
YSC · YOUTHSPORTSCOACHING.COM

Small-Sided Games in Youth Soccer: Benefits and Setup
Practice Plans Coach Nick & the YSC Coaching Team

Last spring I ran a U10 practice with 14 kids, two parent volunteers, and the whole field to ourselves. I made the classic mistake: I
set up a big scrimmage to let them "just play." Forty-five minutes later, six kids had touched the ball fewer than five times. My two
strongest players had touched it forty times each.

That is not a scrimmage. That is hide-and-seek on grass.

Small-sided games — 3v3, 4v4, and 5v5 formats played on reduced fields — are the single highest-return tool in youth soccer
coaching. Research shows players make 50–100% more decisions per minute in small-sided formats compared to 11v11, and
elite academies from Barcelona's La Masia to Ajax have built their entire development models around them for exactly that
reason. The setup is simple: shrink the field, shrink the numbers, and let the game teach.

Why Small-Sided Games Work

In an 11v11 scrimmage, an average youth player touches the ball every two to four minutes. In a 4v4 game on a 25×35-yard field,
that number drops to every 30–45 seconds. The math compounds fast: a 30-minute 4v4 block gives your quietest player more
meaningful ball contacts than they would see in an entire 90-minute full-sided game.

More touches is not the whole story. Every touch in a small-sided game arrives with pressure — which means every touch comes
with a decision attached: turn or pass? Shoot or dribble? Press or hold shape? That decision density is what builds soccer IQ.
You cannot drill your way to a smart player, but you can put them in an environment that demands smart choices constantly. That
is what small-sided games do.

The confidence piece matters too, especially for U8 and U10 players. A kid who disappears in an 11v11 cannot disappear in a
3v3. There is nowhere to hide — and that is a feature, not a flaw. We have seen players who barely spoke during full-sided games
completely transform once we put them in a 4v4, because the format gave them no option but to act.

Field Sizing by Format

Getting the dimensions right is the most common place new coaches go wrong. Too big and players stop tracking runs — you
lose the tight-space pressure that makes small-sided games work. Too small and it becomes a physical scrum rather than a skill
environment. Here is what we use:

Format Field Size Goals
3v3 20×30 yards Mini goals (4–6 ft) or cones
4v4 25×35 yards Mini goals or cones
5v5 30×40 yards Mini goals or small goals
Rondo (keep-away) 10×10 yards No goals — possession target
Use size 3 balls for U6–U8 players, size 4 for U9–U12, and size 5 from U13 up. Putting a size 5 ball in front of a U8 or U10 player
is a mistake — it is physically too heavy for them to control at pace, and poor first touches quickly become an ingrained technical
habit.

Age-Specific Formats

U6–U8: Start with pure 2v2 and 3v3. No fixed positions, no instructions beyond "score in that goal, defend this one." The only
cue you need is "find the open space." This age group is not ready for shape — they are building the foundational relationship
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between the ball and live pressure. Keep it free and keep it fun.

U9–U10: Introduce directional constraints. We run 4v4 with a rule that goals only count after the ball crosses into the attacking
half before the shot. This one rule teaches possession with purpose — when to go forward, when to hold — without a single
lecture. Pair this session block with your U10 soccer practice plan to structure the full 60–75 minutes around it.

U11–U12: 5v5 with end-line gates. Put two cone gates on each end line, five yards wide. Goals only count through a gate. This
forces players to switch the field and move wide before attacking — exactly the shape principle they need in 9v9 matches. This is
also the right age to add a five-minute rondo before the main game.

U13+: 5v5 transition games. One team attacks a goal, the other defends. On a turnover, roles flip — but the team that just won
the ball must play into a designated target player at the opposite end before counterattacking. This trains compactness, transition
speed, and positional discipline simultaneously, without a single whiteboard diagram.

The Rondo: A Small-Sided Game Most Coaches Under-Use

Most coaching articles on small-sided games mention the rondo in passing and move on. Here is what we actually do with it.

A rondo is a keep-away drill in a tight grid: 4 or 6 players on the outside try to keep possession from 1 or 2 players in the middle.
The rule we add: if the player in the middle wins the ball, the player who lost it trades places with them immediately.

What makes it stick is mild social pressure. Kids hate being the player in the middle, and that motivation makes every pass feel
like it matters. The outside players start coaching each other — "play it earlier," "get it off faster," "stop holding it" — and that
peer instruction is worth more than anything we can say from the sideline.

Start with a 5v2 format for U10 and younger. The extra numbers outside make it easier to keep possession and builds confidence
before you tighten the grid. Move to 4v2 as technique improves. Keep the grid at 10×10 yards — any bigger and you remove the
time pressure that makes the drill effective.

How to Coach During Small-Sided Games

This is the section most coaching articles skip entirely: what do you actually do while the game is running?

The rule is simple — do not stop the game to lecture. Every time you blow the whistle mid-sequence to explain a concept, you
remove the one thing that makes small-sided games effective: the live decision-making environment. Let mistakes happen. The
game corrects them faster than a speech can.

Instead, coach on the edges. Position yourself on the sideline, not behind the goal. When you have a point to make, hold it until a
natural stoppage — a ball out of bounds, a goal — then make it in one short sentence. "What did you see?" beats "you should
have passed earlier" every single time, because questions put the analysis on the player, which is exactly where it needs to land.
This connects directly to the first-time youth soccer coaching fundamentals we recommend for coaches getting started.

The one exception: if you see the same error on three consecutive possessions and no one is self-correcting, stop the game
briefly. Demonstrate rather than explain — show the pass angle, restart, and see if it sticks. Then let the game run.

Common Mistakes Coaches Make with Small-Sided Games

Field too big. When in doubt, go smaller. A 4v4 on a 40-yard field is just a bad 8v8. Tighten the dimensions until you can see
players under real time-and-space pressure.

Keeping score with U8 and under. Score-keeping with young players immediately shifts the environment from exploration to
competition. The kids who fall behind stop taking risks. Run the game, skip the score, and ask "what did you get better at?"
afterward.

Rotating teams every 3–4 minutes. Many coaches rotate often to seem fair. The problem is that passing combinations and
defensive pressure schemes need 5–7 minutes to develop. Give each game a full 8 minutes before you rotate, or patterns never
solidify.
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Too many rules at once. One constraint per game. If you add "two-touch only" AND "goals only count in channels" in the same
session, the cognitive load overtakes the tactical learning. Pick one rule, let players master it, then build.

A Complete 60-Minute Session Using Small-Sided Games

This session is structured for U10–U12. Scale field sizes down for younger groups.

Warm-Up — Tag with Balls (8 min) Every player dribbles a ball. Two taggers (no ball) try to tag them. Tagged players freeze in
place; a teammate dribbles up, gives a verbal cue ("go!"), and unfreezes them. Coaching cue: "Shield your ball — put your body
between the ball and the tagger."

Rondo 5v2 (10 min) Set two 10×10-yard grids running simultaneously. Outside players keep possession from two players in the
middle. Player who loses the ball immediately goes inside. Run two 4-minute rounds. Coaching cue (sideline only, on natural
stoppages): "Play it before they close — move it early."

4v4 Directional Game (15 min) 25×35-yard field with mini goals. Rule: goals only count if the ball crossed the midline before the
shot. This rewards teams that move the ball forward with purpose rather than shooting from deep. One coaching point per
stoppage, maximum. Coaching cue: "When we have the ball — who is in space?"

4v4 Gate Game (15 min) Same field dimensions. Place two cone gates on each end line, five yards wide. Goals only count
through a gate. This forces players to switch the field and find a wide angle before attacking. No coaching during the game —
position yourself on the sideline and observe only. Debrief after: "What did the other team do when you moved the ball wide?"

Free Play 5v5 (10 min) No rules, no constraints, no coaching. Let them apply whatever they discovered in the structured games.
Coaching cue: none. Just watch what they do with it.

Cool-Down Reflection (2 min) One question to the group: "What is one thing your team figured out today?" Two or three players
answer. No correction, no additions — they are embedding the lesson themselves. Coaching cue: "Good. Remember that for
Saturday."

Small-sided games are not a supplement to real soccer development. They are real soccer development. If you want an
environment where every player improves every session, this format is your architecture. Combine this session with your youth
soccer passing drills on technique days, and visit our youth soccer coaching hub for the full library of age-group practice plans.
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