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  INTRODUCTION




  You’ve just been handed a challenging new assignment—teaching and coaching lacrosse to a group of youngsters who may know little or nothing about the game.




  Where do you begin? And how do you make their introduction to this sport fun, engaging, and exciting, all while you impart the fundamental skills they will need to play well and, hopefully, excel when they take the field?




  Another concern arises for coaches who themselves have scant knowledge or experience with lacrosse. Although it is one of the fastest- growing team sports in this country, lacrosse has nowhere near the following of other essential, “all-American” sports such as baseball, basketball, and football, and in terms of popularity in organized school sports it even falls behind that international favorite, soccer. As a result, and despite its many devoted players and fans, the fundamentals, rules, and nuances of modern lacrosse are simply not as well known or as well understood.




  This is an odd lapse because lacrosse is the oldest and most enduring game played in America, a piece of history itself. Lacrosse originated among the native tribes of North America and was an important part of their culture long before the European settlers arrived. At that time it was less of a sport and more a test of manhood for the young men of the tribes—as well as a surrogate, often little-disguised preparation for outright warfare between competing tribes. Games were played for days on end, sometimes from village to village on “fields” miles long, using a primitive ball of stitched hides or even a skull or rock in place of a ball.




  Advances to equipment and adjustments to the rules have allowed lacrosse to evolve over the centuries into the modern game played today. For a while it was an Olympic exhibition sport, and it is popular in nations such as England, Australia, Japan, and Canada. Some of our greatest amateur and professional athletes in other sports were also lacrosse players, most notably football legend Jim Brown, who helped develop many of the playing techniques used today and who set national scoring records as a collegiate superstar.




  However, even for those who have watched it and are familiar with the game or its history, lacrosse can be a difficult sport to fully understand—and daunting for unschooled players to learn. By comparison, the fundamental playing skills of basketball, football, and soccer are relatively easy to grasp. Manipulating a ball with hands or feet are movements that come naturally to just about everyone. Baseball has the added challenge of using an implement (the bat) to strike the ball, but only lacrosse requires mastery of a stick for catching and throwing.




  It is the stick, or crosse, that makes this game a challenge unlike any other. But the sense of accomplishment that comes in meeting this challenge is especially rewarding, as so many new, young players are discovering every day. If your job is to teach them and coach them, this book can be an invaluable resource for you and for anyone who wants to learn and play this exciting game.
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	TEACHING YOUTH LACROSSE
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Organized practice in any team sport isn’t just a workout, and isn’t just playtime. It must have specific objectives. Your players are there to learn how to play. Your job is to teach them. This requires discipline, planning, and team-building skills on your part, along with discipline and commitment on theirs.


But that doesn’t mean practice can’t be fun. Young people enjoy sports for many reasons—they get to learn and hopefully excel in new games, they get to suit up in cool uniforms and exotic equipment, they get to take the field with their pals and test themselves in competition with one another, and they get to play. A good teacher keeps all of this in perspective. When your team gathers around to hear what “Coach” has to say, remember that you’re giving them more than just the rules of a game.


The purpose of this book is to help coaches teach lacrosse fundamentals to youths mainly of middle school and high school ages, the primary entry-level group in this sport today. Although much of what is described here may be applied to younger players, despite the growing appeal of this sport there are very few community or school efforts to create “pee-wee” lacrosse leagues, and manufacturers are just beginning to develop downsized equipment suitable for children’s age groups and sizes.


College-level players and coaches can benefit from this book as well, but players at this age typically have more experience with team sports—along with considerably greater maturity, competitiveness, and muscle mass, all of which have an impact on the approach a coach would take to practice and drills—and they may find some of the information herein to be too elementary or remedial. Finally, this book does not address women’s lacrosse, which is so different in its rules and strategies that it is an entirely separate sport. Of course, girls who choose to compete with the boys in men’s lacrosse (and today some do) will benefit equally from this book.


[image: Most organized lacrosse today is played by older youths, with school instruction and leagues beginning at the high school level. But in some areas of the country with advanced lacrosse programs, the sport is moving progressively downward into elementary grades and becoming available to junior players. These young contenders play for a town recreation league in Somers, NY. Photo courtesy of Ron Dube Design]
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Age and Performance


When working with preteen and teenage youths, it is important to keep not only their age in mind, but also the level of performance you can expect from them based on their age. One of the most fundamental problems a coach has to deal with is how to ensure that all players on the team get sufficient playing time in competition, regardless of skill level.


No one wants to join a team to sit on the bench. As a coach, you’re almost guaranteed to lose a player or two because they feel they’re not getting the playing time they need to make the long hours and grueling practices worthwhile. Other players may see themselves as first-string caliber—whether you agree or not—and anything less won’t be acceptable. Instead of working harder to secure a starting spot, or taking a support role, these players often quit. What is most unfortunate about situations like this is that many of these youths don’t only leave the team, but they leave the sport forever, and that is a true loss.


Of course, some players will never be happy spending any time on the bench, while others may find they’re just not cut out for team sports. That decision is theirs alone, but it is every youth coach’s responsibility to get all of his players into games regularly.


This advice specifically refers to “youth coaches.” Coaches in competitive high school and college leagues aren’t going to empty their benches every game just so all players can walk off the field feeling they contributed. They, and their teams, are playing to win. If these coaches can get their freshmen or sophomore recruits into the action they will, but this isn’t their priority. Youth coaches are blessed by the fact that they aren’t playing for a state or college championship. They are coaching for the love of the sport and teaching the next generation of players what it means to be part of a team.


Organizations like the Positive Coaching Alliance (PCA) advocate rules that guarantee all players a significant amount of playing time in every game. Unfortunately, there are coaches at every level who won’t play less-skilled players for fear of losing the contest. While there is always a chance that weaker players might contribute to a loss, it is also true that even the best players don’t always triumph. Whether your team loses or wins, the benefit of having all your players involved on the field, and having each player go home and tell his parents how he played, outweighs a loss any day.


Get Them in the Game


There are techniques coaches can employ to make sure all players contribute on the playing field. The most obvious is to make frequent substitutions when your team is ahead by a sizable score. This is perfect for weaker players because they won’t feel the pressure of having to win or have to worry about losing the game for their teammates. If they allow a goal or two it won’t be a big deal, and the experience they get learning from their mistakes will be worth it. Injuries and break periods are also opportunities to substitute players. No player should be on the field throughout sixty minutes of game time. All players need a chance to rest their legs, get some water, and even collect their emotions if they’re having a tough outing.


A good way to keep weaker players involved is to schedule playing time for them. You can do this by putting them in the starting lineup when you’re not up against powerhouse teams, or by giving less-skilled players a designated starting or rotation spot as a reward for extra effort at practices. Another way is to guarantee field time to groups of players during every game. For example, have your weakest attackmen always play the last two minutes of the first half and first two minutes of the second half.


One strategy to avoid is using your least-capable players as a “defensive midfield line.” There are two reasons for this. First, your weakest players aren’t going to be the aggressive ball-stoppers or defense specialists you’ll need in tight game situations. Second, it sends the wrong message about playing defense in general—it says that defense is where weaker players end up, or that players who aren’t offensive scorers have a less important role on the team.


Coaches need to encourage all players to take pride in their respective positions, as they all contribute to the team effort. At the same time, individual players need to work hard to distinguish themselves, to strive for their “personal best.” Players should not be relegated to positions where they can do the least damage. It’s the coach’s task to discuss those players’ goals in the sport and to evaluate them, playing to their strengths and finding the positions that fit their abilities.


Dealing with Superstars


At the other end of the spectrum are players whose abilities far exceed those of their teammates and who score easily against weaker players. As a coach, you don’t want to stunt a star player’s development, but at the same time you don’t want anyone to grow into the habit of controlling the ball or playing unassisted all the time.


At the youth lacrosse level, when players of similar ages and grades can differ greatly in size, speed, strength, and determination, it can be common for some to easily overpower the others, barreling through defenders, double-teams, and anything else thrown their way. While a coach who is excited about victory might wish to overlook this, ultimately it is bad for the team, and it can hinder a gifted player’s development in the long run.


Bad habits learned early are not only harder to break later on, but a coach who fails to rein in a superstar and insist on teaching him to play with lacrosse fundamentals is actually cheating the player out of a proper education in the sport. As others develop, the star player will no longer be able to dominate and may not possess the range of skills necessary to excel against more competitive players. Every experienced coach has a story to tell about a standout freshman “phenom” who burned out early because he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, adapt.


Drills that emphasize teamwork and ball movement help to defuse the superstar mentality among athletes by demonstrating how play-making and smart offensive and defensive strategies are superior to any one player. Especially with younger players, coaches need to focus on fundamental skills, field communication, and team play to build a solid foundation for lacrosse that keeps players excited—and keeps them in the game.


Managing Expectations


Young, inexperienced players typically enter sports with heightened initial enthusiasm—and often, unrealistic expectations—so there is a concern that a season full of losses will hurt morale and lead to players quitting. What can a coach do to keep them engaged?


Teaching players in their formative years to strive for realistic, achievable personal and team goals is a far more effective strategy than trying to teach them simply to win. And a coach who imparts these lessons can achieve a successful season regardless of the numbers posted in the wins-and-losses column.


The development and implementation of team goals begins with the coach. Passive coaches who don’t set manageable expectations, fail to delegate responsibilities to their players, and refrain from decision-making in general typically end up with teams that lack focus and direction. This leads to uninspired players who can’t interact effectively, who lose matches to better-organized teams, and who often end up quitting in frustration. Just the opposite is the over-aggressive coach who runs his program like a dictatorship, barking orders and making every decision without consulting his team captains, players, assistant coaches, or anyone else. In this situation, the players are little more than chess pieces controlled by their coach, unable to offer any input, and who are also likely to quit in frustration because the coach has no interest in listening to what they have to contribute.


A good coach doesn’t go to such extremes and instead works with his players to develop team interaction along with their personal abilities. This coach can be a strong leader, an authority figure the team respects, but one who listens to his players and allows them to share in the management of the team. A shared sense of commitment among the players promotes both personal responsibility and team pride.


Identifying Goals


Attainable yet challenging goals are those that build success in stages and can be measured at regular intervals. Also, keeping a team focused on short-term benchmarks will help to motivate players from one game to the next, and prevent them from dwelling on season standings and losses. Making an undefeated season your team’s goal is not only unrealistic, it also guarantees discouragement among the players with their first unanticipated loss.


Examples of attainable, short-term goals might include striving for 75 percent of the team’s scoring shots to be assisted in each game, or shutting out an opposing team for a full period. Once such accomplishments are met, a team can use them as springboards to more ambitious goals. Similar benchmarks should be worked into practices to give the team positive reinforcement on a regular basis.


The same can be done with individual players. A timid player may set a personal goal of taking at least ten shots at the cage during scrimmages, or slower players may attempt to finish among the top half of the team during wind sprints.


Once a team’s goals are identified and mapped out for the season, the coach should assign responsibilities to each player and explain how their roles contribute to the collective effort. A midfielder may become the team’s face-off specialist, or an attackman with exceptional passing skills may be assigned to a point position to feed stronger shooters. At the same time, the coach needs to identify his players’ individual strengths and weaknesses, discuss personal goals with each of them, and develop a training schedule that enables them to work toward objectives that benefit them and the team as a whole.


During each season only one team can win the championship. And for every win a team notches, another team suffers a loss. This is the nature of sports, and the part that builds true character. The most memorable coaches, the ones who make a real difference in the development of young men and women, are those who can teach their players that being a part of a team, even a losing team, can be a fun and rewarding experience.


Coach/Parent Relations


A major concern in youth sports today is interference and irate behavior by overzealous parents. Verbal and even physical threats toward coaches, referees, and other spectators are not uncommon, and a coach must be prepared to deal with unsportsmanlike behavior off the field as well as on. You may find that your responsibility includes not only instructing young players and helping them achieve their potential in sports, but also educating their parents about the value of team sports in their children’s development.


By inviting parents and players to meet with you before the season begins, you can establish ground rules for game and practice behavior—on field and off—and prevent confrontations before they occur. Your discussion should include the meaning of good sportsmanship, actions that will not be tolerated, and penalties for inappropriate behavior. Work with the parents to establish ways to control emotional outbursts, verbal abuse, and coaching from the stands. Penalties can include ejection from the field or spectator area, suspension from future games, expulsion from the league for parent and/or child, and ultimately legal action for incidents that escalate into physical violence. Some youth sports organizations now require parents to sign an agreement, prior to the start of the season, stating they will abide by such rules.


[image: Photo courtesy of Ron Dube Design Somers ifninilirsoai District Bepirtmeat ol Health, Pbysicjl Education & Athletics Spectator Code of Ethics 1 Demonstrate sportsmanship by setting a good example. 2 Show team support, make positive comments * & use appropriate language. * 3 Show respect lor the judgement of coaches and officials. 4 Remain within designated spectator areas. 5 This public school is a smoke-free, substance-free environment. Somers Booster Club]


No coach wants to have to deal with volatile parents or spectators. Fortunately, there are organizations geared toward youth sportsmanship and resources to help you manage troublesome issues. Two examples are the Institute of International Sport (www.internationalsport.com) and the National Alliance for Youth Sports (www.nays.org).


You can also use a preseason parent/player meeting as an opportunity to introduce yourself, summarize your coaching philosophy, explain the goals you will set for the players and team, and outline the options parents have in supporting their child’s decision to play lacrosse, from emotional and financial support to ways they can positively contribute to the program. This is also a good time to make certain the parents understand that, when all is said and done, the primary reason for playing youth lacrosse is to have fun.


Coach/Player Relations


As a youth coach, your mission is to build a team and create a program that can be enjoyed by all who participate. But young people are easily distracted, and keeping all of your charges engaged and fully involved during lengthy practice sessions is a challenge in itself. Before practices, decide what you want to achieve in the time allotted. Create a schedule that avoids downtime and groups of players waiting around for the next activity to begin. Ensure that sessions move along at a steady clip to prevent boredom and mischief.


Players also need to understand why they are participating in each drill and what they should be taking away from it. For example, if a drill is designed to accentuate shooting while running, make sure they know that this is the point. Otherwise, they may simply try to score and plant their feet to take the safe shot, believing they have accomplished the drill when they hit the net but defeating the purpose of the exercise.


Keep in mind that, especially with younger players, “noviceness equals nervousness.” Expect wild throws, dropped passes, and lots of blown plays. Find creative ways to push your players toward improvement. Make sure they are “looking” the ball into the stick. Keep them moving when catching and throwing. Don’t assume that anyone new to this game knows enough to know what to do—remember that it’s your job to instruct them. Get them to understand that all types of unanticipated situations can occur on field, but how they react is within their control.


To make drills fun, add a level of competition that keeps your players fired up. Split them into squads and pit them against one another. Award the winning “team” a water break while the losing team does push-ups—no harsh punishments, but enough of a risk/reward to make players work a bit harder. Spotlight fundamentals in all drills and stress “repetition to achieve perfection.”


Finally, work to build a sense of team spirit among your players by doing things together, both on and off the field. During warm-ups, everyone should be warming up, not just the rest of the team while the star attackman fiddles with his stick. Barring injuries, no one should receive special treatment. From the beginning, reinforce the concept that players are not playing for themselves or for individual statistics, but as members of a team for the success of the program.


A good way to build team spirit is to occasionally take a break from your regular program and do things other than practice lacrosse. Hold team dinners, captains’ practices, fund-raisers. Attend local high school, college, or professional games together. Hand out awards voted on by the players themselves for categories like Offensive and Defensive MVP, or an award simply for the player who is most instrumental in the day-to-day running of the program. Create team traditions that foster a sense that each of your players is part of a lasting legacy.
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	ORGANIZING PRACTICES
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  Putting together team practices is a continually evolving process that depends on many elements, such as the age group you are coaching, the facilities available (which can change from one session to the next), and the number of players on hand (also liable to fluctuate). Other factors influencing how practices run include at what point in the season you find yourself, and whether your practice has a particular objective—such as preparing for a specific opponent, or addressing a recognized weakness in your team.




  As coach, you need to create a schedule and expect your players to show up ready to drill, but you also have to be flexible and introduce changes as required. You may elect to spend more time working on plays or concepts your players are struggling with, or you may be forced to throw out your carefully prepared practice plan because half your team is out with the flu. Although certain components of practice sessions should be dependably unchanging—warm-ups before drills, repeating fundamentals, building team esprit—ultimately, you as coach have to evaluate what type of workout is best for your players at the given time using the resources you have on hand.




  Be Flexible




  Youth coaches must tailor their programs to suit the age and skill level of their players. With novice players, and particularly younger novice players, you’ll need to go slower, you may need to repeat more, and you’ll have to keep things moving to not lose their attention. Make practices fun with shorter, less intensive drills. Don’t emphasize contact drills as much with adolescent and early-teen players, and start them off with simple, straightforward offensive/defensive concepts and plays.
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