We’re losing our

Interview by Michael Jones

Since 1992, Bob Bigelow has delivered more than 400 speeches to parens,
coaches and admmistrators about the dangers of the current youth sports sys-
tem. He has spent years talking with experts and researching such issues as
pediatric development, sports psychalogy, child psychology, and any other subject
that has anything remotely do to with how children play sports, He has conclud-
ed that the organized vouth sports system that has evolved in this coungry over
the past 15 years, including the youth soccer system. needs to be dismantled. He
believes it damages childien, encowrages high dropout rates among developing
athletes ane high burmout rates among gifted one. As a vesull, millions of chil-
dren are permanently twrned off sports before they reach their leenage years.

| know you didn’t play organized sports until late. Why do kids today
start so early?

1I'never played any basketball at all belore 14 years old, yet 1 was in the
NBAat 21 And | know children roday m America who have played since
second grade They've played thousands of hours, and not one of them
will ever bie better than me

Everything | had done prior to eighth grade was playgrounds, sand-
lots. backyards. with other kids and no adulis. However, m mnih grade |
started playimg basketball, Up until that time there had been 12 first-rotind
NBA drall picks in the history of the state, and | was one of them. Yet |
never played the game unul 1 was in minth grade. Less than emight years
tater | was the 13th pick in the country.

Why do you think starting “so late” worked for you? Will it work today?

A childs athletic ability prior to puberty is an absolutely meaningless indicator
of a childs arhlene abiliy post puberty, What they are a1 8 or 10 s generally not
going 10 mean & thing abour what they are at 14. 16 or 18, The whole process of
puberty, which in girls and boys i this country can run from age 9 1o 17, vields
such a different body in so many kids who are even the same age

Thnle of this: two 13-vear-old boys, same age, same date of birth. One
has reached puberty, the other has not. The 13-year-old boy who has reached
puberty quite possibly looks 16. Hair on the legs, hair on the chin, might
even try shaving once in awhile: The 13-year-old boy who hasn't looks 10
Who1s going to be the better athlete of those rwo bovs? The 13-year-old boy
who looks 16. Gross motor skills, testosterone, coordinatton... Ask vourself
another gquestion. Whos going Lo I the better athlete ol the two kids in two
years, lour vears, six years, eight years, 10 years?

So we may be in danger of eliminating the “late bloomers” in today's
youth sports system?

What ends up happening — and soccer Is [ust as guilty of this as any-
thing else — Is the travel select elitism. “Let’s carve out our best at younger
and younger ages because they can't play in Sandwich anymore. Let'’s pick
out our all-stars and go play Harwich " Thats the higgest change in orga-
rized youth sports in the last [5 years

so our bererathleres, those laie-bloomers, never will be wlentified And
the worst thing is thar kids decide early. or their parents decide. *Oh. you're
not going 1o be asoccer player” because the systems are structures like thisin
fifth grade And in all these communities, guess what? That fifth-grade 1ravel
basketball ream 15 going 10 be the luure high school basketball team,

What do you see as other problems in the youth sports system today?

Tocatve up B-and 10-year-olds into A anid B leams, tome is reprehensible
Because what happens is, il vou tell an 8-year-old and his or her parents that
theyre on the A ream, all of a sudden the parents buy mothis “My kadsan A
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late bloomers

Now ask yoursell a quesuon. Once those kids make that ininal A ream, atv what-
ever age that is. what are the chances of that kid not being an A for the rest of his
community soccer life? Once an A, always an A, Once a B, always a B,

Ol course, this 1s completely wrespective of how the kids change in
bodlies, skills, passions and all the other stuff. And I'l tell you why it
doesn’t change — because if you're the A-coach and next seasen or niext
year comes along, are you going Lo call the parents of last year's A team
and tell them that shes no longer an A, shes now on the B team? Who's
going 1o make that political call? And as soon as that phone call ends, do
you think the parent is going ta be on the phone to the age-group coordi-
fator or the commissioner (saying) “What, you've demoted my child!"

These A parents spend one season standing on the sidelines cheering
[or their darlings. then when 1t comes nme o break up the team they say
"Oh, our little darlings are playing so well together. They can't break them
up They're just getting good.”

Som all these communities around the country — i soccer, basket-
ball and all the sports — the As remain the As. This 1s varsity hugh school
syndrome. This is what's done at 15, 16, 17 and 18 years old. And now it
is done in some places in this country 1o 7- 1o 10-year-olds.

How has this evolved in the sports system?
We've let it get into the hands of people who don't know better.
The people in these communities aren't dumb. They know that “if little

Johmnie or little Jill has got to get on that team, we'll push. 1'll sit on the

board, I'll spend these hours so the agenda of my linle boy or girl becomes
paramount,” They understand the way the system works. But if you're a
kid and don't have an advocate, a parent who might be a normal person,
who doesn't want to spend all his time in youth sports, you could be a
margimalized lad very quickly in all these communiues.

What you have on your board are well-meaning, mostly dads. Butch-
ers, bakers, candlestick makers, truck drivers, lawyers and sales con-
sultamts. Where is their background i lads? What do they know about
4-year-olds, o-vear-olds, 8-year-olds and 10-year-olds and how they act
and how they react? L ask every board in every town | go to: Da you have
an elementary school physical education teacher on your board? No one
does. Why not? Do you have a pediatrician on your board? Why not? Do
you have a child psychologist on your board? Why not?

You purport to serve kids, yet you have no one on your board that knows
kidls. Better get one, [olks. Get an advocate lor the kids on your boards instead
of wondermg when you can start your third-grade travel team

So you think the problem goes right to the very top of the L.S. Soccer
hierarchy?

You know the little 2010 thing — men are going to win the World Cup and
all that fun stil. They haven got a snowballs chance in hell. And they think
its because we don't get city kads — black kids and Hispanic kids from the aty
— playing soccer. You know what theyre really missing? Late blooming boys

USSF wants to know who our best 12-vear-olds are now because they
think they're gomg to take those best sueh-graders and tm them into our
best 22-year-olds. What all these communities do is try to separate and isolate
their young stars early, but it goes against the pediaric common sense of the
way these kids grow. Some ol these kids won't be able to show soccer talent
until they're 17, 18, 19 The rule is thar kids, especially boys, grow later. So
what the hell are you doing trying to isolate and separate and ancint your
[uture stars when they're too young to know il they'll ever be future stars?
How does “specializing” in a sport and the longer seasons affect young players?

Before 1980 in this country, even before 1985, there was very linle
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spring soccer. And this is where they went down the tubes. Instead ol
just spring soceer, il became travel/competitive soceer. It was no longer in
towr It was “Let's take our best and go play their best ~ This was when
the travel stull all started. Well, that was the road 1o hell paved with good
intentions. What happens is. yes. the kids get o play more soccer. But the
longer the season, the mare games, the more people take it (o serously.
At that ume, around the nud-80s, it was U-14 mmimum age. And
vou know whats happened since then. It’s whar [ call soccer creep, <14
became U-12, which became U-10, which became U-8, which became L-
6 As | tell the soccer people all the time, "You will be the lirst sport with
pre=natal travel soccer i this country,” They can’ stop themselves

But isn’t it important to play the best players and to play often?
Until puberty, its meaningless, and | don'l care how many soccer

people think their game 1s grear. If thar kid's playing loothall, playing
hackey or running around the yard playing tag. that kid's getting athlenc:

Just because they don't have a ball at the end of their [oot, or they're ot

heading iL. doesn’t mean (they're not developing)

Now will a lad who plays 300 days (a year] of soceer at age 10 be bet-
ter than a kid who plays 20 days of soccer at age 102 Yes. But ask yourself
a very important question: 1s the kid who's playing 300 days of soceer at
age 10 gomg 1o like the lreaking game when het 142

You know, | leel as bad for those kads who play 300 days ol soccer
atage 0as 1 do lor the kids who get cut and will never know how good
they could have been 2

&

This avticle first appeared m the April 2002 edinon of Soccer New England,
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Faﬁo Capelln Continued from page 40.

bty has been involved with all his captains in the same way: with accuracy
and reliabillty, 'think these are its essential features that he has as a man
and 25 a manager. He treats lis captains with respect,

Is he the boss or does he involve senior players a lot in discussions?

Fabio is the manager so. in my opinion. he is “the boss” and has the
last word in all decisions. He carries on his shoulders the responsibility ol
the whole team, but he Is 1oo smart not to listen to the advice ol more ex-
perienced players or s staff members. He trusis a lot m them, hegnning
with his "deputy” lalo Galbiatl, who has followed Capello everywhere.

Moreover, Capello, unlike other coaches — [or Instance Arrigo Sacchi
—alsowas a greaw player who played 10 the highest level, and tlns leads
him to understand that if senior players give any suggestions, this happens
only because they want o win: Thats all. Coming in second at AC Milan
—but also at Juventus or Real Madrid — was seen as deep lailure by the
man. He wants only 1o win,

What kind of captains does he like?

I think that, llke any manager, he prefers captaing wha are leaders by
example, not by words. They have to have a strong character and person-
ality. have chansma and they have 10 be able 1o help their teammates when
they need help, But the “true” captain is chosen by the “locker room." not
by the manager, although in national leams the captain almost always is
the player who has the highest number of caps

Capello has wramed skippers such as Maolo Maldin, Franceseo Tt
and Alessandro Del Piero, and |'am sure that guys like John Terry. Steven
Gerrard, Frank Lampard and - why not — David Beckham are all in the
same mold and contenders to be his next captain.

What were his training techniques like?

Capello ts a very good manager, but loday. in professional football, it is
unthinkable 1w do everything alone. He has a stafl of the highest level, his
assistant, ltalo Callnanl, has spent a lifetime career at AC Milan; the athletic
trainer Massimo Neri and goalie tramer Franco Tancredi = who has-won
a championship in AS Roma as 4 player and one as goalie trainer — are
superb, Tancredi was my teammate on'the ltalian Natlonal Team at the
Mexico '86 World Cup: They are all prolessionals who have won trophies
both in ltaly and abroad

At AC Milan, they had vanguard structures, like the MilanLab (AC
Milans medical and fitness center in Milanelle), and that was exceptional
I do not know anything abowt The FAs techimeal center, but I think that
Capello will be equal to the task

He is willing to learn from everyone. For example, when Arrigo
(5acchl) arrived at AC Milan, he made me study old videos of Gianluca
Signorint’s (Parmas sweeper n the Sacchi era) defensive moves, Many
years later, when he was at Juventus, Capello tald me that he had done
the same thing with Swedish striker Zlatan Ibrahimovic he showed him 4
DVD eollection with a goal compilation of Marco van Basiens career, he-
cause he needed Ibra to turn e a more concrete goal scorer w the box
He learned (he lesson, didn he?

Did you practice for penalty shootouts under Capello?
Yes, we pracuced penalties, 1 believe that shaotouts are mainly psycho-
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togical affairs bur if you pracuce a lot, you can lack them i a better way
But, for fnstance. in a final after 120 dramaric minuies of a tight game

it is another thing altogether. And 1, unlortunately, know that because

ol Pasadena '94, in the USA World Cup final against Brazil. 1 rook a bad
penalty after the best performance of my entire career. After my mistake

| eried on worldwide TV. but | have never been ashamed. Believe me: 1o
deal with certain situations, there i$ no training that can prepare a player.

Was he obsessed with diets?

Capello was not obsessed with dier bur ar these highest levels, the
small details make the dillerence. Any detail. And here we are talking
about 3 fundamental component in the prolessional life of a top proles-
sional player ltaly 1s a Mediterranean country, and our diet — it has been
scientifically shown - is among the most varied and nuritious diets m
the world. One ol the biggest diffieulties that loreign players have to face
when they chiange countries is to adjust themselves to local ways and
traditions. Persuading Briush players 1o change their (bod habits will he
ane of the first problems that Capello will face.

What was Fabio Capello like to play for?

There were some dilficult cases, of course, but | prefer to keepwhat
happened m the locker room i the locker room. [ do remember when
Marco Simone. who olten was injured. complained 1o the media that he
was net playing enough. Simone got angry publicly and said that “Capello
Is a bt like God: He does not give equal opportunities (o all. Fabio soon
sold him to Monaco even though he was a very good striker [or the team,
Capello i strong '

What kind of players does Capello love and hate?

Capello has always liked skillful players, like Dejan Savicevic, for
instance. But Capellois a modern football man and needs s plavers w
help each other and recover [rom leammates’ mistakes You niust be able
to delend and have [lexibility on the pitcly

Thars why Savicevic (the “Gerus,” as everyone ealled him), was de-
ployed as an offensive midfielder on the right llank. He was all lefi-fooed
and did not agree with Capello, but it worked! Tn Athens at the 1994
Chamipions League Cup findl against Barcelona, Dejan was extraordinary,
Anorher example was (Zvonmur) Boban, with whom Fabio had some
problems on the pitch. “Zorro.” as we nicknamed him, wasa typical
No. 10in his years at Dinamo Zagreb, bul playing in ltalian foothall was
a whole different thing, Boban was 100 smant not 1o put himsell at the
service of the team, so under Capellos orders he had w “sacrifice” himsell
andd be our mside or outstde midfelder

Do you have a story that best sums up Capello?

More than any particular anecdote, | remember an episode that per-
haps explains the man differences berween Capello and his predecessor
Sacchi. Arrigo often said "leaders of the team should not be Barest and Van
Basten.” Then one day, in training, Marco (van Basten) asked him: “Mister,
why do you deal with me as you deal with the others? Tam not like the
others " And Sacchi said to him: “Because vou are o smart lor me 1o-deal
with you in 4 dillerent way” With Capello, nothing like that would ever
happen. Van Basten never needed 1o ask him such questions, o
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