means a session that includes all 4 game phases: possession, transition from offense 
to defense, out of possession, and transition from defense to offense, but we would focus on one 
specific topic, for instance: high press (out of possession). 
 
Also, the expectations from the players in complex game forms are higher. The players will face 
different and difficult game situation in the practice sessions such as speed, pressure with the ball, 
possession of the ball under pressure, passing under pressure at the right moment, right distance to 
players and groups, and the movement off the ball, especially the last two elements can’t be practiced 
in isolated exercises. Therefore, it will be less stressful for the player, physically and psychologically, in 
a real game because he is used to it.  
So, what exactly can we learn and develop in complex practice sessions that always include the ball and 
players? 
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Technique and game intelligence 
Complex exercises in game format will be more intense, and the players are facing the ball more often, 
for instance receiving a pass, getting in an open position to receive a pass, controlling the ball after 
receiving, pressing the player with the ball, etc. This will help to improve the technical and tactical 
skills with the ball. Also, it will teach the players to make more intelligent runs and to minimize 
unnecessary runs after losing the ball due to a bad first touch. Besides improving technical skills and 
decision-making, they will also improve their game intelligence. Complex practice sessions will stress a 
higher concentration and cognitive level due to the involvement of a bigger group (i.e. more players 
with more variables). This will improve smart runs and the efficiency of runs. Today, the professional 
clubs and their youth academy focus on the quality of the runs rather than the quantity of the runs. 
For instance, when/where do we press, do we shift towards the ball as a group harmoniously (ball-
oriented defending/group defending), etc.   
 
Tactical improvement collectively as a team/group 
With more game like and complex practice sessions we will also see a positive influence on the entire 
team. The players get to know each other on the field, they will be tactically well established and will 
perform better together, which will help with precision and efficiency. For instance, the center 
midfielder knows how and where the forward runs to receive the ball to score; the outside back pushes 
up because she/he knows a midfielder will be there to cover his zone, etc. A perfect example for the 
team-play and combination play is FC Barcelona. Their style of play (positional play and short distance 
passes) requires a lot of intelligent movement off the ball into open space, but also the blind 
understanding of the movement of every player. The youth teams of Barcelona (U10 and up) start 
early to learn how to play together, the ball is part of the entire session in combination with many 
game like exercises. The players learn how to communicate effectively on the field, verbally as well as 
non-verbally.  
Additionally, we can develop more creativity and solutions with the ball and can adjust quicker to 
different game situations in the game because the team faces many different situations in game like 
sessions. The team, the groups (defensive line, midfield, attacking group) will just get used to finding 
solution quickly.  
 
Fitness 
Many coaches believe that the fitness or the endurance of player must be trained isolated through long 
runs, sprints, agility exercises with ladders, etc.  
I agree, that if a player develops a better technique in receiving a ball, he or she will run less and will 
develop less effective fitness compared to a player who has poor ball skills and runs after every ball he 
or she loses. Another example is that we all always have one player on the team who doesn’t like to 
run or move as much, so he or she may hide in exercises that requires a ball and many players, and 
therefore does not gain any fitness.  
The question is how can we combine a practice session that has the focus on the ball and the fitness of 
the team and every player? Today’s teams and modern soccer require short sprints and shifting as a 
group due less man-marking oriented soccer and a better understanding of team tactics. In this context 
we want to take a deeper look at the terminology “soccer fitness” that was introduced by Raymond 
Verheijen. Verheijen is a Dutch soccer coach who has worked with national teams and with many 
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professional soccer clubs in Europe, specifically on the fitness of soccer teams and players. I highly 
recommend reading his book: “The original guide to Football periodization”.  
 
In his book he talks about the “Action Theory”: A movement or a run is only relevant if it is related to 
an action. A sprint without a ball and without a tactical situation is only a sprint and does not have any 
connection to soccer in that moment. A 100m sprint is not the same as a sprint in a soccer game. 
Players usually don’t sprint 100m without any actions in a game. That would be a sprint from one goal 
line to the other goal line. All movements and runs need to be related to the action and should be 
found in the tactical context of soccer: Soccer Fitness through soccer actions. Soccer Fitness is not 
divided in anaerobic and aerobic endurance like other endurance sports such as track. Soccer fitness is 
divided in the following 4 categories: 
 

• Better soccer actions (explosivity and quality of the action) 

• Execution of several actions in a specific time interval (intensity of actions) 

• Maintenance of well performed actions (less fatigue and maintenance of quality and explosivity) 

• Maintenance of many actions (endurance in the general context, maintenance of the intensity) 
 

These specific “soccer-fitness” categories will be developed through soccer conditioning exercises 
which mirror the concrete situation in the game, e.g., in possession of the ball, out of possession, 
transition from offense to defense and vise versa, in relation to opponent and ball). The specific soccer 
conditioning actions can be trained specifically by adjusting pitch size, number of the players, duration 
of the exercise: 
 

• 1v1 and 2v2 game forms are intense intervals and develop the maximal explosive action and 
soccer specific sprints. 

• 3v3 and 4v4 game forms are extensive intervals. 

• 5v5, 6v6, 7v7 game forms are intense endurance exercises. 

• 8v8 and up are extensive endurance exercises. 
 

These specific soccer related fitness exercises also develop and maintain the psychological endurance 
of the player. For instance, in a 3v3 game form every player must make many decisions and execution 
on the field. It will help the player to stay alert for the entire game to make the best decision with the 
best technique on the field even in the 94th minute or even in a penalty shootout because his brain and 
body were trained that way. 

 
 
Train like you play! Specifically, in the youth development it is important to train complex, of course 

age adjusted, and in game forms to develop a tactical understanding of the game and to execute the 

best decision on the field. With game forms the players learn to harmonize on the field, to 

communicate verbally and non-verbally, and develops every player! But the best part is that it gives 

you more quality time to develop a style of play and everyone has fun because the ball is always 
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involved! Dribbling or Rondos are a perfect warm-up for the players. They improve their technical and 

passing skills just by the warm-up (efficiency!). As always, let them play! 

Below you will find some practice sessions on fitness soccer. 

Happy Holidays, stay healthy and stay tuned for our next Newsletter. 

If you are interested in other topics, please check our website: Soccer through Soccer Newsletter 

As always, email me with questions, feedback, or if you have a specific topic for us to cover: 

dgroth@nyswysa.org. 
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