
 

 

CALGARY WEST SOCCER CLUB 

The Most Important 

Questions 

Is my kid having fun? 

Why do my kids play 

sports? 

Is winning at an early 

age really im-

portant? 

What do I want my 

kids to learn through 

sport? 

What is important to 

them?  

What is the role of 

competition in player 

development? 

How does league 

structure affect play-

er development? 

Is there too high a 

cost? 
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Just Let the Kids Play 
Bob Bigelow, co-author of “Just Let the Kids Play. How to Stop Other Adults from Ruining 

Your Child’s Fun and Success if Youth Sports”, and former NBA player, describes:  

“All over the country this week, hundreds of thousands of children will play an organized game of youth 

sports. Millions of adults will watch and cheer from the sidelines as parents and coaches.  Many adults will 

be wonderful mentors, but others will make misguided choices and will end up causing hurt for the children 

who play. Many adults will create an atmosphere that is neither healthy nor fun. Except for the most ex-

treme violence or abuse in youth sports, the coaches and parents who create trouble for our children are 

not bad people. They are caught up in, and sometimes corrupted by, youth sports systems that have gone 

astray. Such systems allow misdirected principles and priorities to take over” p.xi  Bigelow, et al. 

Bob Bigelow, tom Moroney and Linda Shaw. Published by Health Communications. 2001 

Bigelow cautions, however, that it is not good enough to just ask parents to control their 

sideline behavior. He advocates for changes that removes the true sources of much of 

the problems that are created for the children who play. He believes changes are need-

ed in the organization and management of leagues, teams and players. Structures such 

as the selection of elite teams and coaching practices that bench children in order to win 

games; that nurture “the (perceived) best” at  young ages but neglect “the rest”. Actions 

that convince children that they are not good enough to play. 

Our Parent Education Series - Just let the Kids Play -  aims to provide parents with a per-

spective on how minor sports systems can hinder, destroy or support why kids play sports. 

We will look at how sports can result in emotional injury for the children we treasure most; 

why kids quit playing; the most important question to ask about sports programs; and 

what the role of competition should be. We examine the “myth of elite teams” and identi-

fying “talent”  as early as age 10 .  We provide CWSC’s position on an appropriate league 

structure which supports player development.  Finally we summarize Parent Tips to help 

parents guide their child’s  development. 

Parent Education Series September 2014 

Contact Us 

Calgary West Soccer Club 

c/o UPS Store, Crowfoot 

#628 # 105 150 Crowfoot Crescent  NW 

Calgary , AB T3G 3TU 

executivedirector@calgarywestsoccer.com 

Visit us on the web: 

www.calgarywestsoccer.com 



Emotional Injuries 
Emotional injuries happen all the time in youth sports. To a coach, they may 

seem inconsequential, but in the context of young child trying to figure out 

where he or she belongs, how he or she compares with other peers, they 

are often not.  If she or he perceives that she is “falling behind”, these hurts 

have a great impact. Often, children quit because their self-esteem is too 

compromised, and internalizing that message is too painful. 

Bigelow asserts that children play sports to have fun and to fulfill needs to 

socialize, work with team mates, try out new skills, and grow as people. 

They search out their identity through sports.  The  adult desire to win games 

jeopardizes this journey by putting pressure on kids before it is their dream.  

The primary goal of youth sports should thus be about player development. 

At every level, up to the high school age (U16), player development and 

equal play time for each child should trump winning games. Bigelow et al 

p. 15-16 

Aren’t We Good 
Enough? 
Coaches often feel the pressure 

to win; sometimes because of 

parent pressure. Parents feel if 

they are not on a winning 

team, they will not get those 

scholarship opportunities. Play-

ers are often “short benched” 

when winning is the most im-

portant goal. Game time is the 

one defining criteria for how 

much value we place in a play-

er. When children do not play, 

they understand that they are 

just not good enough to play. 

Many children never recover 

from the insult. For many chil-

dren, the consequences of a 

coach’s actions are devastat-

ing. Bigelow et al p. 14. 

Team Santos U18G 2012  

Team Galaxy U12 Girls 2012 

Canadian Centre for Ethics in Sport Public Opinion Survey 

In 2002 the CCES conducted a Canada wide public opinion survey.  The survey asked respondents to iden-

tify what they consider to be the most serious problem facing youth in community sport today (unprompted 

- without offering potential choices). The purpose of this question was to understand what issues are “top of 

mind" for Canadians when it comes to thinking about youth and sport . 

The most serious issue identified by the survey respondents was that sports carried “too strong a focus on 

winning and competition”.  The survey documented that most children play sports to” have fun, get fit, and 

belong to a group”. They drop out when there is “too much pressure and they stop having fun.”  Children 

do not care as much about winning. They would rather play on a losing team than sit on the sidelines of a 

winning team. http://www.truesportfoundation.ca/files/Documents/CCES-RPT-2002Survey-E.pdf 
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Bob Bigelow’s Story 

 

When he looks back on his 

days playing professional in 

the NBA, he asked – how 

did I go from playing pick 

up games with the neigh-

borhood pals in a small 

town in Massachusetts to 

being selected in the first 

round of the 1975 draft?  

Here is his answer. 

My skills developed natural-

ly. Before reaching high 

school, no coach or other 

adult pushed me to be 

something I, as yet, was 

not. While growing up, I 

was not better than any of 

my playmates. I was no 

better than the millions of 

kids who right now have 

already been sized up by 

coaches as not very athlet-

ic, with low potential. I was 

never judged too quickly, 

never classified at an early 

age. I was one of those kids 

who just wanted to play. I 

just wanted to have fun.  

The games we played were 

spontaneous and fun.  We 

didn’t have parents 

screaming at us to pay at-

tention, or to focus. No 

coaches growled at us that 

we should have shot, cut, 

passed, or executed a set 

play that we rehearsed ad 

nauseam, at the last prac-

tice. There were no scouts, 

searching for “talent” to 

put elite teams together. If 

there was, I would have 

been cut, or benched. I 

would never have gone on 

to be a first round draft pick 

for the NBA. 

Bigelow, et al, p. 17 

. 

Why Do Kids Quit Sports? 
Studies show that an estimated 70 per cent of children who play a youth 

sport end up quitting that sport by the time they are thirteen (Bigelow p. 22).  

When asked why they quit, kids say there is just too much pressure and it is 

no longer fun.  Children say they would prefer to play in a losing game, than 

to sit on the bench and win.  In surveys in which children are asked to rank 

“winning the game” among top ten reasons for why they play, it usually 

comes in at number seven or eight. Sometimes it doesn’t even make the 

top ten. (Bigelow p. 86).  

He says, parents argue that we cannot ignore the competitive nature of 

youth in sports. The fact is, that kids keep score no matter whether adults do.  

The  real point is, what is the objective of the competition – to win at all cost 

and frame your child’s life, and self esteem on those standings, or to provide 

a healthy environment  where all players can develop healthy identities, 

and  develop to their full potential, and not, cut that chance to make it to 

the nationals when it really counts. 

What are our most celebrated professional athletes saying? 
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According to Bobby Orr, in a re-

cent interview on the CBC National 

when asked what he thought 

about the way young players are 

being coached now,  said, "You 

hear pewee coaches teaching the 

'trap'," he said. "What the heck are 

we doing teaching the 'trap'? Let 

the kids go, let them have fun; 

that's how you improve." 

www.cbc.ca/player/Sports/.../

ID/2411981963/  

He told the Toronto Sun March 3, 

2000, “I sometimes see kids who are 

frightened to try something outside 

the coach’s system in case they 

get scored on and get stuck on the 

end of the bench”.  Bigelow, p. 283 

Wayne Gretzky told reporters at the NHL All Star game in 2000, “We need to 

go back to the basics of just having fun”. He continued, “That would go a 

long way toward getting  imagination back into our game”.  Kids just need 

to play on the pond, with a puck and 2 goals. All this pressure to specialize 

and train, but most of all, to win, at all cost, has destroyed our creativity. Kids 

are afraid to make mistakes in practices and games. They do only what the 

coach wants, to win. Bigelow  et al, p.  283 

Team Crew  2013 



The Secret of Talent - Nurture vs. Nature 

What is the secret of talent? Most people have grown up believing in a 

Darwin-inspired model of genes and environment. We have grown up 

believing that genes impart unique gifts, and that environment offers 

unique opportunities for expressing those gifts.  However, Daniel Coyle, in 

The Talent Code; Greatness Isn’t Born. it is Grown. Here’s How (2009), de-

bunks the whole nurture vs. nature paradigm.  

He visits nine of the world’s greatest talent hotbeds — tiny places that 

produce huge amounts of talent, from a small music camp in upstate 

New York to an elementary school in California to the baseball fields of 

the Caribbean. 

He finds that there is a pattern common to all of them — certain methods 

of training, motivation, and coaching. This pattern, which has to do with 

the fundamental mechanisms through which the brain acquires skill, 

gives us a new way to think about talent. He calls this method of train-

ing—deep practicing. “Deep practicing”, he describes, “is about focus-

ing on, and struggling at the edges of your ability, working through your 

mistakes to make you better and smarter. Deep practicing forces you to 

slow down, make errors and correct them.“ “Deep practice is a strange 

concept for two reasons. The first is that it cuts against our intuition about 

talent. Our intuition tells us that practice relates to talent in the same way 

that a whetstone relates to a knife; it’s vital but useless without a solid 

blade of so-called natural ability. Deep practice raises an intriguing possi-

bility; that practice might be the way to forge the blade itself. The sec-

ond reason is that it takes events that we normally strive to avoid—

namely mistakes—and turns them into skills”. Ibid p. 32. Coyle stresses that 

errors are of crucial importance to the learning process.  This is why game 

time is so important.  Players need to be able to make mistakes under 

pressure, and with consequences, to learn. 

The word talent, Coyle stresses, can be “vague and loaded with slippery  

overtones about potential, particularly when it comes to young people”. 

However, research shows that being a prodigy is an unreliable indicator 

of long term success. “Talent, in its strictest sense, is the possession of re-

peatable skills that do not depend on physical size.  The real magic of 

deep practice is its inclusiveness. It is not dependent on genetic genius . 

It is not exclusive to those that present ability right now. It “allows” all 

those who aspire, to acquire, through education, commitment, focus, 

and appropriate guidance, to become”.  Ibid p. 48  
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A Case Study of “Deep Prac-

ticing”  Brazilian Futsal 

Brazilian soccer players are the most 

exported players in the world.  When 

researchers visited Brazil to find out 

why, they saw the usual factors to 

explain  - they saw passion, tradition, 

highly organized sessions. They saw 

that teenage players at Brazilian 

soccer academies log 20 hours per 

week compared to 5 hours per week 

at British counterparts. They also saw 

the poverty where may players origi-

nated, and the dream to escape 

through soccer.  But many countries 

experience the same poverty. What 

they saw in Brazil that was different 

to other countries, was a game 

called futsal. The smallness of the 

field, the speed at which the game 

was played. Futsal is considered to 

be the “incubator of the Brazilian 

soul” p. 78. A top Brazilian player 

spends thousands of hours at the 

game.  The great Juninho, for exam-

ple said he never kicked a full size 

ball on grass until he was fourteen. 

Robinho spent half his training  time 

playing futsal. One reason lies in the 

math. Fustal players touch the ball 

far more than soccer players—six 

times more often per minute than 

soccer players. The smaller, heavier 

ball demands and rewards  more 

precise handling. Sharp passing is 

paramount; the game is all about 

looking for angles and spaces and 

working quick combinations with 

other players. Ball control and vision 

are crucial.  Dr.  Emilio Miranda, Pro-

fessor of Soccer at the University of 

Sao Paolo, summed up “ No time 

plus no space equal better skills. Fut-

sal is our national laboratory of im-

provisation.   

Daniel Coyle. The Talent Code.  

Brazil’s Secret Weapon . p .41-48 

Team Porto 2013 



Competition As Our Master 
Canadian Sport for Life (CS4L) is a movement to improve the quality of 

sport and physical activity in Canada. CS4L links sport, education, recre-

ation and health and aligns community, provincial and national pro-

gramming. Long-Term Athlete Development (LTAD) is a seven-stage train-

ing, competition and recovery pathway guiding an individual’s experi-

ence in sport and physical activity from infancy through all phases of 

adulthood. CS4L cautions that without understanding LTAD, parents may 

overemphasize  ‘competition or game play’ at the expense of the long-

term positive effect of quality training programs.  

“No parent would expect their child to become literate by taking gram-

mar tests most of the time with very few lessons. Parents must be educat-

ed to appreciate that physical literacy is obtained in the same way; lots 

of practice with the occasional testing of oneself in a competitive situa-

tion” p. 7. 

The LTAD Expert Group often sees ‘competition’ in the role of ‘master’, 

rather than as the ‘servant of development’, which d o e s  n o t  serve the 

athlete in their long-term development. Coaches often feel pressured to 

win, and the results are contrary to LTAD. Problems include: 

 Training time for Learning to Train athletes is used for tactical prepara-

tions for games rather then skill development. i.e. 8 year olds being 

taught how to ‘break out of the zone’ rather then fundamental skills. 

 Limited player rotations and substitutions are made in an effort to 

win, retarding the development of all players. 

 Pressure to win is often augmented by tournament structures which 

use goals for and against as a tie breaker, encouraging coaches to 

leave in starters to run up scores. LTAD recommends skill competitions 

be used as tiebreakers. 

 Overemphasis on defensive systems to limit ‘mistakes’ and win 

games, at the expense of offence and creativity, as every point in 

the standings counts toward making the playoffs! 

 Selective use of substitutions and player selection to ‘hide weakness-

es’, rather than developing a training plan to strengthen weakness-

es.  

While competition is obviously a needed part of sports, it needs to be 

recognized that just as too little competition hinders development, too 

much competition can hurt athlete development.  Each sport, based on 

LTAD, must find the optimal number of competitions at each stage of 

development. This will ensure competition is not overemphasized, and 

that training programs do not focus on tactics at the expense of devel-

oping technical skills and athletic ability.  By not developing these ca-

pacities at the “Learning to Train” and “Training to Train” stages, athletes 

are short-changed; their long-term potential becomes limited and many 

of them are excluded and cut before they can reach their best perfor-

mance levels. Canadian Sport for Life. Competition is a Good Servant but a 

Poor Master  
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Excluded Talent 

In many team sports during 

the LTAD process there has 

been a frustration expressed 

at the lack of physical, tech-

nical and tactical abilities 

demonstrated by athletes 

entering national team pro-

grams. In some sports the re-

sponse has been to create 

national programs (i.e. U15 

national teams) for younger 

age athletes giving them the 

much needed international 

level expertise national 

coaches bring as well as ex-

posing them to international 

level competition to address 

their development needs. 

The end result is a dramatic 

narrowing o f  the player 

development pool resulting in 

limited top level players in lat-

er stages. 

Canadian Sport for Life. Competi-

tion is a Good Servant but a Poor 

Master  

“In our rush to build bigger and 

better youth sports machines, 

in our haste to select the best 

and weed out the rest, we 

have not increased the  talent 

pool – we have reduced it. 

And worst of all, children who 

have dropped out, will never 

know how good they might 

have been.”   

Bigelow et al. p. 23 



The Myth of Select Teams 

Select teams, with winning as a primary goal, also often have negative 

effects on young children learning to play a sport. Coaching choices 

made to protect the score of a game often stifle natural forces that 

would serve to develop more players. The pressure to win influences 

coaches to play those children they believe will most help them to win, 

and to bench or give less playing time to the rest.  The pressure to win 

often inhibits the children who are playing from being spontaneous, 

creative and taking risk during the game. Mistakes are usually not wel-

come. Adults often manage these teams tightly, with moves closely 

choreographed and loudly criticized. Children learn by doing; but too 

often children simply do what adults tell them to do. They get little 

chance to learn to be themselves as players, to figure out what that 

means.  

Parents of children identified as talented may develop a false sense of 

potential for their child’s success in sport either in the form of a college 

scholarship or a professional career. It must be emphasized, however, 

that the numbers are many and the probability of success is miniscule.  

Early identification of ‘talent’ is no guarantee of success in sport during 

childhood, let alone during adolescence and adulthood. There are 

simply too many intervening variables associated with normal growth, 

maturation and development, and the sports system itself.  

The ultimate irony of the select-team mind-set is that the system is actu-

ally hurting the sport at those higher levels. Select systems sometimes 

discourage and derail the very children who, had they been supported 

as young players, might have been the sports stars are maturity. Unfor-

tunately those potential stars are discarded before their bodies and 

minds have fully developed. Children affected by sports systems intent 

on identifying and nurturing “talent” at an early age pay a price. The 

selection process can be damaging both for those selected early and 

for those left behind.  

Children are so afraid to make mistakes that they often will not take 

risks – and taking risks is an essential ingredient for developing players 

(abilities). Bigelow recommends that  elite/select teams are eliminated 

before the age of grade 7 (U14).  He says there are differences in ath-

letic abilities,  but these differences are so insignificant. And among kids 

of this age, there is too little difference to warrant labeling and elimi-

nating,  the current athletic ability of a young child, particularly a child 

who has not reached the onset of puberty, is not an accurate predic-

tor of his or her future athletic talent. Bigelow et al. p 34 
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“Spontaneous play. Creativity. A 

love of the game. Freedom to take 

risks. These are the ingredients of 

great games and great players. 

These qualities do not require a sys-

tem of select teams. These qualities 

are stifled by an elite system in 

which a coach, putting himself or 

herself under pressure to win, begins 

choreographing instead of coach-

ing.”  

Bigelow et al p. 43 

Team Torino U18B 2010 

“We identify “talent” at earlier and 

earlier ages, and we push these 

“talented players” too hard, too 

fast. Cutting children from teams or 

keeping them on the bench   or 

most, or all of the game or for the 

better part of the season, robs them 

of valuable playing time and devel-

opment. Awarding select players 

with most of the playing time pumps 

up their egos to unrealistic highs and 

discourages the ambitions of kids n 

the bench who have equal poten-

tial to become “great” players at 

maturity.” 

“Bigelow et al p. 46 



The Lure of Professional Contracts 

The lure of professional contracts, within the wider phenomenon of the in-

creasing commercialization of youth sports is becoming an increasingly more 

worrisome aspect of the youth sports.  Parents, worried that their child will not 

be offered a university scholarship or a professional contract, fret with in-

creasing intensity, if their kid is perceived to “fall behind” others; in making 

select teams, provincial training squads and travel teams.   

In “The Most Expensive Game in Town: The Rising Cost of Youth Sports and 

the Toll on Today's Families”, author Mark  Hyman empathizes.  “As parents 

we all aspire for great things for our kids.  We want it for them and, if we're 

being honest, we have to acknowledge that we want it for ourselves.  When 

our kids succeed in life, in some respect that is validation of our parenting”.    

The problem , he says, is when parents focus on college scholarships,  and 

the possibility that their child will be a professional athlete. Many parents feel 

that their kids' sports lives are a career path and that a college scholarship is 

a possibility. The reality is, though, that the 

vast majority of kids never reach the uni-

versity level, let alone professional. Yet 

we structure their lives around that 

chance, and in the process, we poten-

tially destroy their fun, their childhood, 

and their potential.  

.http://www.sportsletter.org/

sportsletter/2012/04/sl-interview-author-mark-

hyman-on-the-commercialization-of-youth-

sports-.html’ 
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Team Galacticos U10B 2013 

Jim Parcels, co-author of Selling 

the Dream: How Hockey Parents 

and Their Kids Are Paying the 

Price for Our National Obsession, 

followed 30,000 Ontario hockey 

players born in 1975 to see how 

many ended up in the NHL. Forty

-eight were drafted by NHL 

teams, though only 39 signed 

contracts, and of those, 32 

played in an NHL game. Of 

those 32, only 15 played more 

than one full season. And of 

those 15, only six played 400 

games or more (the minimum to 

qualify for an NHL pension). Forty

-two played NCAA Division I 

hockey on a full or partial schol-

arship, only slightly better odds 

than the NHL. 

“Those of us who are involved 

in youth development or in 

soccer academies, must bear 

in mind that, of the 16-year olds 

who sign a professional 

contract, 85% are out of the 

professional game by the age 

of 21.” - Higgins, T. Laying the 

foundations. The Technician 

- UEFA (Jan. 2007), Vol. 35, P. 

12-13. 

Gretzky, one of our most celebrated talents in Canadian hockey, said he encouraged all his children to sample a variety of sports. 

"I always tell them, at a young age, you should just go out and play, just enjoy it," he said. "As you go along and you get better, then 

you can start thinking, 'Okay, I can go to school' or 'I've got a chance to maybe get a scholarship.' But at a young age, 12 or 13, 14, 

15 - just play and enjoy it. Learn what it's like to be around your teammates - the highs of winning and the lows of losing. Just enjoy it - 

and my kids do that."  

Over the years, one of the most frequent questions he's been asked by parents seeking his advice was to assess the chances of their 

children playing professionally. According to Mr. Gretzky, there is a neighboring town close by his Los Angeles residence that he de-

scribed as "a baseball factory." "But not one kid has ever made it to major-league baseball from there," Mr. Gretzky said. 

"It's a tremendous program; a lot of them get scholarships and play Division1, but to actually play major-league baseball, not one. 

"But everybody asks the same thing, 'Do you think my son can make pro?' The answer is, he's 15, just enjoy it. Just let them have fun." 

http://www.coquitlamlacrosse.ca/default.aspx?p=gretzkyonhavingfun 



 

 

Promoting Fair Competition  

“Played by millions around the world, football is the heart and soul of FIFA and as the guardian of 

this most cherished game, we have a great responsibility. This responsibility does not end with or-

ganizing the FIFA World Cup™ and the various other world cup competitions; it extends to safe-

guarding the Laws of the Game, developing the game around the world and to bringing hope 

to those less privileged. This is what we believe is the very essence of fair play and solidarity.”   

                                                                            FIFA Mission Statement 

It is understood worldwide, that the game of soccer should be played under the same Laws of the Game and 

be organized around the principle of “Fair Play”. Fair play means that everybody plays the game with the 

same laws, has the same number of games in the same level, plays each team in a home and an away 

game, and can maintain team rosters within a fair transfer system. Here are some examples in Calgary which 

demonstrate that we do not have a fair league structure: 

 We do not play FIFA age groups (U9,11,13,15,17,19). There is a reason why FIFA created these age groups. 

The biological age of players is reflected in these age groups. Around the ages of 13-14, players are going 

through the most intense stages of puberty. In the current U14 age group, players of 11 chronological 

years can be playing against 14 year olds. There can also be a difference of a 5 biological years between 

the  least advanced player and the most advanced player in terms of physical maturity.  The FIFA age 

groups account for these differences in physical maturity. 

 According to  FIFA we should play 8v8 until U13 (our U14) Our players have to play 11v11 when they are 

sometimes 11 (chronological) years of age. Eleven years old players have to play on 11v11 fields that are 

too large, and against players who are much bigger and heavier. This favors clubs developing the players 

who can play a physical game right now, leaving behind the smaller players who need more time to de-

velop. This protects only the strong, bigger players and takes away one outdoor season from the players to 

improve with their ball handling and decision making in a small space.  

 Coupled with the disparity in physical size, smaller players are not protected by our level of officiating. The 

overall Calgary “style of play” is heavily influenced by the direct “kick and run” approach, which while, it 

fosters team success especially at the early ages when bigger players can compete using their size.  It 

does not develop skill, and it disadvantages smaller players who can only use their skill to play.  Thus we 

are promoting team success/results ahead of player development.  Our referees face abusive treatment 

from uneducated coaches and parents and we lose officials who need time, just as players do, to devel-

op. These referees, however, need strong mentoring to develop.  They must learn to call fouls to protect all 

of our young players.  

 We allow clubs to have 2 or even 3 or more teams in the same tier/division. This allows clubs to “attract” 

players from other clubs. To avoid manipulations in leagues all the countries around the world allow only 

one team of each club to be part of a league/ level. The second team of this club can only play up to the 

league under the first team, with no right to move up. If there is a third team it can only play up to the 

league under the league/ level of the second team, with no right to move up.  

 There are enough examples around the world to show how player movement is facilitated to promote fair 

competition. The simplest way is to create a fee system for player movement. A club that takes a player 

from another club has to pay a certain amount of money to the club that releases the player according 

to the level the player played before. The fee is fair to the “development club” that found the player and 

developed that player to the level that another club has interest.   
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Close Games are More Fun 

and Better for Development 

There are parents and players who 

want to play AAA and there are 

people who feed off them,” says 

Geoff Schomogyi, a Triple-A 

coach with the Mississauga Re-

bels. 

They want to be in AAA because it 

is better than Double-A. However 

the  expansion has created an 

imbalance in the league. 

“Because of the lack of parity,” 

says Steven Cathcart, coach of 

the AAA Marlboro Midget team, 

“there are too many good players 

on two teams and they aren’t get-

ting challenged on a regular basis. 

So we produce very few defence-

men, because they hardly need 

to defend. The goaltenders some-

times come from the bottom 

teams because they get so many 

shots.” 

Another problem with having all 

the good players on a few teams 

is that they may have gone 

through most of their AAA career 

without facing adversity, without 

losing. “Sometimes,” one coach 

says, “they run into adversity at the 

next level — they get drafted by a 

last-place OHL team — and they 

can’t handle it. There is a lot of 

fallout. GTHL players often have a 

sense of entitlement.” 

 
Team Thunder 2014  

 

 Unlimited player movement also means that team rosters are not 

stable. It is impossible to organize a competitive league based on 

promotion and relegation, which is the universally accepted 

mechanism to promote competitive play. Players and coaches 

need to earn the right to play at the level they play at.  At the 

youth level, when players are developing, it is not appropriate to 

recruit players to replace other players who just need time to de-

velop.  

 It also means that smaller clubs which lose players to the larger 

clubs, cannot field a competitive team at that tier. The remaining 

players then face non-competitive results (blow outs) against 

“super teams”, playing a lower tier, or also moving to clubs where, 

if they do not make the higher team end up playing a lower level 

as well as travelling across the city sometimes 5-6 times a week, 

for years. 

 The large clubs are “wasting talent” in the city. They “attract” 

players to come to their club to have the “strongest teams to go 

to nationals” but not all players make their “national teams”. 

Many of these players would play with another club on a higher 

level and develop more, yet they stay with the club in the hopes 

of one day making that higher team. Additionally, many clubs 

place 20 players on their highest-level teams, and only play their 

“strongest players”. Players need game time to develop.  

 The trend is now to start earlier. Clubs are already starting to form 

“super teams” at U6 and u8 while other clubs form teams based 

on geography and friendships.  “blow outs” of 20 goal differences 

are hurting kids and stopping kids from playing. 

 The result is that we waste talent and we destroy opportunities for 

more players to develop.  Players quit before they reach their po-

tential because they do no enjoy being blown out by super 

teams.  We reduce our player pool for the long term. 
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 “We  are putting too 

much emphasis on phys-

ically gifted athletes 

instead of developing all 

those who want to par-

ticipate. It’s no wonder 

that we lose more than 

half of them by the time 

they are teenagers. 

Casey Allen, National 

Staff Coach, U.S. Soccer 



 

 

CWSC Position on the Current League Structure 

 We need an age appropriate set up for our competition. Doing things earlier only takes the risk to cut 

off players with potential. One of the most important changes we have to make is to play FIFA age 

groups (U5, U7, U9, U11, U13, U15, U17, U19). Until U13 the players need to play 8 vs. 8 on a half of the full 

size field. 

 In order to support players to reach the top level of play, the league needs to be restructured to be 

competitive. We need leagues with ten to twelve teams in each division. We need a balanced league 

which fosters development for the greatest number of players 

 Each club should be limited to 1 team per Tier/division. 

 Use promotion/relegation as the principle for team placement. The two best teams of a league will be 

promoted to the next higher league; the two bottom teams will be relegated to the next lower league. 

Each club can only have one team in one league. This principle tests the stability of the league and 

provides a competitive but fair environment for players to develop. 

 We should return to boundaries. We know that in Calgary, it will be difficult to return to boundaries be-

cause of the proliferation of clubs,  with each club building its own identity and technical program.  

However, to build a fair and competitive league, we need to minimize player movement.  One option 

we should consider is to institute a ‘transfer fee’ where a player has to pay a fee to the club he or she is 

leaving. according to the level of play. If player development is truly the focus our each of our clubs, 

and CMSA, player development must be recognized and not just “stolen”. The club that pays can pass 

that fee on to the parents/players or pay it themselves.  A lot of clubs offer good programs for less mon-

ey, because they cannot charge the same as larger clubs which have a larger player pool and the 

“team success profile”, and when they develop players they lose them to larger clubs with no penalty.   

 League formats should adhere to LTAD principles of game/training ratios to support player develop-

ment. Games should be limited especially at the young age groups, to allow clubs to develop players 

through training, and allowing multiple sports. The LTAD principles of training/game ratios should be 

adhered to. 

 Our referee system needs to be overhauled. Too many referees do not have sufficient knowledge of 

the Laws of the Game to properly officiate. In particular, they do not have the necessary experience to 

recognize and call fouls.  When fouls are not called sufficiently, the quality of the game deteriorates. 

Smaller, skilled players are not allowed to play. Larger, more physical players are favored to obtain re-

sults. CWSC has lobbied CMSA to allocate funds to fund referee mentor programs. We also strongly 

support the CMSA zero-tolerance for abuse because we know that referees need time to develop, 

and if they are abused, they will quit before they can reach their potential. Our referee system can 

support or hinder player development.   

 CMSA should consider implementing a “no contact rule” up to U16 (U15 in FIFA age groups). We are 

seeing clubs teaching U6 and U8 players to “get their arms up to fight for the ball”. Teaching physical 

play at these early ages compromises skill development. It advantages larger players at the expense of 

smaller players. It compromises the quality of the game, the way it should be played with skill, preci-

sion, and imagination. 

 CMSA should set a policy on U6 and U8 so that “super teams” are not created by some clubs adhering 

to the principle that “earlier is better”. There should be no try outs at U6 and U8. 

 If Canada wants to compete at the international level, it needs to look at how league structure affects 

player development. CWSC believes that CMSA has the responsibility to lead this process and develop 

and administer a fair and competitive league structure which is focused on the development of the 

largest pool of players possible for our demographics, not create elite clubs and leagues which cut 

players before they even reach their full potential.  
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Parent Tips -  

We have provided, in this brochure, a large amount of material related to how league structure in 

youth sports impacts on player development, and the potential for your child to reach, their full poten-

tial. Here are some parent tips to support your child on her or his journey, towards that potential. 

 Focus on supporting your child to work hard, play fairly, and compete to the best of their individu-

al ability. 

 Minimize winning as a criteria for “success”. Being able to compete in fair games and to develop 

through competition is the long term criteria of success.  

 Believe that development is a long term process. It takes countless hours of focused (deep) prac-

tice.  True team success will only come through individual player development. 

 Ask questions if coaches do not play equal play time in the young ages. If coaches feel the pres-

sure to win from parents, they will “short bench” to “hide weaknesses”. Help coaches know that 

you, as a parent group value development more than “winning at all cost”.  

 Teach your child to be accountable to her or his team mates and coaches. Support their commit-

ment to quality participation, and work ethic. 

 Let your kids dream, but do not structure your child’s sports career around the potential of universi-

ty scholarships or “to make it professionally”, especially if your child shows signs of early talent.  

Remember that pressure can “kill talent” before it even matures, through select teams and associ-

ated choreographed coaching to win. Focus on helping your child build character—leadership, 

work ethic,  discipline, technical skill, and game intelligence—qualities which will distinguish them 

from other contenders, when it counts.  

 University coaches will NEVER ask what competitions a player won when they were U10, U12, etc. 

They only need to assess if a player has the sufficient technical proficiency and game intelligence 

to play a the level  

 Your child will not fall behind if she or he does not make the provincial team or the super team. 

Making those teams too early may in fact, hurt your child’s development. Let your child know that 

there are multiple routes to the same end. Not making those teams will allow your child to develop 

at their own pace, without the intense pressure which may destroy their love of the game. 
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CWSC will: 

Our Club will focus on proper player development. We ask parents to under-

stand the context of the league structure and how it can hinder or support player 

development. We need stable team environments to develop all players to their 

full potential. Winning games at early ages is less important than learning skills 

and developing leadership skills.  If we develop players the right way, team suc-

cess will come when it is most important.  

 CWSC will continue to lobby CMSA to restructure the league format to better 

support player development.  

 CWSC will provide access to quality training for all levels of players.  We ask 

for quality participation in return.  

 CWSC will develop a Team/Game Protocol to ensure  long term individual 

player development is not sacrificed to short term team success.  

 We will educate and mentor our team coaches to understand the im-

portance of skill training in every practice, and to allow players to experi-

ment with their abilities in games. 

 We will enforce an equal play time protocol for all teams up to U14. 

 We will encourage coaches to allow players to learn all of the positions to 

better understand the game and enhance their player development. 

 

In our next Parent Education Series - Understanding Long Term Player Develop-

ment, our Technical Director, Henry Haeusler, will provide an essential understand-

ing of what it takes to develop as a skilled and “game intelligent” soccer player 

who can enjoy the game of soccer, lifelong. 


