TO:  Potential Players and Parents

RE: Fall 2009 High School Soccer

DT: 6/2/09

Chatham High Boys’ Varsity Soccer – Fall 2009 Team Composition Plan
1. Team Size:
Each year should be assessed differently, based on the returning number of players in each grade, and unique circumstances that might exist.

Varsity/JV
For the upcoming Fall 2009 season, it looks like we will have at least 58 returning players between the Sophomore, Junior and Senior classes, with 49 or more players in the Sophomore and Junior classes, alone.  This past season, we gave a large number of boys an opportunity to play and develop, which we thought was appropriate, given the youth of the team and the fact that we were replacing 23 seniors from the Varsity team.

This year, we’d like to attempt to manage the Varsity/JV squad to a more manageable number.  The goal will be an overall group of 44 (We will consider as many as 48, if we feel that that’s where the talent break is…we won’t artificially cut someone, just to get to a number).  On the other hand, if there is a large talent break at a number less than 44, we would consider that as well.  In addition, it doesn’t mean that there will be 22 per team, if we end up with 44.  Depending on the situation, I could envision taking on a larger Varsity group and a smaller JV group.  Those are all details that will be worked out during the process, but the goal is to manage to a team size of 44, if possible, fair and appropriate.  A group of 44 would leave the overall program in solid shape in terms of numbers for the next few years, not even considering the incoming Freshmen class. This would mean cuts of as many as 14 players – not something I relish, but realistic. That said, we will not manage to an artificial number.  We will keep more, if the ability level is there.
Freshmen

Years ago when I played in Chatham Borough, Freshmen were actually cut.  The cuts were not deep, and they always ended up being boys who weren’t very strong and also didn’t work particularly hard at the sport.  I’m a supporter of the overall concept of development.  I’ve come to believe, though, that the most humane stage to “right size” the group is actually Freshmen year, not the later years.

I understand and appreciate the suggestion that Freshmen year is the time to participate in sports for some.  But, the reality is that we still get 4-5 boys who have hardly played the game at all.  By keeping them on rosters that are already very large, we create a number of negative issues.  Then, we create an expectation that they can and will make the team the next year.  I’m not talking about cutting boys who are very good athletes who want to try soccer…they may very well develop.  I’m talking about potentially cutting Freshmen who clearly fall below the ability line in a dramatic way and who don’t spend any time working at the sport, so that they can move on and do something else. 
Therefore, I am recommending that we manage to a Freshmen team size of 22 players.  If there is a big talent/ability break at a lower number, we would consider going as low as 18.  If the talent/ability break is higher, we will keep more…but, the goal is 22, including 2 goalkeepers.  

2. Confidence and Development: My ideas about team sizes for this year, given what we will be working with, are also directly related to the concepts of building confidence and development.

Given what we chose to do this year, I think Coach Woodward and Coach Cicarelli did a good job of rotating players and ensuring playing time.  In the case of the JV squad, we kept a very large squad this past year for a number of reasons.  Coach Woodward managed it very well.

That said, after a tremendous amount of reflection, consideration and input, I’ve come away convinced that we want to have team sizes at these levels that ensure and enable every player to get out on the field for a significant amount of time, relative to game time.  The issue to me is not an issue of fairness, it’s an issue related to building confidence and development.   Here’s how I would frame the approach for this year:

1. Everyone likes to win, but there are no “prizes” at these levels for actively choosing to go for the win, at the expense of not playing the roster.  It seems to me that in most years, the Freshmen and JV teams are relatively successful from a wins/losses standpoint.  Last year, the JV team lost only one game, in the county tournament.  Even though we moved a large number of Freshmen up to JV, the Freshmen team was still successful from a wins/losses standpoint.  If the NFHS, Harvey and everyone concerned says that JV and Freshmen teams are about development, and I am interested in giving the largest number of boys the best chance to contribute to Varsity at some point, then they have to participate in practices, and they have to get out on the field in game situations…for more than just 5-10 minutes in the second half.  
2. If we have manageable roster sizes, it will be easier for me to require that the Freshmen and JV coaches ere on the side of development and playing time for everyone, even if it means an occasional close game or loss, that otherwise would have been an easy win or at least a win.  That said, I don’t think it necessarily has to mean a loss, I’m simply saying that I want to tell our coaches that the requirement is getting the boys on the field at this level.
If these levels are about development, we send a negative message to roster students if they only get on the field for a few minutes per game.  What we’re really saying is that these levels are about development…development of the chosen few.  We also want to teach the boys to have faith in all of their teammates.  If we manage the rosters well, we can still do this and have success at these levels in terms of wins and losses.  I really, truly have come to believe this:

At these developing levels, any coach can pick out 8 of the best players out of 22, get the other three wrong, and still win games against many opponents by only focusing on those 8 players, when we are generally stronger than our opponents.  A really good coach can figure out a way to get a result by playing all 20 or 22 players, and that’s when real development happens.  If there is an important game at these levels: a tournament or something of that nature, I think it’s okay to go for the win more aggressively.  But, for normal, conference games at the JV and Freshmen levels, I want the players on the field.

3. Development at the Varsity Level:  At the Varsity level, there is always a group of players who get more playing time, and a group who get less playing time.  Sometimes, players don’t get into games at all.  Not desirable, but it does happen at this level. We’re trying to win the games in a sportsmanlike, ethical manner.  That said, it’s important for every player to know that we are vested in their personal development and we still believe that they can earn even more time on the field. It’s also critical for the “starters” to have faith in the ability of these players, in the inevitable event that they are called upon in an important game situation. After games, particularly hard games, I will be focusing more this year on having “recovery” practices.   The college coaches convinced me that too many high school coaches work their teams too hard during the actual season….you get in shape prior to season.  However, if there is a group of players that doesn’t play much in a particular game, I want that group’s practice the next day to be a hard practice.  Why?  Because I want them to know that I am completely invested in their development.  At various points, we may need them to play more in key games, and they won’t be ready if they’ve had two very easy days in a row. It’s not a punishment, it’s designed to show them that they matter enough, when they haven’t played, to warrant my time and a regular practice for the good of the team.  In these practices, I will integrate the starters to help their teammates and show them that they, too, care about their development.
The overall goal of these ideas is to build confidence.  Most won’t be professional soccer players, but all will be teachers, doctors, businessmen, lawyers, etc.  I want them to be confident in themselves when they leave the program, not bitter and resentful.  Did the coaching staff handle this perfectly last season?  Probably not.  Our goal is to get better each year.  If we failed in any way in this regard, it’s incumbent upon us as a coaching team to improve on this point.
Conditioning:

· Summer is a time for relaxation and family activity.  It is also a time for those who want to play sports, to get into good physical condition.  I’m not a believer in using the final two weeks of the summer to get into shape…that approach is a recipe for injury and breakdowns.  No matter what your plans for the summer, if you are not dedicating yourself to getting into good physical condition, you’re making a mistake.  Everyone has different plans:  competitive soccer, lacrosse, baseball, trips to great places, etc.  Given the difference in schedules and activity levels, it is difficult for me to design a safe fitness plan to coincide with each individual’s activity.  You should have at least one full day of rest each week.  I you have soccer, lacrosse or baseball in the afternoon; you should be running in the morning, to give your body appropriate rest between activity.  You should be fueling your body appropriately.  Starting now, you should each be doing a quick three mile run three times per week.  My preference would be that the majority of that run be uphill.  After two weeks, you should move to four times per week.  By August, you should be able to run five times per week, with a day break from the running in the middle of the week and at the end, depending on your schedule. In addition, you need to build strength and speed.  Find a hill such as Longwood, and start with 5 sprints up the street (on the side of the road, please), walking downhill for your rest.  After two weeks, move to 7, and by August get to 8 – 10 uphill sprints.  Do these three times per week, after your distance run.  We will do plenty of push-ups and crunches at our voluntary summer sessions.  Make sure you’re hydrating correctly.  That’s it.  The “workout” is no more complicated than that, because most of you won’t do something more complicated.  If the majority does this, and we play soccer throughout the summer, we’ll be fine.
· A varsity player should be able to run the 2 mile as close to the 12 minute mark as possible.  A JV player should be able to run the 2 mile in less than 14 minutes, and preferably less than 13.5 minutes.  That’s not a hard and fast rule, and I’m not obsessed with the 2 mile.  It’s one measure of commitment to fitness.  The game at the Varsity and JV level has a much faster pace than most MCYSA games.  It’s also very physical.

It would be a mistake for anyone who got varsity time this past season to assume they will get varsity time this season. In addition, don’t assume if you played a lot last season, you’ll play a lot this season.  When I go to see club games, particularly locally, I’m not “scouting.”  Why?  Because it’s very hard to ascertain anything from these games…the boys need to play against each other.  I’m attempting to support Chatham United and the local programs, nothing more.  The boys change a lot in a few months, and I have few preconceived notions.  

Finally, Our schedule at every level will be challenging this year.  The Freshmen schedule should be very challenging, which I’m happy about.  At the Varsity level, the very first game is difficult, against a Dover team that is returning most of their squad, including two ODP level players. Dover could have easily won the Group 2 State Championship last year, if we did not knock them out.  I know they think that they were the better team. We cannot afford to take the first four weeks to get into playing shape.
Thanks, see you this summer.
