
   

Characteristics & Traits of Players 

By Colin Schmidt  

Children at each age group have certain traits or characteristics that should influence the coach 

when planning practices. Here are a few generalizations to keep in mind for your team. The more 

you can balance activities with the needs and desires of children at different stages in their lives, 

the more successful you will be as a coach.  

Characteristics of 4 and 5 year olds:  

Kids at this age do not "play soccer"; they play while at soccer. Practices must be kept active 

with fun, imaginative games. Each player works with his or her own ball for most of the practice. 

Coach should exert minimal pressure but strive to provide an environment were kids can 

experiment and learn.  

The concept of team is non-existent at this age. Instead of 3 vs. 3, it is really 1 vs. 5! Practices 

shouldn't last longer than 45 minutes (60 minutes with good breaks). Focus on dribbling and 

fundamental movement skills (running, leaping, hopping, bending, stretching, twisting, throwing, 

catching, and kicking).  

In practice players should never wait in a line more than 30 seconds. They should not run laps. 

The coach should not lecture for long periods of time. Keep players active in the practice. 

Develop a "flow" in which a flurry of activity is followed by short rests or less demanding 

activities. Players will learn by copying other players. Kids at this age barely understand rules 

and boundaries (sidelines). Don't emphasize boundaries in your practices or games. Keep the 

rules very simple.  

Kids need generous praise. Curiosity should be stimulated through games of their own devising. 

Ask them what they want to do. Let players demonstrate skills or accomplishments. Go with it.  

Examples of activities for 4 and 5 year olds:  

“Try this”  

1. The Coach does coordination exercises without ball--clapping, stretching, twisting, jumping, 
balancing, skipping…and asks players to try. Later, have players come up with ideas for other 
players to imitate.  

2. 2. Same as above but with a ball. (Okay to use hands and feet. Progress to ball movement 
exercises, toe touches, rolls, etc.)  

“Body part dribble”  



Players dribble ball with different parts of their body as designated by the coach. Switch quickly 

between commands. Get players up and down quickly. Use verbal commands first, and then 

point to the area that you want the player to use. This teaches the players to look up.  

“Hit the bear”  

Players dribble around and try to hit coaches (or parents). Who can hit the most in 30 seconds?  

“Red Light, Green Light”  

All players start in a line at one end of the grid, while coach is in the middle. When coach says 

"green light" players dribble forward. When coach says, "red light" players stop with a foot on 

the ball. On "yellow light" players move forward slowly. "Reverse" players go backward. After a 

few rounds, use hand signals instead of verbal commands.  

Characteristics of players ages 6 and 7:  

Children at this age still have a fragile self-image. They become more concerned what others 

think. Players are able to cooperate with a partner. Most of practice is done with one ball per 

person or one ball per pair. Practices should focus on games and simple problem solving. U8's 

begin to understand rules and concepts of fairness. Practice should be no longer than 60-75 

minutes. Players believe that "if I try hard, then I performed well", regardless of actual 

performance. Effort equals performance.  

They still only have a limited ability to attend to more than one task at a time. Controlling or 

dribbling a ball, for example, will take most of the concentration capacity thereby leaving little 

or no room for making tactical decisions. Players like to "show off" for adults and other players. 

Use this to your advantage. Players at this age will try to imitate each other.  

Examples of Activities for 6 and 7 Year Olds.  

Note that older players will still benefit from the activities used with younger ages (as above) but 

will be capable of more types of games and drills. 

“Blob tag”  

Players dribble around and stay out of reach of the blob. The blob is two or three players holding 

hands. Coach can start as blob. The blob grows as players are tagged. Blob has to stay together. 

Split blob into two if it gets too long. 

“Gate Game”  

Small gates (cones 2 yards apart) are placed in an area (20 x 20 yards). Players work in pairs. 

Begin with one ball per player. Pair gets point when each player dribbles through a gate. Can't go 

through same gate twice in a row. Next have players use one ball. They get a point when they 

pass ball to partners through one of the gates. 



“Star Wars” 

One half of the players place ball on a flat cone. The other half try to knock the ball off the cone 

by kicking their balls at the targets. Players can not kick the ball off the cone. Let players choose 

names, play roles. 

“Golf”  

Players try to hit targets in least amount of kicks.  

Characteristics of 8 and 9 year olds:  

Motor skills are becoming more refined. A great diversity in maturity and playing ability is 

apparent. The players have a better sense of reality vs. fiction but still like imaginative games 

(roll playing). Under-10's demonstrate more responsibility (will bring own ball, water, choose 

shirt, etc.). They are a little more aware of their play or performance.  

Players will recognize basic tactical concepts (width, depth, and support). They have more leg 

strength, which means more power. Passing becomes a real part of the game. Repeating 

technique (kicking, receiving) is very important but must be done in a dynamic, interactive 

environment (no drills, no lines).  

Explanations must be brief and concise as for all kids. Players are able to work in small groups 

during practices. Practice activities should focus on small groups working together to solve 

problems. Coach can also include games with one player one ball and pair activities. Practice 

lasts 75-90 minutes max. 

Activities for 8 and 9 year olds:  

Note that older players will still benefit from the activities used with younger ages (as above) but 

will be capable of more types of games and drills.  

Four vs. One  

Keep away. Coach serves ball in to keep play going. Rotate players in and out quickly. Get two 

groups going.  

Progress to four vs. two.  

Three Sided Goal Two or more teams play on three-sided goal. Players can score from any side.  

Four Goal  

Criss-Cross Field set up in a square with a goal on each side. One team plays horizontally, the 

other team plays vertically. In other words, each team can score on two goals and defends the 

other two. Serve balls in rapid succession. Have players chase all balls when server runs out.  



Clean the Box  

One team with balls dribbling in the penalty area. The other team on the top edge of the penalty 

area. On coach’s command, team enters box and tries to steal balls from other team. How long 

does it take to eliminate all the balls from the penalty area? Subtract extra time (5 seconds) if 

defenders put ball in the goal after stealing it. Teams switch roles.  

 


