A. Who To Teach? Some children are afraid to play goalie or don't want the pressure that goes with the position. Never force a child to play goalkeeper. 

B. When To Teach? You should not allow a child to play goalkeeper until you have given them some basic instruction. You can do this in as little as 3 minutes. At the very least tell them to protect their face if a shot is coming at it. 

C. Protective Equipment. Even at a young age, goalkeeper gloves are good because they protect the hands. By U-8, knee & elbow pads are a good idea. If you have an aggressive goalkeeper who slides on the ground, padded goalkeeper shorts may be worth the cost. Goalkeepers are allowed to wear a soft cap in cold weather. When it's hot, do not allow a goalkeeper to wear a long-sleeved goalkeeper jersey; they will get over-heated. Protective equipment is good because it can keep a child from getting hurt. The idea that children are tough & don't need any protection doesn't make sense. My experience is that if they get hurt, they often don't want to be the goalkeeper again. 

D. Alternating Goalkeepers. Allow anyone who wants to to play goalkeeper. You will be surprised who will be good. One year I was an assistant for a great U-8 coach who allowed a child who had only one hand to play goalkeeper. Some coaches might have been reluctant, but the child asked to and he did great. 

E. What To Teach? (The following should answer all of your questions. You don't need to teach all of this, just what you think is important). 

1. First, teach them to protect their face so a hard shot doesn't hit them in the nose. Tell them to not worry about trying to catch a ball coming at their face, just put their hands close together & block it (i.e., fingers pointing up with the thumbs touching or overlapping, 6 inches to 1 foot from the face, & forearms parallel to each other & perpendicular to the ground). 

2. Teach them to play about 2 steps in front of the goal. This way, if they bobble a ball or it goes between their legs, they still have room to stop it before it crosses the Goal Line inside the goal. (Remember, the ball must totally cross the entire line before it is a goal). Occasionally, they may have to back up to catch a high chip shot, but that won't happen often. 

3. Teach them the "Ready Position". The Ready Position means hands are up (so they can protect the face), feet are about shoulder width apart, knees are bent, & the goalkeeper is facing the ball with his shoulders "squared" to it (this means the goalkeeper is fully facing the ball & not sideways to it). 

4. Teach them to shift from "post to post" so they are always between the ball & the goal. What this really means is to shift from side to side to cut the "shot angle". For example, if the ball is on the far left sideline, your goalkeeper should be standing about 2 steps in front of the "left post" (i.e., in front of the goal post closest to the ball, which is called the "near post"). As the ball moves toward the "Center of the Field", your goalkeeper should shift that way, always using sidesteps and keeping his eyes on the ball and in the "Ready Position". He should move sideways by shuffling his feet so one foot doesn't cross over the other. 

5. Teach your goalkeeper to "split the shooting angle" in half. The way to do this is by walking out about 12 steps & moving from side to side while holding the ball in your hand. Have your goalkeeper shift as you move & tell him to try to stay in a position where you have no better shot to one side of the goal than the other. Stop if he isn't moving properly & have him check his position. This takes some practice. Now, have him walk out & pretend to have the ball while you are the goalkeeper. Start with him directly in front of the center and you in the center of the goal (remember, 2 steps out). This is an easy place to start. Ask him to which side he has an easier shot. If you are splitting the angle he should not have an easier shot to one side than the other. (You can tell if you have split the angle because he will have to think about it before he answers your question; i.e., neither side will be an easier shot than the other). Have him move right or left while you shift so the angle is always split in half & he doesn't have a better shot to one side than the other. 

6. Teach your goalkeeper to favor the "near post" a little so attackers shoot for the "far post". After he has learned to "split the angle", tell him to stay slightly (i.e., about ½ to one step) toward the "near post" (i.e., toward the goalpost which is closest to the ball). This will encourage the shooter to shoot toward the "far post". You want to do this because the near post is closer and is the easier shot but the far post is farther and a more difficult shot. In brief, you want to discourage the easy shot & encourage the difficult shot. Also, your goalkeeper can more easily deflect a far post shot. (To demonstrate this, stand 12 steps out from one post and roll a ball toward the far post while your goalkeeper is in goal. Have him simply use his foot to deflect the ball so it misses the goal. The point is that if he even barely touches the ball it will be deflected & miss). 

7. When should the goalkeeper go past the posts? The goalkeeper should stay between the goalposts unless there is a loose ball to the left or right side that he can beat the opponent to. Then, he must make a quick decision & run fast to pick up or kick away the ball (once he starts he can't hesitate). If there are opponents coming, he should kick the ball hard out of bounds over the sideline or even over the endline. Except for loose balls, your goalkeeper should stay in front of his goal. Remember, almost all goals are scored from in front of the goal. 

8. Loose balls in front of the goal. The goalkeeper must run quickly to kick or pick up loose balls in front of the goal. If opponents are close it is often better to kick the ball hard up the field or toward the side; however, if it is kicked into an opponent the ball could ricochet back into the goal. 

9. Breakaways & clear shots on goal. If the other team has a "breakaway" (see definition in Dictionary) where an attacker is coming 1 vs. 1 at the goalkeeper, the goalkeeper must come out from the goal toward the ballhandler. This narrows the shooting angle. (To demonstrate this, stand about 15 steps from the goal & have the goalkeeper walk from the goal out toward you & then swap places & have him stand where you were while you walk out toward him. Ask him if he notices that as you come out toward him it becomes harder for him to get a clear shot). This also applies when a shooter has a clear shot on goal. In these cases the goalkeeper must watch the ball and not the shooter; if he watches the shooter he can be faked out. (U-10 & up). 

10. Catching & Deflecting The Ball. The objective is to catch balls that can be caught & to deflect or kick away those that can't. The most typical mistake is for the ball to go thru a goalkeeper's hands. In general, the way to prevent this is by getting the hands behind the ball, instead of trying to catch the ball by putting one hand on each side. Also, it helps if the goalkeeper can get his body between the ball & the goal. The first choice is to catch or pick up the ball, but if this is risky or not possible, the goalkeeper should try to deflect it or kick it away. The following describes how to teach your goalkeeper to field various types of shots: 

a. Fielding Ground Balls. The most important teaching point is for the goalkeeper to move so his body is between the ball & the goal. He should catch the ball by using the "Goalkeeper Scoop" which means he puts the backs of the fingers of both hands on the ground (with the hands close together) & scoops the ball up & pulls it into his chest. The advantage of this method is that the ball is unlikely to go thru the hands; the risk is that the ball will bounce off the goalkeeper's chest & he will drop it, so practice is advisable. 

b. Catching Balls That Are In the Air But Below The Top Of The Head. The key is to keep the hands close together & wrap them around the ball when the ball makes contact. I teach my goalkeeper to keep his hands "flat" (i.e., fingers pointing up toward the sky & hands flat, like they were pressed on a pane of glass). This does 2 things: first, his fingers won't get jammed as they might if his fingers pointed toward the ball & second, the ball is less likely to go between his hands than if he has his hands turned sideways & tries to catch the ball on its sides. The typical position of the hands is called the "W". To see the "W", hold your hands in front of your face & pretend you are pressing a pane of glass 9" - 12" from your nose; spread out your fingers & put your thumbs about 1" apart; now, move your forearms so they are parallel to each other. At this point, your thumbs & first fingers should look like a "W". Now, imagine the ball coming into your hands & as soon as it touches your thumbs you wrap your fingers around the ball. This is the concept, and it is similar for balls below the waist. Important: teach them to keep their hands out from their face; if the hands are close to the face a hard shot will push the hands back & hit them in the nose. 

c. Catching Balls That Are Just Over The Head. It is easy for a hard shot that is just over the head to bend the goalkeeper's fingers back & go into the goal. Teach your goalkeeper to not try to catch this ball, but to block it. Teach him to raise his hands high in the "W" position with the forearms close enough together to block the ball; he should try to get this hands on top of the ball; thus, he should raise his hands quickly up & forward. The forward movement will help keep a hard shot from bending the hands backward. If he gets on top of the ball, he will usually be able to knock it to the ground or catch it. If it is really high and hard, this technique will often deflect the ball over the top of the goal. 

d. Deflecting Very High Balls. The goalkeeper should use the same "up & forward" method described in "c" above & try to deflect the ball using his palms. The up & forward push is critical to re-direct the ball. Do not teach children to use fists for this or to try to "punch" balls; their hands are too small and weak. It won't work & they can get hurt. It is much easier to deflect balls over the top of the goal if the goalkeeper is 2 steps out in front of the goal (if he's too close to the goal there isn't room to deflect it over the top). 

e. Catching Air-Balls To The Side. For balls that are in the air & to the side, try to get the body between the ball & the goal but if that isn't possible, try to get a hand or hands behind the ball. Do this by quickly moving the hand sideways & somewhat forward (the same principle as in "c" above). 

f. Deflecting Air-Balls To The Side. Use the same method described in "d" & "e" above. The key is to not just push sideways, but also somewhat forward. If possible, the goalkeeper should even step forward toward the ball. The farther he is from the goal at the time of contact, the more likely he can deflect the ball past the goal. Again, teach them to use their palms, not their fists. (Note: This is the method the U.S. goalkeeper used to beat China to win the 1999 Women's World Cup; i.e., she moved forward to block a shot in the shoot-out). 

11. Distributing The Ball. The term "distributing the ball" refers to the ways in which the goalkeeper can put the ball back into play. When the goalkeeper is in the Penalty Box he has special privileges and may catch or pick up the ball after it has been kicked or touched by an opponent or by a teammate if it wasn't intentionally kicked to the goalkeeper (i.e., the goalkeeper may touch the ball with his hands inside the Penalty Box if it was last touched by an opponent or if it was touched by a teammate, such as by a header, unless the teammate intentionally kicked the ball to the goalkeeper). Once he legally picks up the ball inside the Penalty Box, the goalkeeper may then punt, kick, throw, or dribble the ball. Note 3 special situations. First, if the goalkeeper is outside the Penalty Box he can play like any "field" player but does not have special privileges. Second, if the goalie picks up the ball inside the Penalty Box and drops it and dribbles inside the Box, he cannot pick it up again but can only play it with his feet and at that point the opponents can try to steal the ball from him. Third, the goalkeeper has the option of first dribbling a ball which he is legally entitled to pick up and then picking it up so long as he is still inside the Penalty Box. Why would he dribble it and then pick it up? Usually in order to move closer to the edge of the Penalty Box before punting. (Obviously, the goalkeeper wants to be cautious when dribbling the ball). Note: once the goalkeeper picks up the ball, he must release the ball within 6 seconds, but due to a 2001 rule change he can take as many steps as he wants so long as he releases the ball within 6 seconds. The rules say that if he doesn't release the ball within 6 seconds it is an "indirect kick foul" and the other team gets an indirect kick; this is often called in youth games but rarely in adult games. Also, if the goalkeeper picks it up, dribbles, & then picks it up again, it is a "handball", even if he is still inside the Penalty Box. (See "Fouls" in the Dictionary). 

a. Punting. Punting is the primary way in which most Rec goalies will distribute the ball. Assuming your goalie has a strong leg, the advantage of punting is that it gets the ball out your "Danger Zone" (i.e., out of your "Defensive Third"). The disadvantage is that at best you have a 50 / 50 chance to win the punt. Another advantage of a punt versus a kick off the ground is that the punt has more height and should go over nearby opponents. In choosing a goalie, it is a great advantage to choose one who can punt the ball a long distance. A long punt can even allow your team to launch a counterattack and forces the opponents to stay away from your goal. The key to consistent punting is to face the target "square" & a consistent drop. Children's hands are small. Teach your young goalkeepers to hold the ball with 2 hands, fully extend the arms & drop the ball from waist height. This will result in a consistent drop. If punts are too low (not enough height) it means the ball is being contacted too low. If too much height & not enough distance, it is being contacted too high. The goalkeeper has six seconds after picking up the ball to punt it or release it. He is allowed to pick it up, run with it and then punt, throw it, or drop it and dribble or kick it. However, he cannot touch it with his hands outside the "Penalty Box" and once he drops it he can't touch it again with his hands until an opponent has touched it. 

b. Throwing. Throwing the ball can be difficult for young children because their hands are so small. The 3 main types of throws are "rolling the ball", the "baseball throw" and the "overarm throw". For short distances, the best method is to roll the ball using an underhand method (like American bowling). For medium distances or a quick release, the "baseball throw" is often used. For longer distances, the "overarm throw" (which in the game of Cricket is called a "bowling" throw) is best. (With the overarm throw the arm stays straight and power is from the shoulder). A sidearm throw should be avoided because the ball will curve. For most Rec teams it is better to punt the ball than to throw it. 

c. Drop Kick or Half-Volley Kick. A "drop kick" is also called a "half-volley kick". There is more potential for mis-kicking the ball using this technique than by punting the ball. This is not a technique a Rec coach would teach. 

d. Dribbling Then Passing or Kicking. Another option the goalie has, as explained above, is to dribble the ball and then pass or kick it. The risk is that an opponent steals the ball while the goal is undefended. This risk is reduced if the goalie kicks or passes toward the sideline. If you have a good goalie with a good leg, let them try this if no opponents are near. It can definitely add to the excitement. 

F. Goal Kicks. A "Goal Kick" is a special situation in which the goalkeeper or a teammate must kick the ball. See "Goal Kick" in the Dictionary and the diagram titled "Spread The Field" Goal Kick Set-Up at the end of Chapter 3. 

If your goalkeeper has a strong leg, have him take your goal kicks. Otherwise, you may want to have another player take the kick while the goalkeeper stays in front of the goal. If you have an advanced team and don't have someone who can kick the ball to the halfway line, consider "Spreading The Field" in order to "Stretch The Defense". 

G. Special Rules For Goalkeepers. Goalkeepers get special privileges and protections when inside the Penalty Box. The special privileges are described in No. 11, above. The special protections are twofold: First, when the goalkeeper is holding the ball, or even if it is on the ground & he has a hand on it & is holding it still (i.e., if he has "control"), opponents may not try to kick or hit the ball. Second, opponents may not harass, interfere with, obstruct, or intentionally "worry" the goalkeeper. (See the Dictionary; "Fouls, Indirect Kick Fouls", "Cards, Unsporting Behavior", "Goalkeeper", & "Worrying The Goalkeeper"). 

H. Blaming or Criticizing The Goalkeeper. Goalkeepers tend to get blamed for goals when most of the time it isn't their fault (if the other defenders are doing a great job there won't be any shots on goal). You should tell your goalkeeper before the game that the other team is expected to score goals & that it isn't his fault if they score. Do not let anyone else (players or parents) blame the goalkeeper. In fact, after the game you should have the rest of the team thank the goalkeeper, even if he or she did make mistakes. You should encourage everyone who wants to to take a try at playing goalkeeper. You will be surprised who is good & you really can't tell until they actually play the position. At the very least, it will give all the players respect for how tough the position is & they will be less likely to blame the goalkeeper when goals are scored. It may be a good idea at the first of the season to tell players and parents that anyone who criticizes the goalkeeper may be required to be the goalkeeper. 

I. Goalkeeper As A "Second Sweeper". If your goalkeeper has some speed and ability, enjoys playing aggressively and if you "Push Up" when you attack, you may want to encourage her to come out the edge of the Penalty Box or beyond to play like a "Second Sweeper". If he picks up the ball & no opponents are close, encourage him to drop the ball & dribble it out & then kick it. (Once he drops it or when out the Penalty Box, he can play like a field player but can't touch the ball with his hands). Encourage him to play aggressively & to take chances, everyone will have much more fun if you do & more kids will want to play goal. 

J. The Goalkeeper Should Be The "Boss" Around The Goal. Tell everyone that the goalkeeper is the Boss in the Penalty Box & they must listen to him & do what he says. Encourage the goalkeeper to talk & be the Boss inside the Penalty Box. 

K. How To Select a Goalkeeper (U-10 & Older). I don't put anyone in goal unless they want to play there. I ask who wants to play goal, or who has played it, and test their skills by having them punt the ball, seeing how far they can kick the ball, throwing it at them to see if they have "good hands", and being sure they know how to move to cut the shot angle, how to catch a ball and how to deflect a shot off to the side and over the crossbar. Ideally, a goalie is quick, but there are more important things in rec soccer. In rec soccer, height helps and the ability to clear a punt is very important, or the other team will bring pressure and get scoring opportunities. A long goal kick isn't as critical; you can have another player take those. I have had several goalies who were good but would have been average at best anywhere else on the field. These were large boys who were slow with below average ball skills, but they were good in goal. In rec soccer, a great goalie can make a huge difference and can be worth 2 or 3 goals. 

