
Child’s
play
Football pundit and Pizza Hut lover 
Gareth Southgate gives loaded the 
lowdown on the changes that have 
been made at the grass-roots level
of the national game
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 ‘‘This morning I would like to challenge 
everybody involved in the organisation 
of youth football in this country to a 

game. One condition: new rules,” wrote Sunday 
Supplement panellist and sports journalist 
Martin Samuel in a newspaper column back in 
2007. It was a piece of journalism that was  
to begin an incredible chain of events. “The 
goal will be 3.057 metres high, more than 10ft, 
making it impossible to touch the bar from a 
standing jump. The goal line will be 9.174 
metres long (about 30ft), [meaning] a 
goalkeeper standing in the middle would have 
to dive almost five metres to get his body 
behind the ball and protect inside his posts. 
The length of the pitch will be 150.4 metres 
(165 yards), placing the halfway line at 75 
metres. And when this travesty of a game is 
finished, when everybody is frustrated with 
demands that are at odds with the strength of 
the human body and the fundamental skill-
based nature of the sport, then, and only then, 
will we comprehend what it is like to play 
football as a ten-year-old in England.”

The point he was making was that youth 

football in England had a series of fundamental 
flaws that made recreating the tiki-taka 
brilliance of Spain or the flair of Brazil 
impossible. Here, in Blighty, kids were playing 
football on adult-sized pitches, having to 
perform within the constraints that gave 
children a choice between hoofing the ball up 
the pitch, or knackering themselves out stuck 
in their own half – not much of a choice. Of 
course, the dimensions mentioned by Samuel 
were expanded by ratio to recreate youth 
football’s problems for adults. 

pass and move not kick and rush
“The reason English football has a tradition of 
brick outhouse central defenders who cannot 
pass and perpetual motion machines in 
midfield without an ounce of the class of Cesc 
Fàbregas is because our youth football is 
geared to little else,” raged Samuel. “If you are 
big you go at the back because you can kick it 
a long way and on an adult pitch, unless 
someone can hoof it to safety, a team can get 
boxed in defending their penalty area with no 
end in sight until the inevitable goal is scored.”

Back in 2007 it was Trevor Brooking, The FA’s 
Director Of Football Development, who was 
primarily responsible for working on the game 
at grass-roots level. After reading Samuel’s 
article he invited the journalist and one of his 
children for a meeting. However, three years 
after that article, things weren’t improving, with 

a raft of measure not 

tackling the main causes of youth football’s 
struggle. It wasn’t until May 28 2012 that a 
crucial vote was passed among members of 
The FA to change the national game. This led 
not only to smaller pitches, but more evenly-
matched competitions and a change of 
approach to coaching that allowed children to 
develop better touch and control. 

small is beautiful
Important in persuading members to bring in 
measures to change the way youngsters play 
football was former Boro manager, Pizza Hut 
lover and ex-England defender Gareth 
Southgate, who was appointed as head of elite 
development. His job was to travel around the 
country persuading coaches and trainers to 
change the way they teach kids how to play 
football. “There was a lot of work going on 
anyway with a review of youth football, and 

some plans were put into place but they needed 
implementing,” Southgate told loaded. “The 
research had been done into the success of 
smaller-sided games and pitches, but we 
needed to go around the country and involve 
people. That’s difficult because what we were 
trying to do was change a culture. We’ve got to 
keep the things which are good about our 
game, but we also have to involve and learn 
from European countries who have done good 
work in youth development. In a smaller 
format, they will get more touches and get 
more involved.”

It’s not just the sizes of the pitches. Youth 
football in this country tends to be run by  
older coaches or parents more concerned with 
seeing a result rather than great skill. It’s a 
mentality that has stunted the growth of 
younger players who show flair or creativity. 
“It’s about the culture of coaching,” adds 
Southgate. “In Spain kids are encouraged to try 

things and 
the style is to allow children to make mistakes 
on the field. Historically we have actually 
stopped kids – halting the game while coaches 
make lots of points. It is strange that we teach 
kids subjects at school in a certain way but 

when it comes to football we start shouting at 
them and using different techniques. 

“If you speak to children, what they tell you is 
that it confuses them at times with parents 
giving them different instruction from what 
they are being told in their teams. They don’t 
know whether to play long, short, take chances 
or get it forward. Lots of people want change 
and European-style football, and realise that 
football needs to be more possession based, but 
there is also an older generation who feel that 
winning is more important. It is difficult to tell 
them that skills and techniques are more 
important than getting results.”

playing the long game
Southgate was tasked with investigating the 
youth systems of other nations – and found 
that, unsurprisingly, the most successful teams 
had the best programmes for kids. So, with the 
new regime now being implemented, when will 
we start to see an impact? 

“The different work will produce results at 
different times. So the work with junior teams 
that will have a positive effect quickly, for 
example, with players like Jack Butland, the 
Olympic boys or the Under-20s World Cup 
players – they are starting to get into the senior 
squad now. That tournament experience will 
help them when they go to a World Cup. The 
work with the acadamies are a medium-term 
project because they are 13 or 14, and they will 
now be released from school to do more 
coaching hours. So again you would hope in 
five or six years to see some progress. 

“The junior football is longer term and you 
won’t see that for 12 or 14 years. People say, 
‘When are we going to win the World Cup?’ but 
there are no guarantees – except that if you 
don’t improve we will never do it. We have to 
keep improving and make sure we are at the 
cutting edge and young player develop.” So 
here’s hoping the next time England end up 
facing penalties in the semi-finals of a major 
tournament, the new generation will slot them 
home, eh, Gareth? n loaded 

“people say, ‘When are we going to win
the World Cup?’ but there are no guarantees”

“it’s about the culture of coaching. in spain  
kids are encouraged to try things and the 
style is to allow children to make mistakes”
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There are no 
people on the 
pitch

england’s new 
training base
St. George’s Park means our 
boys have no excuses now...

England’s new £100million, 330-acre 
training base in Burton in Staffordshire is 
the new place where national sides of all 
levels will prepare for international 
fixtures, as well as providing courses for 
grass-roots coaches. It has been designed 
to be a ‘home’ camp for international 
players, allowing them the best 
preparation before they head to Wembley. 
It features state-of-the art sports science,  
a rehabilitation department and 
accommodation all in one location. In the 
past, England teams would often find 
themselves hauled up in hotels or training 
on other club’s pitches, but this new 
approach is designed to make it feel more 
like being involved with their own team.

Even miserable bastard Gary Neville 
managed to sound enthusiastic about the 
development. “I’ve been fortunate enough 
to have played at a very good football club 
with great facilities, but I’ve never seen 
anything as good as this. It’s been the 

vision of every football club at the top level 
to have a facility of this type and they’ve 
never achieved it. But now the England 
football team, rightly so, have got 
something like this. I’m stunned.”

But its most impressive feature is the 
fancy-titled ‘Human Performance Lab’, 
which is full of boffin-operated machines 
that can diagnose a dodgy metatarsal or a 
dickey hamstring in seconds, like the NASA 
–approved anti-gravity treadmill or power-
recording Wattbikes. Adorning its walls is 
a quote by Muhammad Ali which reads “I 
hated every minute of training but I said, 
‘Don’t quit. Suffer now and live the rest of 
our life as a champion.”

“i’ve played at big
clubs, but i’ve never 
seen anything as
good as this”
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