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Until U-14, lnelusion is the Ke$
By Gary R.Al len
USYouth Soccer National Staff

I  rccer i t lv  at tencle c l  a mect ing hclcL b1
L IS  Soccer  l o r  S ta tc  D i r cc to rs  o f 'C -oac l - r i ng

t t )OCs).  
- l -hc 

niect ing locr-rse c l  on possib lv
ovcrhaulrng oLrr  a l ) l l r ( )ach lor  1 'or . r th l t lay 'crs
r rgcc l  6  to  I2 .  E l l cc t i vc l1 .  US Soccc r  has  c l c t c r -
nr inccl  that  thcrc arc thrcc 

"z()ucs 1 'or  1or-r t l ' r
p l r r l  crs.  Zonc I  -  ag,cs (r -  1 2;  Zorrc 2 -  agcs
I  l -  1 8,  ancl  Zonc 3 -  abovc agc 1 8.

I t lLrch thor, rght  has bccn given l i t te l l ' to
incrcrrsrng thc c1[ icreno'  o l  1 'outh c lcvekrpmcnt,
cspccia lh '  in l ight  o l - the cont inr-r i r - rg c l i l ' f  rcul t l '  our
nrr t ionrr l  tcal rs havc hacl  at  the highcst  levels.
fhc backclrop fbr this clrscr-rssir)n \\ 'as the rrclvent
ol ' thc Nrr t ionrr l  Acr ic lcm) '  l ) rogranr lor  U- l6s ancl
L ' -18s,  i rncl  prcrposir ls  to er tcncL i t  to U-14s.

Understanding Development
\ \ rc havc conrc I r r r  in r l . rny '  rcs l ]cr ts No\\ '

conrcs thc hrrrc l  l ' r r r r t  -  get t lng to thc rot l t  o1 '
uh r r t  i s  ho ld ing  r - r s  bac l< .  l n  n rv  op rn ion ,  i t  r s  r i
l . r r  l .  r r l  r r r r t l . . ' r s t , r n r l i n g , ' {  t h t  : t r l t s t , r n t i r t '  i s > r r e :
concc rn ing  c l l c lop r -ncn t  fo r  ages  9  to14 .  \ \ t e
rr lso n-r- rst  c lcal  l l ' i th  nranv ol ' the proccclural
issr-rcs.  sr-rch as numbcrs o1'garnes i r - i  a c la l :
t r l in ing-to-garrne rr r t ios,  subsLi t r - r t ion rr - r lcs.  \Ve
a l l  ag rce  tha t  l vc  shon lc l  improvc  ou r  p la l  c l s
t l i r i n ing  cnv i ronnrcn ts  anc l  o l r r  co i r ch ing  t cch -
nic l r - rcs.  i lo t 'cvcr ,  i l 'u 'e c lo so to thc cxclusi t rn
oI  the re a l i t l '  o f  hon'  p lay 'crs c lc l 'e lo1-r ,  r i 'c  r i ' r l l
eonL inL rc  to  c lo  no  morc  than  pa in t  ovc r  a
n rs t ;  she  l l .  Un t r l  r r ' c  c lea l  r i ' i t h  subs tn r i cc ,  i . c . ,
bcco rnc  mt r rc  i nc lus i ve  ,  ra thc r  than  se  lec ln ' c .
r t t  thcsc agcs,  \ \ 'c  r , i ' i l l  rcnrarn on thc platcau ol
bc ing  ab lc  to  c1 r - ra l i 11 'ou t  o l  C -ONC-ACAf  bn t
st i l l  s t rugglc t ( )  conrpcLe cor-rs istcnt lv  at  thc
u  o r l c l  l c r  c l .

T l - rc aclvcnt  o l  a LJ-14 Nrr t ronir l  
- lcaur 

i r rc l
t hc  p ropos i t i o r - r  t o  cs tab l i sh  a  U-  l 4  Na t iona l
. \u. t t lcnr ;  pr() { r ' r lnr  is  cor, rnter l t rocl l rc t ivc t r r
i r lproving the c lo 'c lo1)nrcnt  o l  p la l 'crs agccl
t )  t h roug l - r  14 .  Thc  un t l c r l r  t ng  l i r L i ( rn i r l c  l s
l l rnr  cc l .  I t  1-rosi ts ,  crrone rrusly:  thr t  \ \ ,c  can s l ) ( ) l
I r - r tu rc  c l r t c  p la l ' c r s  i t t  ag ,c  13 ,  con t ra r ; '  t o  r r l l
rcscrrrch u or lc lu ic le crrr - iccrning at l - r lc tcs r t t
t hcsc  agcs ,  es  r i ' c l l  as  l c r l t h ing , , r ' r i t t cn  bv
c l cvc lopmcn t  cxpc f t s .  

- l hc rc  
hes  bccn  n r t r c l - r

r tc lo l tboLt t  crcat ing 
' 'pr- r rpose Iu l"  t ra in ing,

cnvironr. r - rcr-r ts ,  ancl  having play 'crs l t lay '  in' n rc r r r - r i ng lu l "  
gamcs .  BL l t  a t  l hcsc  agcs .  the

"c11r ' r ronr lcnt"  
lxLlst  be i rnprovcd f  or  a l l  p la l ' -

crs,  noL just  thosc l r 'ho rrc lu l ts  t l i in l< r i ' i l l  bc
sr-rcccsslu l  at  the hrghcst  lcvcls.  ( l  u 'on ' t  cvcn
go i r - r to the u 'c l l - rccognizecl  la l lac l '  o l  th is ty 'pr :
o1  sc l cc t ron ,  t ' i r c rc  the  succcss  ra tc  l o r  p iek ing
cvcn  o l c l c r  p la l ' c r s  r i ' ho  u l t ima tc l v  p la ; '  aL  thc
h rghes t  l cve ls  i s  l ess  than  l l )  pc rccn t .  Th is  i s
t ruc lvor lc lw' ic lc ,  r ts  u, 'c l l  as in thc N4LS.)

Increase the "General Level" ol Play,
Not Select out "Dlite" Players

Proclucrng pla l 'crs u ho crrr - r  p l r l '  aL t1-rc
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highest  leve ls  r le i rns increasing thc 
"gencral

lcvcl"  o[  p lay ' ,  ancl  hrrv ing t ] rc crc i rnr  r r l ' thc crol r
r ise rbovc th is levcl .  81 '  c lo ing so,  r . r - lan) '  morc
play 'e rs u ' i l l  have adclcd to p la l :  crcatc,  solvc
r)r ( ) l l l ( -nrs r rnr l  t ' r r ) r ' l ' i l t - tc l - t t .  l 'h is  is  u,hcre t l r ts tl ' ' " ' '

ol  ns havc hacl  i t  baclovrrrc l  lor  so rnanl '  ) 'ears.
Thc locr-rs a l r l 'avs has becn l l 'onr  thc to l )  c lo\ \n,
mthc l  t han  the  rcvc rse  .  S incc  thc  1970s ,  thc
nrain f 'ocus hrs bccn on f inc l ing ancl  c lo 'c lop-
ing t l - re c l i tc  p lavcr,  r r r thcr  than inrprovrrrg thc
gencrrr l  l l 'c l  o l  p lar ' .  F i rst ,  the rc u ' t rs the Stetc
Sclcct  Prograni  lor  thc Ol1 ' r lqr ic  Sports Fcst i -
vrr ls  in thc latc 1970s encl  e l r l1 '  1980s,  u ' l . r ich
cvo lvcc l  i n to  thc  O l r  n rp ie  Dcvc lo l )n rcn t  P ro -
grarn (ODP).  Travcl  or  sc lcct  lcrg l rcs cxprnclccl
t ( )  i n r  l L r r l e  )  ( )Lu rgL  l  l r n r l  r  t r r r r rg t ' r '  l r t r ' 5 .  i n
sonrc arcas inclucl rng 7 i rncl  8 1 'car o lc ls.  What
star tcc l  rn C)DP lor  LJ-19s,  cxpanclecl  c lor i 'n-
u ' a r c l  t o  L j - 1 6 ,  t h c n  t o  L l - 1 4  a n c l  f r n a l l y ' t o
U-13.  \ \ t  s ,nv thc c lcvclo l )mcnt of  thc Snpe r  Y
Lerrgue .  L l5 ClLrb Socccr,  Lhe Rcgional  Lcagucs,
thc  ach ' cn t  o {  thc  U-  l 7  Res idcnc t  P rog ran r ,
ancl ,  toc l r rv thc Acacle nrv Program.

Each ne\ \ 'progmnr h. ts t t t tcnr l ' ' tcc l  t t r  select
t i - rc e l i tc  p la l 'e rs lor  cnh. inect1 gl rnrc cnvrr-on-
n rcn ts  . r r r l  t f . un ing  S t r i c l cs  i n  c l cvc lopment
hrrve been nr lc lc .  rn l . r rgc l ) r l r l  l )ce.r l rsc o l  thc
coaching ccluc:r t ior-r  programs o1'US Socccr
r incl  thc NSCAA. but  nr-rch ol  the in iprovc-
ment has bccr-r nrcrcll '  t l 'rc rcsr-rlt of incrcasccl
nurnbcrs t r l  ;outh ple l 'crs.  Our nat ior-r l r l  te l rn- is
crrr  conr l )ctc fa i r l r  consistcnt lv  rcgior-ra l l r l  but
u.,c strl l strugglc on thc u'orlcl strrge . An rrpt
cr)ntr i rs t  is  Brazi l ,  r l  coLrntr) '  that  cor-r lc l  l ic lc l
thrcc nrtional tcams in tl-rc \\(rrld Cir-rp, ri 'rth a
goocl  chancc lor  a l l  thrcc to rcrrch thc scconcl
roLtncl. lI ri 'e lose tl-ircc 1<c1' plavcrs on ollr
Nat i r rnrr l  lerrnr .  \ \ 'c  arc in c lar-rgcr  not  or i l l '  o l
[ . r r l in*  rn is, - ' r ' r rb lv r r l  thc Worlc l  Cr-rp.  but  r r lso
ol  r . tot  cvcn c1r-rr rh l f  ing.  Trr  bc snrc,  Brazr l ' -s  c l r tc
p la l ' c rs  a rc  n ro rc  sk i l l cc l ,  bu t  r t  i s  Lhc  ge  n -
c ra l  l cvc l  o l  p la l '  l o r  ; r l l  p la ; ' c rs  i n  B raz r l  t h r t
c rca tcs  thc  c l cp th  l o r  c ln ' c lop ing  thcse  c l r t c
pla l 'crs.

We havc locr-rse c l  r )n stars l i l<c I lonalc l in
ho ,  N1css i  r rnc l  Ronr r l c lo ,  bu t  t l lm  i r  b l i nc l  ey 'e
Io thc ) 'oL1th cnvironn.rct- t t  o1 ' thc vr ls l  nrrr l r ) r -
r t v  o l  p lay ' c rs  i n  B r i r z i l ,  A rge  n t i n r r  r rnc l  o thc r
Le l i n  coun t r i cs .  

- l -hc  
cnV i r t t r rn rcn t  r s  ( )nc  ( ) l -

s t rccL sr lcccr  r rncl  l rcc p lay ' ,  ancl  the gcr-re ra l
l c v c l  o l  p l a r  i s  m u c h  g r c r r t c r  t h a n  h c r c  o r
in  ( l r ca t  B r i t a in  o r  n ran ) '  l ) a r t s  ( ) l  Eu ropc .
I t  i s  i n  a n c l  l r o n r  t h c s c  t 1 ' p c s  o 1 ' c n v i r o n -
l ren ts  th r r t  t hc  v r rs t  n r r i . j o r i L l ' o l  s l< i l l l u l  SoLr th
\  r r r , ' r ' i ,  : r r r  l ) l : r \ ' r ' l - \  h ; . t V C  t l f  i 5 t l I j

I t  i s  no t  poss rb l c  to  r cp l i ca tc  thc  i n lo r r l a l .
p ick-r- rp ncighborhoocl  st reet  sr)cccr  as r t  rs
playccl  in Brrrz i l .  br-r t  t l r r r t  ckrcs not  obvir r tc
thc  v r r l i c l r t l '  o l ' i t s  u l t i n r r t t c  rn f l r - r cncc  on  the
levc l  o l  p lev  o l  i l s  r - r l t ima tc  s ta rs .  Ra the  r  t h ln
l ( ) r -nr ing ni r l - r r )n i r l  Prograr-ns th l r t  seck to f lnc l

ancl  c lcvclop thc pl r r l 'crs n 'c c lccnr to bc 
"c l i tc '

i lt L()o )'()ung il 'r l lgc, w'c shoulcl bc sccking ttr
f inc l  u ' r r1 's to incrcrrsc Ihc nunrbcr-s o l  p lavcrs

ancl general level of plzrl: Wc ncccl tr) crcatc
environnrents lor  our 9-  through I  3-r 'car-

r r lc ls ,  ancl  even olc ler .  to havc the I rccckrm rnci
cncoLrragement t r )  ex1-rcr i111gn1, i lc l  t r r  c l tVcl t tp
r r t ' l r t  s k r l l s  t h t ' , r t t , ' h  n l , t r  i t r r '  ( n r : r l l r ' r '  : r r l r ' s" 5 ' " " t - t " _ " 5 '

"Dlile" U-14 Programs Stille llevelopment
\ \h1  t r rn t  \ \ e  ge t  . , I f  t h i s  p l . t t e r r t r l  I  l r q ' l i r . ' , r . '

r t  is  bccause n 'e ignore the forcst  lor  thc t rees.
Eltropcan ar-rcl Enghsh |r'olcssrrrl 'rrl l e ltths havc

signecl n-iorc ancl rnore Llrtir-i plal'crs. in cIlorts to
crei r tc  bct ter  lerrgues.  Then, thel 's tate that  thcl '
nrLlst  lnr l l | r ) r 'c  thc lcr  c l  of  p lay of  thc Engl ish anci
Europcrirr )olrth plavers. ln cloing so, thev ignorc

lhc nirttlrirl cnvironr-ncnt irr rihieh lrl i l) 'crs ln
Brazil ancl other Latin ct' l-rntrics clo'ekrpecl, ancl
i t r>t t ' r t t l  h l tvc ut 'c l t tcr l  l r r  l t r lLt l t -Prcstr t l rcr l  r r 'g i  I ren
[ i r t - ; t  . , ' 1 , ' , 1  [ r ' \ \  \ t r l 1 1 1 1 r  1 1 1 ; 1 1 1 ' l - s ,  l ' l t r ' i r  r t r l t t l i t r n  i :

. r  
r  . . .  . b  

I  
. . . , / ,  . -

that sanre irs olrrs has lleen-to fincl ehte plal'crs
; l l  \  ( ) l l n ! ' ( ' r ; l l l ( l  \  ( ) l l n l j ( ' l ' ; l r , r ' s  ; i l l t l  I ' t ' l  l h ( ' l l l  i n L r ). 5 . . . . . . . . , / . - . . 5 .

th,' "rir,ht" r'rrr-irirr.r.r.rtl ltts. \\ 'c look lrt thc hlrrsh' ' b " '  ' '

rcal i t ies o1'w'hat  r t  takes to be a 
"pro," , lvhat  

i t
t r rkes to p lay 'at  the highest  intern:r t ional  levels,
l t t t r l  t l t r ' n  \ \ r ' l r - \  t t )  reve  r - se  eng i t t t ' c t - t l t e  t ' t t r i r o t t -
r r r , . r r r  l , r '  r l . , '  1 , . r^  r ' r l r 'e fS r ,ve lhtn l i  lv i l l  havc at t t L l t L  t \ r t  r t l l  t L \ r  

l / l c { )

chance to nrake i t .
ln Our rcversc cngrnccring, \\ 'e hrrYC 1()cusecl

()n r)('rir)ir.r ';rl issrrt 's ltut on-rittccl ntartv o{'thc
in t r rnS ih l r '  i ng r r ' r l i t ' r r t s  th . l t  g r r  i n t , '  r r r r r k i r rA
*'orlcl-class plat'ers. Irrrst, r,i, 'c knolv tl 'r itt it takcs
lO or more 1'ears lor a plal'er to clcvelop, but r, 'n'c
have noL lLrll; 'consiclcrccl u'hrit crealcs plal'e r cle-
velopnrent. We h:rvc talien clur rrclult vicu,'o1-thc

girrc, .urLl thc lcsstrns our scnior plal'crs hlvc
lcarnccl in thc intelnatior-ial irrcnir, ancl have triccl
Lo rccrclttc thc pro cnvironmenl lttr ttLtr') 'r)Llngcr
nl,rr', 'r-s ()ur- ;rtlt 'rr.n'lts ttt clirtc have ltecn t() creatcl ' ' " . / - ' - '

h i gh -c1r-ral i ty: st rLrct Lr fecl enYi ron nrcnts lbr Our
"cl ite plal'cr-s." li 'here t hey' trarn "purposcf ul ly"'
l l t t t l  I r l i t r  i t t  t t t e . i n i t t g f t t l  g l t t t t , ' - . '  \ \ t ' r l t t t t r l l ; l 1  i -

ce l l l ' pu rsuc  thcsc  thenrcs  lo r  r r l l  p l r r r c rs ,  so  tha t
\\ 'e conlinLre to se parirte the 

"scrirti-rs 
pllrl 'crs"

f rorn the 
"rccrcatior-rr-l l 

plal'ers" lor travcl plal'at

\ trunSCl' rrncl ; 'trungcr agcs. l-hc rcsult, thoLtgh
r-rnintenclcd. is that l 'n'e have crcirtecl rltt e nvitttn-
nrcnl \\ 'he re resltlts al-c l l lu'l i l I()Llnt hceltl lsc ollr
locr-is is cxclusivcll ' r ' ln hor,r, ' to bccrlt.t.tc tlorc
cI f ic icnt  p la; 'crs.

This is ri ' irf it is countcrprocluctivc to havc

a Ll -14 Nat ional  Tearn anclL j -14 Acaclcnr) ' l l ro-

grir.ns. B)' natllre , the sc prtrglrrl ls fcrll l lrc sclect-
ing "elitc" plal'crs. This urcans that thc locr-rs lor
local  ancl  rcgional  U-10 throLrgh U- l3 prcgmnrs
u'ho u.'ant to ' 'sr-rcceec1" u'i l l  be to iclcntrl; 'ar-rcl

prcpilrc 
"pre-Acaclernr"' pla1'crs. Wc alreacl;'

scc thrs on thc state level lvit l-i travcl l lrogrirr.ns
that  bcgin at  U-g ancl  U- l0 ancl  Statc Cr-rp at
Ll-12. W'e nou' havc spcerrrl tr-rrininS ll l 'ogralrs
ancl U-8 ancl U-7 lor "pre-travel play'crs." \\t

have proceeclecl ri ' i th thc r-nrstirkcn notion that
c l l 'c lopmcnt shoulc l  l - re sonrethinu r l i [ [crcrr t  Ior

thc 
"scr ions 

plavcr,"  than lor  thc 
"recrcat ional

plat 'cr . "  Thc rcsul t  rs that  no onc is  intcrcstccl  in

c levcloping the 
"gcncral"  lcrc l  o l  p lar :  \ \ t  ignrrrc
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the fact that no one at these ages belore puberty
is a "player." Each player is a l0-, 1l- or l2-year-
old, in various stages of mental, physical ancl
social development. What we term "serious piay"
is predominantly the earlier manifestation oi a
particular stage of development in certain kids,
nothing more.

Moving the National Academy Program
down to the U-I4 age group will end up being
just a glorified version of what we have now wtth
"travei leagues" at these ages. The same limited
numbers of coaches will vie for the same smail
numbers of players, and the result still will be
that we narrow the pool of potential players at
ages when we need to increase the numbers
pla1,rng. Essentially, it will be like rearranging the
deck chairs on the Titanic.

Fitting Players into Our Goncept ol
the Adult Game Rather than Letting
Them tind the Game lor Themselves

What does this have to do with missing
the lorest for the trees, and the mistakes being
made in Europe and England? We are look-
ing at only one aspect of what it takes to be
a "hrgh-level player" and injecting it into our
youth programs. This is the age-old approach
oi trying to fit players into the game as played
and defined by adults. lt ignores the funda-
mental facts of how youth develop, but also
ignores the scope of the game itself .

The approach of the Europeans, Eng-
lish and Americans miss some fundamental
building blocks - uncLerstanding how young
players learn, and applylng those concep[s
to the free-flowrng, problem-solving nature
oi the game. Why ls soccer the most popular
sport in the world? It is the only team game
that truly allows the culture of the players to
come through because it requires the players
themselves, individually and collectrvely, to
solve the problems each game presents. The at-
tributes that make a world-ciass piayer are not
lust physlcal and technical, but reflect the abil-
ity to create and solve problems in ways no one
else has seen before. The environments that a
young piayer experiences in those 10 years of
development provide that player not only with
many differing types of problems to solve and
gurdance for solving them, but also with the
ireedom to solve them. When we select "elite"

players, we not only define all of the problems
to solve and the methods of solving them, we
also have limited the numbers and types of
environments within which players experlence
the problems. The variety and freedom are
as important as the "purposeful training" we
adults devrse.

This approach has implications for coaches
considenng how young players der,,elop. First, play-
ers need to be exposed to multiple soccer situations
and many different roles ilrthrn their own team. lt
also means that they must be allowed to play with
and against many drfferent players, wrth different
strengths and weatrceesses, so that at times they are
the domrnant player on the team, and at others they
are not, requinng them to solve diflerent problems
in many different ivays.

By selecting "elite players" prematurely
and seeking [o make their environments
more "meaningful" from an adult perspectlve,

60

we have dramatically reduced the variety of
envj.ronments they experience . We also irave
reduced the number of roles they play, the
types of problems they' soh'e. and the l ' reedom
they have to solve those problems.

Gonsider How Players
Develop - Physically, Mentally and Socially

By selecting el i te players before they are in
their mid-teens, we naffow the pool of players
based upon developmental differences that are
non-unifbrm, but also woefuily unpredictable.
From a physical standpoint, youth, from the ages
of 1I to l5 are going through the most significant
changes in their lives, with great dlsparity in ra[es
of growth, coordination and maturity. By select-
ing players at these ages, we are limiting not only
those we omit but also those we choose.

The physical side includes the development
oi skill. Just as players need more opportuni-
ties to explore diiferent physical ways of solrang
probiems, they need more opportunities in
"smaller free play sides" to hone their techniques
and experiment wrth using these technrques
to solve problems. lf we doubt that players can
develop skil1 ir-r this way, all we have to do is go to
any park in the evening and watch the multitude
of young and old Hrspanic players playing ireely.
While they may not have the tactical sophistrca-
tion, they certainly exhibit the touch and quick-
ness that even many of our best players lack. And
they did not deveiop such skills in adult-designed
"pr-rrposeful training. "

Second, ),outh 1l to 15 are moving into the
"formal operational stage" of thinking where thel'
are just beginning to thrnk abstractly. By putting
them into a constant barrage of "meaningfr-r1 en-
r,.ironments," we direct their thinking, but retard
their breadth and depth of growth in discovenng
their own ways to solve increasingly complex
abstract nroblems.

u; -^ i t , ,  t - ^ -  ^  -^r rrrarr)) rrurrr d r.rcial perspective, these ages

are when the psyches oi young people are most
r,ulnerable as they strive to find their identities.
At ages I I  to 15. these players are going through
momentous physlcal, men[al and social changes,
a[ rates diflerent from one another. They are ex-
penencing dramatic changes rn their self-esteem.
They are beginning to recognize that ability
may begin to play a more important role than
effort rs in determining success. The emphasis
on selecting "elite" players at these ages unduly
focuses on competition and success at the very
time when they'need inclusive enr,.ironments that
will not brand them as successful or unsuccessful
by adults' arbitrary scales. Doing so stifles their
willlngness to explore and find success in many
different ways, not just the efficrent "meaningful"

ways adults prescribe, which is exactly what we
lack in our hrghest-level players.

tree Play/lUon-Result 0riented Play are
"Meaninglul" and "Pulposelul" Environments

We all have acknowledged the need for free
plali but we most often relegate it to only very
young players. We misunderstand what it is
about free play that causes development. lt ls the
process that is so important: that of playing with
and against many different players in enr.'iron-
ments that have ramifications only for that
particrllar gamc. It has nothing to do vnth a com-

petltive spirit. When we w,ere younger, we played
in neighborhood sports games. We competed as
hard as we could: we tried to make the srdes even
so it would be fun and challenging. But no matter
what the result was on a pailicular day, the next
day brought a new game, new challenges, with-
out the albatross of a season record determinins
how we would play the next day

These are not "purposeless" environments.
T h p v  e r e  n n l  

' ' m e e n i n o l e s s "  
o , r r n c s

It is exactly the vanety of enr,.ironments thal
develop the creative players. ln a subtle way,
by seeking to put our young players in more
"meaningful" enrnronments, we have subtly made
results more important than process. And for
development, the process rs the result.

Increase the General level
ol Play lor These Ages

Ultimately, "elite" older players have to shift
to more defined roies and struc[ured en\'lron-
ments. But, by lowering the age for this focus
to U-14, we are hurtrng our younger players.
lnstead of maintaining and developing the
numbers of players at age 13 that have been
playing since age B. we are seeking to narrow
the focus to find the cream ol a very immature
crop. We must have a paradigm shift. For
players at these ages, we must seek to raise
the general level of play, not pare away at the
numbers, taking the last player standing. The
cream always will rise to the top by itself, but
how high it rises depends on the crop itself. lf
the pond is small, rt does not take much for a
f ish to become rhe biggcsr one there.

Back to those Hrspanic players in the
^ ^ - l ' -  - r L ^  ' , ^ ^ i  * ^ i r r i l r '  , t l  l h e m  n e v e r  b e c a m e
P d l N ) .  
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players at a high level. They represent the "gen-

eral level" of play from their youth. Yet. they
exhiblt the tlght skills and creativity that many
of our best players lack. lt is thls "general level"
o f  p lay  that  produced the h ighest - leve l  p layers
irom therr countries. This is what we must seek
to increase, especially at ages 9 to l5 in this
country. This is the "meaningful" environment
that will produce players of the highesL caliber.

To date, much of our focus above the age of
t has been on important procedural issues. Now,
we really have to address providing programs
within our states that foster the inclusion of
more, rather than fewer, players aged 9 to 15, in
the better trarning and playng enr'.ironments. We
also need to locus on usrng our resources to hire
better coaches to work wrth more coaches and
players, even across club lines, rather than con-
tinue [o have clubs comDete for the same coaches
and players. As a part of Lhis shift of focus, on a
national scale the focus needs to shilt to support-
ing these environments and coaching education,
and away from reaching down into younger ages
for a national program to produce higher-caliber
National Team players. Continuing on the path
we have lald out will set us back even further
by adding another layer o{ bureaucracy lor us to
fight to increase the numbers and develop enl.l-
ronments more conducive to producing players
who are truly creative and play at a higher level
than today Until we rea11y address these issues,
the onl; thing we are drr ing i5 l levrng cer' tain
Titanic deck chairs lor a I'ew'to momentanly eet
m o r e s u n .  
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