It's the Game, Stupid! Why We May Be Losing Our Competitive Advantage in World Lacrosse:  An Analysis of the Factors Behind the United States Loss at the World Finals and A Prescription on How to Fix It

By Kevin Sheehan, Aging Lacrosse Philosopher (Sept. 2006)
The United States loss to Canada in the finals of this past June's world championships has brought out of the woodwork every Monday morning quarterback in America.  I confess to being one of those pundits who love to analyze the details and decisions of every game I ever see. Let's face it, we are all undefeated when we are in the stands or analyze what we would or should have done to alter the outcome of a game.  However, I fear the problems brought out in these games may be bigger than the decisions behind the few goals we fell short in the final game.   To borrow the renowned line used to explain the failure of George Bush the 41th's loss in his bid for reelection (It's the economy, stupid), the problems are bigger than the specifics of these World Games, they are the way we play the game itself.  This article will not only detail the disturbing trends that I see shaping the direction of today's game, but will provide for you some very concrete ideas about what we can all do to reverse these trends.

Putting to Rest the Arguments of this Year's Games and Why We Must!

Before I begin my analysis of the state of the game, I feel it is necessary to debunk the idea that this year's result was simply a host of mistakes on the part of the United States team or management in these games.   If you believe that you have not been watching the Canada US battles in the World Games for the past twelve years.  In the two prior World Games, the final game has been a battle that we have been lucky to win.  At the same time, you are naïve if you don't believe that the host of field players that United States selected is one of the most talented arrays of gifted athletes that one could imagine.  I fear that if we simply believe that mistakes were made in these games and we will rectify them in the next games, we are going to be in trouble for years to come, because the problems reside in the way we are playing the game itself.  

Let's first deal with the criticisms that are specific to this year's games.  Surely, no one would have argued the most glaring strategic error may have been the omission of Paul Cantabene, the American guru on the faceoff. However, I will remind us all that hindsight is twenty-twenty. Let us not forget that there were a number of gifted face-off specialists on that team.  No can argue that there was a little bit of arrogance in the selection process that felt we would not need one guy to face off but would rather run through the tournament with a host of all around midfielders who could face-off and run balanced shifts.  Part of that same arrogance was the idea that we could play the tournament as an all star team with shifting lines of players that would be dominant over the other nations of the world without much of a need for a set group.  That may have been true in years past or in games with nations not in the top three, but it is certainly not true anymore. Some might suggest that the game strategy that had Nick Polanco and John Gagliardi shutting off Canadian superstars Gary Gait and John Grant, did more damage to us than Canada as it took our best defenders out of the mix. Still others suggested that we needed an MLL coach since it was basically an MLL team.  However, even if those issues addressed for 2010, I believe that they are not the central issues.  

At my induction into the Long Island Metropolitan Hall of Fame this past January, I warned that I was fearful, if are not careful, we might suffer the fate of American basketball.  Borrowing the statement that Rick Pitino made on taking over as coach of the Knicks, we have a bunch of guys athletic enough to jump over a car but few guys who understand how to play basketball; I warned that our international dominance might be at risk if lose the intelligence behind the way we play the game.  Pitino was talking about the fact that there are all too many players who can shoot three pointers or unleash a variety of dunk shots, but have little understanding the backdoor cut or even that there is an open man.  I worried that we were now approaching a stage of development in our game where a good number of our players can shoot the ball at speeds approaching or over a hundred miles an hour but less with any idea of who the open man is on a dodge.  When I made those statements, they were not directed at these world games.  I thought that they were our fate down the road and not now.  I guess I felt this January, the way we used to feel about NBA players in the Olympics, we had a dream team. This is the same way I used to feel about basketball.

I write this article now because I feel as if we address some of the immediate and specific concerns above, we may overlook the nature of the way we play the game, which is really the heart of the problem. What has compelled me to write this article is that I have watched the greatest coach in the game of basketball today, Mike Kryschevski, try to right the US international basketball ship this past August.  He chose a team, not an all star team, and got American NBA superstars to play defense and more impressively to play as a team.  However, despite his unmatched expertise, he was unable to coach this most talented group of NBA stars to an international finals. He was battling a system that finds us playing basketball in a way celebrates the spectacular that does not embrace the inherent tenets of the game.  He was going against a system that finds young people playing so many games with elite teams that they have little time to master or practice the fundamental skills that are at the heart of the game.  Perhaps even more formidable, he had to battle a system in which some players no longer feel that there are inherent skills to be learned.  Phil Jackson asserts that the easiest way to get fired in the NBA is to try to coach.  He cites the fact that his assistant coaches trying to install his triangle offense were at great risk from high paid agents and millionaire players who feel that an offense cramps their style.  I don't know if we are there yet, but if some of this is starting to sound familiar to you, you may want to read on.

The Problems and What We Can Do About Them

Spectacular vs Easy Goals:  Who is the Most Dangerous Player on the Field?

Many of the scored goals by the US team in this year's games were certainly spectacular and deserving of highlight time on evening news shows, but we no longer seem to score the easy goals off the crease.  The plain fact is that players now take shots that are not even good shots but the shooters have such skill and confidence that there is no shot that they believe they cannot make.  I can't tell you how many shots were taken with no or little angle in these games.  Extraordinarily, many of these ill advised shots went in due to the skill of the shooter.  However, trust me; these goals are fool's gold because they are not going to be there when you need them in the crunch.  If we are to reclaim our dominant position in the world, we must rediscover the fact that the team that scores the easiest goals wins.  That means we have to learn that a dump to the man in front of the goal counts the same as the split dodge goal from the top that goes in with the shooter rocketing a shot with little angle at an astronomical speed. The simple fact that most overlook is that the Canadians scored more easy goals than we did.  Everything was a dodge and dump or pick and roll that ended in a shot off the crease.

Extra man was revealing of our loss of lacrosse understanding and technique.  We have become a group that actually now looks for or settles for outside shots on the extra man.  To a dinosaur like me, this is heresy.  Extra man should end in a shot off the crease or a backdoor with the goalie turning to the shooter as the goal goes in.  Not just in the world games, but in all of lacrosse I see a generation of players who believe extra man is supposed to end in an outside shot.  We had some of the most spectacular extra man goals in the final and Canada had some of the easiest goals.

All of this boils down to the question that I ask every team that I ever coach, even five year olds.  The question is this:  Who is the most dangerous player on the field? The answer is always the same no matter what the level: The most dangerous player on the field is the player without the ball. This is not just a platitude but a reality.  With defenses lined up to stop the attacking player, it makes almost no sense to believe that the best option is the man with the ball.  Bill Tierney's slide from the crease defense worked to perfection because players going to the goal have shooting as their first, primary and sometimes only option.  The truth is that the player with the ball needs to kick it behind rather than shoot it. No team did this better than Virginia this past spring.  

What you can do?
Every practice and every drill must reinforce bring to life that mantra to find the open man.  The emphasis has to be for players get rid of the ball, not carry the ball or shoot the ball.  In building our player's skill sets, we must move continually from 2 on 1 to 3 on 2 so that players are schooled from first steps to locating the most dangerous player on the field. Inherent in these skill sets is building the capacity to pass, a vanishing art.  Our line drills must find players holding ball in their sticks for fewer steps and seconds.  I have spent the last decade sharing and developing these drills at US Lacrosse Conventions and in articles dedicated to this belief. They need to be embraced by youth coaches all over America.  

Offense must move from clear out and match up style philosophies to motion type offenses with players learning to scan the field for options and take what the defense gives you.  This summer, coaching a scholastic elite high school girl's team from LI in the Empires Games in NY State, we devastated the field and dominated the finals with a 17-1 score.  Running a motion offense with a number of girls scoring was not only lethal; it was a style that the players embraced as more fun to play.  Our stunned opponents found there was no way to stop an offense where everyone was an option rather than traditional one on one type clear out offenses that they had faced all year.

Youth coaches must embrace an offensive set that makes every player on the offense a threat.  This may not be as effective as giving it to your stud midfielder and clearing out, but I truly feel that the competitive advantage that we have had has been this understanding of how the game is supposed to be played.  If surrender it at the youth levels, we may find it difficult to recapture it at the elite level. 

Shooting and Sticks

The truth is that the type of lacrosse that I am advocating in this piece may not be possible with the current sticks.  If you don't believe me, try the sticks your players are using.  Be sure that the person you are passing to has a cup on because that is likely to be where your pass ends up.  Players today can pass if they are able to make two cradles to move the ball out its cocoon in the throat of the stick. Two cradles is too late.  One cradle is too late.  The open man is no longer open.  Although it is nearly impossible to dislodge the ball from the stick, the flip side is that the cost of that protection is that is not quickly released to an open man.

The reason that I am on this tirade about sticks is that I believe the sticks shaped what the players do with those sticks.  They sweep and shoot at record speeds at the goalie.  The shots they take are a by product of the depth of the pocket and the whip of the stick when the ball is propelled as a sidearm rocket at the cage.  I had seven year old ask me at a camp this summer this question.  If coaches say that it doesn't matter how hard you shoot the ball, how come we have a contest and a prize for fastest shot at every camp I go to?  I couldn't answer him. Can you?

The truth is that somewhere along the line, shooting became throwing the ball as hard as you can at the goal.  Not only have we sacrificed accuracy for velocity, but we have forgotten the secret of shooting.  The Canadians know that art because they play all winter on four foot cages blocked by goalies that take up most of the space.  The secret of shooting is moving the goalie and shooting to the vacated space.  Gary Gait, speaking at last year's US National Convention, spilled the beans on why Canadians shoot so well. It is about deception not power.  Watch Gary shoot.  If his shoulders point up, as the goalie adjusts up you can be sure the shot will be around the goalie's ankles.  If Gary drops his front shoulder telegraphing a low shot, rest assured as the goalie begins his descent, the shot is going over the goalie's opposite shoulder.  Although Gary's shot could top out on the radar gun, in games where he has to score, it rarely does.  That is not shooting, that is throwing a ball hard, real hard at the goal.  Even a baseball pitcher who throws in the nineties will get murdered if his location is telegraphed and his speed is not varied.  American shots tend to be hard, but telegraphed.  

Shooting and the sticks are intertwined concepts and I applaud the US Collegiate Coaches petitioning the rules committee for changes of the basic stick dimensions.  However, I feel that it is only part of the problem.  The real issue is to rediscover what the Canadians have taught us, shooting is deception not power.    

 What you can do?
You can't institute changes in the rules, the sticks products on the markets or your own player's choice of the latest rage in stick design.  However, you can tighten the pocket in your player's sticks.  I am not sure that they should play with a pocket that I prefer from another era, one that my players often label as a girls stick.  I am suggesting you examine your player's sticks and adjust pockets to a level that is reasonable.  If you do not adjust their sticks, the offense that I suggest above may be unattainable.  If they cannot pass the ball without two or three cradles, the open man philosophy goes out the window.  

Shooting is the art that you must teach. The top hand may generate the power in the shot, but you must teach the idea that bottom hand is the dominant hand in shooting if you want to vary delivery and add deception.  Ever wonder why so many Canadians are lefty?  It is because they have learned from their formative hockey experiences that the most important hand is the pulling hand on the end of the stick.  If you are right handed, this is in place when you are left handed with the stick.  Americans are shaped by their formative baseball experience and usually think of the top hand on the stick as the dominant hand.  Players must learn to use both hands in shooting and must practice deception described above.  For most of your players, the idea of a dominant bottom hand will allow a delivery of the ball that allows them to vary the release point of their shot.  

Elite Lacrosse:

On so many levels, I am not sure that the proliferation of the pay for play elite team phenomena has been good for our game.  Spurred on by delusions or illusions of scholarships, we have become soccer as every parent seems to feel that the way to Princeton is an elite team in which the kids play sixty or seventy games a summer.  Aside from stealing away the youth of these kids who need to sit under a tree or on a beach with their friends during summer days, I worry more about the ultimate burnout that we see in soccer, where few kids are still in the game by high school.  Either they discover that they are not elite enough or they no longer love the game enough to want to play it.  I am sure that advocates of the elite team phenomena would speak to the converse stating that players make new friends from other towns, are surrounded by other talented players which they may lack in their own towns, and spend many weekends together in a wholesome family experience. The real question I raise is not where you stand on this issue, but for all of us to analyze the ultimate impact of elite teams on our game.

If you are playing seventy games a summer, when are you refining your skills?  If you do that many games, how do you even feel about the wacky drills that I want you to run through as coach? When do you find the time to develop your offhand?  Are you going to even want to practice at any time when your entire summer experience has been mainly about games? Even more damaging, may come the elite issue that prevails in soccer, where kids actually resent playing for their own high school. My larger issue is that I fear that as with elite basketball, the mass marketing of these youth players may come at the expense of fundamentals that they are sacrificing when they substitute games for practice. America, one time the most fundamental of all nations in the basketball skills of shooting and passing, cannot hold a candle to the Europeans in regard to these skills today.  Are elite teams putting us on the same road in lacrosse?

What you can do:

You can still play in the summer and not sacrifice your entire summer.  Kids don't need to pay two grand for the summer to enjoy lacrosse.  Form your own town team and enter your teams in the leagues or tournaments of your own choice.  You may not win those leagues or tournaments, but your kids will have just as much fun when they jump in a teammate's pool after practice.  You can make sense of a summer deciding how many tournaments are sane and appropriate for your age and ability level.  If this is not enough for the most driven of your parents, wish them well as they join an elite team which will meet their needs.  Everyone should be able to participate at a level that they are comfortable with.  You can open your town team to everyone and ability group youngsters so that you meet everybody's need and level of play.  Beginning players can play in local leagues and more proficient players can travel to the far off Mecca's and tournaments.  If you can write a check, I am sure that someone will find a place for you.  With the extra time found in the summer, players may rediscover the pure joy of shooting on a cage with their friends and no adults present.  It seemed to work for the Powells in Carthage, NY.

 However, I feel a need to dispel some myths here.  The elite team will not get your child a scholarship. If your child gets a scholarship it is more than likely derived from a set of genetics that has provided them with unique gifts: it is an act of god.  If you really want a scholarship, open a book, the academic money available dwarfs the few scholarships offered at a fraction of the schools offering athletic monies in Division I or II lacrosse.  As John Danowski is fond of saying, if you want to know where to look when your child does not get a scholarship, try looking in the mirror, at your own genetics. The elite team is not that vehicle for a scholarship that many believe it to be.

Secondly, I constantly hear that playing with better players will make your child a better player. That might be true if everyone on elite teams was playing the lacrosse I advocate for in this article.  What I see in most elite teams is that truly elite player is too often a child who is has the physical characteristics of a man as a child.  Too often this child goes by everyone and throws it in the top corner as he is physically developed above the level of his chronological age.  When the final score of the game is revealed, it confirms everyone's belief system that they are part of good or great lacrosse.  I have seen gifted defensemen on elite team so fast that they beat the middies up the field to score.  However, the golden rule should be that if the middie is in front of you is open, you should pass the ball to him, not run by him.  In another era, you might have found a seat on the bench for not passing to the open midfielder in front of you. Is your child automatically becoming better by playing with a gifted athlete?  Only if that athlete is a gifted player and not just a stud, will your child get better by playing on an elite team.  The best lacrosse players that I have seen have been gifted in their understanding of the game and not just their athleticism.  

Finally, I think there is something that is eternal and valuable about playing with your high school teammates.  There is no room for the type of sportsman who resents his high school teammates or coach as not being good enough.  I think college coaches should adopt a policy statement that clearly informs parents that they will not speak to elite coaches in regard to players.  Their only conversation will be with high school coaches who view the athlete as a whole person in the educational experience.  This will build in the respect that high school coaches deserve and need.

The Shot Clock and Conclusion

I thought I had been for the shot clock after watching some of the recent scripted, methodical type play in college lacrosse, but I am not sure that I am for it after watching the recent World Games.  Although the MLL players can manufacture goals in dramatic displays of foot, stick and ball velocity, I am not sure we are not sacrificing too much of the essence of the game when give a team a limited number of seconds to score.  When we instituted the ten second clearing rule, we certainly sped up the game.  What we gave up was the science of riding and clearing.  I fear now that a shot clock will give up the science of offense and defense in favor athleticism and two man games. Down the road, I fear world games where we take on other nations without a clue as to team play.  My friends who played college basketball find the NBA unwatchable in terms of team play.  Will we suffer the same fate with a shot clock?  I am almost afraid to find out.

 The truth is that this whole diatribe is really not about international success.  I actually believe that a more competitive World Games is actually good for the sport.  Well, I think we have that now.  At one time, it was almost considered a given that the United States would walk away with gold.  Now, it has to be earned.  Though this may not be good for us as Americans, it does enrich the tournament and the status of the sport worldwide.  This article is more aimed at the state of our game and the way we play it today. Let's realize that the World Games experience this summer was just a barometer for what is going on in our game at the current time. Let's not lose the elements of team play made this game special for all of us.  The secret is that our competitive advantage has always been our understanding of how to play great lacrosse and not just our athleticism. You can help maintain that advantage.  You probably won't be chosen to coach the next national team, but you can make a difference in your own lacrosse world.  Make that difference tomorrow.

