by Perry Melisty

This interview with the /S Men’s National Team head coach was conduceed by Jeff
Tipping, NSCAA Director of Coaching Education and Development.

I'd like to ask about your philosophy, and if it has evolved since you coached at Princeton?
It has evolved. but | think there are some starting points. li's always a process
to become a good team. d process in terms of growing, getting to know each other.
creating an environment in which theres trust on the Inside, where theres a sense of
accountability; where every day when you show up, there are good standards for how
players train. how they treat each other and ultimately what it means 1o step on the
field as a group and understand how to give everything you have for Y0 minutes.
How do you define team chemistry? What are the ingredients you look for in building a team?
I constanty refer o the work on the tnside. What | mean by that is just e fact
that it’s hard work to become a good team. 1t requires players who come 10 every day,
put their egos aside. and are willing to trust the people ground them; (o listen, to un-
derstand what its going to take lor that team (o be successtul. And ultimately, its not
about players just doing what they like to do, or what comes easy Its about a group
understanding what it’s going to take to be suecessful. The chemistry is when you get
everybody on board, when there’s a really good leeling about what you're all about. It
shows ttsell in‘the ability to go on the field, eliminate the distractions, not be thrown
off by things that may not go your way, and compete ar the highest level every match

You obviously have very thoughtfully put together a staff of coaches that you want
working with the national team. What are some of the qualities that you're looking
for in your own staff of coaches!?

I'think as a staff we also have to have chemistry. That chermsiry for me mvolves a sense
ol challenging each other. I'm not one who likes to have people who are just there for the
ride To have people who come inand have ideas, | love my assistant coaches Lo nat only
have watched games, but be reacly 1o challenge me on a regular basis about how we play,
whok on the held. what we need 1o do in training. I'm going to go back at them. [ like 10
use the expression sometimes that | want 1o see il they're ready to go Loe-to-toe with me.
But those linds of discussions on the inside, where we put things on the table, look hard
at them ~ | think thars important m a staff. 1 think we also are lucky thar we have a good
balatce in our stafl Peter Nowak brings great energy. great experience. (Editors note: Sine
this interview, Nowak left the US. staff to become the coach of Major League Soccer’s Philudelphia
Union.) Mike Sorber also is experienced, but has a very good way of balancing the stall
— he listens, and when he makes pomis, he makes them simply, in a few words, but also
very accurately: Pierre Barrieu handles the strength and condinoning, bur he also has a very
good eye. He is a good observer and never is afraid to give an opinion. And Anally, Zak Ab-
del as a goalkeeper coach still has a great instinet for everything that goes on in the team
So our discussions are such that we challenge each other, and 1 think theres camaraderie
within the staff and a real sense of what we're trying to accomplish rogether.

The staff you've put together obviously consists of field coaches, but what other
support staff are important for a national team?

Theres one person | failed 1o mennon thar also is an important part of our stail, and
thats John Hackworth. John isan assistant coach with us, As many coaches across the
country know, he also ovérsees our developmental academy and handles a lot of our scout-
ing. His role obviously is very important. As far as the academy side of it, it assures (hat
the ideas we talk about m every national ream camp are being passed down. He can hear
the kind of diseussions and make sure that pur youth coaches around the country are up
on things that are important. We continue to try 1o knock down walls and communicate
better; and that includes from the full national team through the U-23s with Thomas (Ron-
pen) with the U-20s: Wilmer (Cabrera) with the U-17s; Mike Matkovich with the U-18s
which is kind ol an in-between age group; Jimmy Barlowe with the U-15s: and Manny
(Schellscheidt) with the L-14s. This level of communication; the way we share informa-
pon, isimportant, Beyond that, our stall mchudes our general manager, Pam Perkins, who
cloes an meredible job in terms of handling all the details involved with the national 1eam

—travel, getting equipment where it nieeds to be on time. In regards to that, we have an
equipment staff — Tim Cook, Jessie Bignami — they make sure those needs are mel. We've
heen fortunate 1o be able 1o make Ivan Barreraa [ull-time trainer, and he can coordinate
regularly with our doctors. We've tried to make sure that across all areas we've moved
ourselves along, because when you look at the best national teams ini the world and the
best clubs, the Job is done ar the highest level across the baard, and we want to miake sure
that we're dowmg the same.

Can you reflect on systems of play, your approach to systems of play, maybe your
favorite systems of play?

We have been a team thal has played almost predominanily with four inf the back;
I think that cenamly fits our ralem pool. A good example Is just the chenustry and the
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understanding that has been built hetween Carlos Bocanegra and Oguchi
Uneywu, as centerbacks. and 1 think thar 15 certamly an important starting
point for any team More than that, what we've tried to do Is create a sense

25 10 how we move on the held, how we stay compact, how we cover the
field. We've played mostly 442 Tdo believe that its important 1o have some
tactical fHexibility at times. so that that 4-4-2 can switch 1o some version of
ither 4-2-3-1 or4-3-3 ar 4-3-2-1. For me what we 11y to.da is to have an
understanding of how 0 “work as a block of eight” with the defenders and the
midfielders. And then we rry 1o understand the diflerences on certain days, so
we tweak that and make it more a block of seven. Then, that group has a good
sepse as Lo the differences — how to still stay compact and make it hard for the
ther feam, We certainly believe in the idea thar we are more of a team that
plays zonally, that puts a high level of Importance on not just looking at one
thimg on the held. but trymg 10 stay comected with your teammates, mmying to
see more than one thing, tying to move as a unit to sort out problems. 1 con-
stantly am asking snd challenging players to try (o develop a sense of having
more on their radar screen. | think sometimes we have players who are aceus-
tomied to marking one man and thinking that if they can see that one thing on
thie field. they're doing their joh, The ability to see more than one thing on the
held, and the abihity o be able to keep track of alot of things at the same 1ime
15 very important and 1s something thar players need w be pushed 1o be able
ta do at younger ages. sa that by the time they move along, this isn all new.

How much does your system of play react to the opposition’s system of
play? In your planning, how important is how the opposition plays!

We always want to prepare our team to know the tendencies; the
sirengths and weaknesses of another leam We then try 1o make sure that
we understand some litle details within the way we play thal we want 1o
keep track ol their strengths. 1 think we have an overall system that we
believe in. and that gets adjusted slightly for each opponent

In working with the national team, what kind of practices do you run?
Is it largely collective work, or do you de individual functional training?
How do you go about that?

The bulk of our training session is collective work. Agam one of the chal-
leriges of working with the national weam is that we don't have that much time
together, so we take advantage ol each training session (o (rain collectively, |
think thar over the years, I've also med o find 3 good balance where, again,
players are in their positions and working as a group on a lot of days. but
then that change of pace comes on certain days, where vou play in smaller
numbers, work a little hit more on their reactions, and that kind of thing and
don't pur them m ser posinons. You find a way 1o halance some version of free
play with some mare structure. For sure, given the limited amount of time
we have, siructure and the way we move together is important, so | think we
have worked hard in those areas. One thing that we have tried 10 do with the
navional team 1s 1o nor overdo playmg n real nght spaces

Againt, when you coach a club team throughour a long year. | think there
are limes when It probably makes sense to reduce the space, sharpen up
the players i terms of the linle touches, cut down on the running, make
competitive and tun. But wath the time that we have rogether, we siill feel
thiat the sense.of how to move anthe bigger field, both in attack and defense.
Is a priority. So | think that thats important. We then try to make sure that
on certain days, al the end of ramng, within our whole stafl, we divey up
responsibilities tor smaller group work or indwidual work Perer Nowak does
some great work with the strikers, Involving shorter running, quick nunning;
fmishing and timirig. Mike Sorber does somie great work with the midfield-
ers in terms of pure receiving and passing — basic things, but things that we
find all of our midhelders need. At times, we just do some passing with our
defenders out of their positions, in terms of playing the ball around the back.
plaving the ball into the midfeld, moving our line, that kind of thing. So we
certainly try 1w make sure that the nme we have 1ogether at the end ol traming
also is wrilized propetly.

So you do functional work at the end of training?
Yes. thats prabably the way we go abouy things more oltén than not,

If you were talking to youth coaches of 7-year-olds, 8-year-olds, even |0-
and | |-year-olds, what kind of things would you like to see taught so
that in 10 or 15 years, we will have exceptional national team players?
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I think the starting point stll is that our players continue 1o improve
technically: the wea thar we have more players that are very comlortable with
the hall, capable of making the kinds of plays that can determine maiches
It5 a challenge lor youth coaches to improve their players technically, but still
make sure thar the skills they're warking on come back and fit into the game.
So I'don’ think it all can be done in terms of pure techmeal work. It has to
be some combination of challenging them with the ball. but then creatmg the
kind of little games that allow those players 10 experiment and to fmptove
using the skills that they've been working on in gamie situations,

What are some of the skills that you think should absolutely be in-
grained in a 9-year-old, a 10-year-old, an |1-year-old? | think we have a
heavy emphasis in the U.S. on “undribbling.” Trying to develop creative
players would be something that | think you would like to see. What do
you think are the weaknesses of the players you see coming through?

I talk often about the package of things needed to play at the highest level. |
fmd that in many, many cases, we |ust neec! players that need (o be a lile bit better
i all areas. What we have al the highest level is just a diflereit yardstick. You may
have a player that in college 1sa good all-around player, skillful, creative, but now,
when he goes from college to professional soccer. into MLS, the same things that
hes been doing across the board arent good enough. So onie of the great challenges
ol youth coachmg is 10 have a picture of what a player 1s all about and wy 1o envi-

sion what that players going 1o play like when the games are faster, more physical

and better, and in some way try to help him move himsell along In some cases.
that involves something that a player does really well, and thats what’s going o
et them 1o the top. In other cases, you can look at a player and say that as much
as he does this really well. thats not going to be good enough ai the mghest level,
and hes going to need to be better in all of these other areas in order 1o continue
1o Improve: So theres no set answer. One of the great coaching, teaching stories |
remember the most is this goll teacher; Harvey Pemek, who wrote Harvey Pemich§
Little Red Book. all about these weachings i his professional career. He had worked
with both Tom Kite and Ben Crenshaw. He always said that when they were
young, he would never let Ben Crenshaw watch when he was reaching Tom Kite,
and he would never let Tom Kite wach when he was teaching Ben Crenshaw,
hecause each had different atmbutes and the things he was trying to do with one
right not fit the other. | think sometimes as coaches we have 1o be able 1o create
a picture for each player as 10 what hell need 1w be like when the games are better,
and find away on a regular basis 10 move him along, Thats not only challenging,
but ltimately thats where the real rewards come.

What influences, which managers, have influenced you in the develop-
ment of your philosophy?

The one name that 've probably given the most 1s Amgo Sacchi. | was, like
many others, 4 great admirer of his teams at Milan — the way they moved as a unit,
the way they had a team of big names, but éveryone hacl 1o play as part of the
tear. [ had a great opportunity i 1994 1o watch Italy wain, virtually every day,
throughout the World Cup, and see the way he did things Most recently, I've been
really licky that T've been at Manchester United & few times When ['ve been there,
T've seen the overall influence that Sir Alex Ferguson has, his personality. There
is nothing that goes on i that club Lhat he doesnt kniow about. He just hasan
incredible way to be on top of things. set the right tone: He has the ability to lead
that group of players every day with knowing what to say. what not 16 say, koow-
ing when to be hard on players, when to joke around a little bit. For me, heb a very
down-o-earth man, full of wiscdom, but {ull of humility. So | think seeing the way
he does things has probably meant a lot 10 me in recent years.

What would you say are some of the primary characteristics of a great
coach or a great manager, common characteristics that they have?

[ think hirst and foremost, its the environment that they create every day,
the way they set a tone with their group — the ability w lead and set the right
example every day; their sense as 1o what to do in training, how the team
needs to play, decisions that get made. tough decisions. In terms of ywho might
play, whom to hold out, the best managers are confident in themselves. They
understand how to create that environment every day with the group. They're
not afraid. In soccer these days, there are so many outside factors, yo can
never let any of that slip through the cracks and get on the inside of what
you're trymg to do: The way the top managers set that tone everv day, the
teaum spirit they ereate. just the enviranment that exists because of the way

they go about their business — thats what 115 all about. )
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