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Dedication

This book is dedicated to Razvan Folgar and my wife, Susan.
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Introduction

Soccer can be found in more countries than any other sport in the world, and no other game is played by more people. Millions and millions of kids across the United States and the globe play soccer. Why? Because it’s fun! You can play with just a few friends and a ball at the park, or on an official team in a giant stadium.

This book will help you become a super soccer player. If you’ve never played before, you’ll get step-by-step instructions on every skill. And if you’ve already spent some time playing, the games and drills will help you improve your skills.

The first chapter covers some of the history of soccer and all of the rules, field markings, and equipment. If you’re a little confused about the offside rule, look in Chapter 1.

The skills begin in Chapter 2. This is where you’ll learn how to control the ball, the first step for any soccer player. Passing skills and strategies are discussed in Chapter 3, and dribbling is in Chapter 4. By the time you’ve read this far, you should be able to move the ball down the field with skill.

There are a few among you who are daredevils, I’m sure. You folks don’t mind being the center of attention, diving on the ground, and jumping straight into a group of attackers. You are goalkeepers. From cutting the angle to stopping the toughest of shots—all of the essential goaltending info is in Chapter 5.

Once you’ve learned to move the ball, it’s time to develop your soccer brain. You need to know how to think like a soccer player. Chapters 6 and 7 help you understand field positions and strategies, from attack through the midfield and on to defense.

Of course, playing soccer is all about having fun, being healthy, and enjoying yourself. Chapter 8 will help you stay fit and avoid injuries, and Chapter 9 covers all levels of soccer, from pick-up games to the World Cup.

And, of course, every chapter is filled with puzzles, jokes, games, and other fun things for you to do while you learn about the world’s favorite sport. Kick back and enjoy!
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CHAPTER 1 Soccer Rules!







Okay, so you know that soccer rules, but what are the soccer rules?

Soccer is about as simple as it gets. To play, you need a field, two goals, and a ball. That’s it. The goals don’t even have to be official goals. Cones, T-shirts, even a couple of trees will do the trick.

And talk about easy! Basically, it’s no hands allowed, and kick the ball into the opponent’s goal. Pretty simple, huh? Think about the rules for soccer compared to the rules for baseball or football. Even three-year-olds can learn the basic rules of soccer, but there are many grownups who still can’t figure out baseball.

But if you’ve caught the soccer bug, you’ll probably want to know a few more rules than the average three-year-old. Like, what’s the deal with the offside rule? And how do you do a kickoff? And what are those yellow and red cards I keep hearing about?

Read on for the answers, but don’t worry. Soccer really is as simple as you thought it was.
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Ancient History

Soccer is one of the oldest sports in the world. No one is quite sure when or where it started. China was the first country to actually write about a game that involved kicking a round object into a goal, and that game was played more than four thousand years ago! The game was called Tsu Chu, and it was played for the emperor’s birthday.

More Ancient History

In England during the time of knights and castles, whole towns would play a game like soccer. The ball would be anything that rolled, and the goals could be close (if only a few people were playing) or as much as 10 miles apart if hundreds of people played.
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The Object of the Game

Go for the goal! That’s the whole point of the game. Two teams, each with a goal to defend, battle to get the soccer ball into the opponent’s goal. The winning team is the one with the most goals when the time runs out. The official time is two 45-minute halves, but most leagues use shorter halves for younger players. The length of the game, the size of the ball, the size of the field, and even the number of players change according to your age. (See the table later in this chapter.)

Soccer is played with one ball and two teams of eleven players each: ten field players and one goalkeeper. The goalkeeper wears a different-colored shirt and is allowed to use his or her hands to touch the ball. The ten field players generally fall into one of three categories:


	
Defenders—Keep the ball from getting into the goal

	
Midfielders—Provide a link between defenders and attackers

	
Attackers—Shoot the ball into the opponent’s goal



[image: Three kids by a soccer ball]

As you can see, each position has a job to do. You’ll find more detailed descriptions in Chapters 6 and 7.
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Slight Change in Plans

Many younger teams play with seven, eight, or nine on a side. Because younger players haven’t learned to spread out, this makes the field less crowded. It also gives each player more opportunities to touch the ball.
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Having a Ball

Thousands of years ago, a soccer ball could be anything, as long as it was round and it rolled. Here are some things that people used for soccer balls:


	Animal skins filled with grass

	Coconuts

	Pigs’ bladders



Today, in many poorer countries, soccer players still have to make their own soccer balls. What would you use if you didn’t have a soccer ball? List three things around your house that might make a good soccer ball.
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Soccer balls come in many sizes and in several different designs. The traditional ball is called a Size 5 ball and consists of thirty-two leather panels: twelve are five-sided and twenty are six-sided. It’s about 27 inches in circumference and weighs about 15 ounces.



	AGE

	BALL SIZE

	FIELD SIZE

	GOAL SIZE

	LENGTH OF GAME




	Under 6

	3

	20 × 30 yds.

	4 × 6 ft.

	15-minute halves




	Under 10

	3

	30 × 50 yds.

	6 × 12 ft.

	25-minute halves




	Under 12

	4

	50 × 70 yds.

	6 × 18 to 7 × 21 ft.

	30-minute halves




	Under 13–Under 17

	5

	50 × 100 to 80 × 120 yds.

	8 yds. × 8 ft.

	35–40-minute halves




	High school, college, pro

	5

	50 × 100 to 80 × 120 yds.

	8 yds. × 8 ft.

	40–45-minute halves





You’ll use a Size 4 ball, a Size 5 ball, and maybe a Size 3 ball in your soccer-playing career. The previous table shows how ball size, field size, goal size, and length of the game change according to how old you are. Every league has its own guidelines, but most of them will be close to these numbers.

If you’re interested in soccer, you’ll definitely want to get your own ball. Nothing will help your soccer playing more than getting used to how the ball bounces around your foot.


Like in the Good Old Days

For a fun variation on soccer, try to play the way they did in olden times. Go to a park near your house and set up two goals, one on each side of the park. Try to get as many people involved as you can and see what fun it is to have to dribble and pass around trees, playground equipment, and backstops.



The Field of Play

The size of a soccer field is flexible. Remember, back in the Middle Ages, the goals could be as far as 10 miles apart. The rules are a little more rigid now, but fields can still be different sizes.

Officially, the field should be between 100 and 130 yards long, and between 50 and 100 yards wide. But you could never have a square field; that is, 100 by 100. The length always has to be longer than the width. The goal is 8 yards wide and 8 feet high. Take a look at the following picture to see all the measurements.

Even though these are the official measurements, you might be playing on a much smaller field. If you’re playing on a team that has fewer than eleven on a side, then you definitely will be.
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Dimensions of a soccer field for older players
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The Big Field

The official size for an international match is a field that is 100 to 110 meters long (which is 110 to 120 yards) and 64 to 75 meters wide (which is 70 to 80 yards).
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SPELLING BALL

How many words can you find in this soccer ball grid? You may start at any letter, then move from one space to the next touching space in any direction, spelling out a word as you go. You may double back and use a letter more than once in a word (you can spell “eve”), but you may not use the same letter twice in a row (you can’t spell “sleep”).

The ten-letter BONUS word completes this phrase: Playing soccer is much more fun than watching _________!

SCORE:

10 words = Starter

20 words = Pro

30 words = World Cup

[image: Soccer ball with the letters: P, R, A, E, T, N, E, L, V, O, S, I]
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Dressing the Part

If you’re on a team, you’ll probably be given a uniform. Then it’s your job to round out the whole outfit with cleats and shin guards. Cleats are shoes with small rubber knobs on the bottom that keep you from sliding on the grass. Shin guards are hard plastic shields that you strap onto the lower part of your leg to keep your shins from getting bruised or even broken.
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Playing the Game

Once the ball is in play, the teams try to move the ball up the field toward the opponent’s goal. A player may move the ball with any part of his body except for the parts between the shoulders and the fingertips. Players age twelve and under are also not allowed to use their heads. A player can keep the ball or pass it off to another player. The team without the ball does its best to steal the ball and stop the opponents from shooting.

Play is only stopped when the ball goes into the goal or rolls out-of-bounds (the entire ball must be beyond the outer edge of the line) or when a foul is committed. Play can also be stopped by the referee for any reason he or she determines. The clock is never stopped, unless there is a serious injury.

Restarts

Whenever the referee blows the whistle, play stops. It might be because the ball went out-of-bounds, or because a player committed a foul. And of course, once play has stopped, it has to start again, and there are lots of different ways to do this—all depending on why play was stopped in the first place. These are called restarts or set plays.
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The Kickoff

Kickoffs are used for three different events.


	At the start of a game

	At the start of the second half

	After a goal has been scored



The ball is placed in the center of the center circle. Each team must start the game on their side of the field. The defending team must also stay out of the center circle. The other team has at least one and often two players up near the ball. At the referee’s whistle, the game begins. The ball is moved and then it’s up for grabs. The player who kicked the ball first may not touch it again until someone else has touched it.
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Throw-Ins

When a player kicks the ball over a touchline (sideline), the other team gets to throw the ball back in. It’s the one time you are allowed to touch the ball with your hands as a field player. But don’t just wind up and give it a toss. There are a lot of rules you must follow.


	Both feet must be on the ground when you let go of the ball.

	You must throw the ball equally with both hands.

	Both hands must start from behind your head and come all the way over.

	Twisting is allowed, but your body must face the way you’re throwing.



Most new players have a hard time learning how to do the throw-in properly. You can read the rules and look at the picture, but the best thing to do is to get outside with a friend and practice it. Make sure you have someone watch you, though, because you don’t want to be practicing an incorrect throw!


WORDS to KNOW

Touchline: Also known as the sideline. One of the two longer lines that are the boundaries of the field of play. The lines are included as part of the field of play.

Goal line: Also known as the end line. One of the two shorter lines that form the boundaries of the field of play. The lines are included as part of the field.



Goal Kicks

When the attacking team kicks the ball over the goal line (the end line), the defending team gets a free kick. This is called a goal kick. Sometimes new players call this a “goalie” kick. That’s not right. In fact, at the lower levels of soccer, the goalie (or keeper) is the last player who should be taking this kick! The kick might not go very far, and you want the keeper in the goal protecting it from whatever is coming back toward the goal.

For a goal kick, the ball should be placed anywhere within the 6-yard box, but most players put it on the corner of the box. You’ll want to do this too, because that spot gets you closest to the sideline and the farthest away from your goal. You need every advantage you can get.
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TIP

If you’re defending the goal and can choose whether to kick the ball out over the touchline or the goal line, always choose the touchline. A corner kick is a much bigger advantage to the other team than a throw-in.




Corner Kicks

If the defenders kick the ball over their own goal line, something very different happens. It’s called a corner kick. The attacking team places the ball in the corner of the field, where the touchline and the goal line meet.

The ball can go directly into the goal on a corner kick, though it takes a pretty talented kicker to manage that.

Make sure you pay attention to the referee’s whistle. You don’t want to pick up a ball that you think is over the line when it’s really not. Otherwise, the other team gets a free kick because of your “handball.” And keep in mind, a ball is not out-of-bounds until it has rolled completely over the line. If it’s still touching part of the line, then it’s still in play.
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The corner kick
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It’s the Ref’s Call

There are times when a referee might not call an obvious foul. This usually happens when the team that is fouled would lose the advantage after the foul is committed. For instance, if they were about to score, it would be unfair to stop play and set up a free kick just because the other team fouled. In fact, it might encourage some players to behave badly and try to foul whenever the other team gets close to the goal.
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Foul Play

While there are few rules to the game of soccer, there are guidelines to keep play safe and fair. When you play, you’ll have one referee and perhaps two line judges. The ref will make the out-of-bounds call and blow the whistle for fouls. The line judges can flag an out-of-bounds ball, an offsides position, fouls, and corner kicks, which will signal the ref to make the call (line judges don’t blow whistles).


WORDS to KNOW

Obstruction: This call means that you’ve placed your body between your opponent and the ball without going after the ball yourself. You might be trying to keep your opponent from saving the ball if it’s going out-of-bounds or to give your keeper a chance to pick it up. Either way, it’s not allowed. You can throw your body in front of another player, as long as you’re actually going after the ball.



There are a whole bunch of actions that will cause a referee to blow her whistle. How many can you name? If you get one or two, you’re a soccer starter; three or four, you’re a soccer smarty; five or more, you’re a soccer star. Don’t peek at the list until you’ve tried it yourself.


	Charging

	Touching the ball with your hands

	Hitting

	Holding

	Kicking

	Pushing

	Tripping

	Dangerous play (like a high kick near someone’s head)

	Goalkeeper offenses

	Interfering with the goalkeeper

	Obstruction

	Violating the offside rule

	Unsportsmanlike conduct (bad behavior)



Those are the main ones. If a player commits one of these fouls, the other team gets a free kick. There are a few other minor fouls, but they probably won’t be an issue for you unless you go pro.

Notice that the fouls are divided into two groups. For the first group of fouls, the team gets a direct kick. A direct kick means that the team can kick it toward the goal without anyone but the kicker touching the ball. If the player commits one of these fouls in the penalty box, look out! It’s time for a penalty kick.

Not only can the player kick it directly into the goal, but he gets to do it from a mere 12 yards away, and the other team is allowed no defense but the keeper. The goalkeeper may not move off the line until the shooter touches the ball. If the goalkeeper moves off the line before the shooter touches the ball, the referee will call the penalty back and allow the shooter to retake the penalty kick.

The fouls in the second group are not quite as serious, so the team gets an indirect kick. That means that at least two players need to touch the ball before it goes into the goal.
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Red Cards Aplenty

In a match in Paraguay on June 1, 1993, a referee gave twenty players red cards and sent them off the field. They had to stop the game due to lack of players.

[image: Kid kicking ball]



Pick a Card

If a player displays really bad behavior, is not playing fairly, or continues to commit the same foul again and again, the referee might pull out his cards. He has two cards: one yellow and one red. Think of them like a stoplight. The yellow one is a “slow down” or a warning that the red one isn’t far behind. The referee makes a note of the player’s number, and in many leagues, the coaches are required to put in a sub for that player. After a few minutes on the bench, the player can go back in.

Here are a few reasons you’ll get a yellow card from a referee:


	Exceptionally rough fouls

	Holding an opponent

	Unsportsmanlike behavior

	Arguing with the referee

	Entering the field without the referee’s permission

	Blocking the keeper

	Refusal to move the proper distance away from a free kick




   JOKIN’ AROUND

Why did the soccer player bring string to the game?

So she could tie the score.



If a player gets a second yellow card, then the red card comes out. Here are some things that will get you an automatic red card:


	Violence

	Spitting

	Bad language

	Receiving a second yellow card in the same game

	Denying an obvious goal-scoring chance by committing an intentional foul



The red card means that the player is kicked off the field and he can’t come back in. Not only that, but the team doesn’t get to put in a sub either. In addition, the player may not be able to play in the next game, depending on the league rules.


LET’S PLAY

In each of the soccer balls is the scrambled name of something you need to play soccer—minus one letter! Add the missing letter to complete the word. Then arrange the missing letters to spell one more important piece of soccer equipment.
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What on Earth Is Offsides?

Now you’ve reached the point in the rules where you get to learn about the offside rule. Offsides is a complicated rule but a good one. Without the offside rule, teams would be able to have a player stand down near the other team’s goal and just wait for the ball to come. Scoring a goal wouldn’t be nearly as challenging.

So here’s the nitty-gritty on the offside rule. There are basically just two hard-and-fast rules to remember:


	It can only happen on your opponent’s half of the field. You can’t be offsides if you’re not over the middle line (in other words, closer to your goal than theirs).

	Once you cross the midfield line, you must keep either the ball or two opponents (the keeper counts as one) between you and the goal.




Fun Soccer Video Games

When the weather is bad and you can’t play soccer outside, you and your friends might try playing a soccer video game. Popular games like FIFA and Pro Evolution Soccer (PES) are updated yearly so they always have the most up-to-date player lists.



If you can do that, you’re fine. If not, you will be called for offsides. Of course, just to make it a little more complicated, there are three exceptions:


	If you’re not involved in the play (in other words, you’re off picking dandelions). It’s only if you go for the ball or are passed the ball that being in the offside position matters; otherwise, the referee won’t call it. Nonetheless, it’s a good idea to try to be aware of where the defenders are because you’re not doing your team much good if you can’t be involved in the play. And one of your teammates might even pass you the ball not noticing that you’re offside. Then you’ve given the other team a free kick.

	
If it’s a throw-in, goal kick, or corner kick. You can’t be offside on one of these.

	If the other team kicks the ball to you. Obviously this would be accidental, and lucky you, you wouldn’t be called offside. But don’t plan for it.
    
[image: A1 kick to A2 in goal box]
        A2 is offside because he only has one player (the keeper) between him and the goal.

    

    
[image: A2 direct kick in goal box to goalie]
        A2 is not offside because he is in control of the ball.

    

    
[image: A1 kick to A3 just outside goal box]
        If A1 passes the ball, A3 is offside because there is only one player between her and the goal.

    

    
[image: A1 kick to A2, in goal box]
        A2 is not offside because two players are closer to the goal.

    

    
[image: A3 out of goal box, A1 kick to A2]
        A3 is not offside because she’s not involved in the play.

    

    
[image: A2 to left of goal, A1 kicking from center to A2]
        A2 is offside because there is only one player between him and the goal.

    






WORDS to KNOW

FIFA: The Fédération Internationale de Football Association is the official soccer organization for world play. If a rule change is made, it’s made by FIFA.



The penalty for offside is an indirect free kick for the other team. Look at the previous pictures and mark which ones you think are offside.

For all the restarts—direct kicks, indirect kicks, throw-ins, corner kicks, and goal kicks—the referee will only blow the whistle once, when the ball goes out-of-bounds or when a foul has been committed. Don’t wait for another whistle telling you when to kick or throw. That’s up to you. In fact, usually the faster you do it, the better. Don’t give the defense a chance to set up. The only time a referee will make you wait for a second whistle is when a team is subbing.

And that’s basically the rules and regulations in a nutshell. Now you just need to find out where soccer got its crazy name, and then you’re ready to learn some moves.

What’s in a Name?

You might have heard that soccer is referred to as “football” in other languages. In which case, you’re probably wondering why people in the United States call it “soccer.” Where in the world did we get that name?

In England, during the early 1800s, there were two kinds of football games. One of them was called rugby football, and the other was called association football because it was played by the rules set by FIFA, the Fédération Internationale de Football Association. Because association football was such a long name, people started calling it “assoc football” for short. That quickly turned into “soccer.”

    
[image: The word “soccer” in American Sign Language]
The word “soccer” in American Sign Language



At the same time, American football was becoming popular. So people in the United States found it pretty handy to say “soccer” instead of “association football.” It kept things a little clearer. In England, however, the opposite happened. Rugby football was shortened to just “rugby,” and so association football became just plain old “football.” The association or soccer name was just dropped. The rest of the world didn’t have the two-sport confusion, and they just called the sport “football.” It looks a little different in each language, but it’s still the same game.

Here are the words for “soccer” in other languages:


	
Fútbol in Spanish

	
Voetbal in Dutch (Holland)

	
Fußball in German

	
Fotboll in Swedish

	
Calcio or Futbol in Italian

	
Aqsaqtuk in Eskimo
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