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U12 Soccer Practice Plan: A Complete 90-Minute Session
12U Practice Plans Coach Nick & the YSC Coaching Team

Last Tuesday, with half our 12U squad still buzzing from a World Cup match they had watched the night before, we ran one of
those practices where everything clicked. Not because of some elaborate new drill — because the structure matched what these
kids were developmentally ready for. They came to the field wanting to play, and we built a 90-minute session that let them do
exactly that.

A great U12 soccer practice follows a clear arc: a dynamic warm-up with the ball, a focused technical block, a possession game
with tactical constraints, and a scrimmage where players apply everything under real pressure. At this age, session structure
matters more than any individual drill — and it should be game-connected from the first minute to the last.

Why U12 Is a Different Kind of Age Group

Players at 12U sit in a unique developmental window. They are old enough to hold two or three tactical ideas during a play, but
they still learn primarily by doing inside competition — not by listening to coaches explain formations from a whiteboard.

Technically, they are wrapping up the small-sided phase (9v9 in most U.S. programs) and experiencing the full complexity of the
11v11 field for the first time. Space management, off-ball movement, and switching play become real problems. A 9-year-old can
ignore the weak side of the field. A 12-year-old in a competitive league cannot.

The 2026 World Cup has been a genuine teaching resource this summer. Our athletes are watching elite midfielders scan before
they receive, forwards check their shoulder to time a run, and teams press in coordinated blocks. Reference it explicitly in
practice: "That split-pass combination we are about to run — Spain used that exact pattern in the second half two nights ago."
Buy-in goes up immediately.

90-Minute Session at a Glance

Time Block Focus
0:00–0:15 Dynamic warm-up with the ball Movement quality + first touch
0:15–0:35 Technical block Passing combinations with movement
0:35–0:55 Tactical block 4v2 rondo + transition
0:55–1:20 Application 5v5 + GKs, themed scrimmage
1:20–1:30 Cool-down + debrief Recovery + one coaching point
Every block connects to the one before it. The movement patterns from warm-up appear in the passing drill; the rondo principles
show up in the scrimmage. Players who see the through-line between drills and games develop faster.

The Full Practice Plan

Block 1 — Dynamic Warm-Up with the Ball (15 min) Set up a 20x20 grid with one ball per player. Start with two minutes of free
dribbling at low intensity — no cones, just space. Then call movement cues every 60 seconds: high knees while keeping the ball
rolling at your feet, lateral shuffle and stop, quick roll-stop-turn on command. After 8 minutes, transition to 1v1 keep-away across
the full grid with no goals — maintain possession for 5 consecutive touches to earn a point. Bodies get warm, first touches come
alive, and no one stands in a line waiting. Coaching cue: "Head up before the ball gets to you — know where you are going
before it arrives."
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Block 2 — Pass-and-Move Triangle Combinations (20 min) Set up three cone triangles, 8–10 yards per side, with four players
per triangle and one ball. Player A passes to B and follows their pass to B's cone. B passes to C and follows. Continuous
rotation. First 8 minutes: pure technical focus — weight of pass, inside-foot surface, angled runs to the next cone. At 8 minutes,
add one live defender inside each triangle who can intercept. Now it becomes a decision drill: when to play one-touch, when to
take an extra touch. The defender rotates every 90 seconds so no one is stuck there. Coaching cue: "Pass and GO — the run
makes the next pass possible."

Block 3 — 4v2 Rondo with Transition (20 min) 12x12 grid. Four attacking players on the perimeter keep possession against two
central defenders. When defenders win the ball, the last two attackers to touch it swap to the middle. Run continuously for 5
minutes to build the habit. Then add the transition layer: the instant the outside four recover possession, they have 4 seconds to
play it to a target cone on one edge of the grid. This forces players to look up the moment they win the ball rather than cycling
possession back into the rondo. The rondo teaches scanning and pass weight under pressure; the transition rule teaches what to
do in the first second after a turnover — which is when games are won and lost. Coaching cue: "Win it, head up, play forward. Do
not admire the steal."

Block 4 — 5v5 + GKs Themed Scrimmage (25 min) Small-sided game on a 40x30 field with small goals and goalkeepers. One
constraint: the attacking team must complete three passes before a shot counts. No exceptions, even on a breakaway. This
single rule rewires how players think in real time faster than any isolated drill. For the first 10 minutes, teammates count passes
aloud together — "one… two… three… SHOOT!" The vocalization makes the pattern explicit and keeps everyone engaged in the
sequence. Last 15 minutes, remove the counting and let teams self-organize. Watch for the moment players start anticipating
teammates' runs before the pass arrives — that is the cognitive shift you are building toward. Coaching cue: "If you cannot find
two open teammates before your first touch, you were already late — scan while the ball is in the air."

Block 5 — Cool-Down and Debrief (10 min) One easy lap around the field perimeter, then a static stretch circle: quad hold, hip
flexor lunge, seated hamstring reach, 45 seconds each. Keep the debrief to exactly two minutes. Ask two specific questions to
two different players — not "how did it go?" but "When did the three-pass rule feel impossible for you?" or "What changed once
you stopped counting aloud?" Two players, two answers, one coaching point restated simply. End on a genuine positive
observation about something specific the group did well today. Players remember a short, specific conversation. They do not
remember a 10-minute lecture about spacing.

The "Clump and Chase" Fix

Every 12U coach runs this sequence: the rondo clicks, the passing drill flows, the scrimmage starts — and suddenly eleven
players are chasing one ball like they are 7U again.

This is not a discipline problem. It is a cue problem.

I had a group last fall where this happened every single week in our final scrimmage. Yelling "spread out!" did exactly nothing — it
is too abstract. The fix was two weeks of freeze frames: the moment a clump formed, I blew the whistle, everyone froze in place,
and I pointed to the empty zone on the far side of the field. "One player owns this space — whose is it?" We identified the player,
they jogged over, and we unfroze. Two or three freeze frames per session, maximum — any more and the scrimmage loses its
flow.

By week three, players were calling out the open space themselves before I whistled. They had internalized the spatial picture
without a single lecture about it.

Connect it explicitly to the passing drill: "We just spent 20 minutes creating triangles. Where are the triangles right now?"

Adapting for a Mixed-Ability Group

A 12U club roster often has players from an academy system sitting next to kids in their second season of organized soccer.
Separate drills create visible ability tiers that immediately discourage the developmental players. The fix is constraints, not
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In the rondo, advanced players take outside positions and hold the ball longer under pressure; newer players rotate out of the
middle every 60 seconds so they are not stuck defending for five straight minutes. In the scrimmage, a rule like "every field player
must touch the ball before a shot counts" distributes touches without spotlighting anyone's skill level.

One drill, different constraints. Same field, same team.

How This Session Fits a Weekly Schedule

This 90-minute plan works best as a mid-week session, not your only practice of the week. A simple three-day structure that
makes it land:

Day 1 (60 min, technical emphasis): Use the passing triangle drill as the spine. Focus only on first touch, pass angle, and
body shape. No defenders. End with a free 4v4 to let players express what they worked on.

Day 2 (this plan, 90 min): Full plan above — rondo with transition, themed scrimmage with the three-pass constraint.

Game day (20-min activation): Dynamic warm-up, two rondos at full competitive intensity, done. Save energy for the match.

Rotate the scrimmage constraint each week: three passes before shooting one week, a back-pass requirement the next, then
two-touch maximum the week after. Each constraint isolates a different decision-making skill while keeping the session structure
identical. Consistent structure lets players focus on the skill, not on figuring out the format.

Connect This Plan to Your Foundation Work

This session gives players the game context and tactical framework. For the technical details behind the passing combinations —
proper foot surface, pass weight at game speed, angle-of-run timing — our youth soccer passing drills guide covers each
element drill by drill.

If movement quality is limiting your warm-up, pair that block with progressions from our speed and agility drills for young athletes
— several of those sequences translate directly to a soccer pre-practice warm-up and help players who are starting to show
athleticism gaps at this age.

For our full approach to the game from 7U through high school, visit our soccer coaching hub.
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