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Coaching
the Teenage
Player
According to a recent study by Sport England 135,000
teenagers are dropping out of playing football each
year. This trend impacts upon both football and
society, not only reducing the potential pool of talent
at grassroots level but also creating wider health
implications as in-active teenagers move into adult
life. As coaches we have a significant role to play in
addressing this issue. This article aims to explore why
this might be happening and what you can do to help.
So why do teenagers stop playing football? According
to The FA’s research there are three key reasons:
	
Realisation that they are ‘not good enough’ to
fulfil ambitions.
Football has become too serious and less fun.
Other demands/draws on their time.
In psychology, motivation is often known as ‘the
why of behaviour.’ We have to have a reason to do
something or a reason not to. After a while we can
start to run out of motivation because we have lost
sight of the reason. This often happens in youth sport.
Children usually start playing a sport because it is fun
and they love doing it. Later they may start to become
successful and so their reason for playing starts
to change.

In psychology, motivation is often
known as ‘the why of behaviour.’
We have to have a reason to do
something or a reason not to. After
a while we can start to run out of
motivation because we have lost
sight of the reason.
The sport then becomes the vehicle to achieve success
and recognition. But what if they stop experiencing
success or winning? If their reason for participating
is to win, the reason could well disappear. If that
happens, motivation will evaporate very quickly.
	What are the implications of the research
above for coaches? Perhaps we need to
consider which factors we can control and
which we cannot.
	We may not be able to control whether they
fulfil their ambitions but can we influence why
they are motivated to play?
	Do we develop a culture at our sessions where
it is about the players having fun with their
friends or is enjoyment measured by success
or results on the pitch? Equally, we may not be
able to influence the other demands in their
lives but we can be appreciative of them.

So how can we make football more fun and attractive
for our teenage audience? A visit to any secondary
school at lunchtime provides a useful reference point.
Here you will find dozens of teenagers playing and
enjoying football. Someone brings a football, word
gets round and everyone plays until the bell goes. It’s
not organised or refereed by an adult and everyone
has a great time.
Outside of school, teenagers now have access to
football, in a variety of instant formats, like never
before. Games such as FIFA 15 have recognised the key
ingredients that motivate teenagers to play football.
So what are they?
	Firstly, teenagers want to socialise. Where
previous generations may have left the house
to have a game with their mates – it’s now no
longer necessary. They can meet online, have
social interaction and compete with friends
who live around the corner, or in another city or
even another part of the world.
	Secondly, teenagers want to play matches.
We know from the FA Youth Development
Review that young people want to play in
closely-matched, competitive games. Well
FIFA 15 understands this and matches players
with other ‘gamers’ of similar ability to ensure
interest and excitement.
	Thirdly, teenagers want some element of
ownership. FIFA 15 provides this too. ‘Gamers’
select the team, the formation and what
changes to make during the game. If you
haven’t noticed already, teenagers are well
informed when it comes to modern systems of
play and will know the relative pros and cons
of various formations. Do we encourage this
curiosity in our coaching sessions? How often
do we as coaches provide the players with such
choices and ownership in our training sessions?
Maybe we should.
By understanding our audience more deeply can we
start to tweak our sessions to meet their needs more
effectively? Can we find a way to evolve our offer to
include the elements that teenagers want?

Allow the players to organise their
teams with phrases such as “Organise
yourself into two teams, but here’s
the challenge: I want the game to be
really tight, so I want to see a 3-3,
4-3, 5-4 type of game. Organise two
teams that will produce that!”

Here are some top tips for working with
teenage players:

Create social opportunities through
competition
Allow the players to organise their teams with phrases
such as “Organise yourself into two teams, but here’s
the challenge: I want the game to be really tight, so I
want to see a 3-3, 4-3, 5-4 type of game. Organise two
teams that will produce that!”
Provide game scenarios
It is the 81st minute. Chelsea are 1-0 up away to
Manchester United in the Premier League. Manchester
United cannot lose such a high profile game live on
television. Chelsea will go 5 points clear if they win.
Play out the final nine minutes. To maintain the drama
you may wish to up the challenge. E.g. put a collective
of the star players together on one team – can they
play together? Can the others stop them?! Lower the
challenge - Chelsea have had a player sent off so are
under-loaded. Questions for the players could be what tactics are you going to set? What formation will
work best? How and when are you going to use your 30
second time out?
Offer choices
Set up two boxes with flat disk markers. Allow free play
at first. Introduce that if you can play through the zone
and score that it counts as a double goal. Normal goals
still count and offside applies in the attacking third.
Later allow each team to move their zone to anywhere
on the pitch. The same rules apply. Ask the players
why they have moved it there. What would that look
like in a game? Do they
know any players in the
Premier League who like
to find those pockets
of space? How many
different ways can they
find to play through
the zone?
Provide ownership
Get the player to organise two teams. Introduce the
challenge. The first team to score five goals, five ways
wins. For example, as a team they have to score a left
footed goal, a right footed goal, a header, a volley and
a first time finish. Play out the match or play to a time
limit. Re-set the game. This time the players set the
challenges for the type of goals they need to score.
To make the game harder you could introduce that
all goals have to be scored through a first time finish.
Alternatively, reduce the size of the pitch. To make the
game easier, play without GKs.

