Seven soccer coaching mistakes
"What to do with a mistake: Recognise it, admit it, learn from it, forget it." Dean Smith, basketball coach
Youth soccer coaching is supposed to be a fun and satisfying experience for everyone involved: The players, parents and for you – the coach.
But sometimes coaching can seem like hard work with very little reward, especially when you're just starting out.
In my early days as a coach I made just about every mistake imaginable and, of course, I still make mistakes. After all, as John Wooden said: "If you aren't making mistakes, you're not doing anything."
It's in our nature to worry when we make an error. No one likes to look silly and even if a mistake goes unnoticed we still cringe inside and ask ourselves: "Why did I do that?."
This is a list of some of the most common coaching errors and I'll hold my hand up right now to say I've made each one of them at least once during the 15 or so years that I've been coaching soccer to children.
1. Don't be a PE instructor
Children come to coaching sessions to have a bit of fun and play games with their friends - not to be bossed around by a coach who wants everyone to know that he (or she) is in charge.
Shouting, giving orders and imposing rigid discipline are the characteristics of a coach with no self confidence and no real understanding of why they are coaching.
So try to be relaxed, smile a lot and don't try to impress anyone.
2. Don't talk too much
The quickest way to take the fun out of soccer is to make a child listen to a two or three-minute lecture. They will just switch off, get bored and you will get frustrated.
If you don't think you will be able to explain what you want your players to do in less than 60 seconds, do something else.
3. Don't impose drills on your players
Another way to bore the pants off young soccer players to to make them stand in a line, wait to get a touch on the ball for a second or two then go back to the end of the line again.
Yet that's what many coaches make their players do every week.
Children learn how to play soccer by playing the game, being exposed to the problems they will experience on match days and finding solutions to those problems – with or without your help.
So don't make young players stand in lines. Play games (preferably small-sided games (SSGs)) instead.
4. Don't try to pack too much in
Many new coaches try to include too much in their coaching sessions.
When I started coaching I would, for example, begin by working on my players' defending skills but if I noticed that their long passing was weak, I'd try to correct it there and then.
It's much better to stick to one simple objective and don't get sidetracked if you spot something else that needs improving. Just make a note to address the problem area in another session.
You also need to allow time in your sessions for adequate drinks breaks and socialising. If you rush your players out of a quick drinks break because you're worried about running late they will just finish their chatting during the next activity.
5. Don't "wing it"
It is essential to plan your coaching sessions.
If you walk onto the training field with a bag of balls and some cones and try to make it up as you go along, you will look unprofessional, your players won't learn anything and you will almost certainly have problems with discipline.
You don't have to spend a lot of time working out what you are going to teach your players and how you're going to teach it. Ready-made session plans might not be perfect but they can usually be "tweaked" to fit the age and ability of your players and they can be a real life saver.
There are lots of session plans on footy4kids and SSGs are vital too.
6. Don't bang your head against a brick wall – it hurts!
Even the best session plans don't always work - the activities might turn out to be too demanding, more or less players turn up than you were expecting, the weather might be against you or truckloads of hormones might be rushing around inside your U12s!
That's when you need to have some "back pocket" games handy – games that you know your players love to play. Some of my favourite "life savers" for U8s and older are War!, the Four Goal Game,Football Rounders/Baseball and Swedish Handball and I know that all four to six-year-olds will enjoySharks and Minnows, Anatomy Dribbling, Red Light, Green Light and Freeze Tag.
7. Children want to compete
Games and drills that don't involve competition are OK... for about 30 seconds.
If you make your players perform non-competitive drills for longer, they will get bored and they'll soon start to compete among themselves in ways that you might find inappropriate.
Always try to satisfy the competitive instinct of your players. Even in 1v1 games, keep score and challenge your players to improve.
And the biggest mistake of all is...
New coaches are, understandably, keen to impress parents and colleagues and they can easily fall into the trap of equating success with match wins.
Better indicators of success are the number of players who re-sign for your team every year, gradually improving scorelines and the creation of a team of players who aren't afraid to take risks.
But however you decide to measure your success, please don't take soccer too seriously. It's only a game. If you get too intense and allow soccer to take on too much importance, you'll only succeed in taking the fun out of it, for you and for your players.
How to make your soccer players LISTEN!
Experienced coaches use a few simple strategies to keep their players focused and attentive during coaching session and the tips below will help you get your messages across more effectively.
But remember that your players are children – not mini adults – and if you are running a midweek coaching session, they've probably been at school all day being forced to sit and listen to their teachers. Once they're out in the fresh air with a goal to shoot at, the last thing they want to do is listen to more lectures.
Tip 1: Keep it short
When you're explaining a game or drill to children, try not to speak for more than 15 seconds and never talk for more than 30 seconds.
Give just one or two instructions, check understanding ("are we all OK with that?"), get into the action quickly, ("right, lets go!") and correct errors as you go along.
Tip 2: Silence is golden
Never start talking until you have your players' complete attention. Make sure balls are left to one side and keep quiet until your players are quiet too. Even if it takes several minutes.
Tip 3: Avoid distractions
Face your players away from other games or activities that are going on around you and don't stand with the sun behind you.
Tip 4: Get down to their level
Don't tower above your players. Get down on one knee if you need to and make eye contact with every player as you speak. Don't wear sunglasses.
Tip 5: A picture is worth a thousand words
Demonstrations are a key part of soccer coaching so show your players what you want them to do.
If you can't do it, find someone who can! Ask for volunteers or get an older or more experienced player to show the others the skill or technique.
Tip 6: Have rules... and apply them
It is essential to have team rules that are discussed and agreed with your players. My number 1 rule is simple: "No talking while I'm talking."
But don't be too quick to apply sanctions – if you do, you'll come across as a sergeant major instead of a coach – but if a quiet word doesn't do the trick you will have to tell the player concerned to sit out until they are ready to listen.
There's nothing to be gained by making a player sit out a game or drill that they didn't really want to do anyway but making talkative players sit out the first few minutes of the end-of-session scrimmage is a powerful deterrent.
Summary
These tips will help you avoid being embarrassed by players who refuse to listen and you should expect and encourage your players to pay attention to what you are saying.
But be lenient with players who are under eight. What you may perceive as discipline problems are really personality tendencies common to that age group: short attention spans, high energy, sociability and an inability to understand detailed explanations. Don't expect six-year-olds to act like 26-year-olds.
And remember that all children come to coaching sessions to have fun and play soccer which, ultimately, is just a game. Taking it too seriously, or making practice too much like school, will result in your players switching off altogether and, in the end, they'll just stop coming.
Cut it out! How to deal with bullying in youth soccer teams
· 26% of children and young people were bullied outside of school last year.
· 44% of child suicides have been linked to bullying incidents.
Source – Beatbullying.org, November 2010
No matter how much care you put into planning your coaching sessions and how hard you try to make soccer a fun experience for your players, you are failing them if you don't spot and deal effectively with bullying behaviour.
What is bullying?
Bullying can be a one-off incident or take place over a period of time and can take several forms:
· Emotional bullying includes being unfriendly, hurtful, excluding others, hiding things like soccer boots and using threatening gestures.
· Physical bullying includes kicking, punching and any form of physical violence.
· Racist bullying includes taunts and gestures.
· Verbal bullying includes name calling, spreading rumours and teasing.
Source: The FA
What are the signs?
· A player complains of being bullied.
· A player suddenly starts to miss training sessions or when they are at training, they appear withdrawn or complain of feeling ill.
· Unexplained scratches or bruises.
· Torn clothing.
· Complaining of having no friends at training, saying "no one will pass to me" or taking drinks breaks on their own.
· A player or players(s) who are excluded from groups or teams.
· A player who says their property (boots, trainers etc) are going missing or being hidden.
· Excessive "banter".
What's wrong with a bit of banter?
"Soccer banter isn't bullying. It's just a bit of gentle teasing, a few silly jokes. It's harmless!"
But are jokes made at other players' expense really acceptable, even if they are made in an apparently light-hearted way?
Ask yourself: Would soccer-style banter be acceptable in any other setting, such as in a classroom or at home?
And how do you know that the subject of the "banter" is not upset or embarrassed?
In youth soccer, negative remarks can be hurtful and damaging to team morale and the line between friendly teasing and bullying is too easy to cross. So play it safe, don't allow your players to make jokes about each other or tease anyone, no matter how light-hearted it seems. And make sure you don't do it, either.
What you need to do
Ensure your players know what bullying is and that it will not be tolerated. Explain that any negative comments about team mates (or coaches, parents, officials or the opposition) will result in sanctions ranging from the loss of playing time to expulsion from the team.
Tell your players that it's OK to complain if they are being treated badly by one of their team mates. And, just as important, they should tell you if they see someone else being bullied. After all, you don't have eyes in the back of your head and bullies can be very secretive.
If you spot behaviour that can be classified as bullying, you should take prompt action but don't dive in. You could do more harm than good if you identify a child as the victim of bullying in front of his or her peers. So be sensitive. Take the victim to one side (but not out of sight of everyone else) and ask the child to tell you about the incident.
You then have to discuss the incident with the alleged bullies and their parents. This will probably be difficult, but it has to be done. It will be a lot easier to talk about bullying with an "offender" and parents if your club has an up-to-date and well-communicated anti-bullying policy.
Nip it in the bud
Keep your eyes open. If you notice that a player is being excluded or is the subject of a lot of attention, find out why:
"I noticed that X wasn't passing the ball to you today, why do you think that was?"
"You seemed to have a lot to say to the goalkeeper, what was that all about?"
Abusive coaches
Football is one of the few areas where it seems to be acceptable for adults to belittle, shout at and reduce children to tears.
Coaches who criticise players in front of their team mates, pull players off the field if they make a mistake or make young children sit on the bench for whole matches should not be tolerated.
What they are doing is an abuse of their position of power. It's not "character building", or "tough love" it is bullying.
If you see it happening, it's your duty to stop it by speaking directly to the coach concerned or reporting your concerns to a club official.
Conclusion
Bullying is common in youth soccer (and anywhere else where children gather) but it's not inevitable.
Football coaches can prevent bullying from happening within their team by teaching their players to respect and value their team mates – irrespective of their physical appearance or soccer ability – and clamping down hard on any bullying behaviour.
What to look for in a potential captain
Calmness – your captain needs to able keep a cool head when things are going wrong.
Competence – while the captain doesn't have to be the most skilful player on the team, she has to be competent.
Confidence – as well as being self-confident, your captain needs to be confident in the ability of her team mates.
Communication skills – all captains need to be good at managing on-field communications between players, the coach and, if necessary, the match officials.
Discipline – the captain should accept refereeing decisions without question and make sure her team mates do the same.
Knows the players – the captain should know her team mates well enough to understand some players need a quiet word, some are best left alone and some appreciate more forceful advice.
Good "soccer vision" – the captain needs to be able to see "the big picture" and know what's going on (and what's about to happen) on all parts of the pitch.
Don't worry if none of your players fits the bill exactly. Being given the job of captain usually brings out the best in young players and they often develop leadership skills that no one knew they had while they grow into the job.
How not to pick a team captain
1. Choose the most experienced, i.e. oldest, player.
Picking a player to be captain simply because she had the good fortune to be born a few weeks or months before her team mates is not sensible.
Your oldest players may not be the most mature and there is no guarantee that they will have the leadership and other qualities required to captain the team.
2. Make the most talented player captain.
As above. Just substitute "most talented" for "oldest".
3. Let the players choose their captain.
Allowing young soccer players to choose their own captain is fraught with danger.
The vote will almost certainly turn into a popularity contest and encourage players to take sides against each other. I've even heard of 10-year-olds voting tactically to stop certain individuals from becoming captain!
Don't go there.

