This is the first of a weekly column series from Steve Payne, HDSA Technical Director.

May I wish everyone a Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year.

Worldwide research has shown that the majority of the best sportsmen and women, no matter the sport, come from small towns and rural areas.

Huronia is such an area.
This research tells us that the Sydney Crosby’s on grass Canada needs to elevate its standing in world soccer may be in our Huronia midst. 
The exact reasons for these small town phenomena have not been determined. It may be that small towns and rural areas do not have the huge distractions found in major cities.
As a result, rural youngsters who get into sport devote more time to it and may be more likely to take part in pick-up games on the street.

In major metropolitan areas, sport is so organized that many kids rely on adults to manage their sports activity, rather than look for ways to pursue it themselves. 
What is undeniable is that the world’s best soccer players emerge from street soccer and many of the game’s stars credit that background for their early development.

Street soccer is unstructured, great fun, has few rules, no coaches, no standings, no keeping of scores, no medals, no referees, no adults, an assortment of venues from streets to back alleys and unkempt fields and a variety of balls, some of which can hardly be described as such.
Such kids are not wearing the perfect boots to kick the perfect ball on the perfect field.

It makes sense then, as a famous Brazilian coach once told me, that: “The art of coaching is transferring street soccer to the training field.”

To an extent, Canada’s long term player development model is trying to do it by promoting a learning environment for youngsters that removes a win at all costs mentality in favour of one that prioritizes individual development.

The famous Brazilian player Socrates, who died earlier this month, said soccer was art and that creativity was more important than winning.

Small sided games which resemble street soccer must be the basis for developing our young soccer players. The game is and always has been the best teacher and for young kids street soccer is a better teacher than any coach.
It is our task to provide children an environment in which, like street soccer, they can learn themselves and have unending fun at the same time. One in which they can make decisions and adjustments and use trial and error as the basis for development.

We do not need coaches that stop practices every few minutes to give instructions and micro-manage a player’s every step. It does not work.

Here is an example of how the wrong playing environment will destroy players.
In Orangeville this past summer I watched games for Under 6 girls. The games were seven-a-side - including a goalkeeper - and there was a referee keeping score.

The goals were the size of an indoor soccer net; meaning that the young child in goal was the equivalent of a drop of water in a bucket. 
I watched a child taking a turn in goal crying each time the ball went past her.
How do we allow children to be subjected to such humiliation?

This age group should be playing 4v4 on a 30m by 20m field, using pop up “pugg” nets and no goalkeepers. The teams should have no more than two or three substitutes, unlike the five or six in the Orangeville games.

There should be no referee, just a game supervisor whose job is to keep the game flowing. There should be no throw-ins. Players should be allowed to kick or dribble the ball into play.

The way Orangeville ran the under six level, most players went through the season without touching the ball!

Incredibly, these girls were subjected to playoffs, a formula none of them understand.
What a sight that was.

In one game I saw the best player on one team was left on the field the whole time while her father walked up and down the touchline barking constant instructions. The coach was adding his two cents worth – literally all it was worth – and another father was by the goalposts instructing his daughter in goal.
The little girls were trying to have fun. The adults had lost the plot.

At the end, parents were celebrating as if they had won the World Cup. 
The girls, who did not know the score, just wanted to get to the nearby Dairy Queen.
The result of this adult instigated insanity is that many young players abandon soccer.
