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Foreword

Soccer Practice Games is a “must have” for youth soccer coaches and
parents everywhere. Creating an environment for young players that is
conducive to learning and having fun is crucial to their technical and tactical
development and to their success playing the game. Coach Joe Luxbacher
shows you how it’s done.

This book is organized in a very easy-to-follow format. Coach Luxbacher
provides essential information on planning effective practice sessions and
follows it with age appropriate gamelike activities that facilitate the physical,
technical, and tactical development of young players. The games are clearly
described and accompanied by illustrations and photos to help you select
those that will benefit your players the most.

Soccer Practice Games emphasizes the games approach to training youth
soccer players. Soccer is a free flowing game with no consistent down time
(no time outs); it requires players to make many decisions in a short time
span—and to make them on the fly. Therefore the best way for players to
master the game is to be immersed in activities that replicate the game. In
other words...young players get better at playing soccer by playing soccer!

The use of regimented drills that force players into lines to perform cho-
reographed movements slows the pace of player development. And it’s a lot
less fun!

As the former US Youth Soccer National Director of Coaching Education,
I completely support and endorse the games approach to training. As the
current Director of Training and Evaluation for Massachusetts Youth Soccer,
[ implement training programs with games like these on a daily basis. I rec-
ommend Soccer Practice Games to anyone who coaches youth soccer or who
has a child that plays soccer.

Congratulations to Coach Joe Luxbacher on the creation of a great coach-
ing aid!

Tom Goodman, M.Ed.
Director of Training and Evaluation
Massachusetts Youth Soccer
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Preface

Soccer! The game evokes an outpouring of passion and emotion rarely
equaled within the realm of competitive sport. Known internationally as
football, soccer provides a common language for peoples of diverse back-
grounds and heritages, creating a bond that transcends political, ethnic,
religious, and economic barriers. The national game of nearly every country
in Asia, Africa, Europe, and South America, soccer is played daily by more
than one billion men, women, and children. More than 150 million regis-
tered athletes, including more than 10 million women, play the sport on an
official basis. Countless more kick the ball around on an unofficial basis, on
sandlots, in playgrounds, and on the back streets of small towns and large
cities. These impressive participant numbers are dwarfed by the number of
avid fans worldwide who follow the sport on television. In 2006, the average
viewership for each match of the month-long (64 matches) World Cup was 93
million. More than three times that number tuned in for the final between Italy
and France. To illustrate the magnitude of soccer’s following, an estimated
97.5 million people watched the 2008 NFL Super Bowl, generally considered
to be America’s biggest game.

Soccer’s universal appeal does not rest on it being an easy game to play. In
fact, soccer may demand more of athletes than any other sport. The game is
played on a larger field than any sport except polo (where horses do the bulk
of the work!). Players must perform a variety of foot skills under the match
pressures of restricted space, limited time, physical fatigue, and determined
opponents challenging for the ball. There are no official time-outs during a
typical 90-minute match, and substitution is limited. Knowledge of tactics and
strategies is essential for successful performance. Decision-making skills are
constantly tested as players must respond instantly to changing situations
during play. With the exception of the goalkeeper, there are no specialists
on the soccer field. Each player must be able to play a role in both defense
and attack. And although soccer players don’t have to be any particular size
or shape, all must have a high level of fitness and athleticism. Field players
may run several miles during the course of a match, much of that distance
at sprintlike speed. The physical and mental challenges confronting players
are many and great. Individual and team performance ultimately depends
on each player’s ability to meet these challenges.

Once considered a “foreign” sport by North Americans, among team sports
in the United States today soccer is second only to basketball in the number
of participants. Participation in youth soccer continues to grow internation-
ally as an increasing number of boys and girls ages 6 to 18 are playing the
game each year. The expanding pool of players at all age levels has, in turn,
created a need for more soccer coaches. While some may have grown up
playing the game, many are volunteers with little or no playing experience
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in the sport and even less experience teaching the game to youngsters. As a
consequence, coaches new to the game are faced with what would appear to
be an overwhelming challenge as they try to provide a good training environ-
ment for their respective teams. In reality, however, despite having had little
or no exposure to the sport when they were younger, many of today’s youth
coaches are outstanding. They have become excellent teachers of the game
by educating themselves, attending clinics, participating in coaching courses,
reading books, and watching high-level soccer games. Soccer Practice Games
will add to their body of knowledge.

Novice and experienced coaches alike are constantly searching for innova-
tive exercises to use in their practice sessions. This third edition of Soccer
Practice Games provides coaches with a variety of games designed to nurture
the technical, tactical, and physical development of players. All exercises will
challenge players and will keep them active, interested, and involved. The
games are competitive and fun to play, and they can be easily adapted to a
wide range of ages and abilities. Players of all ages respond more favorably
if they are excited and enthusiastic about what they are doing—in short, if
they are having a good time in the process. The games described here create
such a positive training atmosphere. This does not imply that standard drills
have no place in the team’s practice regimen. The optimal learning environ-
ment should include a balance between typical soccer drills and the games
found in this book.

As coaches, we should never underestimate the fundamental wisdom con-
tained in the adage “The game is the best teacher.” Many of the greatest players
in soccer’s rich history developed the foundation for their exceptional talent
while playing in pick-up games, the so-called street soccer of their youth. Their
eventual development into the best that soccer has to offer was not a direct
result of years of training in a highly structured, coach-dominated practice
routine, but rather from player-organized games in which the participants
and the game itself were the dominant factors. Coaches never were and never
should be the central driving force behind player development; rather, we
should view ourselves as facilitators of such development. Toward that end,
practices should be coach guided rather than coach directed. We can do so
by providing players with practices that are game oriented, practices that
constantly challenge them to take initiative and make decisions, and practices
that ultimately encourage players to accept responsibility for their success.
The games in this book will help you to create such a training atmosphere
and, at the same time, provide players and coaches alike with an enjoyable
and memorable experience.
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Introduction: Make
Practice Games Work
for You

lanning a practice that challenges players to achieve a higher level of

performance, a practice that motivates them to work hard, improve their
game, and at the end of the day beg for more, is a fundamental responsibil-
ity of the soccer coach. Players of all ages and abilities want to be excited,
enthusiastic, and active while they learn the game. Most will not respond well
to long-winded lectures, standing in line, or anything that spells boredom.
Young soccer players in particular will derive the most benefit from practices
that are challenging and fun; from exercises that are activity oriented; from
games in which they are constantly moving, touching the ball, and scoring
goals. This third edition of Soccer Practice Games will assist you, as a coach,
in achieving that goal.

The book contains 175 gamelike activities that you can use in creating a
rich and varied practice environment. The practice games described in each
chapter focus on mastery of the skills and tactics required for becoming a
more complete soccer player. Players are placed in controlled, competitive
situations that provide everyone involved with an opportunity to succeed.
The games are particularly useful for beginning and intermediate players and
can be easily adapted to accommodate more traditional training with older,
more experienced players.

The book contains nine chapters, each with a specific theme. Chapter 1
explains how to best use the material presented in the book to organize good
training sessions. Chapter 2 describes a variety of games that will physically
and mentally prepare players for practice and match competition. Chapters
3 through 9 present games that deal with specific skills or tactical concepts
(such as dribbling and shielding, passing and receiving). Although the games
are categorized based on their primary focus, most actually emphasize two
or more essential elements of the sport. For example, all the individual and
small-group games in chapter 7 require players to rehearse tactical concepts
while dribbling, passing, or receiving the ball as they move throughout the
playing area, in some cases against challenging opponents. As a result, play-
ers can derive fitness, skill, and tactical benefits all within the same exercise.
When possible, the games included in each chapter are loosely organized in
a progression of increasing complexity. The ordering assists you in selecting
games that are most appropriate for your players. Expose novice players to
the most basic games first so that they are not overwhelmed and can achieve
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some degree of success. As players become more confident and competent,
you can progress to more mentally and physically challenging situations.
Experienced players will derive greater benefit from games that require them
to perform under conditions that they will actually face in match situations,
gamelike pressures that include limited space and time, physical fatigue, and
challenging opponents.

Each game is categorized as beginning, intermediate, or advanced based
on its perceived level of difficulty. Beginner games focus primarily on tech-
nique (skill) development. These exercises are competitive and fun to play,
introduce players to the gamelike pressures of restricted space and limited
time, and involve repetition of the specific skill coupled with player movement
with and without the ball. Intermediate games also require players to execute
skills under gamelike conditions but couple that aspect of performance with
individual and group tactical play. These games are characterized by an
increased emphasis on speed of repetition and speed of play. The pressure
of challenging opponents is also introduced in some of these exercises, but
to a limited extent only. Advanced games focus primarily on tactical develop-
ment at the group and team level. Players must already have a fundamental
mastery of all soccer skills in order to derive the greatest benefit from these
exercises. Hence, these exercises are not appropriate for beginning or even
intermediate performers. Games in this category are typically performed
under match conditions in order to expose players to the actual pressures
they will encounter in a competitive game. Such pressures involve increased
physical demands, reduced time and space in which to execute skills and
make tactical decisions, and the determined challenge of opponents compet-
ing for possession of the ball. Keep in mind that the categorization of games
is somewhat subjective; most games are extremely versatile and, with a few
minor adjustments, can usually be adapted to accommodate the age and the
ability of players involved. For example, you can make a beginner game more
challenging for your players by doing the following:

® I[mpose restrictions on players; for example, require one- or two-touch
passing only, or designate a specific type of pass only.

e Manipulate the size of the playing area (reducing the area increases the
degree of difficulty since players must perform the same skills in less
time and space).

® [ncrease the physical demands of the game by requiring more running
and player movement.

e Incorporate skill and tactical aspects into the same exercise; for example,
require players to choose the best of several options when deciding when
and where to pass the ball.

e Add the ultimate challenge—the pressure of determined opponents
competing for the ball.

Best of all, whether the game is shaped to test the novice or challenge
the experienced player, it remains fast-paced and functional for everyone
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