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Abstract

This dissertation builds on my four-year ethnographic immersion into the
world of youth soccer in the Twin Cities and dozens of interviews with players,
parents, and coaches. My dissertation, titled “Beyond Orange Slices: The
Contested Cultural Terrain of Youth Soccer in the United States”, demonstrates
how various spaces of youth soccer in a metropolitan city are social environments
where social inequalities, identities, and discourses of race, ethnicity, nationality,
gender, and community are constructed, challenged, and reproduced. In my
dissertation I examine how the field of youth soccer raced, classed, and gendered;
how larger social systems of inequality appear and shape taken for granted, but
prevalent cultural spaces, such as sport; and how practices of youth soccer serve
as a contested cultural site of meaning with regards to parenting culture, families,
sporting discourse, youth development, community, identity, and social
difference.

The first section of my dissertation focuses on how youth soccer is a social
field with seven different sites of youth soccer. Within these different locations of
soccer’s social field, clubs create, maintain, and define a group identity that is
centered on how they “do” youth soccer. Different communities “do” the sport in
a manner that is informed by various parenting styles, ideals about community,
and visions for proper youth development. The second section of my dissertation
is about gender and how different forms of playing and coaching the game are
shaped by cultural ideas of masculinity and femininity during youth. Throughout
the field of soccer, players, coaches, and parents often intentionally strive to
challenge gender norms about who can play and succeed in the game. Yet, many
participants often still reproduce gender hierarchy and normativity through soft
essentialism.

In the final section I argue that soccer, and youth sport, is a useful and
particular sociological window into how the dynamics of race and racism operate
in the United States, particularly within diverse (racial and ethnic) social spaces.
In this section, I show that in many cases youth soccer is a “cosmopolitan
canopy” where social difference is supported and co-exists seemingly with ease
and normality. Participants in these diverse social canopies of soccer frequently
view such diversity as a positive feature of the sport and reproduce happy
diversity talk. However, within these diverse soccer spaces, biological notions of
race, racist microaggressions, and other forms of racial marginalization and
exclusion appear frequently, simultaneously, and often with no formal challenges
or reconciliation. These racist ruptures reveal the tenuous characteristics of
diverse social spaces and sport, and highlights the limited inclusive potential of
diversity discourse
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Introduction: A Sporting and Sociological Imagination

This dissertation is the result of my four-year ethnography into the world of youth
soccer in the Twin Cities Metropolitan area. I entered this project with certain questions
about race and its influence on and presence in the everyday practices of coaches,
players, and the parents that support, coach, and play the sport. But as many
ethnographers know, more research questions, tensions, themes, and paradoxes emerged
after just a few months of immersion. After spending a few months on the sidelines,
observing and making casual conversation with parents and coaches my interest in the
power of race within the sport became more prominent. In addition to race, themes of
athletic performance, youth development, coaching practices, group identity, and gender
became ever present and demanded that I ask questions related to these social
dimensions. But before I describe the process that led me to a final set of questions,
ethnographic site(s), and research design this dissertation has roots long before I started
driving and biking around to different soccer fields throughout Twin Cities metro area.

This is very much a personal project that deeply connects to my own experiences
playing, consuming, and socializing around sports throughout childhood and adulthood.
Sports have been and continue to be a prevalent social force in my life. As a child, I spent
countless hours in the summer with friends bouncing between whiffle ball, football,
soccer, or basketball in my neighborhood streets. Sports were one crucial social vehicle
where I made friends, passed time, and socialized with peers and adults. Within my
family sports was just as present. Daily life at my grandparents’ house was often centered
on what time the Seattle Mariners had a baseball game. My grandpa would frequently eat

his dinner while sitting on a recliner chair commenting about how bad the Mariners were



(which was frequent) as the rest of us sat at the dinner table. My dad, mother, sister, and
I had an annual tradition of attending one NBA game per year, an event that I would, for
months in advance, eagerly await. Today, around family dinner tables and text message
threads, a conversation about a Seattle based sports team is likely to pop up in between
conversations about life events, and politics. Though my relationship with sports was
often a male dominated space and served as an easier or more normative way for men in
my family and social circles to interact and communicate with each other; it has also one
way in which my sister and I bond and maintain a very close relationship. Whether it be
planning trips around the possibility of us playing on the same recreational team for the
weekend, discussing the success and struggles of women soccer players at the
professional level, or how each of us deal with very aggressive and egotistical men in our
recreational soccer leagues, the sport remains an ever present part of our lives and
relationship.

Even though I had no formal training or real understanding of what sociology
was, sports were consistently an entry point for me to understand social categories,
norms, discourse, and inequalities. My immersion into sports culture also showed how
sports were influenced by larger systemic and cultural forces. For instance, in middle
school, the material resources and willingness to specialize in one sport became apparent
through my experiences in baseball and soccer. After the age of 12, participation in
baseball became heavily dependent on the willingness of families to invest hundreds to
thousands of dollars a year to play year-round in private travel leagues that played around
the state of Washington. My parents were not about that life and could not afford to make

such an investment in a youth sport. A similar pattern of privatization and class privilege



appeared in youth soccer. As high school inched closer, friends with more material
resources began to join more expensive, and mostly white, travel teams. The
neighborhood based recreational team lost players, and myself along with one of my
good friends chose not to join travel soccer clubs because of cost and the racial and class
dynamics of many club teams. This choice was made despite each of us being good
enough to play for these higher ranked private youth clubs. We did not participate in
structured and adult organized practices. Instead, we played hours and hours of one-on-
one vs each other on our own in public parks; we organized games on our own in places
where most Americans would not expect to play soccer (ex: On Friday nights we would
bus down to Freeway Park, a walking park that goes over Interstate 5 and street bridge,
and play in a confined square between two concrete walls).

As I entered high school athletics it became even more clear how sports were
defined by dimensions of race, class, and gender (it took me a bit longer to grapple with
the role of ableness and sexuality). My high school was shaped by residential
segregation, because of its location in a historically Black neighborhood (due to
gentrification the neighborhood is now majority white and upper-middle class), anti-
racist political struggle, educational tracking, and ideals of social difference and diversity.
The school, hailed for its social difference along lines of race and class, constantly had to
deal with the ramifications of a stratified educational system where neighborhood based
working class Black, Latino/a, and Asian youth attended classes separate from
predominately middle class secure white student. White students came from all across the
city and attended the high school in order to have access to the “gifted” advanced

placement academic program. This tracked educational system helped create a sense of



two different schools that fell along lines of race and class. Sports was one place where
such differences and inequalities were magnified and reproduced, yet at times challenged.
Sports such as swimming, ultimate frisbee, cross country, soccer, and baseball were
majority white and middle class, whereas sports like football, wrestling, softball,
basketball, track and field had more students of color and more inclusive for the entire
student body.

For two years I played high school football and it was incredibly telling how the
culture of the sport differed from my experiences in baseball and soccer. Since I spent
time in “higher achieving” classrooms, I spent a significant amount of school time around
mostly white upper middle-class kids, but on the football field the racial environment was
defined by blackness and working-class backgrounds. Middle or upper middle-class kids
were the exception to the norm. In this sporting environment I felt more socially
comfortable compared to classroom settings and issues of resources or specialization
were much less relevant in comparison to other sports within the school. Part of this was
due to public schools subsidizing costs to participate, but it also had to do with the culture
surrounding football, which in this case was associated with people of color and working-
class people.

In certain moments within this masculine social space, differences and
inequalities of class, educational status, and race seemed to become less rigid and
important. There seemed to be more room to breathe and be. Now, when the team was
positioned against other schools from around the metro area issues of class and race
became even more obvious. The lack of elite youth programs to serve as feeder programs

into high schools, and parent/alumni booster programs placed us at a disadvantage



compared to resource rich suburban schools. Moreover, when we travelled to suburban
and mostly white schools, we frequently had to prepare ourselves for racist aggressions
on the field or from the opposing crowd. I vividly remember our head coach speaking to
us at a Friday practice about how dealing with racist treatment from opponents was a
reality for players and coaches from Garfield High School 40 years ago, and it is the
same for us. At the start of each season he shared what happened conference coaches’
meetings. According to Coach Roberts, opposing coaches would tell him to his face
about our naturally “athletic” abilities, but that we lacked discipline or even the
intelligence to succeed as a collective. Coach Roberts was trying to motivate us and also
teach us about how racism occurs. The lesson stuck and the racist rhetoric from opposing
white coaches was laughable for so many reasons, one being that the white and suburban
schools we played against regularly produced college level players who were physically
strong, fast, quick, and agile. For most games, our team was smaller in weight, strength,
speed, and had less organized football experience.

The contrast of how race and class worked within soccer at my school was
incredibly telling and enlightening. Soccer was not overtly hostile for me and other
people of color on the team, but the environment did not have the same collective energy
or inclusiveness as the football team. The players and coaches were majority white with
3-4 players of color. Race talk was minimal because it was not legible within the culture
of the team or the cultural/sporting landscape. The suburban schools we competed against
did not drastically differ from us in terms of racial demographics or class backgrounds.

Our group identity was built around the notion of being a “city school”, but the larger



racial and material systems and histories that made such an identity distinct and deep
amongst the football team, was thin and more ahistorical for the soccer team.

In high school soccer, cleavages of class and race were just as apparent within the
team. There were kids who had more insider status, capital and privilege due to their
participation in organized and select travel soccer. Those particular kids had insider
connections to the coaches and often comprised the majority of the roster on the varsity
team. Soccer at my high school missed particular groups, specifically the substantial
Ethiopian, Somali, and Oromo communities. Players from those communities did not
play in organized travel soccer teams, but rather local and less formal structured soccer
environments. Their social location within the sport did not lead to active inclusion into a
school-based team that in theory should represent the entire student body. Instead, upper
middle-class and mostly white players, who were immersed in organized travel soccer
and with active parents behind the scenes, were centered within the soccer program.

For the few players of color on the team, we were subjected to racial logics that
are deeply embedded within sporting environments. My best friend on the team, who
racially identified as Filipino and Black, was consistently placed in positions on the field
and described in a way that reflected biological notions of race and athleticism. Lonnie
was quick, creative, technical, and dynamic with the ball. He was also short, slight of
frame, and thus not the most physically strong. Given his skillset and physical frame his
best position would likely in the center of the field where he could control the game, keep
the ball and distribute it to teammates, and make everyone’s life easier on the field. As
coaches and peers latched onto Lonnie’s “natural” speed he was constantly positioned as

a wide forward, a position the coaches associated power and speed, not necessarily



creativity and technique!. In addition to the actual position of play, during practice
sessions white coaches and peers constantly described his game in terms of his speed
rather than any of his other creative and technical soccer skills.

Ultimately, Lonnie and another Black player (Jabari), were positionally stacked
into sporting positions that are associated with racial stereotypes about black bodies and
natural physical ability. Personally, I was not stacked into a spot on the field generally
associated with “natural” ‘black’ physical abilities during high school.> But even though
I was placed at a defensive midfield position my skills on the field were constantly
discussed in terms of my physicality, not my foot skills, passing ability, communication
skills, or effort. I was praised for my ability to win a header in the air (jumping), ability to
win a ball off an opponent (strength), and speed to close attackers down. I considered my
skill set fairly similar to other white players on the team, but the way I was talked about
was definitely different. Whether it was through stacking or how our soccer ability was
discussed by our peers and coaches, all three of us experienced racist logics and
paradigms as we tried to play the game and contribute to the team.

My high school experience with soccer was fun, but not entirely satisfying
because of these lingering social dimensions of belonging and the ways in which race and
class worked within the sport. Despite my lack of deep social satisfaction with my high

school team, my passion for the sport remained. This passion burned bright for multiple

" In terms of on the field success, this was a waste of talent. Lonnie would play forward and never
get the ball enough, and when he did it get it, he’d never have anyone with him to provide support
or a passing option. He would then get yelled at if he ever made a mistake since he was labeled as
a purely individualist and attacking player.

’I was positionally stacked during the one season I played at a lower level “select” or travel
soccer team. | was the only Black player on the team and was placed at forward because I was
one of the faster players on the team. This was despite the fact that I played central midfield or
defense most of my life. I do not consider myself that fast of a player.



reasons. First, soccer has become a defining presence in my life ever since I began
watching the World Cup in 1998. The spectacle of its global popularity, and incredible on
field performances, atmosphere in the crowds were spellbinding. That hook included fun
ways to learn about geography, nations, and thin introductions to culture and politics.
From civil war in Serbia; multiculturalism debates surrounding the French national team;
working class politics in Argentina through historic clubs like Boca Juniors; anti-fascist
clubs in Germany, to the dangerous and desperate migration of young West and Central
African male soccer players to Europe: twenty years later I still use the sport as an entry
point to learn about cultures and politics across different global contexts.

The actual physical playing of the game remains deeply enjoyable and is as
important for my continued obsession with soccer. I continue to try and play the game
every week and I’ve been able to play in soccer environments that continue to provide
much emotional, physical, and social satisfaction and joy. After leaving high school, I
was able to return to playing in soccer environments that existed outside of the dominant
youth soccer structure. I played in informal intramural spaces at Howard University with
players from across the Black diaspora. When I returned home to Seattle for summers, I
played with immigrants from Cameroon in a tournament called the all-nations cup. This
was a tournament where thirty plus national and ethnic communities celebrated culture
and soccer for two weekends during the summer. Each time I played with the group of
Cameroonians and matched up against various immigrant communities within the Seattle
area (Ex: Vietnamese, Oromo, Argentina, Bosnia, Russia, Brazil, Mexico, Palestine) |
became more aware of how different nationalities and cultures engage with the sport,

both on and off on the field, got an interpersonal window as to how various immigrant



social communities form within U.S. cities are, and I increasingly realized that the
dominant suburban, white middle image of the sport within U.S. was not nearly as
pervasive as portrayed in US culture. In short, the multicultural potential of the sport
became a lot more real.

Today, I continue to seek out such diverse and multicultural soccer environments.
In Minnesota, I play in Latino leagues, play pick up with Somali-American men at the
park and organize a year-round men’s league team with players with familial roots in
Nepal, India, Colombia, Russia, Mexico, Senegal, Sierra Leone, and faraway lands like
Utah. Beyond social interaction with people from various ethnic, racial, national
backgrounds, my soccer participation is also linked to struggles against larger forms of
oppression and marginalization. In the Twin Cities [ am an active participant in a radical
community collective that uses soccer to challenge imperialism, hegemonic masculinity,
and heteronormativity, ableism, and racism; both within the sport and beyond. In this
space, not keeping score, actively encouraging LGTBQ people to play, intergenerational
play, and inclusion of all skill level are implemented as ways to culturally disrupt the
ways in which soccer can reproduce hierarchy and exclusion. This collective has been
crucial in helping me see soccer not just as a place for multicultural social interaction that
often reflects heteronormative masculinity and gender binaries. But also, a site where one
can challenge and disrupt dominant social relations and ways of being.

These social dimensions of the sport continue to captivate and fulfill me at a
personal level and serves as a connecting link to different communities, politics, and
ways of social life. These experiences remain important to me, both personally and in

terms of sociological curiosity because they do not reflect the ways in which whiteness



and racism significantly shaped my experiences with organized soccer when I was an
impressionable teenager. This relational dynamic coupled with the constant relevance of
the sport is likely the reason why I continue to care so much about the game and spend

hours thinking about the relationship between soccer and society.

Where Does the Research Come into Play?

Given my experiences with soccer, and its role in helping develop my
sociological mind and curiosity, I knew that I had a general topic of interest as |
considered applying to graduate school. Motivation for this project became obvious to me
as [ watched the 2010 World Cup on my laptop during an undergraduate summer
research program. The US Men’s national team (USMNT) had just been knocked out of
the tournament by Ghana and four pundits (all men), gathered around the table and began
diagnosing what was wrong with men’s soccer in the United States. As the segment
continued Jurgen Klinsmann, who would later become the head coach and technical
director of the USMNT, gave the following diagnosis about the lack of international
success and glory US men’s soccer.

“How do you develop the players? It is very difficult within the American culture
to talk about that topic because you are the only country in the world that has the
pyramid upside down. You paid for having your kid play soccer because your
goal is not that your kid becomes a professional soccer player, but because your
goal is that the kid gets a scholarship in high school or college, which is
completely opposite from the rest of the world. It is a tough one because soccer is
very similar to basketball, you need {players} out of the lower-class environment
and soccer worldwide is a lower-class environment sport.... I compare it to
basketball because when you look at all of these guys they are coming from the
inner cities. So, we need to find ways to connect with Hispanics and everybody in
the soccer environment in the U.S. and get the kids that are really hungry and get
the kids on a technical level that are able to perform [at a world class and
professional level].”

3 The Future of US Soccer http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0706qsZT7lc June 27®, 2010
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Klinsmann’s rich statement and critique of U.S. soccer is fascinating because a
person with considerable power and visibility discussed intersections between race,
ethnicity, and class, and elite sporting success in very open terms. In front of a national
audience race and class were named without code words, and the idea of soccer as a sport
just for upper class, suburban, and white families was critiqued. Here, sport, or in this
case soccer, was a rare, yet reasonable and highly visible social arena where one could
critique the dominance of class and racial privilege and homogeneity. Yet, as
Klinsmann’s analysis of U.S. men’s soccer culture reflects a popular narrative of sports
stars usually coming from humble beginnings, he is also reproducing particular class and
racial logics about sports being a “natural” match for people of color and working-class
kids. His diagnosis reinforces the idea that there is a pool of poor, yet talented players
that need to be pulled into the sporting system. His critique does not link to how soccer
and other extracurricular activities in the U.S. are becoming increasingly privatized and
more dependent on family resources but advises better top-end recruiting and relying on
the desperation or “hunger” of future poor to working class players to boost the
professional side of the game.

Given that soccer is fairly new and not dominant in the United States sporting
context, and operates very differently than Europe and Latin America, it provides a
vibrant sociological arena to observe how social dynamics play out and unfold in the
making of a sporting environment. Soccer, and sport at large, is a place where discourses
of race and class can appear with more ease, comfort, and transparency. This unique
relationship between sports and race, coupled with the particular social and cultural

history of soccer in the U.S. is one of the driving motivations for this research. What is it

11



about sports that facilitates more blunt and looser talk about race and class? Additionally,
as U.S. soccer culture grapples and spends a great amount of attention to becoming a
better soccer nation, gender is often not stated, but significantly important. There is less
hand wringing about and attention towards women’s soccer at a national and elite level
due to their success, but girls and women are crucial to the sport’s history and existence
at all levels of the game. As I continue to interact with soccer culture in the U.S., the
places where gender informs discourses, practices, and understandings becomes more
relevant.

In addition to my motivations to further explore how larger social categories of
race, class, and gender are understood and operate within U.S. soccer, the attempts to
change the institution and culture of such a prominent youth sport is very interesting
sociologically. Klinsmann’s criticisms of U.S. elite youth, collegiate, professional
soccer, and broader U.S. sporting norms surrounding youth development have been
recognized and even somewhat addressed at an institutional level by U.S. soccer. There is
much more discourse and resource allocation towards producing better American soccer
talent. This includes both in terms of sporting development, but also issues of class,
racial, ethnic, and immigrant inclusion.

In response to international competition, the United States Soccer Federation
created soccer legislation that enforces youth soccer players associated with MLS and
other developmental academies to commit to a yearly 10-month soccer schedule (Borden
2012). Youth players under this structure are not allowed to play for their high school
team and the 10-month schedule is indicative of the players, families, and franchises

commitment (Laroue 2012). Currently there are boys’ and girls’ development academy
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clubs in the United States and all 24 of the MLS clubs- 21 of which are located in the
United States- are running youth academies for boys. As of 2019, there are 197 USSDA
sanctioned clubs located across the country that have teams who compete at the U12,
Ul13, Ul4, U15, Ul6, U16/17, and U18/19 age groups (US Soccer 2019).

There are a substantial amount of youth players and families interacting within a
new youth sport structure that, based on public discourse, emphasizes professional
development and discovering/nurturing soccer talent for the purposes of improving their
professional product rather than the connection between sports, education, and social
development. Players, parents, and coaches are now constantly involved in a soccer
philosophy and structure that counters common sport and youth discourse and practice.
There are thousands of young players and families who participate in new soccer
development clubs or, at least, are aware of this emerging system. But we rarely hear or
know much about how they navigate, understand, and exert their own agency in these
competitive sport environments, or simply what their lives are like. As the institutional
set up and cultural logics of soccer are becoming more contested and potentially
transformed around elite success, I find it crucial to explore and understand what this
looks like in everyday social life because of its links to parenting, youth, and sporting

culture. My dissertation research attempts to paint that picture.

The Importance of the Sociology of Sport
The reasons for sociologically investigating soccer reflect the motivations for why
sociologists and scholars from other disciplines have spent substantial time interrogating

a wide range of subjects that exist within the social institution of sport. Organized
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sport(s) continue to be globally popular, hold economic weight, and contain political
significance. Currently, sport (and youth sport) is increasingly lucrative, intensely
competitive, and an industry in of itself (Coakley 2017; Hyman 2012; Rowe 2016). The
relationship between sport and society offers a multitude of topics for scholars to
interrogate: governance of sport organizations; state and private funding of sport; sport's
environmental impact and contribution to urban inequality; the effect of
professionalization and commercialization on sport and its communities; sport’s
relationship to social classification and hierarchy, notably class, race/ethnicity,
sex/gender and sexuality; the exploitation of sport by gambling; the exploitation by sport
of vulnerable people, including aspirant and actual sports workers; hyper-competitiveness
in sport; and sport's role in the making and unmaking of cultural citizens (Rowe 2016).
Soccer, the most played and consumed sport in the world, is reason enough to warrant
serious sociological consideration and investigation. Soccer is the most visible example
of the social power, presence, and pervasiveness of sport in society.

Beyond the cultural presence and social power of sport, sport is a unique social
institution and site that can provide new insights into the complexities of social life. Sport
itself is an arena of patterned behaviors, social structures, and interinstitutional
relationships (Frei & Eitzen 1991). It is a place where to research crystallized forms of
social structure, structured conflict, and competitiveness exist seemingly controlled
setting, something that is rarely found in other aspects of social life (Frei & Eitzen 1991;
Luschen 1990). One crucial reason for why sport is a compelling social institution to
interrogate larger sociological topics is because of its unique social and cultural

characteristics. Sport holds much mystique, nostalgia, and cultural fixation, that is rarely
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matched in other social institutions. Yet, coupled with the cultural mystique and power
of sport, it is very much defined by paradox and built on its contradictions (Eitzen 2012;
Hartmann 2003). Sport is a social form that is serious and not serious, trivial and
insignificant, yet also weighty and deeply meaningful; this paradox how sports derives
significant cultural power (Hartmann 2003). Sport is a fantasy that offers a diversion
from the realities of work, relationships, and it entertains. Yet, we take it so seriously
because it mirrors the human experience and elaborates in its rituals on what it means to
be human, through play, risk, trials, collective impulse, strategy, physicality, strategy, and
uncertainty (Eitzen 2012).

Clifford Geertz, an American anthropologist, labeled this paradox and social
phenomenon as ‘deep play’ in his analysis of Balinese cockfighting (1973). ‘Deep play’
is defined as “play in which the stakes are so high that it is irrational for men to engage in
it at all” (Geertz 1973: 432). One can understand ‘deep play’ as a sociological
phenomenon that reflects very real and important facts about the social world.
Interrogating the contradictions of ‘deep play’ and sport can exist at a variety of social
levels. This can include cultural ideals about fairness and proper play coupled with
cheating, greed, and contempt for opponents; healthy bodily activity existing
simultaneously with bodily related injuries, performance enhancing drug abuse, and
extreme dieting; and ideals of youth sport, fun and play constantly being in tension with
hyper-competition and adult direction. It is very rare to identify another social activity
and institution that paradoxically combines playfulness with intensity, and ideology with

structure (Frei & Eitzen 1991). These paradoxical features of sport make it a very useful
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site to study broader sociological topics/areas such as, group dynamics, culture, social
bonding, subcultures, socialization, organizational networks, and structured inequality.

Overall, sport can be an excellent microcosm of society and in turn useful for
better understanding of larger sociological phenomenon that is prevalent in other social
environments. I find this approach to be useful and sport provides a dynamic social space
to dive deeper into my sociological interests in topics of race, gender, families, and
socialization.* Yet, as scholars of sport argue, it is crucial to grapple with the unique
social-cultural features of sport and sport’s relative autonomous dynamics and histories
(Carrington 2013; Hartmann 2003; Frei & Eitzen 1991). Sport is a semi-autonomous
social institution or social field and it is distinctive in how it operates and intersects with
other dimensions of society (Bourdieu 1991). We cannot understand sport without
placing it its proper socio-historical context.

CLR James (1993[1963]) Beyond a Boundary is a foundational text for the critical
sociology of sport and demonstrates the importance of taking sport seriously as a
distinctive and at times atypical social formation. In his analysis and reflections about
Cricket in the West Indies and its relationship to anti-colonial movements, James makes
it clear that sport is a profoundly contested and political space where actions are imbued
with deep social significance (Carrington 2013; James 1963). Aesthetics and politics are
embodied in the stylized performance and playing of cricket (and sport at large). To have
a substantial and complete understanding of a society’s culture or politics, it is necessary

to have a critical analysis of the one cultural form that moves the general population in

* Some argue that sociologists and sociology can attempt to save sport from itself because it can
puncture sport’s most problematic mystifications and offenses (Rowe 2016).
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body and mind (Carrington 2014; James 1993[1963]). What makes Beyond a Boundary
so important is that it centers questions of power within the particular and unique cultural
features of sport. Using Gramsci’s conception of hegemony Hall (1981) argues that
cultural content and forms (marginalized and dominant) are not fixed, but an ongoing
process of dynamic tensions, struggle and constant movement and interchange given
shifting power relations. This approach requires that analysis has to be relational and be
comfortable with unstable balances in different social arenas, which tend to be favorable
or unfavorable in certain directions. Hall applies a similar theoretical paradigm to
understanding categories of race and ethnicity and a Gramscian and relational paradigm
of sport is necessary for a critical sociological engagement with intersections between
sport, social categories of race, class, gender, and culture.

Amongst current scholars, the analytical concept of contested terrain has become
a useful and common framework for conducting research about sport. Following the
work of Stuart Hall and CLR James, Hartmann argues that sport is a ‘contested terrain’
within the arena of race because it is “not just a place or variable whereby racial interests
and meanings are inhibited or advanced, but rather a site where racial formations are
constantly and very publicly contested over (Hartmann 2000: 241).” With regards to race,
Hartmann advocates that scholars should understand sport as a social space where racial
images, ideologies, inequalities are prominently constructed, transformed, and struggled
over (Hartmann 2000). Sport is a social arena where racial dynamics are positive and
negative, progressive and conservative, and defined by the possibility for agency and
resistance, and conversely constraint (2000). This theory of sport and race can

encompass symbolic functions of sport and on-the-ground practices. Further than being
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just applicable to race, understanding sport as a contested terrain has been applied by
gender scholars. Similar to race, sport is also a contested terrain where gender is
constructed in complex and contradictory ways (Messner 2009). And specifically, it is
often a locus of tension between change and continuity with regards to larger gender
relations (Messner 2009).

In my sociological investigation into the world of youth soccer I apply this
theoretical conception of sport to not only gender and race, but also to cultural ideas of
families, youth development, and practices of sport. Throughout my dissertation I
understand the relationship between sport and social categories and institutions of race,
gender, families, and culture from the critical paradigm. The critical paradigm
understands sport as a socio-cultural institution embedded in Western capitalist societies,
which are defined in relation to colonial empire and exploitation. It centers questions of
discrimination, exploitation, and inequality and looks closely at the ideological
dimensions and effects of racism and other oppressive ideologies (Carrington 2013).5
Such forms of exploitation are expressed through sport, and sport can play a pivotal role
in such popular cultural expression. Importantly, in order to theorize sport as a social site
of contestation and creative human freedom, analysis of sport from the critical paradigm

recognizes and takes seriously the agency of actors (players, fans, coaches,

> The critical paradigm exists in contrast to two perspectives, the orthodox Marxist approach and
the functionalist-evolutionary approach. The orthodox Marxist approach offers little analysis of
sport and race, sexuality, or gender, except to diminish its revolutionary potential and spirit of the
working classes. In stark contrast is the evolutionary perspective, which views sport as separate
from society, and claims that issues of social inequality and larger politics do not mix with sport.
There is little theorization about power and from this viewpoint sport is perceived as an
unequivocal meritocracy with its own logic of fair play (Carrington 2013). Carrington (2013) also
acknowledges that the critical approach is the result or synthesis of the dialectic between the
“pro-sport” functionalist evolutionary paradigm and “anti-sport” orthodox Marxist perspective.
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administrators). I aim to build and contribute to this tradition of critical orientation
towards sport throughout this dissertation.é

Returning to soccer in the U.S. and Jurgen Klinsmann’s diagnosis of its national
sporting culture (page 9), I see soccer a phenomenon where larger issues such as race,
class, and gender get articulated; but it’s at the same time a space where other social
institutions and norms filter through (e.g. families, youth development, meritocracy, elite
performance). Following the path paved by scholars within the field of sociology of sport
and cultural studies, I see soccer as a contested cultural terrain and an important site of
where social inequalities, categories, and discourses are constructed, reproduced,
challenged, and at times transformed. Soccer is a contested terrain with its own contours,
histories, and particularities that is not only a microcosm of the racial, gendered, and
class structure of youth Sports in the US, but also a useful lens to better understand the
dynamics of race and racism, gender and sexism, and class outside of sport. Soccer on its
own is a social force, a force that can tell us a great deal about society and culture.

The important thing about football [soccer]--is that is not just about soccer. -

Terry Pratchett (2009)

Motivating Questions, Areas of Contribution, and a Road-Map of What is to Come
My dissertation is guided by the following general research questions. In each
chapter I will provide a few more specific questions to provide more depth and

grounding.

® These paradigms of thought about sport and society are not exclusive. They can blend into one
another and have a relational quality (Carrington 2013). My tendencies of analysis of sport
generally fall under the critical paradigm, but I can have moments of analysis that reflect the
orthodox Marxist approach or the functionalist perspective.
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1) What is the relationship between parenting culture/logics and various
practices and social spaces of youth soccer? Are different orientations and
ideals of families and youth development on display and contested through
different cultural practices of sport?

2) What is the relationship between youth soccer and the construction of
community, local culture(s), and group identity? How do these particular local
cultures of the sport connect to larger social structures and discourses?

3) How is the field of youth soccer raced, classed, and gendered?

4) How are images, categories, identities, systems, and discourses of race, class,
and gender contested over within the social field of youth soccer?

5) Does soccer itself hold a particular semi-independent social power? And if

s0, how and why?

The Social Field of Soccer, Idiocultures, Families, and Community

In the first section of the dissertation, I provide a broad overview of youth soccer
culture in the United States. I use the Twin Cities as an emergent case study to detail the
varied cultural practices of different youth soccer communities that exist within this
sporting landscape and thus push beyond a binary analytical framework that has generally
been applied to this social arena. In chapter 1, I present a methodological narrative to
demonstrate how I identify and summarize seven distinct, but interrelated spaces of youth
soccer that when coalesced make up a multi-dimensional social field. I utilize field theory
(see Bourdieu 1985; Dyck 2012; Martin 2003) and an emergent-case study research
process and analytic logic (Hartmann 2016) to make sense of prominent and varied

cultural dimensions that organize the social field. Through this process I argue that there
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is substantive relationality throughout the field of youth soccer. Such relationality is tied
to how larger systems of economic stratification, broader social categories and identities,
and organizational funding structures, but also to the ways people, who occupy different
social positions, interpret and practice the sport in everyday life. I model this chapter off
of scholars who analyze class, race, gender, community cultures, and larger relational
cultural fields through sport (Dyck 2012; Grasmuck 2005: Fine 1987; Thangaraj 2015;
Yep 2009).

In chapter 2 and 3, I go into more detail about the key cultural and social
dimensions of variation that relationally exist throughout the field of youth soccer and
focus on the four different soccer idiocultures that I spent substantive time immersed in. |
analyze the particular idiocultures of youth soccer as a way to provide sociological
insights into the relationship among families, culture, group identity construction, and
meanings of community and youth development (both sporting and social). Idiocultures
are groups that have their own lore, shared systems of knowledge, beliefs, and customs to
which they can refer to and use as a basis of social interaction (Fine 1987). I use the
concept of idiocultures because of its descriptive utility and because it provides an entry
point to document the relational field of youth soccer along particular social themes. I
argue that different soccer organizations draw boundaries and construct a particular group
identity in relation to their perceptions of and experiences with how other youth soccer
idiocultures operate.

In chapter 2, I focus on Elite Youth Soccer, a newly emerging social soccer space,
that is defined by pseudo-professionalism and developing top-end soccer talent. At an

elite developmental soccer club, Fusion Lake Academy, themes of high-end sporting
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development, hyper-competition, and professionalism are prominent. The second
idioculture that I identify is Lions FC, a club that exists within the organized travel club
soccer space. For Lions FC, themes of technical development, tradition, community, and
commitment are central. In relation to other soccer clubs, this particular club draws
boundaries of belonging along lines of being a more socially healthy club that holds the
right sporting and social values.

In chapter 3, I discuss is interscholastic soccer, and in particular one high school
program, that I call Archer High School, which does not reflect the social demographics
of the previous two idiocultures, specifically along dimensions of race, class, and
immigrant status. Interscholastic soccer is more affordable due to schools subsidizing
costs to play and thus has high rates of participation. This space of soccer also provides
opportunities for youth from different social backgrounds from across the metro area to
interact on the field; both within school teams and between school teams. In this
environment of soccer, themes of community, positive youth sports development are
prominent and situated within a school that is marginalized and at times stigmatized
along the lines of race, class, and immigrant status.

In this chapter I also discuss Kick It, a non-profit soccer organization that exists
within hybrid/alternative youth soccer. Kick It operates under the philosophy that for
young people to excel at soccer and maintain a lifelong love of the game, they need to
play early and often with little structure and most importantly, have fun. They construct
their identity in opposition to dominant cultural practices of youth sport and youth soccer

culture, both in terms of their style of play and coaching. Yet, this hybrid/alternative
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soccer environment has similar themes and tensions with competition and intensive
family involvement.

For each idioculture of youth soccer, I describe the roles and presence of parents,
and discuss families and coaches’ motivations for participation and couple it with
ethnographic fieldnotes describing the ways these communities “do” soccer. In this
section I build on scholarship about parenting culture, extracurricular activities, and its
connections to class reproduction, cultural ideals of competition, and youth development
(Lareau 2011, Levey-Friedman 2014). For the soccer communities that [ was fortunate
enough to spend time with, soccer culturally mattered in varied, similar, and relational
ways. For players, families, and parents across the social field, discourses and
understandings of youth development, sporting development, community, and family are
prominent. Participants are very much aware of other idiocultures of soccer and construct
their own sense of group identity in relation to these social dynamics and perceptions.
From this I argue that youth soccer idiocultures provide a critical link in sociological
understanding between local worlds and a larger social field of youth soccer and social

order.

Gender and Youth Soccer

In chapter 4, I aim to make further contributions to sociological knowledge about
how gender is performed, constructed, and contested in culture. Sport is a very fruitful
and one of the most significant cultural practices with regards to the social construction
of gender (Dunning 2008 [1986]; Theberge 1990; Messner 2009; Musto 2014). Soccer in
the United States provides a great window into how social meanings of gender play out.

At the youth level the game has extremely high rates of participation and has become an
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accepted, normal, and popular sport for middle-class girls to play (Henry & Comeaux
1999; Lopez 1997). Historians of the sport have noted that the popularity of the women's
national team, and the existence of more co-gendered play in soccer at younger ages and
adulthood, does not match the gendered practices of the sport in other national contexts
(Markowitz & Hellerman 2006). Thus, soccer holds a more gender egalitarian reputation
that exists beyond of the institutional “center “of sport that often affirms hegemonic
masculinity.

I investigate whether or not soccer lives up to this gendered reputation through
focusing on hybrid/alternative soccer. I explore how youth soccer is a site where gender
“plays out” and pay attention to how masculinity is reproduced in the performance of
soccer, both within boys only spaces, and more co-gendered environments. Co-gendered
spaces of youth soccer allow for an exploration into how individuals draw and affirm
group boundaries between genders (Thorne 1993; Morgan and Martin 2006; Ridgeway
2009). These spaces of soccer provide a window into how sport is a gendered contested
terrain, in which gender is constructed in complex and contradictory ways; and
importantly, a locus of tension between change and continuity and gender relations
(Messner 2009). I observe that gender practices within sport are invoked and structured
through constant processes of performance, managing, policing, and disciplining
(Thangaraj 2015). Similar, to what Thangaraj observes amongst South East Asian
American men, | also observe how masculinity in youth soccer is always in process and
becoming, and constantly performed to give it substance (Thangaraj 2015; Hall 2003;

Butler 1993).

24



Related to how players and coaches perform gender within youth soccer
environments, I analyze how coaches, parents, and players discuss differences and
similarities between the ways boys and girls play the sport. These interviews highlight
the ways in which youth sport can facilitate the production of a soft essentialism of
gender (Messner 2009), especially for men. Meaning, that people (especially men) often
tap into culturally hegemonic scripts of gender difference to talk through the culture of
soccer, coaching, and how girls and boys interact within the sport. I also center the
experiences of women in the field of youth soccer in this chapter. Here, I analyze how
players and coaches understand gender in relation to the sport through their own
experiences. Both in interviews and everyday interaction, women and girls often note the
lack of respect and attention they receive as athletes, and the challenges of playing in co-
ed environments and unstructured pick up soccer because boys are constantly at the

center of sport.

Race and Youth Soccer

The final two chapters are centered on how race is deeply influential and
consequential across the field of youth soccer. In these chapters my analysis will be in
conversation with scholars from different fields who engage with critical race theory, and
general sociological theories of race in the United States. Racism is engrained in the
fabric and system of American society and I examine how it weaves into the intersection
of sport, families and youth. Building off of the giant shoulders of W.E.B. Du Bois, who
set the foundation for academic understanding of race as a social construction by
rigorously demonstrating that the concept of race is a product of power, oppression, and

resistance, rather than biological inheritance, I aim to contribute scholarship that
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theorizes and empirically demonstrates the social construction of race (Du Bois 1899 &
1940; Olson 2005).

In a more contemporary sense, I draw from Omi and Winant’s (2015) racial
formation theory to interrogate the interplay between race, soccer, and everyday life.
Racial formation theory approaches the creation, maintenance, and contestation of racial
categories, racial boundaries, and racial meanings from a constructivist perspective. It is a
“socio-historical process by which racial categories are created inhabited, transformed,
and destroyed” (Omi & Winant 1994:55). The process of racial formation links social
structure and cultural representation, and sport itself is a racial formation. This
connection and process is made possible by “racial projects”, which is simultaneously an
interpretation, representation, or explanation of racial dynamics, and an effort to
reorganize and redistribute resources along racial lines (Omi and Winant 1994: 56).
Racial projects can take many different social forms and their statements on race can vary
widely. I view soccer in the United States as a particular racial project that connects what
race means in a particular discursive practice(s) and the ways in which every day social
interactions and social structures are racially organized based upon that meaning.

I also draw inspiration from Karen Fields and Barbara Fields Racecraft: The Soul
of Inequality in American Life in analyzing the way racecraft, defined as the “the mental
terrain and pervasive belief in the ideology of race” (2014, p. 18), is navigated, traversed,
imagined and made by human action. Ideology, including racial ideology, is best
understood as “the descriptive vocabulary of day-to-day existence through which people
make rough sense of the social reality that they live and create from day to day” (Fields

& Fields 2014, p. 135). It must be constantly created and verified through social and daily

26



life. Through my ethnographic observations and interviewing, I demonstrate the
persistence of racial ideology and build upon the idea that the existence of racecraft
happens collectively, individually, historically, and in mundane routine (Fields & Fields
2014). Through the analytical prism of racecraft, I demonstrate the ways in which racism
has been on the scene of social spaces that are often popularly constructed as race-neutral
or less racially serious.

Youth soccer is a social space where racecraft operates and reflects the
pervasiveness of racial ideology in American life. In chapter 5, I apply and critically
interrogate Elijah Anderson’s (2011) concept of the cosmopolitan canopy because many
spaces of youth soccer have substantive racial and ethnic diversity and serve as gathering
places for people from all over the metro area. Moreover, many players, parents, and
coaches value the multicultural and multiracial soccer spaces that they interact in. The
combination of cosmopolitan/diverse spaces of social of interaction in everyday life and
the attitudes of participants help produce soccer’s racialized culture and image, which on
the surface is defined by idealized liberal discourses of diversity.’

In the next chapter, I critically analyze soccer’s cosmopolitan reputation and I
show the fragility, yet stability of such cosmopolitan social and sporting environments. I
share my own observations and highlight experiences of players and parents of color who
suffer from overt-racist aggressions that occur in diverse and cosmopolitan soccer

environments. These overt racist aggressions rupture cosmopolitan canopies and happy

" Happy talk about diversity is often linked to other contemporary racial discourses such
as colorblindness. These racial discourses often paint a false picture of meritocracy and minimize
power, privilege, and the existence of systemic racism (Bonilla-Silva 2017; Berry 2015; Burke
2012; Bell & Hartmann 2007).
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diversity discourse that is a key part of soccer’s racialized culture. But crucially, these
racist incidents are rarely grappled with by soccer organizations or lead to any sort of
resolution or change. Moreover, I document the strong and lingering presence of
biological racism and essentialized racial thinking in seemingly liberal and diverse social
environments (Melamed 2011; Rosaldo 1994). Such thought is always hovering in the
institution of sport. Here, I argue that soccer serves as a unique and influential social
force in facilitating overt biologically racist thought that can be articulated
simultaneously with ideals of inclusion, diversity, and cosmopolitanism. The fact that
cosmopolitan canopies of soccer can exist and continue with such racial ruptures reflects
the persistence of racecraft, and the power of liberal racial ideology and sport in
containing/managing racism and its limitations of disrupting and dismantling racist social
structures and racial ideology.

Now that I’ve given my personal motivations and a roadmap for where I am going
and covering with this dissertation, it is time to convey in more detail how I immersed
myself within the field of youth soccer and particular idiocultures of the sport. The next
chapter will detail my methodological approach and how I identify and categorize

different youth soccer cultures.
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Chapter 1: Getting into and Constructing the Field of Youth Soccer

“Soccer is an inner-city sport in most of the world but seen as a suburban preserve in the
us.”
-Les Carpenter (2016), Journalist

“It continues to be seen as a white, suburban sport.”
-Brianna Scurry, Black-American, former US
Women’s National Team Goalkeeper®
I don’t think we have enough people in the federation who understand Hispanic or
African-American communities to have conversations with them and make them feel like
they’re part of the American soccer community.”
-Hugo Perez, Salvadorian-American former US
Men’s National Team Player, and Youth National
Team Coach
Soccer in the United States is popularly known and now more regularly critiqued
by soccer pundits, former professional players, journalists, and academics for its
segregated and exclusionary dimensions. On one end of the binary, soccer is intimately
tied to suburbanization, upper-middle-class lifestyle, consumer-oriented individualism,

and whiteness (Andrews 2006; Narcotta-Welp 2015).!° In stark contrast to the suburban,

white, and upper-middle class space of soccer, the other most documented soccer

¥ From Carpenter (2016). ‘It’s only working for the white kids’: American soccer’s diversity
problem. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/football/blog/2016/jun/01/us-soccer-
diversity-problem-world-football

? From (McCauley 2018) “The ‘old boys club’: How U.S. Soccer ignores talented players from
underserved communities” SB Nation.
https://www.sbnation.com/soccer/2018/1/17/16893094/jonathan-gonzalez-us-soccer-national-
team-hispanic-player-development-sueno-alianza

10 Title IX is a federal civil rights law that was passed in 1972. It prohibits anyone in the US to be
excluded from participation in, denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any
education program or activity receiving federal funding (Durfur & Linford, 2010). Since the
passage of Title IX, there has been a dramatic increase in girl’s and women’s participation in
sport both at the high school and collegiate level (Durfur & Linford, 2010).
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environment is defined by ethnicity, immigrant status, heteronormative masculinity, and
urbanism (Markowitz & Hellerman 2006; Martinez 2008). There have been and continue
to be active and rich ethnic and immigrant spaces of soccer across the country (Van
Rheenen 2009; Kazuba 2015). The existence of these two distinct soccer worlds is crucial
to the formation of a common popular understanding of US soccer’s social and cultural
dimensions and provides a powerful sporting and cultural narrative to explain the lack of
cultural saliency and professional success of soccer in the United States (Martinez
2008).!1

This paradigm of understanding is accurate in many ways and captures the
broader economic, racial, and cultural context of soccer. When I first began to imagine
and design this project, I shared this binary perception of U.S. soccer culture. This
paradigm coupled with the more public discourse about making US soccer (specifically
men’s soccer) more professional, elite, and less upper middle class and white shaped my
decision making and initial entry into the field. But as I learned after a few months, such
a binary conception of US soccer culture flattens this social arena/field and does not
capture the varied and interrelated landscape of soccer in the US and fails to account for
social implications beyond elite level soccer performance and racial and ethnic
representation at the elite levels of the sport.

This chapter is both a broad overview of the social field or landscape of youth
soccer in the Twin Cities and a methodological narrative of my multi-site ethnographic

immersion and interviewing process. First, | summarize the US youth soccer system and

' Concern or puzzlement with the lack of international success for the men’s national team is
common. The US women avoid such discussions because of international success, but women of
color have articulated the lack of racial and ethnic representation on the women’s national team.
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provide some contextual background about the Twin Cities and its usefulness as a case to
understand youth soccer culture. Second, I identify and summarize seven distinct, but
interrelated spaces of youth soccer that when coalesced make up a social field. I utilize
field theory (see Bourdieu 1985; Dyck 2012; Martin 2003) and an emergent-case study
research process and analytic logic (Hartmann 2016), to make sense of these varied,
mutually significant, and interdependent soccer spaces in terms of their respective social
significance and patterns of motivations and actions. Third, I go into more detail about
each of these seven soccer spaces; how I came to identify them, key elements of
variation; specific details about sites that represent such spaces of soccer, and the form of
fieldwork and data collection. After mapping the social field of youth soccer, I discuss
the utility of multi-sited and relational ethnography and how my project is linked to other
ethnographic studies of sporting culture. I conclude this chapter with a discussion about
how my research process and construction of the field of youth soccer pushes beyond the

binary framework generally applied to soccer culture in the United States.

The US Youth Soccer System

Organized youth soccer in America is a complex and somewhat byzantine system
(Eckstein 2017). For boys and girls, there are a number of competing organizations that
coordinate leagues for youth participation. Most organizations are affiliated with US
soccer and there are over four million players registered in the US soccer system.
Nationally, over three million kids ages, 5-19 are registered with US youth soccer, which
has a range of competition levels within affiliated organizations. The most

competitive/elite level is the USSDA (US Soccer Association Development Academies),
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which include professional 25 major league soccer teams that are based in the United
States. Within US youth soccer there are competitive leagues/organizations such as the
National Premier League, Olympic Development Program, and Championship Series
(Eckstein 2017). State and regional soccer organizations are organized competitive
leagues that exist directly below national circuits. AYSO (American Youth Soccer
Association), is an affiliated organization that is more focused on recreational
participation and has 630,000 registered participants.!?

While US Youth Soccer has organizations that provide recreational and highly
competitive youth soccer options, US Club Soccer, another competing organization
affiliated with the US soccer federation, is more focused on developing elite players and
is not interested in recreational participation (Eckstein 2017). Under the banner of US
Club Soccer, there are three organizations that organize competitive leagues for teams
from across the country. One of these organizations is the Elite Clubs National League
(ECNL), which is focused solely on developing elite women soccer players. '3
Soccer in Minneapolis and St. Paul (The Twin Cities)

My ethnography of youth soccer in the US takes place within this overarching
structure. I observed multiple teams which are registered with and operate under the
banner of US Youth Soccer. This includes a team that plays in the academy system

(USSDA) and teams that are registered with the Minnesota Youth Soccer Organization'4.

'2 Players can play for teams in multiple organizations if they choose. For example, a player can
play for a club in their state organization but also participate in the Olympic Development
Program.

'3 The other two leagues are the National Premier League, and Premier League (regionally
organized leagues) (Eckstein 2017 & US Club Soccer 2018)

' There are currently over 60,000 players registered with the Minnesota Youth Soccer
Organization (MY SA 2019).
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But my research is not limited to soccer environments sanctioned by the US soccer
federation and other dominant organizing bodies. There are hundreds of thousands of
youth soccer players who are not officially registered with US soccer. Often these players
play in independent or informal leagues, which are often self-organized amongst
immigrant communities. Some of these players participate in interscholastic soccer,
which is organized by state high school athletic leagues, which have their own rules and
regulations. Immigrant soccer and inter-scholastic soccer do not fall under the umbrella
of official US youth soccer organizations but are prominent in the overall soccer culture
in the US.

Minneapolis and St. Paul serve as a useful case to make sense of US youth soccer
culture because the sport is popular and different environments of youth soccer are
represented within the metro area. Within the Twin Cities, there is a professional men’s
soccer team, youth teams that compete in national competitions, a vibrant state soccer
organization, a popular inter-scholastic soccer system, City organized recreational
leagues and multiple immigrant soccer communities. In terms of broader social dynamics
that intertwine with US soccer culture, the Twin Cities is a major and growing US
metropolitan area that is becoming increasingly racially and ethnically diverse due to
refugee migration and a fast-growing Latinx population (Brower & Egbert 2015). At the
same time, similar to other US cities, the Twin Cities has significant issues pertaining to

racial segregation and racial/ethnic inequality (Orfield & Stancil 2015).
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Youth Soccer as a Social Field and an Emergent Case Study

I conceptualize youth soccer as a social field because field theory provides an
analytic framework well suited to explain dynamics of social endeavors, including that of
youth sport (Dyck 2012). Field theorists aim to explain emerging regularities in the
actions of participants in a social arena by taking account of their relative positioning
within a recognized sector of common interest or social practice (Dyck 2012). A social
field begins to align “when units interact in such a way that they develop a mutual
influence” (Martin 2003, 26). Particular sports can be considered self-contained social
fields because they possess their own themes and problems (Bourdieu 1984). Each social
field possesses a coherence based on a working consensus as to the general rules and
norms of a social space (Martin 2003). Coherence within a social field is always dynamic
and changing because each field is “a site of more or less overt struggle over the
definition of legitimate principles of the division of the field (Bourdieu 1985, 734).
Within youth soccer, like other social fields, there are stakes about what kind of soccer is
being played and taught, what kinds of people are playing the sport, and what norms will
be central or even dominate in the future.

I consider youth soccer to be a crowded social field and participants and units
(sites of the sport) move to occupy different locations (Martin 2003). Not all social
action of participants within the field of youth soccer can be attributed to a ‘field effect’,
but still must be demonstrated through observable effects and inquiries about the
activities, interests, and perspectives of participants in the field (Dyck 2012; Martin
2003). Just as Dyck (2012) approaches community sports in Canada as a social field, I

do the same for youth soccer in order to take account of the relative social positioning
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and influences of diverse individuals, groups, and organizations that participate in a range
of youth soccer activities. In the case of the Twin Cities, there are a range of youth,
coaches, and families participating, a range of sporting organizations and personnel, and
a range of roles that shape individuals’ behavior within this field.

I did not begin this project with a research design that conceived of youth soccer
as a social field, nor did I decide to operate from a field theory perspective before
attending and observing matches. Rather, my project organically emerged over time, was
relatively open-ended, and question driven, which matches Howard Becker’s (1998)
advice for social scientists approaching research. This project reflects many of the meta-
methodological points and methodological narrative described by Hartmann (2016) with
regards to his mixed-methods and long-term investigation into race, sport, crime, risk,
and social intervention through midnight basketball programs. Similar to midnight
basketball (Hartmann 2016), my project “grew out of an intensive, multifaceted, and
long-term engagement with a particular empirical object or case” (215).

For my project, youth soccer is an emergent case study because the sites of
inquiry and data collection, exact questions, set of social facts, general ideas and
conclusions grew over an extended period of time. There is a methodological narrative
that hovers over this project as during this multi-year period, I followed new leads and
decided to enter different cultures of youth soccer (sites), I teased out themes and patterns
of social interaction that I did not prepare for (community and gender), and I then re-
worked my overall analysis based on these shifts, but still contributed to larger
sociological questions pertaining to race, families, culture, and social reproduction. As

Hartmann (2016) argues, an emergent case study is not a haphazard guiding analytic
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logic. My research process is iterative and framed by literatures, scholarly thought,
research techniques. Moreover, this form iterative analytic logic demands an
understanding of the relationship between case and context, general and particular, and
theory and practice, which has been written about by a variety of scholars who implement
similar methods (Alford 1998; Burawoy 2009; Hartmann 2016; Tavory and Timmermans
2009).

Given the context of the Twin Cities, the foundation of field theory, and through
an emergent case-study logic; I identify seven sites of soccer that make up the field of
youth soccer in the Twin Cities.!> These sites are interrelated, often informed by one
another, and do not have fixed and rigid boundaries as players, parents, and coaches can
and do move between these environments of youth soccer. Below, I chart the field of
youth soccer and summarize the amount of fieldwork I conducted in each site. In this
chart, I highlight key dimensions of variation, that cut across all sites of soccer and help
conceptually organize this social field. These dimensions include, competition/intensity,
organizational structure, and culture/group identity. I arrived at these distinctions
organically, as over time they became clear distinctions through my own observations
and because participants consistently brought up competition, sporting and youth
development, and the culture and identity of their respective soccer communities in
relation to other sites of the sport. Following the table, I summarize each site of soccer in

more detail and provide a partial methodological and analytical narrative to explain why I

' In another US metropolitan context, I believe that there are similar environments/sites of the
sport, but with possible variations due to local cultures, histories, and social structures. For
instance, other cities have particular funding structures for youth sport, varying levels of
popularity regarding soccer, and different racial, ethnic, and class dynamics. Soccer culture in
Los Angeles will have its own particularities compared to soccer culture in Atlanta, Kansas City,
Seattle, etc....
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moved to different sites and arrived at some of the social and cultural distinctions that

mark different locations within the field of youth soccer.

Figure 1: The Field of Youth Soccer in the Twin Cities!®

Level of Organizational Culture/Gro | Amount of
Competition Structure & Costs up Identity Fieldwork
/Intensity
Elite Highly competitive United States Soccer | Develop 4 months of
Development Developmental more and observation with
Soccer Very Intense Association better the U17/U18 Boys
professional | team at Fusion
Year-Round High costs to soccer talent. | Academy.
Participation participate unless
subsidized by a Parents/playe
10-month season professional men’s rs concerned
teams. with college
soccer
scholarships
Organized Competitive Clubs are members of | Varies 4 months of
Travel State Soccer depending on | observation at
Soccer Range of Intensity Association the club. Lions FC, a
private travel club
6-9 months of Paid for by Families Some based in the Twin
participation (2,000-3,500 a year) | emphasize Cities. 1-3 teams
community, | per age group and
friendship gender between
the ages of 9 and
18.
Inter- Competitive State Interscholastic Social 6 months of
Scholastic Athletic Association | development | observation over 3
Soccer Range of Intensity through high school
Low costs. ($30-60) | soccer seasons. Attended
Seasonal (3 months) | Registration with matches and
participation school athletics practices featuring
league. a variety of

schools. Archer
High School
(boys), Newton
High School
(boys), and
Littlefield High
School (girls).
Each school has
racially,
ethnically, and
SES diverse

' All names used to describe teams and schools are pseudonyms.

37



teams.

Hybrid/Alter | A wide range of and | Non-Profit Fun, 3.5 years of
native competitiveness and Individual ethnographic
Soccer intensity Space provided by Skill and observation at
local government. creativity, Kick It, non-profit
Recreational friendship, organization that
programs and Some grants and and agency operates out of a
opportunities for donations of youth. community center.
joining competitive
leagues A range of costs to
participate
Range of
commitment
Immigrant/ | Range of Independent, Community, | Interviews with
Ethnic competitiveness community organized | Participation, | players, plus
Soccer and unaffiliated with | Ethnic observations at a
Seasonal US and state soccer identity Hmong and Karen
Participation, but organizations soccer
opportunities to play tournaments and
year-round Low costs to Latinx youth
participate leagues.
Recreational | Little Competition Publicly funded. Healthy and | 6 months of
/ and low intensity fun observation over 3
Participator Low cost to participation | years at
v Soccer Seasonal participate. ($20) for young recreational
participation kids leagues in the
Twin Cities.
Risk Not competitive. Grants and Provide I did not spend a
Prevention fundraising. opportunities | significant amount
Soccer Low intensity. and support of time in these
Little to no cost to for youth. spaces of the
Mostly after-school participate Sport as a game, but there
based. tool for are a couple of
positive organizations in
Some participation in outcomes in | the Twin Cities
local parks and education, whose purpose of
recreation leagues. social soccer
behavior... programming

reflect ideas of
“risk-prevention:
and positive social
development for
marginalized
youth.
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Descriptions of Sites
Elite Youth Soccer: Fusion Lake Academy

Elite Youth Soccer receives much attention from soccer media, pundits, and fans
because there is substantive interest in the professional and international potential for US
soccer culture. I was drawn to this site of soccer because of the strong desire from
powerful soccer officials, clubs, coaches, and the national federation to create a more
elite and professional youth soccer environment and developmental system. I wanted to
observe what this newer environment of youth soccer looked like in day to day practice,
and if the class and race-based critiques and recommendations of pundits and/or national
team coaches are present at the micro-level of the sport.

This relatively new site of soccer is defined by pseudo-professionalism and high-
end player development. It has emerged over the past 10-15 years as professional US
soccer teams and highly competitive youth clubs from across the country are running
elite development academies for players 12-18 with the goal of developing more, and
better, professional soccer talent. In 2007, in response to international competition,
competition with other profitable and popular US sports, and the need for a wider and
deeper pool talented young soccer players the United States Soccer Federation and Major
League soccer (founded in 1996) created professional youth developmental academies
modeled after many other countries. Within the MLS and USSDA academies, players
cannot play for their high schools, and those who play for MLS teams enter an
arrangement where the club holds their professional rights. These academies were
originally just for boys’/men’s soccer, but in 2017, the USSDA has created a national

academy league for girls. The USSDA creating an official girls’ academy is in partial
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response to the Elite Club National League (member of US Club Soccer) which has been
organizing elite soccer development in the women’s game since 2009.!7 As of 2019,
there are 197 USSDA clubs located across the country that have teams who compete at
the U12, U13, Ul4, U15, Ul6, U16/17, and U18/19 age groups for both boys and girls.

I contacted multiple USSDA club coaches across the country in an attempt to
recruit interview participants. One of the coaches that responded and agreed to be
interviewed was Jeff, the coach of the U17/U18 boys at Fusion Lake Academy, a USSDA
club in Minnesota. Fusion Lake Academy is an 11-year-old club with deep roots in the
Minnesota soccer scene’®. They strive to be one of the best development clubs in the
state, region, and nation, and seek to develop players based on academies in South
America and Europe. They advertise themselves as one of the top youth soccer clubs in
the state and region and have over 600 players at various competitive levels, including
teams from ages 14-19 that play in regional and national leagues under the banner of the
USSDA or the ENCL, making it one of the largest clubs in the Midwest region.®

The team trains 4-5 days a week with 1-2 matches on weekends during the
season. When the players are not in a cycle of games, they train 5 days a week in 90 to
120-minute sessions. During the season the club travels on weekends to other states in the
Midwest region for matches against other Academy clubs. The training schedule occurs

for 10 months of the year while the 30-match season is divided into two fall and spring

7 According to its website, 76% of players in the women’s final four of college soccer played on
an ECNL affiliated club (US Club Soccer 2018).

'8 Fusion Lake was the result of two previous large clubs merging together. These clubs had been
established premier teams since the mid 1980s.

' The ECNL is a national competitive league that started out as a program for elite girls’ soccer
development. Many participants in ECNL go onto collegiate, professional and international levels
of soccer. ECNL has expanded to having boys’ divisions too. In fall 2019, Fusion Lake Academy
is moving their boys’ team to the ECNL too.
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schedules. As a member club of the USSDA, the club strives to “provide the best players
in the U.S. with an everyday environment designed to produce the next generation of
National Team players.”?° Players within the Academy system are provided with the best
opportunity to achieve their potential as elite soccer players. The stated advantages of
Fusion Lake include, more training, top instruction, meaningful games, connections to
U.S. soccer resources, and exposure to collegiate, professional, and national scouts. They
boast a bevy of soccer accomplishments at the individual and team level. At the team
level, they have won dozens of state championships, multiple regional titles and regularly
contended for national championships. In terms of individual player development, the
club claims that over 800 players have gone on to play at the collegiate level, 18 have
reached the pro-level, and over 20 have played on youth national teams, and over two
dozen players have won accolades for state player of the year.

Fusion Lake operates as a 501(c)(3) and costs an individual player/family at the
USSDA or ENCL level $3,000-3,500 per year, but this does not include uniform,
tournament registration fees, or travel expenses. Around 10% of players at the club
receive a form of financial aid, thus this is very much a pay to play club, and families
make significant financial and time investment to participate. I was not able to secure
official demographic facts about the entire club but based off informal conversations with
the coaches it is clear that the majority of players come from at least middle to upper-
middle class backgrounds since their parents can afford team fees. And most of the
players are reside throughout the metro area and commute to the various fields that

Fusion Lake trains at.

20 This is stated on the team website.
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There are three main coaches for the USSDA teams. Each participant involved in
this project (player, coach, parent) is identified with a pseudonym. Luke, a middle-aged
white man is the technical director for the Academy and manager of the U14. Dave, also
a middle-aged white man is an assistant coach for the that age group. And Jeff, an ex-
professional goalkeeper in his late 30s is the head coach of the U17/U18 team and also
serves as a goalkeeper coach for the entire club. In terms of responsibility, Luke takes on
the majority of logistical duties in terms of setting up practice times, travel, organization,
and finance management, in addition to coaching duties. Jeff and Dave’s duties are more
centered on just the soccer performance. Jeff is also the head coach of a university team
in order to make a living coaching.

Each team has a roster of 19-20 players and for the teams I spent the most time
observing their general racial/ethnic demographic picture is as follows. The U17/U18
team consisted of 13 white players, one Asian American, one Argentinean, two 1
generation East African Immigrants, 1-Egyptian American, and one Mexican-American.
On the U15/U16 team there were two Latino players, 1 Asian American and four 1%
generation African immigrants, and 11 white Americans.

After I interviewed Coach Jeff about his coaching experiences, American youth
soccer culture, and the culture of Fusion Lake Academy, he invited me to attend practices
and matches for the fall and winter portion of the season. For the next four months I
attended on average 1-3 matches, inter-squad scrimmages, and matches. During training
sessions, I would often sit on the sidelines as to not interfere with training, but also close
enough to hear and observe what the players and coaches were saying. When there was a

break in play, I would often join the team circles and conversations. And when the
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players were doing warm-ups or doing an extended training exercise that required less
direct coaching, Coach Jeff would often call me over and initiate informal conversation
about the team.

At practices and matches I took jottings on my cell phone and when I returned
home, I immediately wrote out my fieldnotes. I used my cell phone because writing in a
physical small notepad made it seem like I was a college scout or evaluator from the US
Soccer Federation. Since, I spent most time with the oldest boys’ team, parents were not
present at training as players often drove themselves to practice. Most of my interactions
with parents occurred during games or when U15/U16 boys team shared the field and
trained at the same time. At matches, I sat in the stands next to parents and talked with
them about the club and their experiences in the sport.?!

The logistics of building rapport with players and securing formal interviews at
Fusion Lake Academy was difficult for a couple of reasons. One, there was little room
during training and matches to have conversations with the players or build some type of
relationship. Moreover, the team travelled out of the state two times a month for games
and/or showcase tournaments, and I did not have the resources to go on such trips. Such
trips have lots of down time, which are excellent times to build trust and rapport.

In addition to not having the funds to travel with the team, after four months
Coach Jeff left the club at the end of the season, and the technical director at the time was
not interested in having a sociologist observe other teams at the club. So, for this site of

soccer, the voice of the players was harder to document. I instead relied on my own

2! These conversations were very fruitful and sitting in the stands allowed me to observe symbols
of general middle to upper middle-class security that existed within the club.?' For example, many
of the players drove nice cars to practice and some attended private schools. Parents often wore
high-end expensive winter clothing (Patagonia) to games.
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observations and informal conversations with coaches, parents, and USSDA evaluators.??
Despite not having the opportunity to do a longer ethnography of Fusion Lake, four
months of participant observation and informal conversations, and one formal interview
with a coach provided me a good sense of this space.?

Losing access to Fusion Lake Academy was a blessing in disguise as it helped me
develop a more holistic, robust and multi-sited and relational research design. After
presenting preliminary findings on elite youth soccer, I was encouraged by my advisors
to look beyond the newly emergent elite spaces of youth soccer, which had attracted my
initial attention because of such explicit discourse about professional development,
intense competition, and the open desire for American soccer culture to be more Brown,
Black, and working-class. I followed this advice and sought out ethnographic and

interviewing opportunities in other youth soccer communities.

22 At 1-2 practices, an official from US soccer would evaluate training and grade them on how the
training session was run. Fusion Lake is evaluated every year on a handful of measures, which
forms their overall ranking as a development academy. These categories of evaluation include: 1)
Player Development: This is evaluated based on how many players the Academy graduates into
college soccer programs, professional teams, and the USMNT. Their technical soccer skill is also
incorporated. 2) Training Environment: Based on the quality of training sessions and coach
performance. 3) Administrative: How effective the club fulfills its responsibilities in terms of
scheduling, marketing, communication and attendance. 4) Facilities: The quality and availability
of the club’s training and match facilities. 5) Funding: How much does it cost for players to
participate in the academy. The goal is to make it as affordable as possible and ideally free. 6)
RESPECT: The level of professionalism in the Academy. What is the discipline record of the
club, it’s players, the parent behavior on the sideline?

 To supplement my observations of Fusion Lake I was able to formally interview the coach of
another official USSDA academy. This interview offered more insight into elite youth soccer and
American soccer culture at higher levels of the sport. I attended two of their practices to get a
sense of their training environment and culture. This club is higher ranked within the USSDA and
recruit players from around the world and country to participate. It is based out of a resource rich
private boarding school located in a small Minnesota town. Many of their players are on
scholarships to attend the school and play for the academy team.
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Organized Travel Soccer: Lions FC

Though I had less luck securing interviewing opportunities with coaches in elite
youth soccer, coaches from different sites of soccer were more interested in participating
and sharing their knowledge and experiences. One of these coaches, Jay, a middle-aged
black-Nigerian man, with decades of experience coaching and technical
director/president of Lions FC an organized travel team, agreed to be interviewed and
also granted me permission to observe training sessions, matches, and to travel with the
team to an end of season tournament in a neighboring state. Lions FC exists within the
space of organized travel soccer and I decided to spend time in this site because it
represents the dominant or mainstream image of youth soccer culture and it offered a first
relational point for constructing the social field of youth soccer. Moreover, after a few
interviews and participant observation, variations between organized travel soccer and
elite youth soccer in terms of culture and group identity, and competitive intensity began
to stand out. Participants at Lions FC made it clear that they want to compete and be
committed to the sport, but not at the expense of a social community or social
development for youth.

Organized travel soccer can be characterized by spacious suburban
neighborhoods and parks, middle to upper-middle-class lifestyles, traveling tournaments,
highly structured practice, and private pay-to-play systems. It is the more visible and
culturally known space of the game for many Americans. Since the 1970s, with the
creation of the American Youth Soccer Association (AYSO) and the introduction of title
IX youth soccer programs all over the country in mostly middle class and well to

do/spacious suburbs were created with a focus on participation, fun, and minimal
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competition (Wangerin 2006, Pesky 1993). Such programming has been very popular
and over 3.5 million kids are registered with U.S. soccer.?* Within this space of soccer,
there are variations in approaches, styles, motivations to participate for the vast number
of clubs that participate. It should also be noted that the minimal competition element of
organized youth soccer has shifted over the years with substantial growth of traveling
teams and organized regional and national competitions.

In Minnesota, organized travel teams are registered with the Minnesota Youth
Soccer Association (founded in 1969) and compete against one another in MYSA
sanctioned/organized leagues and tournaments.?® There are 110 competitive, organized
travel clubs that are organized into six different regions.?® Lions FC is one of 25 clubs in
the “river” region and regularly compete against these clubs throughout the season.
MY SA breaks up leagues into 5 divisions: Premier, Premier 2, Level 1, Level 2, and
Level 3.%” For the age groups between U15-U19, placement into particular divisions is
determined through performance on the field as clubs are either are promoted to a higher
division, stay in the same one, or are relegated to a lower division. Lions FC has teams

that compete in Level 2, Level 1, and both Premier divisions.

** Though organized club and travel soccer is popular in participation and generally gender
inclusive, it still has exclusive elements to it. David Andrews (2006) astutely argues that despite
mass participation numbers and rhetoric of inclusion, soccer’s newly formed identity as a young,
white, middle class, affair actually excludes it from many different groups. In turn it serves as a
symbolic site for reaffirming exclusive suburban middle-class lifestyle and white suburban
institutions, which in turn diminishes and devalues elements of urban lifestyles, institutions, and
social spaces of color and the sporting practices that take place within those spaces (Andrews et.
al 2003).

23 According to MYSA (2019), there are over 60,000 players registered in the state.

26 Many of organized travel teams label themselves as recreational too. But the vast majority
become competitive travel teams at the 12-13 age group.

*7 Premier divisions only exist for U15-U19.
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Lions FC is a competitive club with recreational teams (U9-U11) that play
seasonally, and competitive teams (U12-U19) that play nine months of the year, breaking
only during the fall for high school soccer. There are 22 individual teams (14 boys’ teams
and 8 girls’ teams) spread out between all age groups. They participate in spring and
summer league play, which generally consists of a 1-2 weekly games and 2-3 training
sessions per week. Throughout the late spring and summer there are also local weekend
tournaments that individual clubs participate in. During the winter, Lions FC teams train
2-3 times a week and the club arranges occasional scrimmages, but it is not required as
players at the club can do other sports or activities.

The club has two full-time coaches, Jay and another man named Kyle, who
oversee specific teams and the club as a whole. There are five to six other part time
coaches (often former players in the program) who coach individual teams throughout the
season. Parents are very involved in the club, whether that be serving as volunteer team
managers, coordinating fundraiser events, or serving on the board. In terms of costs,
players/families at Lions FC, who play on the competitive teams, pay roughly $2,000-
3,000 per year (not including travel expenses and tournament registration). Most players
come reside in a comfortably middle class and majority white neighborhoods within the
city limits or adjacent suburbs, and thus reflect dominant conceptions of organized travel
soccer in the United States. The premier teams hold relatively more racial and ethnic
diversity than the teams that play at level 1 and 2, and overall the club is predominantly

white.?8

%% During his interview, Coach Jay told me that he wants his club to have more people of color.
He acknowledged that it is difficult for him to achieve this beyond individually recruiting players
that he meets or inquire about the club.
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At Lions FC, I observed multiple training sessions and matches of U13 level 1
boys’ team?®. With this team [ watched league matches, tournaments, and helped drive
players to a tournament when parents had other commitments. I also attended games and
tryouts for the U15, U16, and U17 girls’ team. Similar to my ethnographic techniques at
Fusion Lake, I generally took jottings on my phone and started informal conversations
with parents on the sideline. Moreover, I travelled with the team to an out of state
tournament, where I observed matches for multiple teams and attended their end of
season banquet. Attending this tournament, coupled with one family and Coach Jay
introducing me to families at the club, fostered a decent level of rapport with parents and
I was able to formally interview four parents at the club. It proved to be difficult to get
formal interviews with players at Lions FC or build significant rapport since I was not
involved in coaching or formally affiliated with the club. Ultimately, observing Lions FC
for 4-6 months and interviewing a few key parents allowed me to gain a detailed sense of

organized travel soccer and construct the social field more comprehensively.

Inter-Scholastic Soccer: Four City Public High Schools

From August to late October, boys and girls in high school play for their school-
based soccer teams. Youth who play Interscholastic soccer can play in other sites of
soccer except for elite development academies that are year-round commitments.’° In

Minnesota, inter-scholastic soccer is organized by the state high school athletics league

%% 1 knew one family that played for this club, which made immersion smoother and less
obtrusive.

3% Interscholastic soccer has players who spend most of their soccer time in organized travel
soccer, immigrant soccer spaces, hybrid/alternative soccer, and occasionally
recreational/participatory soccer.
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and has 435-member schools that participate in a variety of divisions based on
geographic location and school size. Due to school athletic budgets, and easier access to
facilities, inter-scholastic soccer is more affordable compared to Organized Travel Soccer
and Elite Youth Soccer and has high rates of participation.’! Through such organization,
cost subsidization, and the number of schools participating, interscholastic soccer also
provides opportunities for youth from different parts of the metro area and diverse social
backgrounds to interact on the field; both within school teams and between school teams.

Before spending time in inter-scholastic soccer, the participants and communities
I observed were predominately white and middle to upper-middle-class. Thus, I spent 6
months (or 3 seasons over 3 calendar years) observing inter-scholastic soccer because it
was a way for me to hear from coaches and players who did not just operate in the
organized travel soccer or elite youth soccer. It also provided a bridge to players who
learn the game and spend time in immigrant soccer communities and I often selected
matches to attend based on the demographic make-up of the schools. I mostly attended
matches that featured at least one public city school with substantive student of color
representation.

As I continued to recruit coaches to be interviewed and possibly serve as an entry
point to ethnographic access, five different high school coaches agreed to participate.
Four of the coaches work at public city or first-ring suburb schools that have a
substantive number of people of color, immigrant, and working-class students. I
interviewed Zach, a white man in his 30s who was the coach of the Lowland High School

girls’ varsity team. The girls’ team generally finishes in the middle or bottom half of their

3! There are discrepancies in funding and resources between different high school teams and such
disparities often reflect larger inequalities found in the education system (Raghavendran 2017).
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division. Lowland’s is located in a first-ring suburb south of the Twin Cities that has
gone under considerable racial and ethnic transformation in recent decades. In terms of
demographics for the JV and Varsity team, there are two Black players, half of the team
is Latina, and the other half is white. The school population is nearly % people of color
(40% Latinx, 20% Black, 6% Asian-American) and about 60% of the school are enrolled
in free or reduced lunch. I attended a few Lowland matches, training sessions, and their
end of season banquet over one season (two months) and interviewed two players and
three parents.

Coach Eddie, a Black man in his mid-30s in charge of Tesla high school’s boys’
soccer program, participated in the project. Tesla is a smaller public school (950 students)
located in the Twin Cities with a student population that is 85% students of color (54%
Black, 20% Latino) and 82% that qualify for free or reduced lunch. The boys’ varsity
team is predominately players of color and first-generation immigrants of color (Latino,
Black, and Asian-American). Similar to Lowland, Tesla generally finishes in the middle
of the division in terms of wins and losses, but the program improved each year under
Coach Eddie’s stewardship. Over one season I observed five matches that Tesla played
in.

Coach Paul, a white man in his mid-30s in charge of the boys’ program at Archer
High School agreed to be interviewed and allowed me to observe practices and ask
players that were over 18 if they wanted to be interviewed. One of the players, the captain
of the team, agreed to participate. Archer High School is located in the Twin Cities and
like most public schools is majority students of color (37% Asian, 31% Black, 10%

Latino) and has a large immigrant population (Hmong, Karen, Somali, Ethiopian). The
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boys’ soccer team reflects these demographics and is predominately comprised of Asian
(Karen), Latino, and Black (Somali and Ethiopian) players. I spent two seasons (four
months) attending a handful of Archer training sessions and matches. In contrast to
Lowland and Tesla, the Archer program has had a lot of on the field success in recent
years, including multiple state tournament appearances and section titles. Their reputation
as a top inter-scholastic soccer program is much newer compared to other traditional
powers in the Twin Cities and state more broadly.

The last high school I spent significant time observing and pulling interview
participants from was Lakes High School. I knew the varsity and junior varsity coach
through immersion into hybrid/alternative soccer (discussed in more detail below). Lakes
high school, which is located in center of the Twin Cities, has a student body that is
majority students of color (34% Black, 20% Latinx, 12% Native and Asian), but also 1/3
white. The boys’ varsity team is nearly evenly split between white players—who play in
organized travel soccer—and Latino and Black players—some of whom play organized
travel soccer, but others just play in their respective immigrant communities. Lakes is
considered a competitive and consistently successful soccer program. I interviewed four
seniors from the team and attended varsity and JV matches over two separate calendar
seasons (four months).

Inter-scholastic soccer is an important and distinctive point within the social field
of youth soccer because it is a gathering point for a diverse range of participants and also
a place where group identity and interpretations of and motivations to play soccer varied
and was tied directly to the school’s culture and social location. It has a distinctive and

more inclusive organizational structure in comparison to organized travel soccer and elite
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youth soccer. Though competition matters and is prevalent throughout high school soccer
teams, its level of importance and intensity varies tremendously across different schools
and. Moreover, discourses of social development through sport is common and notions of

group identity and community are even more present for many interscholastic teams.

Immigrant Soccer

Spending time and talking with players and coaches in interscholastic soccer
crucially provided a bridge to immigrant soccer. These sites of soccer exist in various
neighborhoods across the Twin Cities. Immigrant sites of soccer are distinct from
organized travel soccer and elite youth soccer because of their demographic composition,
self-organization, and because they are often separate from official US youth soccer
organizations. In part due to my limited abilities in languages other than English and
general time constraints, and established scholarship on immigrant soccer, I did not
immerse myself in this site of youth soccer for an extended period of time. Despite my
limited immersion into immigrant youth soccer, this space of the game appears in this
project in variety of ways.

There is contemporary and historical research on this cultural soccer space
(Martinez 2008; Van Rheenen 2009), which has mostly focused on notions of belonging,
collective ethnic identity, and American identity and nationality. Based on this research
and connections made in inter-scholastic, attending Latinx youth leagues, and attendance
at local Asian American youth tournaments and cultural events, I was able to identify
some of the varied characteristics of immigrant youth soccer and position this space

within the field of youth soccer more broadly. The obvious variations centered on the
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demographics of participants, affordability, and the physical locality of where games took
place. Additionally, immigrant soccer also highlighted actors understanding of the field
of youth and the presence of relationality within this field. Formal interviews and
informal conversations about different cultural styles of soccer and observations of when
immigrant soccer culture meshed with inter-scholastic soccer and collided with organized
travel soccer demonstrated the importance and influence of immigrant soccer within this

social field.

Hybrid/Alternative Soccer: Kick It

As the practice of soccer and other youth activities have and are becoming so
organized, competitive, exclusive, structured, and now professional; there emerge
hybrid/alternative soccer spaces, which represent push back and frustration with various
practices of the sport that exist across the field of youth soccer and extracurricular
activities as a whole. These spaces of the sport are explicitly constructed in relation to
cultural and social dimensions that youth soccer culture. One example of
hybrid/alternative soccer is Kick it, a non-profit organization that operates out of an
under-supported community center in an urban neighborhood. I learned about Kick It
through a formal interview with one parent and a google search of different youth soccer
organizations in the area. I met with Coach Kelly, a white man in his late 50s --creative
director of Kick IT—and he was excited to talk through the goals of the organization and
granted me permission to observe and become a part of the Kick It community.

Kick it operates under the philosophy that for young people to excel at soccer and

maintain a lifelong love of the game, they need to play early and often with little structure
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and most importantly, have fun. The organization is driven by the notion that soccer
should be inclusive, fun, playful, creative, and cooperative before competitive. Kick It
provides 2,000 hours of free play per year and they served over 2,500 kids since they
started ten years ago, after winning a bid to operate out of the public rec center. Free play
is when the kids self-organize their own game under the general supervision of a staff
member. It happens at least six days a week for a couple hours a day during the school
year and 3-6 hours during summer camps.

The center is a small facility and from the outside you would not think that this
was a space specifically and exclusively used for soccer. When you enter through the
front door there are two main offices and the walls are decorated with various soccer
posters, trophies, schedules, and Kick It events. To the left of that office there is a small
and somewhat dimly lit room that has been converted into a skills room. Kids can play
small 2v2 games, dribble, stretch or just hang out in this room. Across the hallway is a
large community room with a kitchen where parents and kids can hang out, eat, read
books, or watch television. There is a flat screen on the wall that is playing soccer games
all the time. Otherwise, the room is pretty open and there a handful of posters of World
Cups, or pictures of kids playing the game with inspirational quotes about soccer, fun,
learning, and play. Next to the all-purpose room is the gym. This is where all the indoor
futsal programs happen. It is a basketball court that has been converted to futsal, and by
that, I mean they’ve put goals in the gym and two of the basketball hoops. Outside of the
community center building there are two well-maintained tennis courts, and a large grass

field for soccer and baseball/softball. Like many community center fields, the grass and
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diamond are not in good shape after the winter and looks like nobody has taken care of it
in months.3?

I label this soccer site as alternative and hybrid because it is very much new and
there are not too many other examples of explicitly organized spaces of free or
unstructured sport/play. Identification of this site emerged organically as I had no sense
of this type of youth culture when I began this project. Hybrid/alternative soccer offered
another and clear way to observe and make sense of varied and overlapping cultural
interpretations, motivations, and practices of the sport. Themes of group identity,
differences in organizational structure, and norms of competition were ever present and
constructed in relation to other locations within the field of youth soccer.

Kick It is a hybrid space of youth soccer because in addition to explicitly
focusing on fun, recreation, and enjoyment, Kick It offers a variety of soccer/youth
programming that is intertwined with other feature characteristics of soccer sites. For
example, Kick It is interested in developing very talented soccer players through their
model of fun and unstructured soccer instruction. They offer seasonal skill programs,
which cost a couple of hundred dollars to participate. In the summer they run very
popular and affordable summer camps, inclusive to all skill levels and driven by
unstructured soccer and play, with the supervision of an adult. But similar to organized

travel soccer, Kick It offers year-round programming, which they call “meat and

32 Kick It recently added a small sized turf field. This was an entire ordeal and I will write about
this in the future as themes of community, neighborhood and city politics, non-profits, and
neoliberalism permeated the entire process.
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potatoes”.3® There are over 100 families that participate in the “meat and potatoes”
program and many pay annual costs similar to organized travel teams.

Through Kick It, other sites of soccer were constantly being touched, referenced,
interacted with. Kick It players and coaches were linked to elite youth soccer in a variety
of ways: players securing trials abroad, MLS academies recruiting players, or players
making youth national futsal teams. They are a part of organized travel soccer because
they do organize teams for MYSA league play and compete in tournaments. Some of the
coaches coach at local high school programs and many of the players play in
interscholastic soccer. In terms of immigrant soccer, Kick It has intentionally participated
in Latinx youth leagues and Somali and Oromo soccer events, has families from
immigrant backgrounds, and also appreciates/reveres immigrant and international soccer
culture. And finally, Kick It is very much tied to recreational/participatory soccer because
of its emphasis on unstructured/free play and they participate in low stakes, participatory
centered parks and recreation leagues. They selectively participate in other organized
travel leagues, elite soccer competitions, and more recreational parks and recreation
leagues.

In terms of social demographics, according to Kick It’s records, 40% of the kids
in the program are from the local neighborhood and 75% of the kids are from the Twin
Cities. The center is fairly cosmopolitan in terms of race and ethnicity and at most free-

play sessions, camps, or programs about half of the players are children of color. There

33 Kids in this program participate in free play, but also show up to 3-4 days a week for 1.5 hours
of organized soccer. During these organized ‘meat and potatoes’ programming, coaches take a bit
more of a direct role, but the foundations of fun, unstructured play, and creativity are still very
much central. There is not much drilling or concern over team-based development. Players that
participate in meat and potatoes often form teams for particular tournaments or MY SA league
play when they reach the age of 13.
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are multiple multiracial families (whether through adoption or interracial marriage) and
families where one of the parents is a recent immigrant and highly educated. In terms of
social class, the Kick It families that participate year-round are generally middle class,
and most kids attend local public schools.

The staff at Kick It is small and coaches do rotate in and out of the center for
different career opportunities. But generally, there are three full-time staff members:
Kelly, the program director; Xavier, the administrative manager and coach; and Ramon, a
full-time coach.?* Over the four years I spent at Kick It three other coaches worked at the
center either part-time or full-time. Coach Eddie, (who simultaneously coached at Tesla
High school), Coach Michelle—a white woman in her mid 20s, and Coach Emeka, a
Nigerian-American in his late 20s. Each staff member at Kick It has high level playing
experience (college and/or professional) and multiple years of coaching experience.

Compared to the rest of the youth soccer field, I was the most immersed in Kick
It. This was due to a combination of research motivations and the logistics of
ethnographic research.®> Kick It held a special draw because of its hybrid and alternative
characteristics, but also because I built great rapport with coaches, players, and families. I
volunteered and worked for Kick It in a variety of capacities in exchange for
ethnographic access. At first, I hung out at the center during free play, seasonal skill
training, or “meat and potatoes” sessions. Then I began to help Kick It with grant-writing

for field renovations, fundraising, and community relations. For one year I was hired

3* Xavier, a white American with Belarussian parents was in his early 30s during my time spent at
Kick It. Ramon, a Latino man, was in his mid 20s when I started observing Kick It.

33 Kick IT being based out of a single physical location and operating 6 days of the week made it
much easier for me to become a part of the social space. There was a single gathering place for
families, and I did not have to track down fields or stand somewhat awkwardly on the sidelines
during practice.
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part-time in this capacity. As I became a part of the Kick It community, I travelled to out
of town tournaments on multiple occasions (I drove the van for 6 hours with multiple
kids in it), coached the same group of boys from ages 13-16 in MYSA league play,
helped out during summer camps, monitored free play, and attended national soccer
conferences on behalf of the organization. Socially, I played evening pick up soccer with
many of the fathers at Kick It and was a listening ear for parents, coaches, and players as
we all negotiated the world of youth soccer and life in general. Not surprisingly, my deep
immersion and connection with Kick It led to a decent number of formal interviews with
participants in this site of soccer. I interviewed 13 parents (10 dads and 3 mothers), two

coaches, and four players from Kick It.*¢

Recreational and Participatory Soccer

As mentioned, Kick It is linked to aspects of recreational and participatory soccer
because of its philosophy, programming, and participation in local parks and recreation
leagues. I identify recreational and participatory soccer based on the fact that every fall
and spring the Twin Cities parks department and neighboring suburbs organize shorter
and more affordable soccer leagues for young people. Recreational soccer is the entry
point into the sport for the vast majority of young kids and community centers form and
run teams for kids to participate in over an 8-week season during the fall, and the
occasionally the spring. Participation is less intense, seasonal and open to a wider range
of skill levels than organized travel soccer and elite youth soccer. Within the Twin Cities,

because of the organizational structure, affordability, and limited travel, players come

3% See appendix for a table that details the demographic aspects of interview participants.
Including, what site of soccer they participate in.
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from a range of racial, ethnic, and class backgrounds. Furthermore, themes of social
development are much more central over sporting development, winning soccer
competitions, or maintaining a particular status within youth soccer organizations.

In this space of the sport, coaches are often parent volunteers or community
center employees, rather than adults with official soccer coaching licenses. Participatory
spaces of the game generally have younger kids, but there are opportunities for teenagers
to participate in these soccer environments. I accessed this site through participant
observation and coaching U10 and U12 Kick It teams that signed up for this league.
Moreover, for two years I worked as a referee for the boys’ and girls’ youth futsal

leagues (ages 10-14) organized by the St. Paul parks and recreation department.

Risk Prevention/Intervention Soccer

Risk prevention soccer spaces fit in with other youth sports programming that
aims to support marginalized youth (see Hartmann 2016). Such soccer programming
exists all over the country at various levels of organization. National programs such as
America Scores, Soccer Without Borders are programs which use soccer to help refugees,
homeless youth, and youth who reside in high-crime neighborhoods are examples of
youth soccer environments that fall within the risk prevention and intervention soccer
space. For this project, I did not spend a significant amount of time in these spaces of the
game, but there are a couple of organizations in the Twin Cities whose purpose of soccer
programming reflect ideas of “risk-prevention: and positive social development for
marginalized youth, whether it be race, class, immigration status, or refugee migration.

Youth who participate in these organizations also participate in other sites of youth
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soccer; in particular recreational youth soccer, interscholastic soccer, and immigrant

youth soccer.

Multi-Sited and Relational Ethnography

My ethnographic process reflects the foundational principles of participant
observation and thick description. My immersion into youth soccer reflects how
Hargreaves approached studying the characteristics of school cultures in the U.K (1967).
Hargreaves worked as a teacher, observed classrooms, and interacted informally with
teachers and pupils inside and outside of school. I implemented a similar ethnographic
approach as I spent substantial time informally interacting in different soccer
environments and formally working for soccer organizations.

Due to the relationality youth soccer cultures and the social categories and
systems that infuse and surround them, I have multiple ethnographic sites. A multi-site
approach develops a dynamic and interconnected comparative analysis where
observations and initial arguments make up an emergent object of study, whose contours,
sites, and relationships are not known beforehand (Marcus 1995). So even though I have
a theoretical foundation of sociology and personal knowledge of youth soccer before
entering the field, a multi-site approach encouraged more reflexivity about theory
building and data analysis. Related to multi-site ethnography, I draw on Matthew
Desmond’s (2014) conception of relational ethnography. Desmond (2014) advises
ethnographers to approach the research question and data from a perspective of collision,
which helps in exploring meaning making dynamics and how beliefs and values are

cultivated. I heed this advice, by focusing on actors who occupy different positions and
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spaces/boundaries within youth soccer that are in constant collision or negotiation with
one another. This is why I immerse myself in different spaces of soccer, observe relations
between coaches and families; how notions of appropriate forms of the sport and group
identities are constructed in these different environments. Relational ethnography coupled
with an analytical logic developed through an emergent case study process made it
possible to seek out different social contexts of the sport and to construct a social field of
youth soccer along dimensions of organizational structure and group identity which is
tied to varied yet constantly present themes of competition, community, and youth
development.

My multi-sited and relational ethnographic approach to interrogating sporting
fields is not the first of its kind. This project draws inspiration from a variety of
scholarship on sports. Dyck’s (2012) two-decade ethnographic immersion of Canadian
community youth sport is a model for approaching youth sport as a social field (Bourdieu
1984; Martin 2003). Like Dyck (2012), I take into account the respective positioning of
and influences exerted by diverse persons, groups, and institutions that constitute the field
of youth soccer. There are range of roles, participants, norms, problems, and themes that
define the field of youth soccer.

Sheri Gramsuck’s (2005) ethnography and interviewing project of neighborhood
baseball in Philadelphia is a model for understanding how the institutional arrangements
and social characteristics of sport create an arena for the negotiation of social and cultural
differences across a bevy of social categories and identities. Similarly, Gary Alan Fine’s

(1987) immersion and observations of different little league baseball teams and their
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relationship to masculinity, painted a picture for how one can conduct different short-
term ethnographies of youth sporting cultures without losing depth and thick-description.
In terms of models for thick-description and ethnographic immersion,
ethnographies of American basketball culture have guided my own methodological
approach as well. Stanley Thangaraj (2015), deep documentation, active participation,
and analysis of South Asian American pick-up basketball and its implications regarding
race, sexuality, and gender clearly demonstrates the usefulness of ethnography and
organically enmeshing oneself in sporting/social environments. Brooks (2009) and May
(2008) each served as assistant coaches on youth basketball teams to build rapport and
document dynamics of race, masculinity and adolescence. I implemented similar tactics
by actively participating as a coach who travelled with teams, volunteer, and occasional

player with kids and adults in pick-up settings of play.

Youth Soccer as more than a binary field of social and cultural production

The methodological path laid out by other scholars and my own trajectory of
entering youth soccer culture has allowed me to identify and develop a more multi-
dimensional understanding of this social field. The “two worlds of US soccer” binary
paradigm is in many ways accurate and captures the broader economic, racial, and
cultural context of soccer. But it also flattens this social field and does not capture the
varied and interrelated landscape of soccer in the US. Moreover, this dominant binary
framing often fails to account for social implications beyond elite level soccer
performance and racial and ethnic representation at the professional level. Soccer in the

United States is a unique sport, socially, because it is historically marginalized in relation
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to dominant American sporting culture and at the same time is emerging as a popular
sport because of mass participation, popular consumption, competition, and increasing
professional status.

Based on four years of ethnographic observations and 42 semi-structured
interviews with parents, players, and coaches in the Twin Cities I document the shifts in
youth soccer culture. Through an emergent-case study research process and analytic
logic, I provide an overview of the sprawling, popular, interconnected, and varied socio-
cultural system of youth soccer in the United States. There are in fact seven distinct, yet
interrelated spaces of youth soccer: Elite Youth Soccer, Organized Travel Soccer,
Ethnic/Immigrant Youth Soccer, Scholastic Soccer, Alternative Youth Soccer,
Recreational and Participatory Youth Soccer, and Risk Prevention Youth Soccer. This
picture of youth soccer is a more nuanced and detailed picture and indicates that the field
of youth soccer is better understood, not as a binary space, but as a multi-dimensional and
permeable social field ripe with sociological implications.

Within these different sites of soccer there are range of approaches, motivations,
norms and practices. In the next two chapters I demonstrate that there is a wide range of
cultural interpretations and values that different groups and communities (who come
from different social positions) bring to the sport. I show that the everyday practices,
discourses, and experiences of participants in these interconnected soccer communities
are rich with social and cultural meaning. Each space of soccer is distinct in its approach
and purpose for practicing the sport, but they are all interconnected by larger and at times
similar notions of youth development (both sporting and social), community, and group

identity. Moreover, through ethnographic snapshots of different and relational youth
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soccer environments, I show how the sport is raced, classed, and gendered in different

positions within the social field.
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Chapter 2: Elite Youth Soccer and Organized Travel Soccer

Introduction

In the previous chapter (“Getting into the Field”), I provided an overview of the
sprawling, popular, interconnected, and varied socio-cultural system of youth soccer in
the United States through the case of the Twin Cities. I identified seven distinct, yet
interrelated spaces of youth soccer: Elite Youth Soccer, Organized Travel Soccer,
Ethnic/Immigrant Youth Soccer, Scholastic Soccer, Alternative Youth Soccer,
Recreational and Participatory Youth Soccer, and Risk Prevention Youth Soccer. In this
chapter I go into the everyday/micro level of four of these sites and describe the
communities that form this varied and interrelated social field. The everyday practices,
discourses, and experiences of participants in these interconnected soccer communities
are rich with social and cultural meaning. In the next two chapters of this section I argue
that each space of soccer is distinct in its approach and purpose for practicing the sport,
but they are all interconnected by larger, varied, but at times similar notions of youth
development (both sporting and social), community, parenting and childhood, and group
identity.

I share representational ethnographic moments from four specific groups of youth
soccer to cover prevalent social themes of sporting development/performance, group
identity construction, community, and social development, all of which appear
throughout the social field of youth soccer. The first theme that I cover is professionalism
and elite high-end competitive performance. By focusing on elite youth soccer, I discuss
that seriousness of the game, intense competition, and relationship to professional soccer

development around the country and world are very central to Fusion Lake Academy’s
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group identity and soccer culture. Within this space, tensions sometimes arise between
the motivations and expectations of elite coaches and compared to players and parents
with regard to commitment and desire to achieve professional soccer success. The second
central theme that is prominent in different spaces of the game is community and positive
social development through soccer participation. I share observations from Organized
Travel Soccer to show how the rhetoric of proper social development, long time
friendships, family and community are crucial to one club’s (Lions FC) group identity
and practices of the sport. The motivations and emphasis on the social aspects of the club
are constructed in relation to perceptions and criticisms of elite youth soccer culture.

In the next chapter, I cover Interscholastic Soccer to demonstrate a variation that
occurs with regards to notions of community and social development through sport. At
Archer high school, such discourses and motivations are intertwined with race, ethnicity,
immigrant status, and social class. The Archer High School team consists of many
players who learn the game in spaces of immigrant soccer, and through interscholastic
soccer get the opportunity to play in an officially sanctioned and highly organized
competition. Their group identity of family, positive social development, and competitive
team play is constructed in relation to larger systemic and discursive marginalization that
impacts their team, classmates, and broader local community. There is motivation and a
form of responsibility at Archer soccer to be a symbol that disrupts negative racial and
classed stereotypes and to be source of pride for people that do not spend time kicking a
soccer ball. To conclude the section, I shift to Hybrid/Alternative soccer to focus on how
group identity within youth soccer can be linked directly to aesthetic styles of play and

notions of sporting development. Here, I detail Kick It’s approach to the sport, which is
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centered around fun, creativity, and hands-off coaching. They envision and understand
their approach to coaching and playing soccer as distinct and in opposition to hyper-
competitive soccer environments and youth extracurricular activity culture at large, are
understood as too structured and adult-directed, not fun, and poor for actual skill

development and continued participation in the sport.

Happenings in, on, and around the Field(s) of Youth Soccer

Now I am going to provide ethnographic snapshots from a few sites of youth
soccer: Elite Youth Soccer, Organized/Travel Youth Soccer, Interscholastic Soccer, and
Hybrid/Alternative Youth Soccer. These snapshots can be understood as representational
moments of these sites and show the social and cultural dynamics and particularities of
different soccer communities. I supplement these observations with selected interview

excerpts from parents, coaches, and players that inhabit these varied spaces of the game.

Elite Youth Soccer: Serious, Intense, and Aiming to be Professional

Fusion Academy views itself as a top club in the state in terms of developing high
level soccer players. They attract players from all over the Twin Cities metro area and as
a member club of the highly selective and national USSDA program, Fusion Academy is
evaluated by the USSF on their ability to deliver an elite soccer training environment.
The first snapshot that I discuss demonstrates that professionalism; high end soccer skill,
and intensity are crucial cultural elements to the group identity and idioculture of Fusion

Lake and Elite Youth soccer more broadly.
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Field Note: Grinding away in October

On a windy and bitterly cold day with rain careening sideways from the clouds,
39 high school aged boys and three coaches are conducting a soccer practice at a
nondescript suburban high school multi-purpose stadium. Three coaches, all
white men in their late 30s, are bundled in winter coats and beanie hats and
barking instructions, giving encouragement, and evaluating player performance
from the sidelines. Players move quickly from drill to drill, play with intensity and
focus during practice games, and mainly communicate with each other in soccer
lexicon. Yells for the ball, “Give it!”, encouragement for good defensive tackles,
“Well Done!” and shouts of frustration, “Fuck me!” fill the 90-minute training
session. Despite the innocuous setting, these 39 high school aged soccer players
are considered the top players in the state.

Even as someone who has watched and played countless hours of soccer,
watching these young players, with little effort or strain, kick a ball 40 yards across the
field to a teammate’s chest was still very impressive and frankly, continued to catch me
off guard. Every time these group of kids played, the game was fast paced and intense.
Each player had an excellent touch, good technique, and the game was filled with
frequent and loud communication between players. Players were not afraid to hold each
other accountable through direct communication and whenever coaches detected a dip in
intensity, sharpness, or focus, a vocal admonishment would follow.

Field Note: Ul8s and Sloppy Soccer

As the boys shift from a 5v3%7 drill to a 5v5 small sided scrimmage, the play

becomes sloppy. Loose passes, wild shots, a lack of movement and flow define the

play. The players are getting frustrated with each other. After conceding 2 goals
in quick concession, Tristan, a tall red-headed goalkeeper, slams his gloves
together and shouts at the group, “Come on boys, focus!” One minute later,

Matthew, a defender, admonishes his teammate after they commit a handball in

the box, resulting in a penalty for the other team. “Dude, what are you doing?!

Come on!” After a few more minutes of less-than-stellar soccer, the group takes a

water break. As they walk off Coach Jeff shouts, “Well that was the shittiest
soccer I’ve ever seen!”

37 5 attackers vs 3 defenders in a small field about 25 X 25 yards. After a ball goes out of play 2
players join the 3 defenders and 2 players drop off from the attacking 5. This drill emphasizes
team defending, quick decision making, counter-attacks, and finishing.
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As the group gathers near the sideline, Coach Jeff *® re-emphasizes that the 5v5
scrimmage is supposed to be fun, quick, and decisive. He tells the players that it is
good that they are holding each other accountable, but that they have to mentally
bring it themselves before blasting other teammates. Jeff then goes through a
handful of players and tells them how they are not in tune in terms of effort or
decision-making, “Goalkeepers, keep the ball out of the damn net.” He then turns
to Mido, a central midfielder, and says “Mido, make quick passes.” Daniel, a
wide midfielder was next: “Daniel, I don’t know what you 've been doing on the
wing, stop playing lazy balls.” After criticizing individuals for their play, Coach
Jeff then referenced the match that they won over the weekend and how winning is
linked to significant effort and mental focus developed from training.

Coach Jeff’s coaching practices are fairly normal for most coaches at Fusion
Academy and reflect the approach of the club towards soccer and player development:
serious, focused, and professional. The seriousness of play was constant throughout all of
my time spent at Fusion Academy. The following note is from a scrimmage between the
17-18-year-old boys’ team and the 15-16-year-old boys’ team.

Field note: Intra-Club Scrimmage

Like on Monday, the intensity is extremely high the first 20 minutes or so of the
scrimmage. Tackles everywhere, players flying to the ball. Coach Luke (coach of
15-16-year old team) is yelling consistently. “Stop being so slow—move the ball
quicker!”

After a give-away, which leads to the older boys’ team goal—exactly what Coach
Jeff wanted from his drills on pressuring the ball—Coach Luke lectures the player
who gave it away. “Instead playing simple and quick, you just gave the ball away
to the fastest and most dangerous player on the field.”

Dave, the other coach, had previously told the young defender what to do. After
he didn’t follow the instructions, which led to conceding a goal. Coach Luke said
“When Dave says something make sure you follow that instruction. Simple as
that.”

As the scrimmage progresses Coach Jeff yells at the oldest boys “No breaks, no
breaks, everyone is thinking” Jeff clearly wants a mental and team discipline
instilled in the team. Later in the scrimmage after some substitutions Coach Jeff
becomes more vocal again in order to get the team to finish a game and stay
focused defensively. “1-0. 5 minutes left. What do we do? Finish the game. Let’s

38 Jeff is in his late 30s and briefly played goalkeeper as a professional in the US. Jeff coaches at
the college level too.
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stay dialed in.”. He and the team’s goalkeeper yell consistently to the rest of the
team to continue to pressure their opponent. “Get UP! UP! UP!”

Very competitive and intense training, high-level technical soccer ability and
physicality, and very involved, serious, and vocal coaching are instrumental to the
everyday practices of Fusion Academy and elite youth soccer. The soccer careers or
trajectories of players at Fusion Lake academy indicate elite soccer/player development is
achieved regularly. Fusion Lake is proud of and advertises its history of training and
producing players that play at the professional, collegiate, and national/international level
of soccer. During training, I spoke with coach Jeff and he causally rattled off a list of all
of the college scholarships that the boys had earned for the next year. Drake, Michigan,
St. Thomas, Highpoint, and the University of Washington (all Division I, II or III
programs) were listed as if it was a given and routine accomplishment. All but five of the

players on the 94/95 team had the opportunity to play soccer at collegiate institution.

Dads at Fusion Lake

Fusion Lake’s high rates of players securing college soccer scholarships is
impressive and matches the motivations of many parents at the club. For instance, at an
early morning league match I had an informal conversation with Ralph, a father of Lance,
a 17-year-old keeper, who praised Fusion for its role in getting his son exposure to
college programs. Ralph said the following when I asked him why they joined Fusion
Lake:

“We joined the club because Lance can be seen more. We have been contacted by

a few schools already. The club and the Academy are great for that. Also, the
competition and training are the top in the state.”
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Ralph, who is white, praised the club for helping his son get onto a national
scout/ranking list and securing a guaranteed a roster spot at a prestigious division 1
university on the east coast. As we continued to talk Ralph emphasized that they were
still hoping for that roster spot to actually turn into financial aid/scholarship. Financial
support for college through soccer was a central goal and purpose for being a part of
Fusion Lake and it such a possibility made their 1.5-hour car time 5 days a week for
practice worth it. Other parents at Fusion Lake shared similar motivations for
participating in Elite Youth Soccer and many are very involved and knowledgeable about
their children’s soccer lives and elite youth soccer culture.

At a different match, Amon, an Egyptian-American father, who played club
soccer at a University without a formal NCAA team, shared with me how much his son,
Nabil, loved the game from when he was little and that they’d been involved with Fusion
for years before they became an official academy member of USSDA. Amon’s
substantive involvement with his son’s soccer development was evident in a few ways.
At one level, he joked and critiqued how Nabil’s teammates often ate heavy meals before
games “They see subway ads and think that type of meal is good.” Amon, talked about
monitoring what his son ate and how diet impacts his soccer development, reflecting a
professional like seriousness and approach to the sport. Later in our informal chat, Amon
discussed his role in identifying other elite youth soccer clubs in case his family had to
move to another state because of work. The move was just a possibility, but Amon had
already been in contact with multiple elite youth clubs in in the area and Nabil had even

spent a week on trial with a team there.
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Ralph’s motivations for his son’s participation and satisfaction with Fusion Lake
Academy, and Amon’s strategic and materially substantive involvement in supporting his
son as they navigate elite youth soccer indicates that parenting practices can match the
stated mission of Fusion Lake and mesh with norms of high-level soccer performance,
development, and committed and intense participation. Yet, while parents seemed
satisfied with their experiences in Elite Youth Soccer and committed to their children’s
elite soccer success, tensions arose between the motivations of club coaches and the

motivations of players and parents.

Limitations to becoming a top elite academy

Based on Fusion Lake’s elite national status, rates of players making it to
collegiate and on occasion professional soccer, and the satisfaction of families, it would
seem that the Fusion Lake meets the evaluative standard of player development.
However, coaches at Fusion Lake are not satisfied and display reflexivity in their
criticisms of their club. Coach Jeff, whether during a formal interview or everyday talk
around the field, regularly articulated the limitations of the club and challenges of being a
top environment of elite youth soccer. During one practice, after he listed the schools his
players had secured athletic scholarships from, Coach Jeff said that these programs were
not the “best or top” soccer programs in the country and that none of his players would
really have a chance to play at a college that funneled players to professional leagues, let
alone the national team. Coach Jeff’s lack of satisfaction with the soccer trajectory of his
players was also shared by formal USSDA evaluators who at the time ranked the club as

adequate (2.5 out of 5 stars) in player development.
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Coach Jeff’s desire for his players to compete at more prestigious programs and
the average ranking from the USSF/USSDA indicates how competitive elite youth soccer
and the USSF/USSDA system is. Coach Jeff and the USSDA’s evaluation of what is
satisfactory as player development reveals a significant tension between coaches and
families within elite youth soccer pertaining to the purpose of elite level soccer
participation and future achievement in the sport. As mentioned earlier, parents at Fusion
Lake are satisfied with their children making it to the collegiate level of soccer, and
Coach Jeff and other coaches at Fusion are very aware of this dynamic and motivation for
participation.

Alex: So, can you tell me what you kinda consider development to be?

Coach Jeff: Ya know what I consider development. I’ll tell you what I consider

development. I’ll tell you what a lot of the players and parents in the academy

think of development... um, a lot of players and parents in our development
academy, they think development is getting a college scholarship. So, take my kid
to the winter showcase, get him in front of 300 college coaches, and get him even
if it’s 20 percent off tuition, get him something. They think that’s development.

Using elite youth soccer as a path for a college scholarship is viewed as
antagonistic to Fusion Lake coaches who want to develop players to reach the highest
competitive and professional levels of soccer. Coach Jeff is aware that most parents do
not care what type of collegiate soccer program their kids make it to, it just matters that
there is a school. The end goals of coaches and U.S. soccer officials and parents can be in
completely different places. Coaches and officials see the end goal and purpose of the

Academy as a tool to better the overall talent pool of American soccer players in order to

compete internationally and to grow the professional game.** Whereas parents view the

3% Coach Jeff told me in our interview that he wants to help improve American soccer culture at
the professional and international level.
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purpose of the Academy as facilitating tool for their child to gain access to higher
education and better their future.

In other moments, coaches at Fusion Lake also grapple with the challenges of
creating their desired professional training environment for players. For Fusion Lake,
administrative duties/logistics, and a lack of professional affiliation to help subsidize
costs funding are a constant issue and partly responsible for their middling national
ranking amongst USSDA academies. In terms of logistics, Fusion lake does not have a
central location and consistently have to juggle field locations across its metropolitan
area. The amount of travel for the week around the city is quite astounding. Some days
they practiced at a suburban high school south of the city, other days at a local urban
college, other days at a public field on the Western fringes of the city. None of these
locations are near each other and frequently change from week to week. The constant
movement does lead to some practice sessions that are sparsely attended and don’t reflect
the professional training environment set out by the MTA, USSF, or USSDA. This
manifested itself very noticeably at two training sessions that I attended when players
couldn’t make the session because the location and time got changed last minute.

Field Note: Saturday Training Session

I walked in about 30 minutes late to this session because I didn’t know if this

training session was actually going to happen until about 2:30. The session was

much different than Wednesday in terms of the amount of coaches and mixture of
aged players. Coach Jeff was the only coach there and actually had one parent
helping him out with 35-40 players. There was another tournament in St. Louis
for the players that play at the level below USSDA level. So, the other three
coaches were there instead of at practice--- Coach Jeff was pretty reserved
throughout the session and didn’t say too much besides organizing scrimmages
and recording scores. At the end of practice Coach Jeff called this type of

practice a limitation of the club and expressed frustration with having to coach 35

players in one session and mentioned that other academies have multiple coaches
for each age group.
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The training environment of Fusion Lake is not as always consistent and can
become disorganized fairly easily despite the administrative efforts of the club. The
administrative capabilities of Fusion Lake are constantly tested due to the realities of
them not having a funding source that comes from a professional affiliation with a MLS
club. On two other occasions practice was cancelled because Coach Luke would flip the
field to another local team in order to make a few extra dollars for the club. In addition to
juggling field locations, and giving up field time for funds, coaches cannot make a living
off just coaching Fusion Academy teams; they often have other obligations as well and
cannot make the practices when they change location and time on such short notice.
Furthermore, since Coach Luke is the technical director of the entire club, when the non-
academy teams that play in organized travel soccer have to travel or require his services,
he may miss training sessions. This drastically changes the practice environment in terms
of seriousness and intensity.

The lack of professional or corporate funding support means that Fusion Lake is
reliant on families to pay for the operation of the club. Coaches at Fusion view their
dependency on funding from families as a major limitation to their ability to become a
top development club. Being dependent on funding from parents creates a couple of
issues from their perspective. Since the parents fund the club, the coaches feel that they
lose their power to parents and players during the season. Coach Jeff makes this point
clear to me during a training session two days before an away match where only 9 players
show up because the rest of the team is on spring break vacation with their families.

Coach Jeff: “This is one of the limitations of our club and not being associated

with a professional club. I can’t hold them accountable or tell them to not to go
on vacation because their parents pay the club. You think a kid in the Seattle

75



Sounders (MLS club) Academy could leave for a week in the middle of the
season?”4?

Since Fusion Lake is funded by parents, coaches cannot, in their minds, create a
true professional and competitive environment, that reflects the top academies across the
country and world. Coach Jeff feels that the kids can coast, because they are at the top
regional club and do not have to face the possibility of being cut because their parents
have secured their voice in the club through their wallets. If it didn’t cost any money to
play elite youth soccer, Fusion could run the club without having to listen to the concerns
of parents. They could truly run their own operation based off the criteria set by the
USSF/USSDA. For instance, in an ideal subsidized free-to-play elite system, Coach Jeff
would be able to cut players he doesn’t think are contributing.*! However, these kids who
have been with the club with the years and have paid full price (4,000-8,000 per year)
cannot be cut, since their families keep the club afloat. Through their financial capital,
parents are able exert agency and secure their kid’s position. Such agency is viewed as an
obstacle to Fusion Lake thriving as a truly elite youth soccer club that can keep up with
their peers across the nation.

Within Fusion Academy and Elite Youth Soccer more broadly, there is little
discourse amongst coaches about social development, community, or group identity. On
occasion, parents did mention that they built close relationships with other parents, or that
their sons had friends on the team. But this form of talk and motivation for participation
was not central to the practices and culture of Fusion Academy. In other sites of youth

soccer, notions of community, group identity, and youth development are more central

* Informal conversation during training.
! Coach Jeff informed in practice that the couple of kids who were not going to play collegiate
soccer should not be on the team.
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and visible. These themes guide the following section and will be discussed in more

depth.

Organized Travel Soccer: A skilled, small, and communal soccer club

Concerns about professional soccer development, status within US soccer,
securing college scholarships and professional trials are not front and center at Lions FC,
a club that represents and operates within Organized Travel Soccer. Lions FC approaches
the sport and constructs its identity in contrast to norms and motivations of
professionalism and elite soccer development. Instead, they draw group identity
boundaries around ideals of social development, stability, and community. They
construct their group identity through soccer-specific decisions (coaching style, selection
of players, and attempting to not cut kids and maintain roster continuity for multiple
seasons) and through social interactions off of the field. I focus on off-the-field social
gatherings within Lions FC and interviews with parents and the coaching director of the
club to show how motivations for soccer participation and group identity are articulated
and constructed in relation to perceptions of other youth soccer groups, including Elite
Youth Soccer and other clubs that exist within Organized Travel Soccer.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, Lions FC is 20-plus years old and plays in
the Minnesota Youth Soccer Association at a variety of levels: Premier, Level 1, and
Level 2.4 At the end of each season the club travels to a different state within the region

for a tournament.** Many people within Lions FC (parents, players, and coaches)

*2 There is a level 3, which is the lowest level of play within MYSA, but Lions FC does not place
teams in that division.

# Lions FC is a year-round competitive soccer club. Teams train all year with breaks happening
for scholastic soccer in the fall. In the spring and summer seasons, teams play weekly games and
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emphasized to me that this tournament, with the end of the year banquet that
accompanies it, is a defining aspect of the club. It is seen as unique because the entire
club (270 players, boys, and girls) travels together for a full weekend during July. This is
viewed as unique because travel soccer participation normally happens amongst
individual teams, not entire clubs.**

Field Note: A Banquet for Youth Soccer

Entering the banquet hall, which was located in a hotel in the downtown corridor
of this midsize Midwest town, I was taken aback by the size of the event. I knew it
was a big event after talking with Jay (the technical director) and Kelly (a mom at
the club)®, but seeing a large hotel banquet room full of parents, kids, and
coaches from one soccer club was impressive. Outside the banquet hall there
were tables where moms and players were selling gear (t-shirts, socks, sleeve
holders, sweaters) with Lions FC on it. This was part of the fundraising effort and
one way the club raises money.

The room had over a hundred tables that could seat at least 8-10 people per table.
The room was a classic banquet hall, with large chandelier lights. There was a
cash bar at the far end of the banquet room and two tables for food at the
opposite end, which was a good 100-150 yards away. There were two screens on
each side of a podium/stage. The screens were airing the first half of the China vs.
USWNT world cup match, which many of the kids were watching intently. Tables
were reserved for specific teams, so one table would consist of an entire 14-year
old boys’ team, while another was reserved for a 17-year old girls’ team. At the
back end of the banquet hall, parents were also assigned tables to sit out
depending on what teams their kids played on.

The scope and size of the event reflected the club’s composition of majority
professional and middle to upper-middle-class families and represented the commitment

families and coaches put in towards youth soccer as a year-round activity. The group

train 2-3 times a week. There are also local weekend tournaments that individual clubs participate
in. During the winter, teams train 2-3 times a week and the club arranges occasional scrimmages.
The winter is a time where players at the club can do other sports or activities.

* I was invited to this tournament by the coach and a family that I befriended.

*3 Jay is a Nigerian American man who has coached in the Twin Cities for decades. Kelly is a
white single mother with one 12-year-old son who plays for a U12 boys Division 2 team.
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identity of Lions FC and its differences compared to other clubs was put on display as the
banquet continued.
Field Note: Banquet and Master of Ceremony

After I mingled with a few parents, the event began when the TVs turned off (to
the disappointment of the of kids) and the MC for the night went to the podium
and began talking. The MC was an older white man in his late 50s or early 60s
and addressed the crowd in a composed tone. He sprinkled in corny-dad jokes
throughout and it was clear that he had spoken at this event before. During the
first two minutes of him speaking, a parent leaned over and told me that he is a
board member whose kids used to play for Lions FC until they graduated from
high school. After the initial welcome he went into some basic guidelines for the
kids for the tournament. He emphasized that code of conduct that the kids should
follow throughout the tournament—good sportsmanship, fair play, being well-
behaved in between games at the tournament, and supporting other Lions FC
teams during games. As he continued to speak, the MC repeatedly made the point
about how Lions FC develops kids beyond just their soccer ability. After justifying
and advocating for Jay’s coaching methods and techniques, he restated what
made Lions FC special and important and distinct from other clubs in the region.
“Our club is special because we are not just about building the best soccer
players. You can go to Fusion Academy or Mill City [FC] for that. We are not
here to get a line on our soccer resumes.”

Fusion Lake Academy and Mill City FC, another local and large organized travel
team, are rival youth soccer clubs with large numbers of participants. According to the
MC of the banquet, they are perceived to be more about making the best teams, winning
competitions, and in turn, they care a lot less about the overall social environment. Those
clubs are perceived to not actually care about kids and families because they are too
preoccupied with their status as a winning and prestigious club within the state. They are
perceived to be all about the short-term gain of individual players, teams, and coaches,

and thus have no sense of community or continuity. The coaching director and founder of

the club made it clear the ways in which Lions FC stood apart from other organized travel
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clubs in terms of team-roster building and relationships between coaches, players, and
families.

Coach Jay: The team comes last. The player comes first, then the image of the club,

then the team. So, although that means that maybe I’'m not as team focused or

[inaudible], but my — I think my fiduciary duty is to every kid. When you bring

your kid, you don’t — you want the team to do well, but you’re mostly always

concerned about your kid, so my concern is always the kids. So, for instance, in
most clubs, if you have a parent that’s just a royal pain, that causes problems, they
cut the kid. I don’t do that. If I have a good relationship with the kid, the kid stays,
no matter what. If the — if [ have a poor relationship with a kid, because a kid has

a very bad temper or behaves poorly, I can still keep the kid if the parent influences

me, right? If the kid is bad and the parents are a pain, then the kid is gone. So, I

have this policy where if you’ve been in the club for two years, you don’t get cut

anymore. You have a home. Yeah, I don’t cut you.

Coach Jay understands contemporaries within organized travel soccer clubs to
make decisions about their rosters based primarily on soccer performance and
competitive outcomes. In contrast, the coaching staff at Lions FC does not make roster
decisions just based on soccer potential and team performance. Later in the interview,
coach Jay reiterated the club’s no-cut policy, “if you come, the first day, if you have a
very good commitment, good judgment, a good attitude, it’s always hard even if you’re
not very good, for me to let go.” Coach Jay and Lions FC’s emphasis on sticking with
players and not-cutting players has developed over time as they exist in an increasingly
competitive organized travel soccer landscape. Due to a variety of factors, Coach Jay

acknowledges that being the top club in the state in terms of wins and losses is difficult,

and that he has shifted his definition of success as a club.*®

* Organized youth soccer has become more competitive as the game has grown more popular and
received more resources. When Lions FC started in the early 90s, they were considered one of the
top two teams in the state. But other clubs have merged together, grown larger, pushed harder to
recruit, and the overall talent in the region is higher than in the past. Thus, Lions FC teams are not
consistently winning state championships or always in the highest divisions of organized travel
soccer.
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Coach Jay: I have learned to define my success differently versus saying that I want
to be the top club in the state that wins all the trophies. I’'m saying I want to be the
best club that produces some of the best players and produces the best players in
terms of technique, skill, but also in terms of personality, the person, you know.

Coach Dave and Lions FC’s purpose and goals are constructed in relation to other
clubs within organized travel soccer and the larger youth soccer landscape. Their style of
play and approach to coaching is a crucial element of how they create meaning and
define themselves as a group. The coaches at Lions FC want their teams their
commitment to playing a sophisticated, technical, and collective style of soccer. They
strive to play like Barcelona, who are known for individual technique, clever collective
movements, passing, and high levels of ball retention and possession. Due to this style of
play and coaching, Lions FC games feature a lot of ball movement and collective
patience. The ways in which coaches bring develop this collective and possession style of
play coupled with long term individual and team skill development is appreciated by
parents and viewed by as a key positive feature of the club.

Larry, a father with a 10-year old daughter and a 12-year-old son that plays up
with a U14 Lions team, decided to try out and stick with club because of its coaching
philosophy and coaching practices.

“We wanted somebody who really had the technical focus on making the

individual players better, and somebody that had that longer-range team focus...

And so, Jay allowed us to attend some winter training sessions and it became

evident after our first month or two there that it was the type of environment that

would be conducive to learning soccer.”

Similar to Larry, Len, a father whose son (Nick) was 12 years old at the time of
the interview, considered coaching, skill development, and consistency/stability of the

team/club to be the most important factors in their choice to be a part of Lions FC. These

features of Lions FC are what make Len and Nick commit to the club, which includes
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consistent 30-60 minute plus one-way commutes to practices and matches depending on
location within the Twin Cities. For Len, who started to learn about soccer culture
because of his son’s participation and love the of the game shared the following example
of Lions FC coaching.

Alex: Have there been other moments where you’re like ‘oh that’s really good
coaching’? Or ‘that’s what [ want’?

Len: Yeah, it’s all over the place. When you see the technical stuff, they’re doing.
I don’t know if you’ve seen Lions FC practice and stuff? It’s organized... they’ve
got things that they want them to do. I know Nick can’t stand it when Jay comes
in there and interrupts a practice. He’s like ‘he’s in there every ten minutes.” I'm
like ‘you gotta listen to him, he’s making points. You don’t see the things he’s
seeing’. So, there’s moments like that where I’m like... I watched Jay run a
practice once actually, now I think about it. Nick has never played midfield very
well and never comfortable at it. And he’s running a drill that basically showed
them the concept of showing onto the ball, that he just didn’t understand. These
dumb little drills he was doing. He was putting Nick in the right spot and then the
drill brought out of him what he needed to learn. So, I could explain to him ‘did
you see what you were doing?’ He was just running through the motions, but I go
‘you know why you’re doing that, right?’ So, I think he kind of saw that. Dumb
little things like that. It’s the subtle things you see.

Carl, a father with two daughters at Lions FC, liked the ways in which his
children improved at the game because of the club’s coaching and overall philosophy of
development.

Alex: How could you actually tell that Peyton was getting those skills?

Carl: In one week, the development was unbelievable.

Alex: Really.

Carl: It was unbelievable. Because she had a strong leg, and she was fast, and she

was tough. That we knew wasn’t going to change. But she didn’t necessarily have

a good first touch. It would just bounce off a board. And then she had a week

because it was try-outs and kind of morphs into practice. And you just drop them

off. And you show up a week later and you just kind of pick them up. And we saw

a little scrimmage or something and we thought ‘oh my gosh, that’s not even the

same girl’. So, I didn’t have to be a professional soccer player to see that. It was
just really obvious that there was an acumen, or an intellectual development about

82



what she was supposed to do with the ball. Who it was supposed to go to? How the
team played together?

Each of these fathers understood coaching, skill development, style of play, and
continuity at Lions FC to be distinct from their experiences at other organized travel
clubs. At other clubs, they expressed frustration with the lack of attention given their
kids whether it be due to the club being too large and unstable, being too interested in
building a competitive team, or being unable to improve players both individually and
collectively through coaching. Len said the following while describing why he likes
Lions FC in relation to another organized travel team.

Len: The other thing too with Lions FC is the kids get to stay in their team. Once
you’re there, you just keep going. At Lakes FC you could be in a C1 team and
next year Premier. And these kids, these girls or guys, that made the premier
team, go... they’ll get chopped off for some supposed superstar who wants to get
on a premier team from his different club. So, next thing you know, these kids
that have been here (inaudible: 10.11 — 10.12) players but still contributed, they’1l
get dropped. And the other thing too, that was happening... Every year, at the end
of the year, what are we gonna do? Are gonna play at the club? Are we gonna go
somewhere else? Who’s gonna be the coach? It drove me nuts. Here it’s like ok, I
don’t know who is gonna coach but I know it’s going to be somebody who’s been
through Lions FC that has a lot of skill. And it’s going to be Jay and Corey doing
all the training. These big clubs, you don’t know who’s gonna show up. You
don’t know what their background is. You don’t know what they’re about. The
big clubs are more about winning than they are about the technical skill with these
kids.

The idea of other clubs being too big and too interested in constructing winning
teams at the expense of developing good players and teams is common understanding and
discourse within Lions FC. Parents within the club view other parents as being like-
minded when it comes to such understandings around soccer and development.

Carl: as an example, and I hate to build two teams against each other... but Mill

City, I think can foster from parents ‘just win’. And Lions FC is like ‘let’s build

for the future’. And I think parents reflect that. Because there are some who had
never have come to Lions FC but they’re going ‘that team’s not that good’ and
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we’re like ‘we don’t care about good, we’re caring about skill development’. So, |

think it’s a different sort of mindset.

Lions FC’s group identity is more than just on the field practices in terms of
coaching style, roster construction, and long-term individual and collective soccer skill
development. Lions FC’s relative smaller size, and emphasis on continuity is linked to
perceptions of the club more communal and social off the field. Returning to the
banquet, the MC affirmed Lions FC’s culture and practices of the sport mattering beyond
boundaries the soccer field, and just as importantly, distinct from elite academies and
other competitive and organized travel teams, “Mill City doesn’t have a banquet like
this.” Through this ceremony, Lions FC makes it clear that they are not about making

13

soccer stars, but rather about what’s “really” important, which the MC articulated as
follows: “Lions FC helps guide boys and girls through their lives, that is how we are
measured as a club.” In this banquet, Lions FC reflects the cultural notion that organized
sports serve a larger social function for youth and families; that sports can and should
instill positive personal, moral, and social development. Developing what is really
important can occur through the way coaches relate to players*” and what they talk about
during training sessions and in-between games.
Coach Jay: I go through processes sometimes where I sit my kids down, I call it
WOW Time, W-o-w, Words of Wisdom. And usually I will catch a kid saying
something that I think is unfair to someone else or I think is improper or whatever
it is, or behavior, and I usually take all the kids, just going to sit them down and just

give them a lecture, talk to them about life, to make them understand that there’s
more to soccer than winning or losing. There’s the — I now think soccer is just a

*" During this interview Coach Jay also talked for a couple of minutes about his relationship with
his players throughout the years. He considers everyone to be his children and that he knows
every kid’s name at the club. Coach Jay feels that he has a more intimate relationship with players
and families as a whole and that this is distinct at Lions FC. Summarize Interview excerpt where
Coach Ja