Development then Winning, not the other way around!
This paper is simply my opinion on player development and is open for discussion and hopefully will generate debate.  This is in no way endorsed by the Victoria Soccer Club or any other association that I work for but rather is a collection of thoughts about the current state of club soccer in our city and some ideas on how we can improve.  

I should first mention that my thoughts come from several years as a club coach in both EMSA and EIYSA, my work in the provincial program, NTC, and finally from my experiences as the head coach of the NAIT men’s soccer team.  

Since taking over as the Technical Director of the Victoria Soccer Club, it has been my goal to alter the way we approach player development.  In a very short time since assuming my role with the club, we have introduced a U10 development academy, a full player academy for players from U12 to U16, and a finishing school, but for me, there is still something lacking.  In my first meeting with the coaches of Victoria I stressed that each coach’s evaluation would be based on player development and not where they placed in the standings.  I also stressed to the coaches that we needed to change from the current club model that sees youth teams only share the same logo but really have no club affiliation at all.  Certainly it was my goal, and is my goal to make Victoria a leader in player development and to work in a manner that any club overseas would.  We are still far from this goal.  I have had some issues with the technical training going off as planned and keeper training has not progressed as quickly as I had hoped but we are working towards it.  While I can honestly say that we still have a ways to go at Victoria to become the program I am hoping for, I can see a light at the end of the tunnel.
Essentially I do not believe our current club model in Edmonton works alongside player development for these reasons:
1.  Coaches still emphasize winning over player development

2.  Emphasis on club nationals

3.  Too many games and not enough training

4.  Training is not game realistic, we are not developing touch under pressure

5.  Teams are islands unto themselves with no real connection to the club

6.  We do not push our best players to play up (U14 and above) where they can compete
      in a more challenging environment.

7.  Teams are often playing 2 and sometimes 3 games per week; when do you train?

8.  Super teams in each group hinder development, best players develop poor habits.
9.  A belief that registration fees are for games, they should be for training.

10. No camaraderie between clubs and no Technical Directors workshops to try to 

      improve the game.  As a matter of fact, not once have I have been called to meet with

      any other TD’s by our organization to see if we can make decisions that will best

      benefit the players.
The emphasis of winning over player development


While I do appreciate that this is club soccer and by nature we value competition, it is currently becoming a winning at all costs mentality.  The need to make it to provincials has given rise to what I call telephone coaches.  These are coaches that are able to sell themselves, and more importantly sell you on the likelihood of that team making provincials.  What you will typically not hear from a telephone coach is that they are going to develop your son or daughter or help to develop their overall game so that they will have an opportunity to play in the provincial program or higher.

The second, even larger problem with this attitude is often we see one super-team in each age group.  I am not sure how this is good for the game or for player development.  The biggest problem when we have just one or maybe two very strong teams is that those players develop poor habits.  They are able to hold on to the ball for too long, their mistakes are not punished, and they never develop the ability to play under pressure.  It is an even bigger problem for all of the other players that are continuously losing by lopsided scores.


As long as we continue to value club nationals as the pinnacle of player success we will not be doing our players any service when it comes to their development.  It is quite unfortunate for those teams that base their entire season on going to club nationals.  What happens if they only lose one game all year (happened to me last year) and it is the provincial gold medal game, was the season a bust?  Notice that nowhere in any conversation about club nationals does the word player development come up!  At the end of the day, winning and even going to club nationals is a great team achievement and certainly what we all play for but not at the expense of developing players.  It is even more telling that nobody is watching club nationals.  All Canadian and US colleges/universities are in season so that even nullifies the chances of being scouted. 

I would even suggest that the CSA do away with U-14 club nationals as a means to improve player development at the youngest and most important ages.  Currently, winning seems to be the only requirement to retain players or to recruit them.  The attraction of going to U-14 provincials or nationals is all that a team or club needs to retain players.  They do not need to offer anything else and players will still stay there as long as they are winning.  What if there were no club nationals until U-16?  What would make you stay with a club?  I would suggest that if you were in a program for four years without having to worry about nationals, you would be most interested in whether or not your child was developing.  The onus on clubs would now turn to player development because if they couldn’t get the job done, families would leave to clubs that could.  It would actually drive clubs to be better, to hire Technical Directors and staff coaches, and to follow the CSA’s Long Term Player Development Model.  France, one the leading player development countries in the world does not have a provincial type competition for its best players until the U-16 age group!

The idea of building teams to win provincials is also one that tends to prevent players from attending other opportunities.  I would be very leery of any coach that talks players out of trying out for the provincial program.  Often these coaches have their own agenda and having just returned from the U-15 all-stars I can tell you that the stands were full of university coaches.  It should be the role of every coach to develop a player to the point that the player is now too good to play for them.  This is the quote of a Dutch coach from many years ago and it holds true today.  If your coach is not trying to do this, you have the wrong coach!


I think that is also worth noting that in this National All-Stars, Quebec placed all four of its teams in the gold medal game, winning three of them.  The importance of this is that their province made the decision three years ago to focus on the athlete, to ensure their individual development within the context of the game.  The Quebec team that beat us 1-0 in the final was technically outstanding, they were able to play under pressure and their speed of play proved a little too quick for us on the day.  When talking with their provinces Technical Director, he maintains that this is the product of emphasizing player development over winning for the past three years.  Regardless of the results they were going to play a possession, quick passing game and would not alter this for the sake of winning.  Certainly this has all paid off!


Our neighbors to the south have also just introduced a new curriculum that they hope will be followed throughout their country.  This new curriculum calls for more training sessions and less games, it calls for licensed coaches to work with players and consistency in the lessons being taught.  The US already has an academy program that only allows entrance to those clubs that agree to follow the standards of a min. three training sessions per week with just one game, and an entire list of criteria that is all designed to encourage the technical development of the player.  


The British Columbia soccer association has also just started the premier program.  There was an application process to be part of this new program with only 8 clubs being selected to compete.  The requirements to be part of this league were also driven by the goal to better develop young players; clubs must have a Technical Director, there must be a long term player development plan in place, must have a facility, and must maintain at least a 3 training to 1 game weekly ratio. 


When looking at the reforms to player development happening in the US and in BC, it is not anything new.  In fact, the top soccer clubs and leagues in the world have approached their youth academies with the same philosophy of developing players.  In the UK, stats are now kept for youth academy games and indeed, the requirements of all professional academy coaches is to develop a player to either make the first team or to be sold.  There is no requirement of winning for those coaches.


Games vs Training


When questioning the amount of games that we play, and the fact that some of our teams play two or sometimes three times in a week, I was told that this is what parents pay for.  I am in absolutely disagreement with this comment.  I believe that parents pay registration fees in club soccer for the opportunity to have their son or daughter developed.  If it was just about playing games, then every area of the city runs a community program where this would be possible.  It concerns me that I have U12 teams playing three games in a week.  When are these players supposed to train?  We are actually going against the Long Term Player Development model that recommends three training sessions to one game per week for the club player.  Clearly we are missing the boat.

Every soccer organization in the world limits the amounts of games that their young players are allowed to compete in during a season.  They all also recommend a min. of three training sessions per week. Once again, the need for competition has gotten in the way of player development.  The idea of jamming in as many games as we can in our short summer is a community approach to the game and is one that does not fit in with elite club soccer.  Again, we must ask ourselves, what are we trying to achieve as a club and as a governing organization.

Games are a necessary part of a young athlete’s development but we should not mistake the word competition to mean just games.  When we discuss competition or trying to build a competitive spirit in your players, we often forget that this can be done in training.  Competitive small-sided games are a great way to build a player’s willingness to compete.  As mentioned, games are vital but not at the expense of training when you are playing multiple games in one week.  

Academies vs Clubs

While I do not necessarily believe there needs to be a difference in the way either organization is run, I will state my definition of each as they currently apply to our province;  

A club is what I have already mentioned, a collection of teams that play under the same logo and have as their priority, winning club provincials or nationals.  

An Academy is a program that has player development as its focus with the 


knowledge that winning will come as a byproduct of development.   

The idea of youth academies has existed for many years and it is the means by which young athletes in Europe are trained.  Every professional club has as its goal, the development of young players to compete for a position on the first team or to be sold to build revenue for the club.  These academies start for players as early as 8 years old and year by year, players must perform to maintain their position within the club.  While that process overseas is not as relevant in Canada under our system, the principles guiding academies should be the same.


Just recently our U-17 men’s national team competed in its first World Cup in 16 years.  The team performed extremely well, earning two ties, including a great game vs England.  More importantly, the team played very good football; they kept the ball and tried to play.  I bring this team up because it is very important to mention that 17 of the players on Sean Fleming’s roster were picked up through the youth academies of Toronto FC, Vancouver Whitecaps, and the Montreal Impact.  This is a significant moment in soccer in this country as our own professional academies are now starting to produce international players.  Just like the professional clubs in Europe, our own academies are more concerned with developing players capable of playing in the MLS.  


Is Barcelona Getting it Right?

Perhaps a more popular example of the merits of player development in an academy setting is given to us from Barcelona.  One of the greatest clubs in the world, and certainly one of the greatest teams in history has as its roots a foundation in player development and in teaching young players “how” to play the game.


Current first team manager Pep Guardiola says about player development. “"Our aim is to help young players understand the game.  Of course, there is the emphasis on the technical, where it all starts. But we want the players to learn how to think fast. We want them to learn how to run little, but run smart."

Barcelona’s Youth Academy Director, Jose Ramon Alexanco highlights the importance of development over winning for the young Barcelona academy players, "We don't demand that the youth teams win," said Alexanco. "We demand that they play good soccer. We don't use the word, 'winning.'"  

To provoke further thought, Barcelona does not even look at fitness until players hit U-16, before that it is strictly soccer, ball mastery, and basic tactics; “"That's when we start to concentrate on the technical, tactical and physical requirements they need for the first team," Alexanco said. "Before that age we mainly play soccer. Everything is with the ball. We work on skills and some tactics."

So again, we can ask the question, are we getting it right?  

A change in attitudes and altering the game.
Perhaps our biggest obstacle towards change is our unwillingness to attempt something different.  It becomes very easy to continue to just do the same thing year in and year out with the assumption that everything is okay.  There is all sorts of literature out there that verifies that what we are doing is not good enough for player development.  Coaches will often talk about a need for change but then never act on it.  Parents are often put in a tough situation through pressure from coaches, or promises of their child winning nationals.  I keep hearing that patience is needed, that change comes slowly but if nobody ever attempts to change things then it will never come!

The most difficult part about player development is balancing that with the club, coach, parent, and player mentality of having to win.  These are the areas that we must change.  
In no particular order, I will mention below some areas where I believe we can do better:

1.  The club must be involved in player development and have a solid foundation in 

     player development.

2.  All club coaches should already have or be actively working towards their provincial

     B coaching license as a minimum.
3.  Clubs should hire a Technical Director that will oversee the development of all players

     within the club.  This TD will be concerned with development over anything else.
4.  Clubs should all run a player development academy outside of what each individual

     team coach is doing.  This Academy should follow the CSA’s Long Term Player 

     Development model of age-appropriate training and should be included in every 

     players registration fee.
5.  We must lose the “ownership” mentality that coaches often have of the players that 

     play for them.  Club coaches should be striving to develop their players to the point 

     that they are now too good to play for them!  Coaches that believe in development will 

     understand this comment, those that are looking more for their own glory will think I

     am crazy!
6.  Districts must work with the association.  I have heard from so many coaches that the
     provincial program does not spend enough time with the players yet the same coaches 
     would complain if the select team wanted more time.  With Alberta being the only 
     province that plays boarded soccer during the indoor season, perhaps it is time that we 

     followed the lead of Quebec and Ontario who pull their provincial players from the 

     clubs for the indoor season.  Again, this is not about ownership, this is about player 

     development.  
7   Everyone from the CSA and ASA acknowledges that the clubs play a vital role in the

     technical development of our soccer players.  Key ages for players to pick up and 
     begin to master the fundamental technical areas of the game are U-10 and U-12 as 
     soccer is a late development sport.  Pretty much world wide, it is accepted that the 
     U10 age group is vital which is why I would recommend a league structure or 
     provincial mandate that our competitive U10 program must have at least a 3:1 training 
     to game ratio with the rule that players cannot play more than one game per week.  To 
     add to this, standings should not be kept as this will keep the focus on player 

     development and not winning the league!
8.  Players should be allowed to freely move up to an older age group then back down to

     their own proper age based on where they are in their development.  Currently our 

     rules allow for a younger player to move up as a trialist for five games.  If a player 

     signs with the older team then they must remain there.  What I propose is that we 

     allow the free movement of a player within their own club to play in age or older.

     This process would allow clubs to challenge players who are showing promise then 

     bring them back down if the challenge proves too difficult.
How are we trying to change the way we approach player development at Victoria

Admittedly, there were a lot of lessons learned during my first summer as the Technical Director / Head Coach of Victoria.  While I am very happy with the U10 and U12 programs, we still have a ways to go with the U14 to U18 age groups.  Keeper training continues to be an area that we really need to improve on in both our club and to be fair, as a province.  As we move forward with my technical plan, I will present to you the direction of our programming and what I believe are the benefits of our club!
1.  A strong technical staff that includes National B licensed coaches; Sergio Teixeira, 

     Charles O’Toole, Eric Munoz, Carole Holt, Rick Haxby, Jeff Paulus and Provincial B

     licensed coaches; Frank Imbrogno and MP Duxbury.  

    We try to mix up what coach our young players are receiving for training so that they

     get to experience different coaching styles.  

2.  Continued focus on individual player development
3.  Focus on principles of play through 4v4 play and small-sided games

4.  Club directed style of play.  For example, all Victoria youth teams will play a Flat-
     Back Four ball oriented defense.  The rationale for this is again based on player 
     development.  Both our provincial program and the national program play with four 
     players in the back.  If we stand by our promise to develop players to move up to the 
     next level then it only makes sense we give them the proper tools.  
5.  Besides regular team training, the Victoria Soccer Club runs a technical training

     program that emphasizes individual technique.  This program is part of a player’s 

     registration fee and includes at least one session per week with a licensed staff coach.

6.  Technical training program that follows the LTPD, and encourages not only individual 

     technique but also emphasizes speed of play, decision making, and most importantly, 

     a touch under pressure.

7.  A system that rewards players for positive moments in their development by having 

     them play some games at the next age group.

8.  We are the only club in Alberta that is running a Finishing School which focuses on
     the attacking third and teaches players to play in that area.  This program is designed 
     to develop proper striking technique, proper finishing techniques, movement off the 
     ball, preparing your body to receive a pass so that you are ready to shoot, etc…
9.  This winter we will be starting an after-school and weekend Academy for players 

     U10-U14

10. A technical department that is focused on getting your child to the next level.  We

      realize that this is club soccer and we all want to win but we will go about with my 

      belief that winning is a by-product of proper development.  

