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MEMORANDUM
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via Jim Ferguson, Chair, Committee on Smaller-Sided Games

FROM:

Len Oliver, VYSA State Staff Coach




Director of Coaching, DC Stoddert Soccer League




Washington, DC 

SUBJECT:

Minority Report on Small-Sided to NCSL Board

I would like to submit the following report, endorsed by Philippe Bruno and Len Oliver, as a minority report to Jim Ferguson’s Committee Report.  I would also like to note that Jim did his best to get everyone together on short notice, but for the first meeting we had four members plus Jim as Chair and for the second meeting only Jim and I were present, with Larry Dunn coming later as I was leaving.

I also commend the Committee for advocating that NCSL seek VYSA, MSYSA, and USSF/USYSA mandates for smaller-sided play, demonstrating strong interest in the substantive issues related to player development through smaller-sided play.

GENERAL MINORITY COMMENT


NCSL had the opportunity in this initiative to take the lead in Virginia-DC and across the country in advocating a dramatic step forward in youth player development.  My sense, from attending the April, 2001 State Coaches’ Meeting in St. Louis and subsequent developments in Virginia-DC, is that within two years, every state will have adopted 8 v 8 through the U12 level.  

I believe that NCSL, rather than being perceived as progressive and on the forefront of positive change in our sport, will be perceived as laggards who lost an opportunity handed to them to be a leader in our sport.  The League will be placed at a comparative and competitive disadvantage for years as others adapt smaller-sided games through U12.

ARGUMENTS AGAINST SMALLER-SIDED THROUGH U12

All the arguments against the proposal (Jim’s “shoulds”) are adult, structural, institutional, short-sighted, and work against fuller development of the individual youth player.  Besides, once confronted with these structural obstacles, well-meaning adults have been known to come up with creative solutions to such logistical issues (fields, referees, coaches, cup games, and tournaments).

Philippe and I found most of the arguments against moving to 8 v 8 through U12 to be political, not substantive: 
   Arguing player development versus competitive league play is false—we obviously need both.  

· 
  Arguing overwhelming logistical obstacles is an admission by adults that our concerns are more important than the kids’ need for soccer development.


    We can play across the big adult fields to get two games in.  We can train more young referees and need fewer because of no ARs.  

· 
  Arguing lack of good coaching for small-sided means we are not now getting good coaching—when in fact coaching might be easier in smaller-sided games.

· 
  Arguing disadvantage at state cups, tournaments, and ODP is assuming NCSL would be going it alone when the truth is that others will be adopting the policy and that will be the disadvantage NCSL will face.

· 
  Arguing NCSL cannot take unilateral action is a “when, not if” argument implying no intestinal fortitude to take a leadership role when everyone agrees it would benefit the kids.  Someone once said, “If we wait until the time is exactly right to do something, it will then be time to do something else.” 
THE ARGUMENTS FOR MOVING TO SMALLER-SIDED THROUGH U12


Personal Testimony.--Both Philippe and I stressed in our presentations to the Committee that our own experience in growing up with soccer “in the streets” placed great weight on letting the kids learn the game from playing, from multiple touches in small-sided street soccer games, from repetition, from absence of adult direction, and from learning the tactical and positional elements of the game by adapting when we finally went to 11 v 11 in our teens.


It is noteworthy that no Committee member voiced objection to the initiative to smaller-sided games on substantive grounds.

Listen to the Soccer Experts—The soccer experts who have devoted their lives to the game and who are interested in player development and coaching unanimously agree that 11 v 11 for the youngsters harms their soccer growth.  Look on any youth soccer practice and you can immediately identify the kids born overseas—they are ones who are most comfortable with the ball.  How did they gain that comfort—by playing small-sided up to the age where they joined formal league (usually 12 and above).

So we know that playing with fewer than 11 v 11 produces more skilled youth players as well as better teams when they eventually go to 11 v 11 because of technical superiority.


Key Elements.--The key elements for the smaller-sided games are the multiple touches on the ball, repetition of technical skills, a knowledge of team play and tactics derived from the smaller numbers and smaller fields, and rewarding of individual skills and team coherence rather than pure athleticism, speed, and physicality in evidence every weekend in the NCSL’s 11 v 11 games for the U11s (which I coach) and U12s on adult fields.

   
Overseas Soccer Experience.--We now have evidence that Holland, France, Spain, Portugal, Germany, Italy, and England—the soccer powers in Europe-- have all moved their youth programs to smaller-sided games through the U12 levels.  In fact, just recently the Italian Soccer Federation mandated all youth programs move to 5 v 5 up to U12—and the Italian soccer officials admit “It is the best move we ever made!”


State Initiatives.--State Directors of Coaching, meeting recently in St. Louis, wholeheartedly endorsed the idea of moving to smaller-sided games through U12.  They brought up many of the same arguments Philippe and I used in the Committee.  They refuted all of the “adult-oriented” arguments Committee members put forward.  I will be giving Gordon Miller and Gary Allen a full report on the St. Louis meeting.


On a League/Club level,.-- We now know that SEVYSA, Braddock Road, Alexandria, DC Stoddert, the Super League (Virginia Beach, Richmond, and Western Virginia) and other large leagues and clubs have raised the issue and will be moving to implementation over the next six months.  Even John Ellis, Assistant Coach, US Women’s National Team and NCSL’s Technical Advisor, endorsed the idea along with the VYSA and MSYSA coaching directors, state coaching directors, and the USSF national staff coaches.  It is our belief that VYSA will adopt the policy in the near future.  And prodded by their coaching staffs, USSF, USYSA, and AYSO will undoubtedly be taking up the issue in the near future. 

RECOMMENDATION


NCSL adopt 8 v 8 for all play through U12 by the fall, 2001 season.  No phase-ins, no copouts to U11 only.  Let’s get in sync with our state and the rest of the country, indeed with the rest of the soccer world, and simply do what is right for our kids’ soccer development which we all  clearly want to see happen.  We can make it work.
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