What does DEVELOPMENT mean in ODP?
By Paul Shaw, VYSA Coaching Education Director

de·vel·op·ment-definition from www.yourdictionary.com 
-a step or stage in growth, advancement, etc.

There are some words that strike a chord in youth soccer. None conjures up so many mixed feelings as using the term DEVELOPMENT when it comes to our sport. Consider the following questions:
· What is the long term goal? To play in college or pro? High level club, District Pool, State, Region or National team?  Is it participation, life skills, healthy living etc…?
· Are we talking about individual versus the team? 

· What about winning? Can we do both, or do we have to sacrifice one for the other? 

· What about their age? Biological, social, psychological? Should we consider soccer age? Technical and tactical? 

· What about the structure of league and tournament play?

There is a ton to consider. In the end, though, we must keep the individual soccer player’s interest as the focus. Yes, we are a team sport and can’t put the individual on a pedestal to the detriment of the team. BUT, without the individuals learning and growing, can our team truly develop? 

The Virginia Youth Soccer Association’s Olympic Development Program plays a significant role in the life of a soccer player as it keeps the individual as the focus in his/her journey. How does this occur in such a format, with a selection process and then practices once a week with a couple of events that may or may not be result oriented? 
Player identification is an ongoing process. We have four Districts in Virginia that each have “Trial Weekends,” where players are evaluated by qualified coaches in a number of different settings from technical activities to small sided settings. If a player is not selected, he/she will have the opportunity to seek feedback, to find out why. This is key to development.  Knowing what a player needs to work on is important in growing in our sport. Players may also be scouted in by State Staff throughout the District season. Any club coach can recommend a player to be evaluated. This is another very important tool when it comes to finding out what a player needs to work on. 

This process of evaluation and reevaluation is ongoing, from the District, to the State Pool selections, to State Teams for events, to Region Camp, to National Team. At each step along the way, qualified coaches are prepared to provide feedback to each individual player, whether or not they have moved on to the next level.

Practicing with the top players of one’s own District or State has a significant role to play in development. The increased speed of play required from the technical, tactical, psychological and physical aspects of the game puts players on notice as they step onto the field. This, accompanied by the guidance of qualified coaches who are themselves being constantly evaluated, assists the player in growing to meet the demands of the practice environment. This exposure gives players the opportunity to put into practice what is learnt before they return for the next session. All players will return to their club environment and possibly impact some of their teammates back home.
Training with players from different environments, from different clubs, from different cities, from different parts of Virginia is also important to social growth. How do we all work together to achieve a similar goal? This is a very important life lesson. No matter where we are from, we each have the same goal -- to become a better soccer player.
For coaches to take their players to their full potential, we must have competition, be it in practice or on the game field. Playing the best players from other states is another tool used to further evaluate the player. By playing the best, we will gain more information to enhance the development of our players. 

Competition in ODP comes in two formats:  the “Friendly Events”, where the final result is important but we but more weight on how we competed, and the “Championship Events”, where there is a distinguished winner of the event. For the two youngest age groups, all events are “friendly” in manner; we as a state always put two equally balanced teams into these events. At the older age groups, champions of our Region will be decided and we will select rosters accordingly. No matter the type of event, we as a staff will always look at the big picture and stay true to our philosophy on development.
The second and third youngest ODP State Pools in Virginia will also be exposed to International travel. This past year we visited the Czech Republic, Austria and Slovakia. In previous years, we have visited Germany and Costa Rica. This trip is just as much about the life lessons taught as the soccer. These trips are very important as our players learn about being self sufficient and gaining knowledge of other cultures. As for the soccer, it really is a quality ten day soccer camp, with theme oriented practices and fantastic matches against solid opposition. 

 Growth and advancement of the player in soccer is the goal of ODP. The player is the focus. Again, this is not to say ODP will forsake the team for the individual player.  As our players get older, understanding their role within a team concept is part and parcel of their own development.
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