What is a ‘Facilitator’? The dictionary describes it as: A person responsible for leading or coordinating the work of a group: To make easy or easier: Somebody who makes progress easier. 
How do these definitions transfer into our environment of coaching of soccer? What exactly are we, as coaches, trying to facilitate:  Enviroment, players, philosophies, tactics, techniques, emotions? The list, as I hope to cover, branches out from a root foundation of organization to the fruit of specific needs of the individual player. Another question maybe we should look at: While the coach is facilitating his team/players who is facilitating him/her, or possibly, now the word at a higher level could align itself with organization/coaching direction or management?
As covered in the NSCAA’s curriculum at the Parent, State and Regional levels, facilitation is a topic, possibly, requiring a little expansion from its sketch map orientation to its overlapping brush strokes, completing a schematic coaching picture.
Addressing the needs of five to eight year old players in teams, recreation programs, or academies is vital to the growth and development with in the game. As Bill Beswick, a world-class sports psychologist working with the English National team, states ‘it is important to build the complete player, technically, tactically, psychologically and emotionally’. All this for a five year old, why not let him just play? That is exactly, in my opinion, what we should do. The game is the teacher. Although behind the scenes, the educated coach has facilitated the training session perfectly, allowing the training session to be the educational factor in developing the player cognitively as well physically. Thus, it has been created to meet the teaching demands of the game, not just thought about it in the car on the way to training, then pinged off the cuff, benefiting no one, except maybe the bank manager! Do you know any of these? The educated coach has thought out his session, planned, coordinated it, so the training itself becomes the coach. This is not stating the session has to be rigid, because as we all can appreciate, once the first bullet has been fired the battle can change, and we, as coaches, have to be able to adapt.
I think we all know and understand how difficult, on occasion, it can be to teach five year olds, what’s the answer? One answer might be to stop directly teaching them and let them learn socraticaly, from the session. As the coach, you remain on the outside creating the flow and allowing maximum activity whilst in the session; your facilitation has created a learning environment, increasingly becoming a tool of self-teaching. 
Let me explain further offering examples. We have a group of six year olds working on trapping and controlling the ball. How do we as a coach facilitate this practice to create success, teaching advancement in the technical, tactical, psychological and emotional areas, advancing the complete player? With out continually stopping and starting the session: Thus removing the ‘fun factor’ from their game. Facilitation and planning at this level is a major factor. The session should be based on fun activities, or the focus will be lost and players will be building mud pies rather than the foundations of their careers!
Whilst at the NSCAA’s convention this year, I was fortunate enough to attend a Coerver sponsored session coached by Charlie Cooke, head of Coerver USA as well as many others from coaches like Gerald Huiller (Liverpool & Lyon) and Steve Mclaren (England & Manchester United). Many of the areas I am going to discuss naturally fell into place because of experience and continual repitition of a proven, well-facilitated coaching methodology. To the average coach watching, he or she witnessed flow, and the continual challenging development of a technical skill, but what facilitated this?
To plan the session, build it with the end in mind. According to Beswick he has four factors that create the total player, Technical, Tactical, Psychological (mental) and emotional how about using these as building blocks when facilitating the session.
Technically the session starts with a fun game that creates masses of repetition, enjoyment and sets the mood for the session on the chosen technique. Ideally, each player has his own ball. An idea here might be something like ‘King of the ring’. I think we all know that one! If this game is reinforced with the topic of dribbling in mind, correctly facilitated, it will become a teaching tool in its self. Not only reinforcing dribbling skills but also synergistic skills like shielding change of direction/speed, ability to attack space etc. These supporting skills all assist in developing the complete player to dribble the ball with confidence under increasing pressure. Meanwhile the young player is only having fun, enjoying dribbling!
Tactically: We bring another player in to the technical game working off the ball. Now allowing for tactics, how to get the ball from one player to another. Now it might become ‘pairs: King of the Ring’, keeping it simple. This is generally not expressed or explained to our six year olds, just directed, after all they are just playing soccer via a fun game! Nevertheless, the coach knows they are developing first touch, close ball control, shielding, passing, etc. Why? Because this is how the session has been facilitated and designed. Very little if no coaching has arisen the six year olds are just playing!
Psychologically: When the players arrive at the field they see it all set out for them, what was once a pasture is now their training ground, a challenge to figure out what the practice will be. Well organized, their coach is dressed correctly and their ‘mind set’ is created immediately with a fun game to get them in the sprit of the session, the emphasis is based on the excitement and self-competition of the intro game, not the coach coaching. The most VITAL aspect of facilitation is choosing the correct games so they are ‘self teachers’. The game is selected so it can assist in clearing self-doubt and the talent can emerge. The biggest ceiling on talent is self-belief; this self-belief is built by achievement (Beswick). This is where age dependent or conditioned games are the cognitive challenge for the coach creating environments perfected to the level of players being coached. The same game can be used for a five or a fifteen year old, the difference being the name (‘monkey in the middle’ as opposed to ‘keep away’), speed, intensity and the application and coaching direction of the chosen game. Opening up the door to the mind, body and intrinsic motivation of the player, offering them a bridge instead of a vortex. Choosing the correct age specific technical, tactical and physical progressions in the facilitation of the coaching session is the key.
Emotional. This can be referred to the sprit or the heart, emotions can run wild in an under six session, but we are looking to facilitate the session correctly to create an environment of enthusiasm, and developmental learning and individual feedback. Anson Dorrance speaks of his warm up techniques for his successful women’s teams at the college level. The first 5-10 minutes of his warm up is dedicated to just letting the players sit and chat or gossip about their days. He does not involve himself or his coaching staff. Just lets the girls get on with it! From here the session starts, he has their attention and theirs his. Possibly, if this did not happen, they would talk through his warm up and he would loose the teaching moments via distraction. He probably facilitates his time accordingly and brings them, the team, out early or runs the session late to allow this social environment to exist, but this has all been calculated in his prior planning and preparation, developed from years of experience.
This experience of facilitation with the younger players is a process the coach carries with him or her into all the older age groups. To co ordinate the group/team correctly is setting them up for success just by the style of the session. Outside of coaching methods, via systems like rehearse, replay, restart, the sessions ethos has developed cognitively as well as the maturing players. Facilitation is a huge asset that a coach with natural ability or a depth of experience brings to the field.  An asset that we in the educational fields should be looking to reinforce at all opportunities. If we are in charge of the team as a parent or younger coach gaining experience, facilitation, in my opinion, is more important that trying to teach technically. If a training session is facilitated correctly, it will determine the outcome and advance the teams learning environment.
Finally, just for thought, an article I recently read in the FA coaching Journal about athletic development: It takes 10000 hours of practice to create a world-class athlete. Whether a swimmer, gymnast or soccer player. In our case, this means roughly means 3 hours practice a day, 7 days a week, 52 weeks a year, for a period of 10 years; age 6-16 as an example. Hopefully just from this study if a player wishes to play at the highest levels, ineffective facilitation is counter productive to his or her dreams, and with out dreams, sometimes all we have left are nightmares!
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