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STUDENTS IN 9-12 AGE RANGE   
HOW TO ACHIEVE LONG TERM PLAYER 

DEVELOPMENT 
  
OVERVIEW 
U9-12 student-athletes typically fall into the “Golden Age of Learning” stage of childhood 
development. When considering the Long-Term Athlete Development (“LTAD”) approach to teaching 
young players a sport, we refer to this age range as the “Learn to Train” phase. It is also 
characterized as a “Window of Optimal Trainability” for skill and foundation of physical literacy.   
 
Toward the end of the age band (i.e. 11-12 years of age), some youngsters will enter puberty and 
begin the next stage of development towards adulthood. When considering their interest and passion 
for youth sports such as soccer, establishing a strong foundation in the areas noted herein will help 
student-athletes progress and prepare effectively for the demands of the game at the next stage. 
 
Through participation in The St. James FC Virginia program, student-athletes in the U9-U12 age 
range will be exposed to learning environments, competition and classroom settings that address the 
following four (4) Components of the Game: 
 

1. Psycho-Social 
2. Physical 
3. Technical 
4. Tactical 

 
Player development is very involved, and should be viewed as a marathon, not a sprint. 
Long-term, enduring success is the objective, over taking short cuts to win.  Effective development 
leads to winning, and controlling winning more. 
 
PSYCHO-SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS 
 

a. U9-10 PLAYERS 

In order to make training fun and effective, it is important to have a basic understanding of the 

intellectual, emotional, and physical developmental stage of the players we are coaching.  

 

Here are some typical characteristics of the Under 9-10 student-athletes: 

• Attention span lengthens and they start to show the ability to sequence thoughts and actions; 
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• Players start to think ahead and think “If this, then that”; 

• Players are more inclined towards wanting to play soccer rather than being told to play; 

• Demonstrate increased self-responsibility; 

• Players start to recognize fundamental tactical concepts; 

• Begin to become aware of peer pressure; 

• Players affiliate with their team or their coach; 

• There is a wide continuum of maturity evident on most teams; and 

• U9-U10 is a crucial period for technical skill development. 
 

b. U11-12 PLAYERS 

In order to make practices fun and meaningful, it is important to have a basic understanding of the 

intellectual, emotional, and physical developmental stage of the players we are coaching.  

 

Here are some typical characteristics of student-athletes in the Under 11-12 age band: 

• All children mature (emotionally, intellectually and physically) at different rates and are sensitive 

to that fact; 

• Need to teach the components of a proper warm-up to prevent muscle pulls and other nagging 

injuries which tend to become more common with age; 

• Typically understand elemental abstract concepts and hypothetical situations; 

• They like to solve problems; 

• Peer evaluation is a constant; 

• Egos are sensitive; 

• Coordination may depend on whether or not they are in a growth spurt; 

• Technique still needs to be reinforced constantly; 

• Playing too much can lead to overuse injuries; 

• Playing too much and not feeling like they have a choice in the matter can lead to burnout and 

drop-out; 

• This is the dawn of tactics; 

• Keep asking the players to be creative and to take risks; 

• Ask for feedback. The kids will tell you how things are going; 

• Try to hand over leadership and ownership of the team to the student-athletes. They will 

enjoy leading and it will add to the learning environment. 
 
 
 
ADULT INFLUENCES ON PSYCHO-SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT  
 
Process Goal: Build positive and enduring soccer culture for boys and girls, all ages and stages. 
Quality Control Aim: Teach club philosophy and style of play.  
 
Keys to Learning: 

• Ensure that FUN is part of what is included every day. (Visek FUN Maps study) 
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• Provide unconditional support to each child – providing positive feedback in some way, every 
session. 

• Teaching laws of the game, age-appropriate game management. 

• Coach with details of how, to improve tech, where, when, why, who, what! (The W’s) 

• Teach and set standards.   

• Help develop character, responsibility, core values – which affect both training and games. 

• Promote learning, enjoyment and confidence. 
 
 
PHYSICAL PRIORITIES 

1. Physical literacy: mastering movements – running form and speeds, skipping, hopping and 
multi-directional movement control and coordination (refer to Canada Sport for Life, and LTAD) 

2. A, B, C’s must be addressed: Agility, Balance and Coordination 
3. Timing, reading and response to cues with quality, efficient and controlled movement. 
4. Short and sharp work. 

 
(Low emphasis on volume and duration training.  Without the presence of hormones, stamina and 
hypertrophy are not the objectives at this age band). 
 
TECHNICAL-TACTICAL TRAINING PRIORITIES 

• Individual Technical Skills Development: Focus on both feet and deliberate repetition 

• 1v1 Attacking and Defending 

• Passing, Receiving, Striking Mechanics 

• Combination Play, Build Up Play (differences in areas of field, and risk vs reward) 

• Small-Group Tactics: 1v2/2v1, 2v2, 3v2/2v3, 3v3, 3v4/4v3, 4v4 building toward controlling 
larger numbers to 7v7 & 9v9 

• Player movement: With and without the ball 

• Support concepts: angle, distance, timing of support 

• Runs for penetration: Shape and timing 

• Change of Attack, Unbalancing Defenses 

• Understanding/Execution - Phases of Play: Attacking, Defending, Transition to Attack, 
Transition to Defense 

• Addressing “Principles of Play”: Attack and Defense 

• Going to Goal: Finishing, playing from wide to inside 

• U9-10: Managing the build out line 
 
(Economical training: training with the ball as much as possible – activities that address all 
components at the same time.  No laps, lines, lectures.  Low emphasis on restarts). 
 
 
SUPPORT OF DEVELOPMENT 

• Post-Training and Post-Game Reflection; 

• Continual and informal feedback in training/games.  Formal feedback meetings and player 
progress reports; and 

• Guesting across age or with older teams – training and/or games/events. 
 
 
SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR U12 
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• Preparing for 11v11 play; 

• Managing larger spaces (technical-tactical-physical); 

• Increasing the technical demand for ability to increase range of play; 

• Developing better timing and shape of runs to avoid being in offside position, reading cues, 
giving verbal information (i.e. not just “ball, here, or pass”); 

• Continue to build on all aspects mentioned above, consistency performance, habits and 
behaviors; 

• Communicating/coordinating defensive efforts: Controlling pressure, marking and tracking 
runs; 

• Expectation on “controlling the controllables” (psychological);  

• Goal setting (with enhanced maturity and ability to self-reflect – starting around 10) start 
SMART goal setting; 

• Basic re-starts and purposes of use in match environment; and 

• Teaching areas of less risk. 
 


