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LEARNING BY PLAYING: The Legacy of Small Sided Games

Do we call them small sided games, small area games, mini games, street hockey, shinny
hockey or pick up games? That was the game legacy to us and to the world as many of
today’s world class players in soccer and hockey learned the game and developed their
unique abilities by playing street hockey — shinny hockey, pond hockey, street soccer or
pick-up games. In hockey, we just need to look at the tremendous and never ending pool
of talent the Canadians have developed over decades; in soccer the Brazilians with their
technical superiority, their incredible coordination in tight spaces, and their self-control
under the most intense pressure were based on the old-fashioned street soccer, beach
soccer or pick-up games. Sadly they have become extinct almost everywhere where
industrialization, modernism and X-Boxes have had an impact.

The small sided games recreate a similar environment where players can rediscover the
joy of playing the beautiful game. We need to inspire ourselves to create the most
challenging environment for all our players and to never deviate from our goals as to
respecting and nurturing the most beautiful gifts in sports: creativity and uniqueness!

The advantages of small sided games are by far the best tool of ‘learning by playing.’ I do
believe few people will argue with this principle of learning by playing small sided
games, but lots of coaches have a hard time putting it to practice as it may conflict with
the accepted culture of the sport. For the most part, training in practices still isolates the
details of technique, tactics, or condition (speed, endurance, power, agility, coordination);
even if most coaches recognize that these details are closely interconnected. Small sided
games are relegated to beginners practices, if they‘re used at all.

Small sided games correspond to the game: a player who constantly faces new challenges
and situations in practice develops the ability to participate in a more significant way at
any level in a real game situation. We also have to re-create some of the magic by
respecting the unique abilities and experience of our players. All the individual details
can and should be taught trough game like conditions. While this methodology is
especially important at the youth level, it’s just as valid for the senior or professional
level club of any organization.

To complement the small sided game analysis we are going to look at some of the facts
from the scientific study by Rick Foligno (lecturer in the Exercise Science department at
the Manchester Metropolitan University) during the 2002 - 2003 seasons as it provides
scientific evidence for the benefits regarding the utilization of the 4 vs.4 games.



4 vs. 4 and 8 vs. 8 were videotaped, compared and analyzed according to the following
criteria:

number of passes

number of shots

number of 1 vs.1

number of tricks and moves.

The results show that compared to 8 vs. 8 games (7 players 1 Goal Keeper), 4 vs. 4 had:

135% more passes

260% more shots taken

500% more goals scored

225% more 1 vs.1

280% more tricks, turns and moves.

For the players from Manchester United who played fifteen 4 vs. 4 games for the study,
this meant:

585 more passes

481 more shots

301 more goals

525 more 1 vs. 1

436 more tricks, fakes, turns and moves.

Small sided games offer tremendous benefits to all players at all levels:

Plenty of touches for each individual

An easy way to try and creatively develop new tricks

Constant attacking and defending with frequent transitions

With absolutely no external interferences (from parents or coaches), players
become the owners of the game.

Constant dribbling, shooting, passing, ball control, and lots of 1vs.1
Excitement, creativity, greater independence and leadership, a motivational
atmosphere at all times (The joy of playing)

o It is an attack-oriented game: lots of shots on goal.

The small sided games format is without doubt the best tool to allow players to
participate and discover the beauty of the game on their own... lets support and enhance
this so our players can build up a legacy for our next generations.

Smart Transitional Games (STG) ©

The smart transitional games © philosophy is one of change; one of remodeling; one of
adaptation to the constant changes and mentalities that everyone has regarding the game



and how it should be played. To be able to evolve with the needs of the game, we need to
constantly adapt to the game. Regardless of rule changes, the game itself has not changed
that much over the last century - it is the human interaction and beliefs that create the
different currents that sometimes take us away from the reality of what we want to
accomplish.






