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Executive Summary
The Skill Acquisition Phase of Development and the Football NSW (FNSW) Skill Acquisition Program (SAP) are 
both of vital importance to the future of player development in Australia. As the country’s largest program for 
our most talented players and coaches in this crucial age group, the FNSW SAP continues to grow, develop 
and improve through shared learning and support.

The following pages have many topics covered in depth technically and do not need to be fully understood by 
all who read it. We hope that all, however, take away these fundamental points relevant to SAP.  

 • We promote development over results

 • We promote technical considerations over size and strength

 • We promote technical training over tactical priorities

	 •	We	promote	long	term	priorities	over	short	term	benefits

 • We promote increased opportunities for both boys and girls

 • We support rising coaching accreditation 

 • We support ongoing program assessment and mentoring

 • We support the program through communication and education

We all look forward to the SAP year ahead. 
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1. Overview
This report is based upon SAP Gala Days in March and April 2016 and incorporates last year’s detailed report 
and	collective	knowledge	from	five	years	of	assessment	and	analysis	of	FNSW	SAP	programs.	

It should be a reference point for all SAP Licencees Technical Directors, Coaches and Parents in terms of 
where	SAP	is	currently	and	where	it	has	come	from.	Whilst	there	has	been	more	than	significant	positive	
progress in scale and technical outcomes we will always strive to improve the Program. Further education 
and ongoing communication is vital to ensuring a common language and approach in SAP.

Please note that in this report there is an increased emphasis on coaching priorities and session planning 
consistent with the technical observations with accompanying text and diagrams to support. This should be 
an assistance for coaches in understanding priorities in training SAP players. 

2. SAP 2016
SAP has altered and expanded considerably over recent years and has further expanded in 2016 with the 
introduction of eight news Licencees (now 39 in total) and the incorporation of U/12s into the 9 vs 9 format 
of Small Sided Games (SSG). This expansion and subsequent increased opportunities for more players having 
access to SAP programs is consistent with recommendations from the Technical Departments of both FFA 
and FNSW.

This expansion has resulted in some 3500 players in SAP (boys) with a further 200 in the SAP Girls program. 
This is a seven fold increase on its predecessor, the Metro League, which operated prior to the FNSW 
Technical Department being formed. In 2011 the Metro League operated only in the U/11s and U/12s age 
groups with approximately 500 players. (refer to 2. SAP History - Diagram 1 below). Currently FFA C Licence 
Accreditation	is	required	to	coach	a	SAP	squad	and	we	have	clearly	seen	the	benefits	of	more	qualified	and	
experienced coaches working with our young players. 

Given	higher	coaching	qualification,	increased	training	and	game	loading	and	an	increased	focus	on	age	
specific	development	priorities,	the	program	has	been	recognised	by	all	technical	observers	to	be	producing	
superior players that are better prepared technically to progress into elite programs in the older age groups.

It is worth noting that positional numbers referred to during this report are for the 1:3:3 formation of 7 vs 7 
football for U/9s and the 1:3:2:3 formation of 9 vs 9 football for U/10s, U/11s and U/12s.These formations and 
the	number	systems	associated	flow	into	what	the	U/12s	SAP	will	experience	in	the	1:4:3:3	formation	of	11	vs	
11 football in year 2017 in the U/13s age group.

3. Coach Comments
Through discussions with various SAP Assessors there were a number of consistent trends coming to the 
fore. Whilst the overwhelming majority of comments were consistent with National Curriculum priorities 
there were some matters of concern worth highlighting.

Many parents (and perhaps some coaches) believe that ‘real’ football is only played on full size pitches They 
have, because of this, now perceived that U/12s football has now become ‘casual’, ‘non –competitive’ or ‘just 
for fun’ because it does not have the ‘competitive edge’ that only full size pitches with full size goals in a 
competition	with	points	can	bring.	Disappointingly	parent	opinions	on	the	matter	seems	to	influence	some	
coaches. 

There is no Technical or Development principle that supports this position! 

FNSW encourages all SAP Coaches to motivate and inspire players to be competitive in all age groups 
and	attempt	to	win	games	providing	it	is	done	in	a	manner	beneficial	to	player	development.	FNSW	also	
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encourages SAP Licencees to educate parents in what will be delivered in SAP consistent with this broad 
principle in the development of our young players. 

For example, a very positive observation is the involvement of many ex–professional players coaching in 
the SAP environment and imparting their knowledge to our youngest players. FNSW utilises these ex-player 
coaches as an example simply because they clearly know of how ‘competitive’ football works through their 
personal life experiences but they also tend to be amongst the calmest of all coaches operating in youth. 
Why? – because they understand, as the vast majority of SAP coaches do, that these players need to learn 
many things on their pathway to adult football including, but not limited to, competitiveness and a drive to 
win.

It has also been stated by a small number of coaches (especially in U/11s and U/12s SAP Gala Day 2) that 
they believed that their training focus should now be on tactical priorities rather than skill acquisition training 
with a focus on the four core skills. This is not an acceptable position to train nor to promote within the SAP 
program. 

Whilst tactical play and considerations evolve over time and as players mature, there is no accepted position 
that it should be the priority in these age groups. Players need to train their core skills to allow them to be 
able to better function in team play as that develops over time. To ignore this basic tenet in SAP is to deny 
our young players the required skill training they need to maximise their potential as players. The National 
Curriculum and all SAP literature is very consistent with this communication. 

Whilst we will always look to further improve shape and style of play in SAP, this does not change the fact 
that training should continue to be skill acquisition focussed (see 4. Core Skills below). This is also the case as 
players move into U/13s on a full size pitch in NPL or NPLW. 

After	five	years	of	SAP	and	with	our	structures	very	established	there	still	tends	to	be	more	discussions	than	
necessary about structures, regulations and what other squads are potentially doing badly or incorrectly. 

Some are related to ground size and orientation. Please be aware that there will always be minor variations in 
field	sizes	in	SAP	and	this	is	not	a	defining	factor	in	the	nature	or	quality	of	games	being	played.	This	should	
not be a focus of intense debate amongst TDs, coaches and parents. 

For	example,	the	half	field	layout	in	U/10s,	U/11s	and	U/12s	can	still	have	totally	acceptable	development	
outcomes going sideways to accommodate two games simultaneously on the same full size pitch. Adult 
players at an elite level can comfortably train and play (and frequently do) on similar surrounds with similar 
playing numbers without any technical observer taking the view that it is too small for them or that this would 
negatively impact the way they would then adapt to potentially play on a full size pitch.

Whilst we are happy to concede that improvements in adherence to SAP principles can continue to rise 
and that a poor approach from on SAP Coach can impact another, we believe that a coach’s focus should 
intrinsically be on their own team/s and their individual and collective improvement.

4. SAP History
In line with the views expressed above in Coach Comments, FNSW are clearly are looking to encourage the 
promotion of skilful players through SAP. Whilst this process continues to evolve over time, it is clear that 
there	have	been	significant	improvement	through	the	years	that	the	program	has	been	in	existence.

To	put	this	in	context,	if	we	were	to	rewind	five	years,	and	compare	the	volume	of	training	and	games	that	are	
now	available	for	a	significantly	larger	pool	(seven	times	larger)	of	young	players	in	FNSW	there	would	be	no	
doubt	that	there	are	significantly	higher	standards	being	adhered	to	and	supported.

This	timeline	is	reflected	in	Chart 1 below. 
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2011 Metro League 2016 SAP

Playing Age U/9s

Numbers None 39 Licences @ 20/squad = 780 players

Play Format None 7 vs 7 Games @ formation 1:3:3

Loading None 3 train + 1 match x 40 = 160 contacts 

Coach None AFC / FFA C Licence Minimum

Playing Age U/10s

Numbers None 39 Licences @ 24/squad = 936 players

Play Format None 9 vs 9 Games @ formation 1:3:2:3

Loading None 3 train + 1 match x 40 = 160 contacts 

Coach None AFC / FFA C Licence Minimum

Playing Age U/11s

Numbers 17 Assoc.@ 16/squad = 272 players 39 Licences @ 24/squad = 936 players

Play Format 11 vs 11 Games @ formation varied 9 vs 9 Games @ formation 1:3:2:3

Loading 1-2 train.+ 1 match x 25 < 80 contacts 3 train + 1 match x 40 = 160 contacts 

Coach Community Youth Licence minimum AFC / FFA C Licence Minimum

Playing Age U/12s

Numbers 17 Assoc.@ 16/squad = 272 players 39 Licences @ 24/squad = 936 players

Play Format 11 vs 11 Games @ formation varied 9 vs 9 Games @ formation 1:3:2:3

Loading 1-2 train.+ 1 match x 25 < 80 contacts 3 train + 1 match x 40 = 160 contacts 

Coach Community Youth Licence minimum AFC / FFA C Licence Minimum

Chart 1

Whilst there were undoubtedly dedicated coaches in Metro League doing the right thing for players’ 
development, there were also many examples of poor decisions and priorities accepted on the basis of a 
competitive	competition	structure	with	less	experienced	and	qualified	coaches.	Whilst	not	suggesting	that	in	
2016 we don’t have current challenges or there aren’t improvements that can be made, it is clear that a far 
more consistent platform of player development has been created. 

By way of a highlight the FNSW Technical Department has never received a technical opinion from a coach 
or Technical Director who has stated that SAP players are not on average technically far superior players to 
those playing in the previous competition structure of Metro League. 

Competition as such or the ‘combative’ nature of Metro League is not a guarantee to producing quality 
football	players.	The	priorities	towards	results	and	coaching	specifically	for	short	rather	than	long	terms	goals	
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had to be changed and it is pleasing to see so many programs and coaches embracing this concept. 

It can easily be concluded that the drive for a Grand Final in these age groups was not in the best interest of 
player development. As stated previously, players are at a higher technical level through their training and 
games but, more importantly, there is a seven fold increase in players having the opportunity to receive a 
quality training and game environment. 

Collectively we have come a long way since our U/9s teams were playing on a full size pitch and the measure 
of a youth coach was simply measured by results or position on a competition table. FNSW encourages all 
SAP Licencees to continue to lift their standards in coaching and facilities for this vital age group.

5. Girls in SAP
It	has	been	pleasing	to	see	the	Girls	specific	SAP	program	growing	in	depth	and	quality	following	the	very	
successful SAP Girls Gala Day of August 2015. The overall standard of our young female players in the larger 
SAP program also continue to improve and were referenced in the 2015 SAP Progress Report Item 4: Girls 
in SAP. 

For	all	those	involved	in	the	Girls’	specific	SAP	it	is	important	to	note	than	many	of	the	learnings	and	
improvements that SAP has evolved into as the Program has improved are also evident in the Girls SAP. 
Simply put, the Girls’ Program will likely expand in numbers as well as improve in structure, coaching and 
player development over the years in a similar pattern to SAP. It is for this reason that this report will refer 
to issues that currently exist. How quickly the Program will improve will be based on the ability and desire of 
Programs, TDs and coaches to raise standards for their players. There have been already been signs that this 
is occurring.

Some	Girls’	specific	feedback	that	should	be	noted	include:

 • Direct play – kicking long into space or a challenge whilst under pressure.
  Players were often not prepared to play sideways or backwards under any circumstances. A training 

remedy	for	that	should	be	first	touch/striking	the	ball	incorporated	passing	practices	emphasising	
playing	backwards	and	sideways	to	maintain	possession	and	find	a	player	who	is	able	to	play	forward	to	
a team mate.

	 •	Bunching	due	to	poor	first	touch/striking	the	ball.
  As with direct play above, this bunching relates to player experience and levels of technique. At times 

it	was	difficult	to	determine	actual	player	positions	and	shape	based	on	this.	Better	shape	through	
making space for each other will improve with training these Core Skills. Players should be encouraged 
and praised for executing successful passes to maintain possession. Multiple passing sequences can be 
much	more	difficult	than	scoring	goals	at	this	age	and	should	be	acknowledged	when	achieved.

 • Great coach feedback and encouragement
  Whilst acknowledging that consistently higher technical levels amongst the players in Girls SAP will take 

some time, it was pleasing to observe a very positive approach from coaches in terms of age related 
feedback and the obvious priority in pursuing a better development outcome for all their players

FNSW looks forward to great success and improvement in the Girls’ SAP this year and in the future. 

6. SAP Training - Core Skills
The following observations were made by the SAP Technical Assessors as particular aspects of Skill 
Acquisition training that could be highlighted as there were some patterns emerging from general SAP play. 
It	would	be	beneficial	for	coaches	to	focus	further	on	and	specify	aspects	of	Core	Skills	that	need	work	and	
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planning, preparing and conducting sessions to facilitate player improvement - all based on quality coaching 
interactions and appropriate resistances in the training. Be aware that these are not entire training sessions 
incorporating three components – Skill Introduction/Skill Training/Skill Game – rather they are indicative of 
training priorities based on a core skill.  

This training also relates to previous comments that Coaches believed that players were now in Game 
Training or Performance Phase environments and should be trained with the majority of emphasis on 
tactical team play (see 1. Coach Comments above).  This is not correct and should never be communicated 
as such at a SAP Program. To not concentrate on Skill Acquisition as a priority is a disservice to the players 
under your care and is not prioritising the learning that they need now.	It	is	much	more	difficult	to	acquire	
these skills later if they have not been developed in these age groups in SAP and in U/13s Football also.

Core Skill
Running with the Ball:  Specific Aspect: Recognising when to run with the ball i.e. space in front.

Whilst running with the ball was often seen positively, it was noted there were times that players chose to 
stop and play a pass when they could have run with the ball into space created by quick ball circulation. A Skill 
Acquisition Session highlighting when (and when not) to run with the ball into a forward position. 

Diagram 1

Diagram 1 Key Outcome: Players witnessed in SAP Games and Gala Days are able to consistently identify 
when to run with the ball into space.
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Core Skill
First Touch:  Specific Aspect:	Recognising	when	to	take	a	first	touch	away	from	an	opponent.

Many players showed good technique in controlling a ball but could not recognise where to move the ball 
on	first	touch	in	relation	to	an	opponent	(or	a	touchline).		Many	would	turn	blind	or	let	the	ball	run	into	a	
challenge and lose possession through not scanning or rather, assuming that no opponent would close their 
space. 

Coaches can work on a Skill Acquisition session highlighting when to turn (unopposed or breaking a line) and 
when	to	take	a	first	touch	sideways	or	backwards	or	shield	to	maintain	possession	(refer	to	Diagram	2).

Diagram 2

Diagram 2 Key Outcome: Players	witnessed	in	SAP	Games	and	Gala	Days	are	able	to	consistently	take	first	
touch away from an opponent to maintain possession.



PG 10 FOOTBALL NSW SAP 2016 PROGRESS REPORT

Core Skill
One vs One:  Specific Aspect: Recognising distance to opponent to perform an action to go past.

Note that this should not be done exclusively for strikers #7,#9 and #11. All players in SAP should have the 
confidence	to	be	able	to	have	positive	one	vs	one	actions	during	a	game	or	training.	Clear	observations	from	
SAP Gala Days was that certain backline players were instructed to kick long “out of danger” whenever an 
opposition player closed them down. This can’t be accepted as a development priority in SAP for what should 
be very obvious reasons. 

Ensure also that it is a session with one vs one attacking and defending which is often ignored or not 
emphasised in training to the desired level. Coaching defensive priorities for players will improve individual 
and squad defensive abilities as well as promote more resistance and better development outcomes for the 
attacking player(s) in a one vs one or two vs two contest.  

Diagram 3

Outcome: Players witnessed in SAP Games and Gala Days are able to consistently perform an action to go 
past an opponent.
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Core Skill
Striking the Ball:  Specific Aspect: A pass or shot over distance keeping the ball low. 

It	was	observed	that	there	were	many	instance	of	players	lofting	passes	or	shots	over	distances	where	a	firm	
direct pass low would have been a better option. This was especially observed whilst shooting for goals from 
excessive distance (see 6. Direct Free Kicks and Shots from Distance below) where players would lean back to 
lift a ball over a keeper (an issue which was more prevalent and previously endemic in U/12s Football being 
played on full size goals. 

This	session	would	look	to	facilitate	passing	firmly	with	technique	specifically	operating	below	waist	height.	
Below waste height passing should be the overwhelming majority of passes in a SAP training or game 
environment.

Diagram 4

Diagram 4 Key Outcome: Players witnessed in SAP Games and Gala Days are able to consistently pass or 
shoot over distance keeping the ball low
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7. Throw ins 
This aspect refers to the physical technique of throw ins rather than in context of playing style and 
maximising playing time (See also attached 2015 SAP Progress Report Item 13: Restarts – Throw Ins) 

Whilst correcting poor technique with throw ins is not a major priority in SAP, it is clear that some players 
need further guidance.

Negative Observations

1.  Players throwing the ball whilst practically running during and beyond the action of throwing (not setting 
feet).

2. Players ducking their heads whilst throwing.

3. Players not taking the ball behind their heads (throwing from in front of their forehead). 

An easy way to incorporate some advice and correction without wasting valuable training time with your 
players	is	shown	graphically	below.	The	first	action	of	a	passing	practice	incorporates	a	throw	in	(with	some	
guidance if necessary) and the ball is quickly played back (volleyed) and circulated through the practice.

Diagram 5

Diagram 5 Key Outcome: Players witnessed in SAP Games and Gala Days are able to consistently perform 
an adequate and appropriate throw-in technique.
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8. Direct Free Kicks and shots from distance
Referenced previously in this report. (refer to 4. Core Skills 4 Striking the Ball and also attached 2015 SAP 
Progress Report Item 9: Attacking Options to Score Goals) 

Again this is of some concern with coaches seemingly allowing and encouraging shooting for goal from 
unrealistic distances - whether direct from a free kick or on the run. As stated previously many shots are 
taken	ware	well	out	of	range	for	players	of	this	age	and	waste	time	and	opportunities	for	players	to	find	
realistic solutions to score. 

On a positive note the vast majority of squads are not doing that and coaches have frequently heard stating 
“just look to play” which is an obvious reference to them not condoning players attempting these shots. Free 
kicks from out of range to score should be played quickly to recirculate the ball into play and continue the 
game with minimum delay. The diagram below is a visual interpretation. 

Diagram 6

Diagram 6 Key Outcome: Players witnessed in SAP Games and Gala Days are consistently refraining from 
taking shots from unrealistic distances and working the ball intelligently closer to goals.
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9. Corners
As noted in previous reports (see attached 2015 SAP Progress Report Item 12: Restarts – Corners) there 
has been huge improvements in this over the years However there is still observations of some Licencees 
never	playing	short	corners	in	SAP	which	is	very	difficult	to	understand	after	so	much	progress	from	others.

Please note that there is very little correlation between a SAP long corner to that of long corner in 
Professional/Adult football. Goals are very rarely scored in SAP directly from a corner as one would witness 
watching A League or other Professional Leagues. Goals are frequently scored from a goalkeeper or 
defender’s inability (due to age rather than skill) to clear a ball coming in at that pace and distance resulting 
in a goalmouth scramble and a goal. Not an outcome that we are looking to encourage. This process also 
takes	more	time	to	execute	whilst	occasionally	a	tall	#6	central	defender	comes	forward	(again	a	reflection	of	
Professional/ Adult football being funnelled into SAP).

Many would be aware that great time and planning goes into set pieces and corners at Professional level. This 
is	directed	towards	players	in	Performance	Phase	with	entirely	different	priorities	than	SAP	players	and	they	
train	and	are	coached	entirely	differently.	Please	train	and	play	with	a	view	to	restart	the	game	as	soon	as	
possible for the maximum development for all players.

10. Warm ups
There	were	some	extreme	differences	between	SAP	Licencees	in	terms	of	the	standard	of	warm	ups	that	
were observed during SAP Gala Days 1 and 2.

SAP Licencees, Technical Directors and coaches should be able to consistently conduct and manage their 
players in an appropriate warm up prior to a SAP Gala game or any other SAP game or training throughout 
the season. Whilst this was observed positively in the vast majority of cases (more than 95%) we need total  
compliance in this regard. 

Negative Observations

1. Warm ups with no ball incorporated for the vast majority of the time allocated.

2.  Warm ups with one ball in straight line passing/shooting exercises with less than 20% of players involved 
at any one time.  

3.  Unorganised random player actions suggesting players had little idea or instruction of what they should 
be doing to prepare.

All of these would rightly be seen by any experienced observer (including many parents and players) as 
being indicative of an inexperienced coach or at the very least one who is extremely casual about his team’s 
preparation for a game (and this would likely be true for trainings also). Coaches and Technical Directors 
must ensure that warm ups are well organised, consistent and incorporate multiple touches, movements and 
playing opportunities for all players in preparation for physical activity.

Positive Observations

1. Well planned timely warmups incorporating Assistant Coaches.

2.  Great use of positioning games in warm ups to maximise movement, touches and decision making 
amongst players.

In the majority of cases, warm ups were clearly organised and players understood their roles. There should 
be clear and communicated warm up structures and protocols put in place so that over time players know 
exactly what they should be looking to do as soon as they turn up to training (sometimes earlier than the 
coach) and at all games.
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Diagram 7

Diagram 8

Diagram 7 and 8 Key Outcome: Players witnessed in SAP Trainings and Gala Days are warmed up with 
intelligent	striking	the	ball	and	first	touch	practices	incorporating	all	players.	No	straight	line	drills	and	long	
queues to be witnessed.
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Diagram 9

Diagram 10

Diagram 9 and 10 Key Outcome: As with 8 and 9 players witnessed in SAP Trainings and Gala Days are 
warmed up with intelligent practices including the addition of game related positioning practices.
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11. Keeping the Ball in Play
Please note the text in italics below previously communicated (See Item 13 (See also attached 2015 SAP 
Progress Report Item 13: Restarts – Throw Ins) and occasionally still observed. Graphically represented 
below, it relates to full backs deliberately playing out over the sideline under limited pressure (i.e. not from a 
clearance / tackle to play the ball out). 

Item 13 “This last point relates to a technical matter usually involving fullbacks #2 and #5 which has seen marked 
improvement over the years and was seldom seen in the Gala Day weekend. Through balls in wide positions 
would traditionally end up deliberately kicked over the sideline rather than being played out. Please do not allow 
any player with time on the ball to do this. Encourage others players including your goalkeeper to create passing 
opportunities for your team to maintain possession.”

Diagram 11

Diagram 11 Key Outcome: Players retreating to collect the ball in wide areas will look to play out using GK or 
other players rather than kicking out of play.
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12. Pressing opponent on Goal Kick
Consistent with other points made through this report, this is an aspect of the program that has improved 
over time, but regular adherence needs to be reinforced. There were instances of players not allowing a 
defender to receive a ball before pressing them to win the ball back. This was also evident and stated last 
year (See attached 2015 SAP Progress Report Item 5: Playing out from the Back). It would appear that they 
were instructed to do this by coaches or, alternatively, they were not corrected when this occurred. In either 
case it is the coach’s responsibility to ensure that opponents have the ability to receive a ball from the GK 
with time to look up before being pressed by an opponent. Please ensure that this is clear in the mind of your 
players as this is fundamental to developing players comfortable in playing out from the back and we will not 
return to pre SAP priorities and observations of GKs or defenders simply kicking long into a challenge to gain 
territory.

13. Numbering System 
There has been almost complete take up from coaches regarding the numbering system and their player’s 
knowledge of it. (See 2015 SAP Progress Report Item 3: Numbering System). Please note the following 
diagram as a reference. The easiest way to remember these systems relating to 1:3:3 and 1:3:2:3 if you are 
familiar with 1:4:3:3 is to remove central defenders #3 and #4 and have #6 in the centre of defence. #8 and 
#10	are	added	as	two	midfielders	in	U/10s	to	U/12s.

Diagram 12

Diagram 12 Key Outcome: Through Coach Communication, all players to understand Numbering System 
relative to their age group
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14. Summary 
We wish to acknowledge the continued commitment from so many Programs, Technical Directors, Coaches, 
Parents and players in making the SAP program the success that it is. Whilst we will continue to monitor, 
assess and provide feedback we understand how large the program is and the need for all concerned to 
continually improve their operational and coaching standards in all aspects of SAP delivery.

We trust that you will read the report enclosed here in the context to which it is written: To further improve 
our abilities to create player and coach pathways in the Skill Acquisition Phase age groups.

We look forward to future SAP Gala Days and working with coaches through the SAP Assessment process 
throughout 2016. 

Alex Tobin
FNSW STATE TECHNICAL DIRECTOR

Paul Wade
FNSW SAP ASSESSOR
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As the second Football NSW (FNSW) SAP Gala Day approaches in May I would like to take the opportunity 
to outline some development outcomes and discussion points from the March Gala Day at the Opening 
Ceremony of VSP as well as ongoing 2015 SAP assessments. Many of the points outlined are consistent with 
previous SAP Reports previously tabled to SAP programmes over the years. Importantly, many of the topics of 
discussion	have	seen	significant	improvements	over	the	last	four	years	of	SAP	but	others	remain	a	challenge	
and we will always strive to ensure better outcomes in the development of our young players.

Please note that positional numbers referred to during this report are for the 1:3:3 formation of 7 vs 7 
football for U/9s and the 1:3:2:3 formation of 9 vs 9 football for U/10s and U/11s.These formations and the 
number	systems	associated	flow	into	what	the	U/11s	SAP	will	experience	in	the	1:4:3:3	formation	of	11	vs	11	
football in later years.

Many of the areas of interest highlighted in the SAP assessments are also issues in boys NPL U/12s to 
U/15s which in 2013 and 2014 have undergone a similar assessment process to 2012 – 2014 SAP. We have 
a collective obligation to ensure that the manner in which we educate our young players does not obstruct 
them in reaching their full potential.

The following items will be outlined in this memo:

1. SAP Gala Days and SAP Season Games
2. Standard of Play
3. Numbering System
4. Girls in SAP
5. Playing Out From the Back
6.	 Playing	from	the	Back	Three	through	Midfield
7.	 Playing	from	the	Back	Three	and	Midfield	to	the	Strikers
8. Transition into Attack
9. Attacking Options to Score Goals
10. Restarts - Goal Kicks
11. Restarts - Free Kicks
12. Restarts – Corners
13. Restarts - Throw Ins
14. Formations
15. Problems in Width and Depth
16. Problems Progressing into NPL Youth
17. Warm Ups 
18. Keeping the Ball in Play
19. Rotation of Players
20. Equitable Playing Time
21. Parent Behaviour
22. Coach Behaviour
23. Ongoing SAP Assessment

1. SAP Gala Days and SAP Season Games
It was clear from the many assessors analysing the SAP Gala Day that development priorities were high 
throughout the weekend and there was a great uniform approach to the coaching and managing of the 

Addendum One: 2015 SAP Progress Report & SAP Gala Day
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teams present. The positives far outweighed any negative observations. It is, however, also clear that some 
programs have used the opportunity of SAP regular season games to fall back on bad habits simply because 
they know that FNSW can’t (and should not need to) monitor every individual SAP game throughout the 
year. It is for this reason that an explanatory document will be soon distributed soon to every parent in SAP 
outlining protocols and what their expectations should be (see Annexure 1 SAP Parent Letter below). As 
a SAP licencee you need to be aware of its content and mindful that this information has been consistently 
provided to all participants over the many years of SAP.

2. Standard of Play
All	analysis	of	the	SAP	Gala	Day	and	ongoing	observations	confirm	that	the	playing	standards	in	SAP	continue	
to rise in all aspects of individual, team and program development.  Whilst there have been improvements 
with all teams, the most consistent observations was the equalisation of standards amongst the licencees. 
Clearly the majority are working hard to create the best possible development opportunities for these 
players. Those programs traditionally strong in coaching and player talent in SAP continue to excel but it 
is	pleasing	to	see	many	more	programs	are	reaching	those	levels.	All	players	benefit	from	these	higher	
standards and outcomes.

3. Numbering System
Although rare during March SAP Gala Day, there have certainly been examples of this not being implemented 
amongst SAP licencees. Sideline calls of ‘play on the right’ or ‘you should be in the middle’ are obvious signs 
to FNSW SAP assessors that this needs improvement. In most instances it is simply a lack of understanding of 
the number system as a basic tool for a coach with a good understanding of the system of play. In rare cases 
it has been a combination of a lack of understanding of both and that invariably results in a poor outcome for 
the players.

As a reminder to all, it is vital that players have a working knowledge of the numbering system and how 
it relates to the 1.3.3. and 1.3.2.3 formations (see diagrams in 15. Problems in Width and Depth below). 
Children of this age respond almost immediately to the implementation of positions based on numbers 
when they are introduced to it. This is a fundamental requirement and those who have not promoted its 
importance need to be aware that every player progressing through association, club and representative 
football will need to have that knowledge in the future.

4. Girls in SAP
This was another pleasing observation consistent with all assessors – the number and standard of Girls in SAP 
continues to rise. Given the same opportunities in developing their skills as the boys, the opportunities for 
girls to excel in SAP should be an obvious one. We will continue to promote their inclusion and opportunities 
in SAP.

5. Playing out from the Back
This has certainly been an area of vast improvement over the four years of SAP and was clearly seen again 
during the Gala Day weekend. This aspect of development is close to having 100% uptake in coaches and 
programs having the intention to implement to the best of their abilities. Observing U/9s players in their 
first	year	of	SAP	on	Field	1	consistently	and	competently	executing	this	aspect	of	play	was	very	encouraging.	
Goalkeepers taking their own goal kicks have resulted in quicker restarts and better options to maintain 
effective	possession	(see	10. Restarts - Goal Kicks below).

There have been observations of opposition strikers (#7, #9 and #11) not allowing the back three to take their 
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first	touch	before	entering	the	exclusion	area.	This	has	occasionally	resulted	in	full	backs	#2	and	#5	receiving	
the ball a few metres from the goal line which is not ideal. This, in turn, can limit the angles of support for the 
player	on	the	ball	and	he/she	often	has	difficulty	in	playing	out	effectively.	Please	make	your	attacking	players	
aware of their roles here. This should never be seen as an attacking tool to press and harass players close to 
their own goals.

The principles of playing out from the back are, of course, much more complicated than simply a direct pass 
from	a	defender	to	a	midfielder	or	striker.	It	entails	the	back	three	and	the	goalkeeper	working	as	a	cohesive	
unit	in	maintaining	effective	possession.

What	needs	to	improve	amongst	our	squads	is	the	ability	to	pass	effectively	across	the	back	three	to	switch	
the point of attack. Coaches need to have the courage to allow defensive players to play out. Clearing the 
ball aimlessly to prevent any risk of losing possession is no recipe for producing ball playing defenders or 
maintaining	effective	possession.

There has been some confusion over what is required of our players when a goal keeper receives the ball in 
open play.

An assessment topic for the FNSW SAP Match Assessment Form states:

“GK plays the ball to back three from open play (as opposed to kicking long). YES / NO“

What	is	being	sought	here	is	that	players	should	always	look	to	play	in	a	way	that	encourages	effective	
possession rather than random, long ball football based on gaining territory. There have been many positive 
examples	of	keepers	kicking	effectively	to	wide	players	in	counter	attack	which	is	totally	acceptable.	This	is	
also	the	case	with	an	effective	throw	into	a	midfielder	after	the	goalkeeper	receives.	Kicking	long	and	high	
through the middle of the park should be the last option taken by a goalkeeper in these age groups.

Coaches have questioned how their attacking players should react when the opposition goalkeeper receives 
the ball. Some have encouraged their players to retreat some distance (i.e. 10 – 15 metres) to allow the 
goalkeeper to throw the ball to a back three player which is certainly in the spirit of what is being encouraged 
here.

This is a point in play, however, that has many variations. If a potential straight through ball travels to a 
goalkeeper there may be opportunity for the back three to take their regular starting positions to receive the 
ball. If a goalkeeper catches a cross from a wide area there is the likelihood that there are many opposition 
players in the attacking third and he/she may take the best option of quickly distributing the ball into a 
midfielder	or	wide	striker	to	counter	attack.

What we do not wish to see is a goalkeeper waiting for the opposition attacking players to retreat back before 
playing	if	there	are	quicker,	more	effective	ways	of	maintain	possession	and	attacking.

We	should	all	be	aware	of	these	principles	flowing	into	U/12s	and	U/13s	football	which	still	falls	in	the	range	
of the Skill Acquisition Phase of development (refer to National Curriculum). Assessments in NPL state 
clearly	that	those	players	progressing	from	SAP	are	significantly	more	advanced	and	comfortable	in	this	
aspect of play for their age than older players who preceded the SAP program. It is, therefore, vital that we 
look forward when promoting playing out from the back for all of our players.

6. Playing from the Back Three through Midfield
The restarts from goal kicks are well documented throughout this memo. In some instances it was observed 
that the previous long kick from the goalkeeper was simply transferred to the full back some ten metres 
further forward.

This,	of	course,	is	not	what	we	are	looking	for	but	has	been	partly	caused	by	#8	and	#10	(midfielders	in	
1.3.2.3) not understanding their roles here in support. There has been marked improvement in this area 
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over	the	course	of	the	year	and	much	better	subsequent	interaction	between	the	midfield	two	and	the	three	
strikers.

A common observation and a technical point to be raised here relates to our directness in general play and 
transition.	As	a	full	back	attacks	down	the	wing	(which	we	encourage)	the	midfield	two	#8	and	#10	often	
are both in advanced positions ahead of the ball causing problems in turning sideways or back to maintain 
possession, or defensively if possession is lost.

7. Playing from the Back Three and Midfield to the Strikers
In general this aspect of play has seen great improvements over the years and current observations are very 
positive. Assessors have frequently seen passing sequences starting from the goalkeeper and progressing 
through	all	the	lines	in	effective	possession	to	the	attacking	third	and	resulting	in	a	shot	on	goal.

Passing sequences of ten or more contacts are now not uncommon and, of course, are only produced by 
good individual technique and correct support play to maintain possession.

Invariably	this	is	seen	with	SAP	Licencees	that	coach	and	instruct	wide	strikers	#7	and	#11	to	be	effective	
in maintaining width with correct body shape to receive and face forward. Those few who, through lack of 
understanding or poor technique in striking the ball, choose to stay narrow in ball possession struggle to 
keep the ball in build-up. Adequate width and good ball circulation has, in turn, brought the #9 into play in 
build up as opposing fullbacks are drawn out closer to the sidelines to mark.

The lack of quality passing to the feet of strikers was a major problem in our youth development in the past 
where central strikers in particular (and often coaches) believed their singular role was to make forward runs 
for through balls.

What is clear, however, is that this positive attacking play is seen more often in general ball possession, i.e.: 
against a set defensive shape from the opposition. In fast break transition where there should be more 
opportunities to create attacking opportunities and score goals there is generally less through poor and 
rushed options taken (see 8. Transition into Attack).

8. Transition into Attack
This is a topic which should be a major focus for coaches at all ages in youth football. This key aspect of 
creative attacking play is consistently recognised as poor by assessors in SAP and NPL. As ball possession 
opposition (BPO) converts to ball possession (BP) in key attacking areas there should be potential 
opportunities to use numerical advantages to create goal scoring opportunities. What is consistently 
observed,	however,	is	the	front	three	(#7,	#9,	#11)	and	often	the	midfielders	(#8	or	#10)	making	forward	
runs in an imaginary straight line towards the middle of the opposition goal. Through balls by defenders or 
midfielders	at	these	transition	moments,	are	heavily	biased	on	long	floated	passes	through	the	middle	of	the	
park to suit these runs.

We need to be clear that this approach to attacking play in youth development will not take our football or 
our players to a higher level. We also need to understand that this over direct approach to transition is, often, 
what our player’s parents often desire and what they yell for the loudest from the sideline (see 21. Parent 
Behaviour below). It is obvious that better parental education concerning these development issues will be 
vital in the future.

I would like to make it clear that this is not to suggest players should be discouraged to look to play through 
balls. On the contrary one of the key outcomes in producing better technical players is the greater ability to 
find	the	‘killer	pass’	that	can	unlock	an	organised	defence.	‘Striking	the	Ball’	is	one	of	the	four	core	skills	of	the	
Skill Acquisition Phase. The patterns of play and supporting runs that have been observed do not encourage 
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this to occur as it is far too predictable and, therefore, far too easy to defend. A positive by-product of back 
four players being more comfortable in playing out through their goalkeeper (see 5. Playing out from the 
Back)	is	that	this	direct,	kick	and	chase	football	is	becoming	less	and	less	effective.	Surely	this	is	another	
compelling reason for working on more creative solutions to attacking play.

9. Attacking Options to Score Goals
Again	our	focus	here	should	be	on	effective	possession	to	create	goal	scoring	opportunities.	The	definition	of	
an appropriate goal scoring opportunity also needs discussion as there are methods of scoring in these age 
groups which we are all aware have little to do with development.

An assessment topic for the FNSW SAP Match Assessment Form states:

“Team does not shoot from excessive distances or look to lob keepers. YES / NO“

What needs to be clearly stated here is the poor and incorrect options frequently taken by players in shooting 
from	well	beyond	range.	What	can’t	be	accepted	is	coach	(or	parental)	encouragement	of	long,	floated	efforts	
on	goal	specifically	designed	to	pressurise	a	young	goal	keeper	without	the	ability	to	consistently	catch	balls	
from long distances. In FNSW these tactics evolve into U/12s and U/13s NPL competitions where, on full size 
goals, coaches and teams have obviously based strategy around working the ball into an area with the intent 
to chip 140cm goalkeepers. Match assessors in NPL consistently report players in positive attacking positions 
with passing or dribbling options, attempting a shot from outside the scoring range of an adult player. What 
we should remember here is the amount of learning and development opportunities lost in our obsession to 
get a shot away under any circumstance. In both SAP and NPL this also involves shooting from acute angles 
where a cross would be a better option.

This also partly relates to corners and free kicks (see 11/12. Restarts – Free Kicks – Corners below). The 
reality in youth football in these age groups is that a ball kicked high underneath a young goalkeeper will 
rarely be caught under pressure. A scramble for possession will often follow the goalkeeper dropping the ball 
and goals will be scored.

We are all very aware that these goal scoring opportunities do not exist later when goalkeepers grow and can 
catch	high	floated	balls.	The	question	here	is	what	type	of	footballers	we	are	trying	to	create.	Ones	that	can	
play directly and win games in the present or ones that can develop and win games in the future.

10. Restarts - Goal Kicks
It is a development priority of the National Curriculum and SAP that teams should play in a manner that 
promotes	maintaining	effective	possession	of	the	ball.	With	this	as	an	aim	it	is	vital	that	players	should	have	
as much time with the ball in play as possible. Breaks in play and subsequent restarts, therefore, should not 
be an opportunity to waste valuable development time as has often been the case in the past.

The rules and reasoning behind regarding goal kicks in SAP is now well understood. This has sped up the 
process of restarts and it is great to see all coaches supporting the concept and working with opposition 
coaches and referees to ensure a seamless approach. What previously may have been an aimless long ball 
into a physical contest now results in a defender with the ball at his/her feet, facing forward with passing 
angles available and decisions to make about how to keep the ball.

Goalkeepers	who	previously	may	not	have	been	allowed,	or	did	not	have	the	confidence	to	take	their	own	
goal kicks are now more involved in the general play of their team. They can now be part of a defence looking 
to	effectively	play	out	from	the	back	and	have	become	more	willing	to	take	passes	from	retreating	defenders	
to maintain possession. Traditionally many coaches would instruct defenders to kick the ball out over the 
sideline which we should not encourage and I will elaborate on later (see 18. Keeping the Ball in Play below).
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11. Restarts - Free Kicks
Before	highlighting	the	significant	improvements	in	this	area	in	SAP	over	the	years.	I	need	to	remind	all	
coaches of how things can, and frequently have, gone wrong in the past regarding free kicks. Our national 
obsession with direct long ball football, by its very nature, has promoted physical contests and results in 
more free kicks than possession based football. If players, in turn, are encouraged to play that free kick long 
again we simply continue the cycle of promoting more physical contests, more free kicks and more time 
wasted.

The aimless direct free kicks in these age groups are ones that we have all seen. After the whistle has blown 
every player stops and walks forward. Many congregate about thirty metres in front of where the free kick 
has been called. The designated free kick specialist wanders over from his/her position (sometimes thirty 
metres away) sets the ball, takes six steps back and proceeds to kick it as far as he/she can in a direct line to 
the goal.

As coaches we should never settle for this if we are serious about developing young players.

The alternative of quick, often short, passes to restart play is an obvious one and it has been very pleasing to 
see	so	many	coaches	embrace	it.	It	actively	encourages	the	team	in	possession	to	find	positions	to	receive	the	
ball and immediately makes the defending team react to recover their positions and mark their appropriate 
opponent.	The	nature	of	the	game	becomes	more	fluid	and	more	players	are	making	more	decisions	more	
often simply because a ball is now moving rather than stationary.

One only needs to look at the recent successes of the Socceroos at the Asian Cup to see what focus we 
should see with our young players. Consistent with the National Playing Style they were a proactive team 
looking	to	dominate	and	excel	in	effective	possession	of	the	ball.		They	were	committed	to	maximising	the	
amount of time that their team had with the ball to succeed. This clearly existed in getting the ball back 
in play quickly as often as possible. Whilst clearly our focus on youth develop will not exactly mirror the 
performance phase of our own National Teams it was pleasing to see them attempt to get the greatest 
benefit	from	every	minute	of	game	time	which	we	should	aim	to	emulate.	

12. Restarts - Corners
It is also pleasing to see so many coaches and teams working on short corners to maintain possession and 
work	the	ball	closer	for	a	shot	or	cross.	As	with	free	kicks,	getting	the	ball	back	into	play	quickly	and	effectively	
should be a priority for us all even if that means playing the ball in directly. Coaches need to ensure that as 
little time as possible is wasted in these instances.

13. Restarts - Throw Ins
The tendency in some games observed is for all throw ins to be thrown down the line as far as possible. The 
end	result	is	usually	a	contested	challenge	with	approximately	half	of	the	balls	subsequently	deflected	or	
deliberately played over the line for another throw. Many children would throw forward to a player marked 
by two or more players rather than throw it sideways or backwards to an unmarked teammate.

What has been seen on too many occasions is consecutive thrown ins played out over the sideline while 
the majority of players stood and watched. As with direct free kicks this approach is about winning territory 
on the pitch rather than maintaining possession of the ball and should not be encouraged. Players need 
guidance on how to achieve a better outcome through their coach and there were have been many positive 
examples in the SAP competitions and Gala Days.
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14. Formations
 The following are National Curriculum formations for Skill Acquisition Phase and above. 

 • Under 9s playing 7v7 use the 1:3:3 formation. 

 • Under 10s and Under 11s playing 9v9 use the 1:3:2:3 formation. 

 • Under 12s and above playing 11v11 use the 1:4:3:3 formation 

These formations are shown below with their accompanying number system. Although this in now rare, we 
would	hope	to	no	further	examples	of	teams	playing	with	a	flat	back	four	as	well	as	a	back	three	(or	four)	
with a sweeper. Please note this practice is not aligned to the National Curriculum and will not deliver the 
development outcomes we collectively seek. Please ensure your players are given correct instruction here.

15. Problems in Width and Depth
Some SAP teams playing with no width has been of particular concern following assessments of SAP Gala Day 
and SAP games thus far. There has been a tendency for wide players to ‘collapse’ deeper and narrower than 
should be witnessed. This has sometimes occurred through a lack of understanding from a player but, in 
some instances, this is clearly coach instruction.

	The	topic	of	depth	is	related	to	the	above.	Players	who	should	be	holding	wide	striker	or	midfield	positions	
‘secure’ a backline by adding more defenders. The end result is that, when regaining possession, a team has 
little option than to kick a ball into these vacated areas and chase.

Please note the following diagrams relating to formation problems with width in SAP. 

Formation numbering system is highlighted.
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16. Problems Progressing into NPL Youth
As mentioned earlier the prescribed formations are created for a developing player to have a streamlined 
pathway through the various age groups. It is of no coincidence that problems witnessed through the 
Technical Department reporting of NPL1 and NPL 2 youth football are consistent with those seen in the 
younger age groups. 

Examples include. 

 • Wide attackers (7) and (11) dropping deep and narrow as seen in 7v7 and 9vs9 

	 •	Attacking	midfielder	(10)	then	playing	up	to	create	a	1:4:4:2	formation	

 • Playing direct kick and chase football over or through the opposition backline 

	 •	Playing	with	a	sweeper	rather	than	a	flat	back	four	to	counter	the	tactic	above	

What is certain is that if there is a stronger commitment to the proper formation in SAP football there will be 
less	flow	on	issues	in	older	age	groups.	

Please note the following diagrams relating to formation problems with width in NPL. 

Formation numbering system is highlighted
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17. Warm Ups
There was a wide range of warm ups witnessed over the weekend and we appreciate that there was not 
always large spaces available for teams. There were many very good examples of coaches engaging all 
players in football related warm ups but it is clear that the traditional models (no ball or all players with a one 
ball passing drill) are still seen as acceptable by many. Please look to ensure that there are better outcomes 
for your players here.

18. Keeping the Ball in Play
This last point relates to a technical matter usually involving fullbacks #2 and #5 which has seen marked 
improvement over the years and was seldom seen in the Gala Day weekend. Through balls in wide positions 
would traditionally end up deliberately kicked over the sideline rather than being played out. Please do not 
allow any player with time on the ball to do this. Encourage others players including your goalkeeper to 
create passing opportunities for your team to maintain possession.

19. Rotation of Players
All	outfield	players	in	SAP	should	be	familiar	with	all	positions	in	the	1:3:3	(U/9s)	and	1:3:2:3	(U/10s	and	U/11s)	
formations shown previously. Coaches should ensure that this player rotation in consistent and explained to 
all players and parents in the program as early as possible. 

This has not been implemented to the high standards that we have chosen to adopt. Whilst this is not always 
easy to monitor during game assessments, there has been frequent observations from parents and other 
coaches	that	players	are	not	experiencing	different	positions	as	per	National	Curriculum	recommendations.	
Whilst	preferences	and	abilities	for	specific	positions	start	to	become	clearer	in	these	age	groups,	coaches	are	
still	being	influenced	by	results	and	parental	pressures	to	select	their	“strongest	team”	to	the	detriment	of	the	
learning environment that we are trying to create.

Related to this is the occasional observation in Gala Days or SAP Games of the bias towards the physically 
strongest and tallest players being disproportionally chosen as the back three defenders in the two 
formations. Again this is from an outdated assumption that the biggest players should be ear marked as 
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defenders only.

Assessors have questioned coaches on a lack of understanding of a certain player in a certain position to 
which the reply has often been “That is because they have not played that position before”. This, of course, is 
not	the	answer	that	we	seek.	Through	good	coaching	and	learning	opportunities	all	outfield	players	should	be	
aware of the roles and responsibilities of all positions in the chosen formation.

20. Equitable Playing Time
Related to the last topic of rotation is equitable time on the park which again has not been implemented 
correctly. Players should have equal playing time within your structures. This would seem to be obvious but 
many coaches have fallen short in creating this equality. If our focus is truly on developing each and every 
player to the best of their ability then we need to ask ourselves why superior playing time is given to certain 
players over others in this Skill Acquisition Phase. The answers are simple and relate to our history of results 
focused coaching which limits development opportunities. We obviously need to move away from that focus. 
Every player has a right to be educated to reach their maximum potential.

21. Parent Behaviour
It is clear that there is a better parental understanding of the style of play that the SAP coaches are trying to 
promote.	This	was	clearly	evident	from	the	behaviour	of	parents	on	the	sideline	during	the	first	Gala	Day.	As	
stated earlier we would like this to be consistently observed in all SAP games.

Parents have predominately allowed their children to play freely, to express themselves, to learn through 
success and failure and to enjoy themselves without unnecessary commentary. 

Please note that our demand for SAP licencees and coaches to be vigilant against instructive or aggressive 
parents is not simply an exercise in social etiquette. Our young players having their development held back 
by poor parental (or coach) sideline behaviour is what should concern us all.

An	example	of	this	is	the	parental	influence	on	the	development	aspect	of	youth	football	in	our	competitions	
both SAP an NPL that is consistently recognised as poor (see Transition into Attack above). At the moment 
of transition when BP is won, parents in SAP (less) and NPL (consistently) yell for the player in possession to 
play	the	ball	forward,	usually	over	or	through	the	defensive	line.	This	is	not	to	find	a	correct	attacking	run	by	a	
striker. It is simply a ball into space that parents want to see which they “imagine” will end in a good outcome 
for their team. In most cases a 5 vs 4 or 4 vs 3 numerical advantage results in losing possession within 5 
seconds. Parents need to be aware of the harm that this behaviour causes to their child’s development.

22. Coach Behaviour
All SAP Licencees coaches are aware that FNSW encourages coaches at these age groups to remain calm and 
in control during a match. Expressing themselves in continuous commentary or visual frustration does little 
for the learning environment for the young player and there has been marked improvement here through 
the ongoing assessment process and further coach education.

What has been obvious during the Gala Day and SAP game weekends is that the nature of a ‘competition’ can 
change a coach’s focus. Those few coaches who frequently questioned referees and commentated on every 
pass, tackle and decision during every game were obviously caught up with the ‘event’ rather than with their 
coaching	roles.	What	is	certain	here	is	that	the	players	do	not	benefit.	I	would	assume	that	from	their	positive	
sideline behaviour at the Gala Day that most parents of SAP players are also in agreement.



PG 30 FOOTBALL NSW SAP 2016 PROGRESS REPORT

23. Ongoing Assessment
Many of you have already had training and game visits from FNSW SAP Assessor Paul Wade. There has been 
great	outcomes	and	support	for	his	visits	and	we	are	sure	that	all	coaches	and	programs	will	benefit	from	
his input. For those who have not provided your SAP Training night dates and times to William Tan williamt@
footballnsw.com.au can you please do so as soon as possible.

Summary
FNSW look forward to hosting the next Gala Day in May and the SAP season ahead for all Licencees. 

Thank you for you continuing support in improving football outcomes for our young players. The programs 
are running well and FNSW will continue to monitor progress and provide feedback.

FNSW looks forward to further improvements in coaching and playing standards through all parties working 
together. A truly collaborative approach to development amongst all 31 licencees is what we should all be 
striving to achieve and it is pleasing to see so many coaches on board.
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To SAP Parents,

I	hope	you	all	enjoyed	the	March	SAP	Gala	Day	and	the	official	opening	of	the	great	facilities	at	Valentine	
Sports Park. Analysis of those hundreds of games indicate that SAP playing standards continue to rise. 
Although	it	was	predominately	a	weekend	of	significant	positive	outcomes	FNSW	will	always	strive	to	raise	
standards and reduce problems within the program.

FNSW raise the following concerns below which we would like all parents to be aware of. The background 
to this correspondence is the consistent messaging that all SAP Licencees have received from FNSW for the 
last three seasons of SAP since 2012. Please note that these messages have been communicated to raise 
coaching and development standards within the program and many Licencees have taken all information 
provided on board and continue to improve the quality of their programs from year to year.

Clearly others have chosen to resist or alter consistent requests from FNSW regarding important structural 
requirements	for	SAP.	Given	three	years	of	consistent	messages	it	is	difficult	to	accept	that	coaches	or	
programs simply are not aware.

For these reasons FNSW would like all parents to be fully aware of FNSW communications, especially those 
that FNSW consider are not being implemented well. SAP Licencees and parents have already been in contact 
with FNSW stating that they have had issues with or other Licencees during trial games and the SAP season 
just begun. Less issues were observed on SAP Gala Day but clearly FNSW was in close proximity. We aim to 
ensure all games throughout the season meet the highest standards of development.   

Please read carefully the following topics that have been provided to SAP Licencees and parents for many 
years. They have not altered in context or importance. The topics are 

 • Team Structure
 • Player Rotation
 • Equitable Playing Time
 • Match Day Structures
 • Parental Behaviour

This information provided to SAP Technical Directors, Coaches Convenors and Parents is followed by a parent 
specific	comment	in	red.

Team Structure:
Please be reminded that there is no tiered structure within your two teams in the same age group. Teams 
should be well balanced and have a consistent training and match program within your structures. There 
should be no determination of names of teams that would indicate a bias or favouritism to either squad (i.e.: 
Team 1 and Team 2, or Team A and B). Simple colour coding (i.e.: Team Blue and Team White) would be an 
appropriate alternative.

Players should easily be interchangeable between squads on trainings or game days given unequal numbers 
through injuries or absentees.

Parents: Under no circumstances should you accept your SAP Licence selecting, endorsing or encouraging the 
implementation of A and B teams. 

Player Rotation:
All	outfield	players	in	SAP	should	be	familiar	with	all	positions	in	the	1:3:3	(U/9s)	and	1:3:2:3	(U/10s	and	U/11s)	
formations. Coaches should ensure that this player rotation in consistent and explained to all players and 
parents in the program as early as possible. 

Annexure 1: SAP Parent Letter April 2015 
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This has not been implemented to the high standards that we have chosen to adopt. Whilst this is not always 
easy to monitor during game assessments, there has been frequent observations from parents and other 
coaches	that	players	are	not	experiencing	different	positions	as	per	National	Curriculum	recommendations.	
Whilst	preferences	and	abilities	for	specific	positions	start	to	become	clearer	in	these	age	groups,	coaches	are	
still	being	influenced	by	results	and	parental	pressures	to	select	their	“strongest	team”	to	the	detriment	of	the	
learning environment that we are trying to create.

Assessors have questioned coaches on a lack of understanding of a certain player in a certain position to 
which the reply has often been “That is because they have not played that position before”. This, of course, is 
not	the	answer	that	we	seek.	Through	good	coaching	and	learning	opportunities	all	outfield	players	should	be	
aware of the roles and responsibilities of all positions in the chosen formation.

Parents: Under no circumstances should you accept your SAP Licence failing to rotate your son / daughter 
into a variety of positions throughout the season. Some leniency is given to players committed to being 
goalkeepers (not always a decision made at this young age). Please note that this player rotation is not 
required in every individual game (ie one player being moved into multiple positions in one game). Rather 
they should have equal opportunities in all positions over the course of the season. 

Equitable Playing Time:
Related to the last topic of rotation is equitable time on the park which again has not been implemented 
correctly. Players should have equal playing time within your structures. This would seem to be obvious but 
many coaches have fallen short in creating this equality. If our focus is truly on developing each and every 
player to the best of their ability then we need to ask ourselves why superior playing time is given to certain 
players over others in this Skill Acquisition Phase. The answers are simple and relate to our history of results 
focused coaching which limits development opportunities. We obviously need to move away from that focus. 
Every player has a right to be educated to reach their maximum potential.

Parents: Under no circumstances should you accept your SAP Licence minimising the playing time of your 
son	/	daughter	for	the	benefit	of	another	player.	There	are	many	simple	procedures	that	a	coach	/	manager	
can implement to ensure this equality is maintained. The exception to this can be a club / team disciplinary 
process to limit game time due to a breach of team rules or team values. This is unlikely to be seen often in 
SAP with such young children.  

Match Day Structures:
The following are examples of reported practices in SAP over the last three seasons.

 • Squads continuing to play A and B selected teams (refer to Team Structure above)

	 •		Squads	playing	two	entirely	different	teams	in	different	halves	of	Game	X	and	repeating	the	process	in	
Game Y

	 •	Squads	promoting	“stronger”	players	from	Game	X	to	double	up	in	Game	Y

	 •		Squads	with	teams	with	limited	numbers	due	to	not	having	girls	filling	benches	with	boys	from	the	
previous match and rotating them through on parity with those playing only one game

Whilst	we	acknowledge	that	there	should	be	a	healthy	flow	within	the	two	squads	throughout	the	year	for	the	
benefit	of	all	players,	the	“tactics”	employed	are	clearly	based	on	trying	to	engineer	a	result	over	development	
or to advantage a “strong” player to the detriment of playing time for others.

When teams have reduced players due to no girls in the side a maximum of 1 substitute will be used. 

Parents: Under no circumstances should you accept your SAP Licence allowing players to double up in games 
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to limit the playing opportunities for others. Protocols have been given to all SAP licences in how to manage 
lower number of players if they are to occur.  

Parental Behaviour:
Before	raising	these	points	it	is	important	to	recognise	that	significant	improvements	in	parental	behaviour	
have been recognised in SAP but we will always strive for higher standards and there is still work to do.

Sideline Behaviour:
This topic will be raised separately to Sideline Coaching (see below). The basis for much of this behaviour 
relates to our traditionally strong emphasis on results and winning at too young an age. Parents still exhibit 
far too much aggression and tension on the sideline as they watch their children play.

FNSW continually encourages coaches at these age groups to remain calm and in control during a 
match. Expressing themselves in continuous commentary or visual frustration does little for the learning 
environment	for	the	young	player	and	there	has	been	significant	improvement	here	through	the	assessment	
process and further coach education.

In the same way we encourage all parents to show a demeanour that will enhance both the enjoyment and 
the	development	outcomes	for	their	children.	Being	respectful	of	officials	and	opposition	players	is	vital	here.	
It	is	difficult	for	coaches	to	encourage	the	correct	behaviour	by	the	players	whilst	their	parents	are	showing	
different	priorities	on	the	sideline.

When all of the coaches and parents of all teams are aligned towards the common goal of football 
development, then we will truly have an environment for all players to develop and take their game to a 
higher level.

Sideline Coaching:
This relates closely to the previous topic and is still a major in issue in all levels of youth development in 
FNSW. Put simply there should be no sideline coaching tolerated.

If we are serious about creating players who are able to make decisions out on the pitch then we need to be 
vigilant in creating an environment that does not continually impede this process.

What is generally clear is that all parents have, at one time or another, been advised by coaches, coaching 
directors or technical directors that sideline coaching is not acceptable. On the assumption that those 
talks have occurred and the fact that sideline coaching is still so prevalent there can only be two possible 
explanations.

 1. That parents are not aware that what they are saying is sideline coaching.

 2.  That parents know what they are saying is wrong but choose to ignore directives given to them by 
their coaches.

In both cases education is the key for both for parents and coaches.

What needs to be clearly understood is that any instruction given by a parent from the sideline is coaching. In 
any	five	minute	period	of	many	games	you	will	generally	hear	a	selection	of	these	instructions	from	parents	
and a myriad of others.

“Get rid of it”, “Tackle”, “Spread out” “Get it wide”, “Kick it to Sam”, “Clear it”, “Get it long”,” Put it through”, 
“Press”, “Pressure”,” Get them”.

All of these instructions undermine the coach and his/her ability to create a great learning environment. 
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In addition many of these instructions fundamentally contradict development messages both given by the 
coach and the Technical Department of FNSW.

As an obvious example one of the development priorities of FNSW was that teams should play in a manner 
that	promotes	maintaining	effective	possession	of	the	ball.	With	this	in	mind	coaches	are	frequently	put	in	
the untenable position of asking players to “keep the ball” whilst parents are simultaneously asking them to 
“get rid of it”. This contradiction should be a clear one.

Parents: As stated above you should expect the best from your SAP Licencee in terms of coaching and 
program delivery. They, in return, should naturally expect and ensure the best possible behaviour and 
respect is shown from parents at all of their trainings and games throughout the season. 

Summary:
Should you feel that these directives are not being implemented at your SAP Licence please notify Alex Tobin 
at alext@footballnsw.com.au and Andrew Fathers at andrewf@footballnsw.com.au. FNSW are committed to 
providing the best possible platform for all players in SAP.

Thank you for your continuing support of development in SAP. The talent on show from the recent Gala Day 
comes	from	a	great	collective	effort	from	all	involved.	FNSW	will	look	to	build	upon	lessons	learnt	from	the	
previous years and provide continued support and ongoing education for all coaches, players, parents and 
administrators. We wish you all the best for the upcoming SAP season in 2015.

Regards, 

Alex Tobin
FNSW STATE TECHNICAL DIRECTOR
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