Huronia Technical Director.

Column Four

A well debated topic is how much training soccer players should be doing.
Having been asked about training to game ratios by one of our Huronia clubs a few days ago, it set me thinking and researching again.
I find the issue of training time particularly interesting, especially as long term player development calls for a ratio of a least three practices to one game.
For the purposes of this column, let’s talk about the elite player who wants to become a professional, or at least obtain a university scholarship.
Two weeks ago I watched a segment on TV about Alistair Brownlee, the world’s number one male Triathlete.

Brownlee is preparing for the Olympic Games in London. His regime is 30 hours training per week for 50 weeks of the year.

Brown’s training schedule is not unusual for Olympic athletes, especially individual sports such as swimming, gymnastics, cycling and long distance running.
I have just read Pele’s autobiography. Considered by many as the greatest player ever, he scored more than 1200 goals as a professional.

Pele often played more than 90 games per season, plus regular training and the worldwide travel his club team, Santos, and the national team had to do accordingly.
While he agrees it was a grueling schedule, he does not complain unduly about it and for the most part he had few injuries.
The modern professional player does not play anywhere near as many games as Pele did and would create merry hell if such a schedule was put on the calendar.

But perhaps an even more important point made by Pele in the book is the time he spent playing during his childhood and early teens leading up to becoming a professional.
He makes it clear that as a youngster he played soccer every minute he could, be that on the street, on a field or indoors, sometimes with a ball made from old socks.
As a kid in England I remember playing soccer alone or with friends constantly. We played every break and lunch time on the school playground, usually with a tennis ball.  After school, we rushed our homework so we could play every night until it was dark, half-time being when our parents called us in for dinner.
We played school matches during the week and Saturday mornings and we trained and played with youth clubs on Sundays.
We also had physical education periods at school for at least 45 minutes per day and for 90 minutes one day a week. Those PE periods included athletics, cricket, basketball, tennis, rugby and even rounders, which is like baseball.

We had a good all round sporting curriculum, the like of which we are promoting for children now as part of long term player development.

Add up the hours spent just playing soccer per week and you often surpassed the 30 being done by Brownlee. 
It is said by many experts that in order to master any discipline, be it a sport to playing the piano or guitar, 10,000 hours of practice is required.
So let’s take a five-year-old playing soccer until the age of 15, by which time the best of the bunch have usually been selected by someone or other. 

That is 10 years at 1,000 hours training per year - 19 hours, 23 minutes a week.

Our elite soccer players, almost to a boy and girl, are training nowhere near that amount. I asked a number of elite players recently how many hours they trained. All were under 10, most around six or seven.
For recreational players, a few hours a week of various sports is great. For the player who wants to reach a really high level, whatever the discipline, the dedication to the sport has to go much further than that.

