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1. Summary & Purpose

The Foundation of Grassroots 
Coaching

While typically affiliated with younger 
age groups, grassroots soccer exists 
at every level. Whether that is a 
youth environment where players 
are experiencing organized soccer 
for the first time, or adults who are 
looking to learn more and get into 
the sport, grassroots soccer 
continues to be the bedrock of the 
sport.
At its core, the philosophy of U.S. 
Soccer’s grassroots pathway 
initiative is Play-Practice-Play, a 
philosophy coaches learn about in 
the Introduction to Grassroots 
Coaching module. This approach will 
focus on the player experiencing and 
learning through play while also 
empowering the coach to support his 
or her player's learning and 
developmental needs.

• Inclusive- soccer played by all 
anywhere, anytime, any 
person

• Wide range of ability levels 
and experiences.

• Motivation for playing is about 
participation and a love for 
soccer.

• Provides continuous 
opportunities
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2. Player Development Philosophy

At the grassroots level, children learn 
and develop to their full potential 

through game-like experiences in an 
enjoyable environment that supports 

individual growth.
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3. Grassroots Values
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• In the attack we will build up from our half to the opponents to 
create chances and score goals. 

• We want to utilize quick transitions (from Attacking-Defending 
and Defending to Attacking)

• While defending, we will try to prevent the opponents build up in 
their own half to regain the ball closer to the attacking goal.  

4. Playing Style Statement

Example (Reference to the US Soccer Grassroots 
Roadmaps).
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5. Curriculum Attacking

6. Attacking Roadmap 
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7. Curriculum Defending

8. Defensive Roadmap
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9. Key Qualities
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10. “Why” Play Practice Play
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11. Training Sessions

At the Grassroots level, the U.S. Soccer Coach Education Department is committed to an evidenced-based 
approach to coaching education and player development. Evidence-Based Coaching (EBC) focuses on integrating 
three key components; 1. The best available research on player development, 2. Coaching expertise and, 3. An 
appreciation of the needs and values of the learner (i.e. player). With that, in an attempt to create a 
developmentally appropriate practice environment, U.S. Soccer has adopted a three stage practice plan model 
(i.e., ‘Play-Practice-Play’). This approach aligns with the best available research on athlete development pathways 
and is designed with the intent of maximizing player enjoyment, intrinsic motivation, and skill development.
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When players arrive at practice it is important that coaches 
create an environment that is engaging and enjoyable. One 
way to engage players is through low structured small 
sided games (i.e., 2v2, 3v3, 4v4) also referred to as 
‘deliberate play’ in the athlete development literature.2,16 
‘Deliberate play’ refers to smaller, informal game like 
representations (i.e. small-sided games) of the official 
game format and are designed primarily for the purpose of 
enjoyment1 . These ‘deliberate play’ games are ideally 
governed by the players while being loosely monitored by 
the coach, and focus on promoting enjoyment of 
competing19 rather than the outcome (i.e. winning).1 The 
key point, for Grassroots coaches, is that ‘deliberate play’ 
promotes enjoyment, inclusion and development. When 
players are more engaged, feel included and enjoy 
themselves it will likely increase motivation to continue 
playing. This is particularly important during the 
adolescent years where dropout is higher.13 When 
coaches design practices that promote opportunities to 
engage in ‘deliberate play’, it should be viewed as 
intentionally creating a fun and player-centered 
environment that contextualizes the development of 
technique and tactical awareness. When engaged in 
‘deliberate play’ the game/environment is the primary 
teacher and the coach serves as a facilitator who, when 
necessary, guides players to find solutions as opposed to 
providing the answers. In this stage of the practice, the 
coach’s goal is to help create the environment that 
orientates the players to the practice objective via 
‘deliberate play’. While there are clear benefits to having a 
coach instruct and provide feedback on performance, we 
must also appreciate that in the teaching-learning process 
we don’t always have to instruct in order for learning and 
development to occur.

Benefits of ‘Deliberate Play’ A growing body of 
athlete development literature suggests that 
engagement in ‘deliberate play’ is important 
and has a number of positive implications for 
the physical, social, cognitive, and emotional 
development of children. 1, 2, 16-18, 20 More 
specifically, research investigating the practice 
pathway of elite soccer players indicates that 
high levels of engagement in less structured 
soccer specific ‘deliberate play’ and practice 
activities are an important component for 
attaining high-level performance.3,4,8,13,14 
The benefits of ‘deliberate play’ include: • 
Increases enjoyment and intrinsic motivation • 
Promotes motor and cognitive development • 
Promotes game awareness • Promotes 
inclusion • Provides players with frequent ball 
contact • Promotes social interaction and 
problem solving skills • Promotes game-like 
decision making (i.e., tactical cues) • 
Contextualizes technical development (i.e., skill 
= tactical application of technique)

Stage 1. PLAY 1 “Deliberate Play”
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During the second stage, known as 'practice', the goal 
is to create an environment that develops the player in 
relation to the practice objective and any related team 
tactical principles and key qualities of the player. While 
‘deliberate play’ is a positive introduction to the 
practice and has an important role in practice design, 
it can only facilitate the learning process to a point.5 
In order to facilitate learning further players must be 
engaged in different forms of learning activities such 
as ‘play-practice’ activities 21-22 , ‘Teaching Games for 
Understanding’ (TGFU) 23 or elements of ‘deliberate 
practice’.12 Research shows that the practice pathway 
to maximizing development is dynamic, the 
acquisition of skill is non-linear 7 and that there is 
flexibility in the types of training activities an athlete 
engages in to achieve optimal performance.5 The key 
is to create a practice environment that integrates a 
balance of developmentally appropriate activities that 
find the right challenge point for the learner.24 ‘Play-
practice’ activities refer to activities that are designed, 
and guided, by coaches to improve aspects of 
performance (i.e., technical skills, team tactical 
principles or key qualities) while emphasizing fun and 
enjoyment at the same time. 21-22 The TFGU model, a 
games-centered teaching pedagogy, places emphasis 
on developing tactical awareness and decision making 
within the framework of modified games 23,25 and 
facilitates the learners understanding of when, where, 
and how to apply their technique in a game context. 
25 Deliberate practice is more highly structured and 
primarily focused on the goal of improving 
performance as opposed to just the inherent 
enjoyment of participating.

One of the key qualities of a coach is the 
ability to design practices that incorporate 
developmentally appropriate learning 
activities that are enjoyable, educational, 
game-like, and challenging. The 
characteristics of developmentally 
appropriate practice activities include: • 
Frequent technical repetitions - improves 
ball mastery • Activities are player-centered 
• Activities are game-like in nature (i.e.
problem-solving, decision making) • Provide 
opportunities for instructional feedback to 
facilitate learning and development It is 
important to reiterate that while some 
activities can be more structured, and coach-
led, they don’t have to be any less enjoyable. 
The goal of grassroots coaches is to find a 
way to create an engaging environment that 
incorporates activities that are educational, 
enjoyable and game-like.

Stage 2. Practice Activities
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Stage 3. The Game “Let them Play”
During the final stage of every practice the players should be provided with the opportunity and freedom to 
play, without interruption, in a format (i.e., 5v5, 7v7, 9v9) that replicates the game. This is the time for 
players to express themselves, without being micro-managed, and work through the process of applying 
their technical and tactical skills within a game context. At this stage of the practice the coach is checking to 
see if the player is able to transfer the skills learned in practice into the game environment. The point at 
which the player is unable to find a solution, or make the necessary corrections, is an opportunity for the 
coach to engage, at appropriate teachable moments, in the learning process. 
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12. Coaches Toolkit
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13. Development Framework

Framework – A Basic Structure Underlying a System 
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14. Formations
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