SPORTSMANSHIP

As stated in the Loveland Soccer Club “Code of Conduct,” coaches in the LSC are expected to be role models, exhibiting the highest standards of sportsmanship, morals, integrity, and honesty while imparting skills and knowledge of the game to their players.  These standards also apply when dealing with parents, club members, referees, and opposing teams.  

Sportsmanship is defined as:  Qualities and behavior befitting a sportsman.  

Sportsman is defined as:  1.  One who is interested in or takes part in sports.  2.  A person who can take loss or defeat without complaint, or victory without gloating, and who treats his opponents with fairness, generosity, courtesy, etc.  

My definition of soccer sportsmanship is: the demonstration of respect for the sport, players, officials, and opponents while engaged in competition, regardless of the complexion or outcome of the game.  

Sportsmanship encompasses moral, ethical, and social aspects of behavior.  It deals with philosophy and values.  Just as in all human behaviors, there are differences of opinion on some issues and there are gray areas.  Sportsmanship provides limits to behavior and circumscribes behaviors that are acceptable and unacceptable. The limits of behavior are often voluntary and there are no written rules governing some behaviors.  For the good of the game and the good of the players, coaches need to demonstrate, or role model, the ideals of sportsmanship for the players.

Sportsmanship in matches is the equivalent of character in daily life.  Character is defined as “moral strength, self-discipline, and fortitude” and also as “good reputation.”  Another definition of character is “how one behaves when no one is watching.”  We all appreciate and value ethical behavior.  Sportsmanship requires ethical behavior on the field.  Demonstrating sportsmanship does not diminish competitiveness.  It allows the result of a player or team’s efforts to have meaning and value.  Upholding the written and unwritten rules of sportsmanship will enhance the sense of pride and accomplish that comes with a win or any well-played match.  When evaluating your team’s performance after any competition be sure to give a thought to the sportsmanship component.  

The line between sportsmanlike and unsportsmanlike becomes less distinct when gamesmanship is considered.  Gamesmanship is the ability to use every ploy or advantage at your disposal.  However gamesmanship does not mean breaking the rules.  When Briana Scurry moved off her line early to block the Chinese player’s shot in the shootout she broke the rules.  The official did not make a call and the US women’s team won the match.  Was this good gamesmanship or not?  Is breaking the rules OK if it is not called?  It was undoubtedly not good sportsmanship.  How about the Maradonna handball/headball goal in the World Cup a few years back? Were either of these wins tainted?  Were the losing teams unfairly treated?  

Most questions about sporting behavior are clearly on one side of the line but a few seem to waver.  The line between gamesmanship and unsporting behavior is often indistinct.  Just how hard should a player with the ball try to keep his balance when tripped or fouled in or near the penalty box?  Be sure you have thought about some of these issues and if you are not clear about some in your own mind tell the kids so.  It is often a good idea to discuss your questions with other coaches or soccer professionals.  You can also use the “rocking chair evaluation” to help answer your own questions.  The “rocking chair evaluation” is where you imagine yourself at age 96 quietly sitting in a rocking chair reflecting back on your decision that you are presently faced with.  Decide at age 96 while in your rocking chair whether or not you made the correct choice or would you do it over again differently. (Remember, you are close to meeting your maker!)

When an individual takes on the responsibility of being a youth coach there is no set of instructions concerning sportsmanship that come with the job.  It is up to the coach to seriously and conscientiously evaluate his behavior at all times and make decisions during games and practices that demonstrate and promote sportsmanship to his players.  Sportsmanship often means making sacrifices and choosing a more difficult path but as coaches we do this for the benefit of our players and the game.   No one will care or remember much about the outcome of the game or the standings or whatever other statistical measure seems to be of primary concern at the moment.  A scoreboard does not necessarily reflect excellence or the truth as to the way the game was actually played.    

Your approach to sportsmanship and the game is just as critical as your ability to teach technical and tactical skills to your players.  The life lessons dealing with behavior and values will become part of your player’s identity and they will be of great significance during the lifetime of the players when they are faced with day-to-day decisions.  The ability to play fairly, win graciously, and to maintain dignity during a loss or personal adversity is immensely more important than some crappy piece of plastic that supposedly symbolizes success.  Granted, winning games is a lot more fun than losing and winning games should always be a prime objective.  However, the ability to play the game with honor and sportsmanship is part of an internalized value system that can be applied to the player’s approach to other aspects of personal and social behavior.  Having a sportsmanlike attitude will benefit the player and can impact our social and cultural fabric.  Playing by the rules and showing respect for others is the oil that makes our social, political, and economic systems work.  Not doing so can erode and degrade our way of life. Please take the role of teaching sportsmanship very seriously.  Keep its importance in the forefront of your coaching and do your best to promote sportsmanlike behavior at all times.  Shaping and developing strong character in your players is of greater long-term value than soccer skills.  When viewed in these terms this may seem like more responsibility than what many coaches bargain for.  Nevertheless, it is part of the job description and needs to be seriously considered by the youth coach.  

How do you teach sportsmanship?  What constitutes sportsmanlike behavior?  Like many concepts, it is difficult to define or hard to say exactly what it is but “you know it when you see it.”  I believe that the principles of sportsmanship are those same ones that we have come to value and admire in individuals because they are universally agreed on as demonstrating excellence in behavior.  Sportsmanlike behaviors are those that transcend the good of the individual or the good of the moment for the greater good of the team or the sport.  Sportsmanlike behaviors generally avoid immediate gratification for a greater principle.  As a coach, your ultimate objective in teaching sportsmanship to the players is to have the players internalize the sportsmanlike values that they can apply not only to sports but also to life.  Sportsmanship is something that hopefully will not just be exhibited on the playing field but also off the field.  Otherwise it becomes like being holy only in church.  What good does it do? 

Think about this for a minute.  Who would you choose to have as a baseball coach for your own child - Pete Rose, Barry Bonds, or Barry Larkin?  Who would you have coach your child at basketball- Dennis Rodman, Bobby Knight, or Oscar Robertson?  At football- Woody Hayes, Jim Brown, or Walter Payton?  At tennis- John MacEnroe or Arthur Ashe?  Which ones would you trust your child with?  Which ones would not only be capable instructors but also demonstrate the sports ethics and values that you would want to see fostered in your child?  What kind of a coach do you want to be?  How do you want to be remembered by your players?  What do you want your youthful players to take with them as a result of you having been their soccer coach?  

Keep in mind that the players learn from the adults and that they mimic and imitate adult behavior.  Your players will pick up from your example so decide what kind of example you want to set for your players.  Teams reflect the personality, style, and values of the coach.  That is your legacy.  

SOCCER ETTIQUETTE AND TIPS

There are some written and unwritten policies in soccer that coaches should be aware of.  Some of these relate to sportsmanship and some are considered proper soccer etiquette.

Sideline Behavior

Players and coaches are to stay in the technical area and behave properly while there. The technical area is 1-2 yards from the sideline and 2-5 yards from the half line.  No yelling and screaming.  No maniacal ranting and raving at players or officials. There is no place on the field or sideline for negative comments.  Realize that the players and officials are trying their best and deserve our support and encouragement.  

Do not be incessantly shouting out instructions to players.  Let them play the game and enjoy it.  Your time to instruct the players is at training sessions and a brief commentary at the half time.  Giving play-by-play instructions inhibits the players making their own decisions and applying what they have learned at training sessions.  Limit yourself to positive encouraging instruction and comments during the match.  

Parents and coaches are never to be allowed behind the goal lines.

Children learn by observing our example.  Teach them to appreciate and enjoy the game by your positive example during the games.  Be calm, controlled, and professional, especially when the team is struggling or seems to be receiving the short end of the stick from the officials.  

When a Player Becomes Injured on the Field

The following is from an article written by Darrell Rogers, October 1999 for the Traverse Bay Area Youth Soccer Site.  Some of the article has been slightly edited.  

There is an unwritten rule in soccer that exists in no other sport.  This unwritten rule of etiquette is in practice at the highest levels of the game.  When a player is injured on the field, whoever is in possession of the ball should immediately and directly play the ball out over the touchline.  This applies whether it is an injured player on your own team or your opponent’s team.  After the player is attended to, the opposing team is to throw the ball in bounds to your team, usually deep toward the back or to the goalkeeper.  The ball is then to be allowed to reach the first player unchallenged, and then play resumes as normal.  The same applies to the other team if they play the ball out of bounds for an injured player.  

Remember that just because a player is injured the referee is not obligated to stop play.  Referees are instructed to let play continue unless the injured player is in a dangerous location or has a head injury, a bone showing, or copious amount of blood showing.  Traditionally, it is up to the players to stop play so teach them the proper way to do this. The coach should not have to yell at the referee to stop play.  Rather instruct your players how to stop play.  When a player is injured, wait for the referee to invite you onto the field before you run out.  This shows respect for the game and its rules.  

Lest you think that this is a rule only for youth soccer, let me tell you a story.

The FA (Football Association) cup soccer tournament in England is the equivalent of baseball’s “World Series” in the US.  It is the soccer championship of all England.  England is the birthplace of soccer.  This tournament is the most important event  (notice I didn’t say  “soccer event”) in the country while it is being played.  The winners of the FA Cup are practically knighted by the Queen. You get the picture.  The FA Cup is life or death.  If ever sportsmanship and fair play are put to the test it is in fiercely fought games such as these.  

During a quarterfinal match in the FA Cup last year, with the score tied 1-1, this very situation occurred.  An injured player was down on the field and his opponent played out the ball.  The ensuing throw-in went deep from the attacking team toward the opposing goalkeeper just as fair play demands.  Everything that this unwritten rule dictates was happening.  Then something went wrong.

There was an attacker still deep in the attacking end that was not aware of what had happened with the injury.  When the throw, which was intended for the opposing goalkeeper, came from his teammate this attacker received the ball instead of allowing it to roll to the goalie.  He then played it directly across to another teammate in front of the goal who struck the ball into the empty net.  (The goalkeeper had left his net to receive the “fair play” throw-in.)

The assistant referee indicated goal, the referee pointed to the center circle and recorded the score in his book.  Then all heck broke loose.  Thirty thousand fans, aware of this breach of etiquette, were booing and hissing the “unfair” play!  The coach of the team that was scored upon threatened to take his team off the field.  The officials told him to get his players on the field or forfeit the match.

The game was completed with final score remaining 2-1.  The winning team (Arsenal), even after benefiting from the unfair goal, was supposed to advance to the semi-finals of the FA Cup.  According to game and FA officials nothing was amiss with the victory.

Now we go to the post-game press conference.  The winning coach appears, after much delay, in front of a screaming mob sports writers and television crews.  After getting a semblance of order restored in the press room, the coach was asked the question everyone in England wanted answered:  “What are you going to do about the unfair goal?”  Every soccer coach, player and parent in world should know his answer.

This coach (or manager as they’re called over there) gave this answer:  “There is nothing for it but to replay the match.”  In American, this means that the only fair thing to do is replay the game.

Turns out that before the press conference the manager called the club directors and they all agreed they could not let this tainted victory stand.  So they called The Football Association and asked that they be allowed to replay the game.  The FA said no, the game result would stand.  So Arsenal responded that they would vacate the victory and withdraw from the FA Cup entirely.

In other words, instead of being known as cheaters (Mind you, this is based on an unwritten rule!) the club chose to quit the most important tournament in a country where soccer is not actually life or death, it’s more important than that!

Fortunately, under intense pressure from all of England, the FA allowed the match to be re-played.  And of course, just as we fans of the greatest game would hope, fair play was rewarded and Arsenal won the re-play 2-0.

You won’t read this story in the sports pages in the US, but this is the sport of which you are a part.

Thanks, and remember:  Coaching soccer is teaching life lessons using a ball!

Darrell Rogers

Running Up the Score

You are playing a match against a team that you clearly outmatch.  The score is 4-0 with part of the first half still left to play.  How do you handle the situation?  

First, realize that playing against a team that plays at a significantly stronger or weaker level than your team generally does neither team a great deal of good.  If you are the winning team then rightfully so, you should beat a clearly weaker team.  If you are the losing team then do your best to tough it out and provide some objectives for your team to accomplish under fairly unpleasant circumstances.  

Next, remember that if you are greatly outperforming your opponent that the shoe could very well be on the other foot sometime and how would you like your team to be treated in this situation.  

Once your team has established its dominance over your opponent and it is clear that your opponent is not going to threaten the outcome of the game, you need to have some restrictions in mind to place on your players to keep the score from becoming unsportsmanlike.  You need to raise the bar for your players so that they must work harder to score.  As coach, you need to recognize this situation and decide when to place the restrictions on your players.  After the fourth or fifth unanswered goal it is usually time to do so.  Certainly do not let an outdoor game go beyond a 7 or 8 goal advantage.  

Some possible restrictions:

· Everyone touches the ball once before a goal can be scored- this will require your team to work the ball out of the defensive third

· Two touch maximum 

· One touch in the defensive half, two or three touch in the attacking half

· The team can only score off of a header

· The team can only score from a bang-u 

· The team can only score off of a cross

· Players have only one touch to score a goal

· Pull a player or two off the field

· Pick a player who is the only player allowed to score

Moving your defenders up to forward positions without some team restriction is not always a good idea when you are trying to limit the score.  It’s like turning a hungry dog loose in an unguarded meat store.  An attempt at a feeding frenzy will likely take place.  

Be prepared in advance for restrictions when needed.  Be creative and try to turn the situation into a challenge for your players.  Keep in mind also that whatever you do to prevent the other team from being embarrassed will not be satisfactory for some opposing coaches and parents.   Some less mature or experienced coaches will often times be angry and frustrated and will not appreciate your restrictions.  Some may not even realize that you placed restrictions on your players.  The more experienced coach will take note of your efforts and should be appreciative of the sportsmanlike conduct even if he does not acknowledge this to you after the game.  In any event, do the best you can to teach your players that a trouncing of a clearly less capable team is no great, rewarding accomplishment for them.  Let them know that the restrictions are both a sportsmanlike gesture and an attempt to require them to play harder to make them better players.  

Language 

There is no place on the soccer field for bad language.  This applies to games and practice.  As players become older they sometimes use four letter words out of anger or frustration.  The coach is not to allow players to use unacceptable language at any time.  Players need to know this right away.  The first time you hear a player express himself in this way you need to put a stop to it.  Tell the team that this team does not do that.  If a player violates your rule you can have him do a few pushups as a reminder not to do so.  This is part of your job in promoting sportsmanship and citizenship.  

Trash talk is also not to be encouraged or tolerated.  Trash talk is designed to take an opponent out of his game but it has absolutely no place on the youth soccer field.  Teach your players to deal with trash talk from the other team by winning the ball from the trashy player.  

Player Criticism

Players are not to get on each other at practice or games.  This is sometimes a tricky problem.  If you deal with it early it will not show itself as often.  Players who play the “blame game” will quickly bring a team down during a match.  Your example of positive encouragement at all times will do more to prevent inter-team criticism than anything else.  If you notice a player getting on someone beyond what you think is healthy, tell that player that you will do the critiquing.  Keep in mind that it is OK for players to tell each other to “pick it up some” now and then when it is justified and appropriate.  Yelling at each other, however, is a different matter and is counterproductive and very destructive to the team.  

Poor Referees

Everyone finds themselves in a match that has simply has incompetent officiating.  The quality of referees runs about like the quality of coaches, from outstanding to those that hurt the game.  You as coach will set the tone for how your team will react to poor officiating.  If your outward reaction is to explode and get upset with bad calls then your team will be upset and taken out of their game.  They will start overreacting to every call or non-call and be concentrating on the officials rather than the game.  If you acknowledge the poor officiating to your team but have a “get over it” attitude so will they.  Reacting to bad calls and poor officiating is counter productive.  It only makes matters go from bad to worse and can cause the game to degenerate.  

Do not yell at referees for bad calls or missed calls.  They have long memories and are often not afraid to take it out on your team later.  Usually the calls will even out over the course of a match, then you can let the other coach get on the referee’s back and let him and his team suffer the consequences.  It will only help you in the long run if keep your mouth shut.  Sometimes the quality of the officiating seems to change for the better as the game goes on.  Be patient and see how it goes during the course of the game before becoming too obsessed with the way the game is being called.  There is absolutely nothing you can do about it anyway.  

In defense of what you may perceive as a missed call, sometimes-obvious calls can be missed because the referee was in a position where it was physically impossible for him to see the foul or maybe he justifiably had his vision trained elsewhere at the time.  Many calls are somewhat subjective, such as the advantage rule, and they will not suit one coach or the other.  Also, keep in mind that as impossible as it may seem, sometimes you can be wrong about your assessment of the situation and the referee correct.

Referees in youth soccer matches often may be qualified on paper but are often unqualified in reality.  Many of today’s referees have not played the game at a very sophisticated level, if at all, and do not always get it.   However, we have to deal with the level of officiating that is available.  None of the referees go out onto the field with the idea of purposefully calling a lousy game.  They generally do the best they can just as the players and coaches do.   Maintain a mature perspective when you are in a situation of obviously incompetent officiating.  Do not become indignant.  Do not argue with the referee or call him names after the game.  If you believe it in the best interest of the league to complain about an official then there is a procedure that each league has to do so.  However, do not expect much satisfaction.  Simply bring your complaints to the attention of the referee coordinator from that club, hope that it is not the official you are complaining about, and maybe if several others do the same then corrective measures will be taken.  Generally it is in your best interest to simply forget about it and move on.  Referees often have a thankless job so don’t make it any harder on them or we might be without any referees.  If you think a referee or linesman called a good game be sure to tell them so after the game.   

For the sake of your players, do not get caught up in blaming losses on the officiating.  Every now and then it happens that a bad call or lack of control of a game can cost a goal or two.  It is an unfortunate part of the game that the outcome can sometimes be decided by the officiating.  But if the blame is placed on the officials then it is acknowledging that the game is not within the control of players and this is not a healthy attitude to foster.  You can always say on the other hand, “Had we taken advantage of our other opportunities we could have won the game regardless of the officiating.”  This places the power back in the hands of the players and prevents them from using poor officiating as an excuse for mistakes or poor performance.  It can actually reduce some of the frustration and allow the players to think about things they can work on rather than those “damn referees who cost us the game.”  The fault lies not with the stars but within ourselves.  

Dealing with Foul Play
Very often you will play against a team with one or more players who seem to be continually fouling your players. Referees do not always notice this type of player and if they do not see or recognize the fouls then what can your players do?  

Teach your players that this is part of the game.  Have them expect this to happen to them on a regular basis, which it does.  They need to be able to mentally handle being fouled without a call or they will be taken off their game when it happens.  Most players will eventually develop their own way of dealing with this situation.  They may simply ignore it or they may stand up to it.  The main thing for them to learn is to avoid retaliating or playing at that level.  Retaliation is usually caught and called.  It can even cost a player a card.  Retaliation can mean that the opposing player has accomplished his objective of disturbing your player mentally and physically.  Teach players to be patient and eventually the referee will generally notice what is happening and appropriately handle the situation.  If the referee does not, then your player will just need to learn to cope.  This is one of those life lessons they can take from the game.  Life is not always fair.  There are bullies or criminals out there that the law does not always catch up with.  Everyone needs to assume responsibility to protect themselves and to learn to competently deal with adversity without help from the authorities and yet do so within the framework of the law.  

You can encourage your players to stand up to foul players.  They can provide a stronger than normal use of the body to send a message to the opposing player that they will not be pushed around.  This can mean some extra shoulder power or an extra strong tackle when possible.  This is not retaliation but rather a clear and direct message.  Some players are good at verbally defending themselves without being distracted from their game.  It’s just their way of dealing with this type of situation.    

Be very careful what you tell younger players about handling this situation.  Never, ever tell a player to take out an opponent or tell a young player anything that could be misinterpreted as trying to injure or harm an opponent.  Each team seems to have its self appointed “enforcer” who would love to assume the role of exactor of vengeance with very little encouragement.  Therefore, let them know that you will not tolerate foul play on their part for any reason.   Be very clear to your players that a good game can be played close to the border between fair and foul but always play on the fair side. 
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