A SOCCER PHILOSOPHY

The introduction of sports psychology and education has assisted in the development of the cognitive advancement of soccer. Being exposed to this education has given coaches the advantage to think ‘off the pitch’ and solve issues that before were either glass walls or unforeseen illusions of our imagination. Prior to this psychology must come our methodology, beliefs, thoughts, principals, guidance or the reasons why, and how we attain our goals: All possibly the definition of the word – Philosophy.
Throughout the Non-Residential NSCAA courses, the Parent, State, Regional, Advance Regional and National Youth Diplomas etc. NSCAA Staff Coaches educate and inform of the importance of building ones own personal coaching philosophy. Emphasizing, this is not created on a sheet of paper over night, but a doctrine that grows, develops and evolves, as would a young player’s ability throughout the coaches’ career. As the coach experiences different levels of institutional and vocational education, his or her philosophy will continue to be the development of wisdom with in their chosen direction in soccer throughout their career.
Gosh, deep, in fact well into the back of the net! A coaches philosophy could be the winning difference, maybe even worth a point or two at the end of the season. Or the retention and return of certain key players. What separates coaches at the highest and lowest levels?. Why is Graeme Souness unable to attain the same results as an Arsene Wenger or a Jose Mourinho? All three were coaching at the same level, yes money, but there is a very valid argument, money cannot buy a team. I do not have the answer but it could be in the development of their philosophies, old school versus new school? The same could be related to an under six team, if the coaches philosophy is all about fun and enjoyment allowing the game to be the teacher, his player might develop more than the stern controlled teaching in lines kind of coach.
My question is where do Philosophies come from? How are they created? Who else has them? It is my intention in this article to take you back, way back and cross train your minds. As is evident, most sport is evolved from, or related to warfare as Wellington stated: “The battle of Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton’.  Where am I as a soccer coach going with all this? Recently I picked up a copy of Sun Tzu ‘The Art of War’ a collection of essays and philosophic thought on warfare written in China 500BC. As I was reading, I decided to change around a few words! I replaced ‘Officers’ for ‘Players’ and ‘Generals’ for Coaches. A once required reading for military leaders now became a building block philosophy on soccer!
Over the next few paragraphs I intend to explain my ideas and hopefully offer you a lead in to cross train your reading ideas on coaching. Simple thinking or translation before I get more in depth might be ‘...an Army turns from strength and attacks emptiness.” Could be read in our language as; the team turns from pressure, transitions the play to penetrate or attack on the weak or blind side. Alternatively, ‘The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without even fighting…to overthrow his state without bloodying his sword.’ Think about the recent ‘wars of words’ in the Premiership between the likes of Mourinho, Ferguson, Wenger etc. All trying to get the psychological upper hand via their personal coaching philosophy before the game has even been played. Getting the idea?
Sun Tzu: “The wise General (Coach) cannot be manipulated. He may withdraw, but when he does, moves so swiftly he cannot be overtaken. His retirements are designed to entice the enemy to unbalance him and create a situation favorable for a decisive counter stroke.’
The Soccer Coach: An educated coach with experience plays to an imprinted system and style. A Coach might play indirectly drawing in the opposition and pulling them out of their shape and position waiting for the opportune moment to attack, attempting to open up or unbalance the other teams’ defense and counter attack either directly or indirectly.
Sun Tzu: When the enemy disperses and attempts to defend everywhere he is weak everywhere, and at selected points many will be able to strike his few.
The Soccer Coach: In line with Alan Wade’s ‘Principals of attack and defense’: when attacking teams want to create width to open up channels and unbalance the opposition. Thus, producing the opportunity for attacking players to (1) combine on isolated defenders or (2) split defenders and get the ball in behind the defense. By the attacking team utilizing the principal of mobility one also creates indecision in the defense as they are unsure from exactly where the attack will come, as we know the defense want to try and make the attack as predictable as possible. Therefore, the more width created in the attack, along with support, produces attacking options. As Anson Dorrance states, the defense becomes a poor man’s blanket! It can only cover so much!
The philosophy of Sun Tzu even digresses into tournament play and the tactics of game and team choice.

Sun Tzu: When fighting with your best warriors, match your third against his first, your best against his second and your second best against his weakest. While you might not win the first, you will win the next two.
I think this speaks for itself, although it can go either way on any given day, but think about the percentages or tournament play and crossovers.
Sun Tzu: Invincibility lies in the defense; the possibility of victory in the attack. This could lead to the thoughts behind the planning of today’s National and International coaches, who settle  with a one goal lead and sit back make defensive team changes and defend, or as Mourinho  would put it ‘park the team bus in front of the goal!’.
Sun Tzu: He who occupies the field of battle first and awaits his enemy is at ease; he who comes late to the scene and rushes into the fight is weary.
As a soccer coach, we preach this like a worn out page of our bible. Players arriving late interrupt our warm up and pre match briefings, that’s just players from our own team! As a coach if we arrive early we can relax, adjust our team system if necessary to the field of play, (especially if you have just found out you are playing on a domed 50x100 American Football field!) Watch the referees, maybe even understand a little about the weather, You might want the sun at your back during sunset, are there bad drainage areas on the field that ‘kill’ the balls bounce? Thus being able to modify tactics or plans to help win the game before it has even kicked off, might not make you the ‘Special One’, but possibly the Divine one!
These ideas, and many more, go towards building a philosophy. A coach starting out may not even realize they have one, its in their style. Just ask a coach to describe a winning team and listen to his or her answer. If it just about trophies and winning games, therein lies a philosophy, alternatively, if it is creating team cohesion  and developing technique, there lies another. What’s Yours?
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