
  

GOOD HABITS COME FIRST 
by Bobby Clark  

Attending to the little things carries over in practice and play. 

Following is a chapter from Bobby Clark's book,  

"The Baffled Parents' Guide to Coaching Youth Soccer," to be published soon.  

  

One of the most important things you can do as a coach is to instill good habits in your players. By teaching them to 

attend to the little things, such as getting to practice on time and coming with their soccer balls properly inflated and 

their equipment well cared for, they will start taking care of these details at the games - and perhaps in life as well. 

Players will learn to work as part of a team, and since this may well be the first time your players will be a part of a 

team, instilling good habits in them now lays a strong foundation for the future. 

 Keep it fun - You can help your players learn good habits only if they respect you and your position. Kids 
respond best to authority if they can have fun while they are learning what you expect of them, and if 
they are a part of the process. The best way to do it is to make everything a game. I've found that kids 
respond well to little forfeits that everyone enjoys. For example, if you want the team to come in or to 
pick up all the cones, give them a challenge, and ask them how long it will take them to finish the job.  

They come up with the challenge for themselves: they may say they can pick up the cones in 30 seconds. Make it a 

contest: if they can get the cones in 25 Seconds, they win and you will do 10 pushups. If you win, they do 10 

pushups. The task becomes a game, and you're a part of it; they can catch you the same as you can catch them. They 

are learning to take responsibility for their actions and learning it can be done in a fun way.  

 Let your signal be their guide - Your players will need to learn to listen to you and to respond to your 
signal. When you want them to listen, speak in a quiet voice; when you speak in a loud voice, their volume 
will rise to meet your voice. Speak to them softly, or don't even speak at all. When someone is not paying 
attention and you stop speaking, everyone refocuses on you and you can carry on.  

 Set a good example - The coach has to set standards. If you expect your kids to play like a team, to pay 
attention and focus on the sport, your discipline has to be the best of everyone's. You have to be dressed 
to play, ready to play and focused on what you are doing even more than your players are.  

 Be aware of the environment around you - When you want them to focus on you, be aware of 
distractions such as other practices, games, etc. Position yourself and the demonstrations so that the kids 
are looking away from other distractions. You can repeatedly bring them in close every time, but this 
takes a lot of time. I'm a strong believer in keeping a good tempo during practice. Bring them in close 
enough so they can hear you, but don't waste time stopping and bringing them in just to send them out 
again. If there is a strong wind, bring them in closer so they can hear, and if there's a low sun, be careful 
where you position yourself so they aren't looking into the sun to see you.  

 Assess their attention span - You will need to learn how long your players can pay attention without 
getting bored or restless. The biggest mistake you can make is to do all the talking or demonstrating. I 
watched a camp in New Jersey many years ago. The head coach was working hard, and as the day wore 
on, the coach enjoyed doing the demonstrations more and more. It ended up that the kids were moving 
for about 30 seconds or so, and then the coach was demonstrating for three minutes and it wasn't clear 
who was having a good time, the coach or the kids. They are the ones who need the practice. Keep that in 
mind. Right from the beginning, on the first day of practice, you will want to incorporate drills that 
promote good habits.  



The following drill games are fun and I use at least a couple of them in every practice to teach the kids to focus and 

really listen. Some of them are great for starting out practice, as a warm-up, while others can be mixed into your 

other games and drills. 

 Numbers warm-up - Give your players different exercises, each to correspond and rhyme with a number. 
You will say, "number three" and they will respond "down on one knee" while they go down on one knee. 
When you say "number seven" they respond "up to heaven" and kick the ball high in the air. Inevitably 
you will catch someone doing the wrong exercise to correspond to the number you gave, but as the 
season progresses they'll remember the exercises that go with each number. You'll find that your kids are 
listening to you, and listening carefully. You're warming them up, they aren't talking, and they are tuned 
in, but they think they are playing a game. That's the key to having the kids listen and learn discipline.  

 "Last one in" - The point of this drill is to teach your players to move quickly and with a purpose. When 
you want to have a group talk, call them in around you. Say, "last one in gets caught" and give a little 
penalty. Little forfeits are a great way to keep all of my games competitive. But it's essential that you keep 
the penalties fun and easy. They should never be anything like a punishment. I give my forfeits names like 
"Flying Scotsmen" or "Flying Irishmen," and they can be any silly movement that you wish to do - 
something funny, rather than hard. You come up with your own. I usually use Scotsmen, which fits into 
my character, and I have the kids doing a dance type thing like the Highland fling. Irish push-ups are good 
for 10-year-olds, with the players doing push-ups from their knees. Or you can have them do a couple of 
jumps trying to hit their knees to their chest. Use your imagination.  

 "Last one in" - The point of this drill is to teach your players to move quickly and with a purpose. When 
you want to have a group talk, call them in around you. Say, "last one in gets caught" and give a little 
penalty. Little forfeits are a great way to keep all of my games competitive. But it's essential that you keep 
the penalties fun and easy. They should never be anything like a punishment. I give my forfeits names like 
"Flying Scotsmen" or "Flying Irishmen," and they can be any silly movement that you wish to do - 
something funny, rather than hard. You come up with your own. I usually use Scotsmen, which fits into 
my character, and I have the kids doing a dance type thing like the Highland fling. Irish push-ups are good 
for 10-year-olds, with the players doing push-ups from their knees. Or you can have them do a couple of 
jumps trying to hit their knees to their chest. Use your imagination.  

 "Freeze!" - During dribbling drills you can also be encouraging the kids to really pay attention by playing 
this game. When you say, "stop" or blow the whistle, have them all freeze. If anyone is still moving, give a 
penalty. Tell them that good players are always in control of the ball. When you say, "stop" and the ball 
keeps rolling, that can also be a forfeit. All the time you're getting them concentrating.  

 Team relays - Divide your players into teams for team relay races. Use the soccer field as your course, 
setting the length of the legs according to the ability level of your team members. When the last player of 
the first team finishes, that team sits down. As the other teams finish, they do the same thing, so that 
finished players aren't wandering all over the place after they finish - they are in straight lines sitting 
down. Organize the game so that the winning team isn't necessarily the first team finished, but the first 
team in, sitting down. 10-15 minutes is plenty of time for this game.  

 Opposites - This game is designed to keep your players focused on your directions. Explain to your players 
that when you shout one instruction, they should do the opposite. Choose one set of activities, such as 
"heading and catching" or "pass and stop" each time you play this game, and then define what the activity 
and what its opposite is. This drill can be done with partners or with the entire group. Players form a circle 
around you and for this example, let's say his is a women's team. You throw a player the ball and shout 
one instruction, but she is to do the opposite. You throw the ball and shout "head," but what she should 
do is catch it. If you throw the ball and shout "catch," you want her to head it. If she gets it wrong she has 
to run round the circle. This is a difficult game, and you'll find your players will be very focused and 
listening intently. Trick games like this will increase concentration and discipline.  

 "Passing the squeeze" - This drill, a good one to do at the end of practice, calms down the team. Players 
come together in a circle, sit down and hold hands of players on either side. One player starts by 
squeezing the hand of the one to his or her right (or left if you want to go in that direction), that person 
squeezes the hand of the person to his or her right, and so on until it goes all the way around the circle. 
You time how quickly players can pass the squeeze. You can do this in two teams, too. This is a quiet drill, 



with players sitting still, but they are concentrating, having fun and working like a team to accomplish the 
task. And you are giving them a rest, which is especially important for younger players.  

 Silent drills - When your team is working on passing drills, add this element to the game. Have them do 
the passing drills without making a sound, so the players learn to read each other, when they are ready to 
pass and receive and where they want it. They learn the discipline of observation and communicating 
without shouting. Obviously players need to communicate verbally, but sometimes it is important to be 
able to read other players' body language. One way to learn that is to play in silence.  

Editor's note: Bobby Clark's book, "The Baffled Parents' Guide to Coaching Youth Soccer," will be published by the 

International Marine/Ragged Mountain Press, a division of McGraw-Hill. It can be ordered by calling 800-723-

4418 and asking for item #007134608-2. The price is $14.95 plus shipping. Clark is the director of men's and 

women's soccer at Stanford University. He is a former National Team player for Scotland and served as youth coach 

for the Aberdeen Football Club after his playing career ended. He first coached in the U.S. at Dartmouth and 

following a term as National Team coach for New Zealand assumed his present post at Stanford. 

 


