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A few weeks ago I mentioned what a crazy 
time of year this is. The last tournaments of 
the year lead into State Cup and President’s 
Cup competitions. That’s immediately 
followed by tryouts. Now’s the time to look 
back and review. 

Last week I gave you an overview of our 
tryout process. This week I look at how I 
arrived at a formation and style of play for one of my teams as well as how it evolved and 
changed over the course of the year as well as how it might change during a game. 

This is a process that I think we all go through with our teams. I thought you might find 
it interesting to hear how I approached the task. I’d be interested in your perspective as 
well so please let me know what you think by sending me an email or posting in the 
comments section of CoachingSoccerWeekly.com under this episode. 

Formations, Systems of Play and Player's Roles & Responsibilities 

I want to talk about making adjustments to your team during the game but first I think 
it’s important to set the stage by talking about how you arrive at a formation for your 
team in the first place. 

I always say that at the beginning of the year it’s like you have a puzzle to put together 
but the problem is there is no picture on the pieces; you just have to starting trying to 
put them together until they fit. 

Coaches all have their favorite formations. Ones that they've played, formations that 
they are comfortable teaching and have worked for them in the past. But I don't believe 
that you can put any set of players into any  formation and make it work for them. The 
formation needs to be adjusted to fit the players not the other way around. 

First I find out where the players are comfortable. This might be where they've played in 
the past or just where they are most comfortable on a soccer field. 

While I have some ideas of where they can play from tryouts. I don't pick my teams by 
position at the younger ages. I focus on selecting the players that are of a similar ability 
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and then fit them together into a team. At the older ages we look more at creating a 
balance between defenders, midfielders and forwards within the team. 

During the first couple of week I look for the tendencies of the players. Are they more 
attacking or defensive minded? Are they aggressive or a little soft? Who is good 
technically? Who can strike the ball well? No player has everything in one package. 
Every player has something to offer the team. Our job as coaches is to arrange these 
players to maximize their talents and combine them into an effective team. 

I play a lot of small-sided games with the players and have them organize their own 
teams so I can see what positions they gravitate toward. I also have them rotate often so 
I can see them in different positions. 

Having our teams in the same age train at the same time on adjoining fields gives us the 
opportunity to scrimmage for the last part of practice occasionally. This makes it easy 
for me to move players around and try different formations. 

A preseason tournament can provide a great opportunity to evaluate your team's 
abilities and potential formations. I like to find friendly events with no finals if possible. 
Playing three or four games over a weekend makes it easy to compare how they look 
playing in different shapes without being concerned about advancing. 

I start with my favorite formations: 3-4-3 for girls teams and younger teams, 4-3-3 for 
most other teams. I like playing with three up front and with girls and younger teams 
you can often play with three in the back because they're not able to switch the ball with 
one touch to expose the back side of our defense. 

I like the 4-3-3 formation because of how flexible it is. You can move easily from there 
into a 4-2-3-1, 4-3-2-1 or even 4-5-1. This makes it easy for the players to see how minor 
adjustments to their roles and responsibilities can transform the formation. 

Sometimes this is all it takes and it's obvious how the players fit together. But this year I 
had a team that was difficult to organize from the beginning of the season. 
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Difficulty Finding a Shape 

I coached a U12 competitive team this year that had been very successful the previous 
year but had some turnover of players during tryouts. I added some very good players 
but we needed some work technically. That's not unusual for players at this age but we 
were more talented physically than we were technically at the beginning of the year. Add 
to that the fact that we would be playing up in the U13 division so that we could play 11 v 
11. 

I'll let you listen to the podcast to hear how we approached these challenges. 

I think as coaches sometimes we want to tinker with the team too much. Once you have 
a formation, system and style of play that works well for your players you don't want to 
change it drastically. Subtle adjustments to the player's roles and responsibilities can 
completely alter the focus of the team and help them see out a game much more easily 
than completely changing formation. 

 



Click on this page to learn more about 
Winning Soccer Tactics

Coaching the 4-2-3-1 Videos

If you’ve been looking for a way to coach your team how to play the 4-2-3-1, you’ve just found 
it. Coaching the 4-2-3-1 is a special 12-part video series which provides a comprehensive 
tactical and training guide to this exciting formation. Utilized by Real Madrid, Chelsea 
and the most successful sides in the Euro 2012 tournament,  the 4-2-3-1’s flexibility and 
attacking power is fast becoming the formation of choice for leading coaches all over the 
world.

http://www.coachingsoccertactics.com/coaching-the-4231/



