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 In August of 2015, the U.S. Soccer 
Federation, the national governing body for 

soccer, announced a series 
of mandates for all affiliates, 
including US Youth Soccer 
(and MYSA), US Club, AYSO 
and the rest of the alphabet soup 
of organizations that make up 
the youth soccer landscape in 

this country.

Context – The WHY?

 U.S. Soccer is seeking improvements in 
the way soccer players are developed in this 
country. In the big picture, the federation wants 
to align with global standards, including shift-
ing the soccer culture at younger ages from 
a team-centered win/loss emphasis to a more 
developmental, player-centered focus.
 Some of these changes may be difficult to 
accept, as they seem to be addressing problems 
that we have not been experiencing locally. 
Minnesota was second in the nation to fully 
implement small-sided games about 15 years 
ago, and we are one of only a handful of state 
associations that run state-wide leagues. In 
most other states, leagues are entrepreneurial 
ventures where best practices and sound player 
development concepts often take a backseat 
to market forces and what sells. For example, 
in some areas of the country, there are U8 
leagues playing 11v11 on full-sized fields for 
promotion/relegation, so there’s pressure to 
win a game that isn’t appropriate for kids to be 
playing in the first place.
 Given such youth soccer culture deficien-
cies, U.S. Soccer felt it time to mandate a 
unified approach to player development across 
the country. From a macro perspective, these 
initiatives are progress in many places, even if 
we might not view them that way within our 
micro-environment. Even so, the mandate pres-
ents opportunities to re-examine our practices 
regarding player development, team formation, 
league structure, coaching education, parent 
communication and more. There will be some 
short-term challenges, for sure, and we all need 
to do our best to help manage those. In the long-
term, this may help us refine our soccer system, 
similar to educational reforms in a school sys-
tem, in a way that benefits players in how and 
what they learn from their experience in the 
game.

Changes – The WHAT and WHEN?

The soccer seasonal calendar is NOT 
changing. The entire nation is maintaining 

the current soccer calendar, meaning the MYSA 
calendar will remain the same regarding tryout 
dates and a fall-to-summer soccer year. Players 
still become “free agents” at the end of July, 
able to pursue a place with any club for the 
following August-July soccer year.

Birth-year registration will begin in 
August 2016. Birth-year registration refers 

to the cutoff for age groups within the soccer 
structure. Instead of using the August-July soc-
cer year to determine what age group a player 
is in, that will be determined more simply by 
the January-December calendar year, or in other 
words, the year a player was born. In 2017, a 
player born in 2002 would be a U15, indicating 
all players are 15 or younger. Players can play 
up to an older age group but can never play 

down to a younger one. After the summer 2016 
season ends, all US Youth Soccer programs and 
state associations, including MYSA, will switch 
to birth-year registration to keep inter-state play 
feasible.
 Despite this switch, team formation deci-
sions remain with each club. The Birth-Year 
chart shows current age groups, the school 
grade that corresponds to most of those players 
and the next two years after we transition to the 
new system. For birth-year groupings, follow 
the shaded bands across.
 The seasons are broken down individually 
because MYSA leagues have stand-alone Fall 
and Summer seasons, not a single wrap-around 
season. For example, fall-only players can play 
in an age group based on that fall’s calendar 
year. For those who play fall and summer, it 
would be sensible to group them for the entire 
soccer year based on their summer age group. 
Technically they would play up in the fall but 
it’s likely many other clubs/teams will do the 
same, so that may balance out competitively. 
A club could decide to place a team at their 
actual age group in the fall and move up an age 
group for the summer season. The challenge in 
moving from U10 to U11 or from U12 to U13 
is in playing a bigger game on a bigger field 
with a bigger roster needed. These are decisions 
that can only be made at a local level based on 
a club’s philosophy and player pools. The one 
universal is that thoughtful planning will be 
critical to manage this change.

Birth-year registration implications:
A. An early idea to have self-select across 

all age groups in summer 2017 will NOT 
be implemented. MYSA received persuasive 
feedback from many clubs about the negative 
consequences of such a decision, so the pro-
motion/relegation system will remain in effect 
above U14.

B. In the transition to birth-year registration, 
August-December players will leapfrog an age 
group from summer 2016 to summer 2017. For 
example, an August-December U14 this coming 
summer of 2016 will become a U16 in summer 
2017. This happens for all August-December 
birth-month players, but only in this transition 
year. This means U18 players age out of our 
current structure, as they become U20s, too 
old to play U19. US Youth Soccer has been in 
discussions with the national Adult Association 
regarding youth soccer adding a U20 group. No 
word on that as of this writing.

C. In summer of 2016, August–December play-
ers in age groups using promotion/relegation 
will not be eligible to play in the age group 
that the status moves to in summer 2017. 
For example, Summer 2016 August-December 
U14s who earn promotion will become U16s 
in summer 2017, but the status their team 
earned will be with the club at U15. The 
Development Committee has spent much time 
studying options and balancing pros and cons 
of changing MYSA rules for this one year to try 
to accommodate these players. The committee 
agreed that it was best to keep the current struc-
ture. For each potential solution, we created a 
new problem. In a year of unusual change, we 
didn’t want to add more changes if they weren’t 
sure to help.

D. One positive coincidence is that the MYSA 
membership recently approved a rule change 
that will delay Premier until U15 and make 
U14 self-select. This will become operational 
in 2016-17, making this summer of 2016 the 

last year of a U14 Premier division. The 2016 
summer’s U13s will not be playing for status, 
because the 2017 summer U14 leagues will be 
self-select. Under birth-year registration, many 
players will become U13 sooner than they 
would have under the old system, so a year 
of 11v11 without pressure to earn U14 status 
should aid player development efforts in the 
long-term. Clubs could form teams differently 
and coaches can train players and manage 
games differently. Also, this should lessen the 
challenge of team formation and placement for 
the U14s for 2017, assuming clubs place teams 
where they think they truly belong within the 
C3/C2/C1 options.

E. At U14 in the fall, some players in that birth-
year will be ninth-graders playing school soc-
cer, and there may not be enough eighth-graders 
to form a fall U14 team. This will be an ongoing 
issue, not just in the transition year. Clubs might 
consider if there are neighboring clubs who 
could combine players to form a team for fall 
league play, or if there are enough U13s (young-
er eighth graders) who could play up. MYSA 
will monitor this and if players are not getting 
the chance to play, we can look at possible solu-
tions on a state-wide level. 

Small-Sided Game Changes, starting Fall 
2017. The U.S. Soccer mandate includes 

amended field and goal sizes, playing numbers 
and game rules. Age groups U6-U8 should play 
4v4 without goalkeepers, similar to what has 
been recommended for years in Minnesota. Age 
groups U9/10 will play 7v7 including goalkeep-
ers and U11/12 will play 9v9. Adding one more 
player than current MYSA rules has a sound 
soccer rationale in the tactical progression of 
the game. After playing 4v4 without goalkeep-
ers in U6–U8 age groups, two field players are 
added every two years. The argument follows 
that the jump from U12 to U13 is made smooth-
er by adding a pair of players instead of three 
as we currently do. For areas that have played 
11v11 soccer at these ages, the improvement 
is obvious. For Minnesota, one key benefit to 
an added “build out” line would be facilitating 
more clubs and coaches to build out of the 

back and teach “good” soccer at a younger age. 
Changes in goal sizes are part of the mandate 
also, although U.S. Soccer has acknowledged 
that it can’t expect full compliance by August 
2017 when the mandate goes into effect. As 
goals are replaced over the next several years, 
we could anticipate seeing different goal sizes 
at different fields within the same league. 
Realistically, if we avoid having two different 
sized goals on the SAME field, we will have 
done well to make sure the essence of youth 
competition is maintained.

Communication – The HOW?

 We have been in regular communication 
with U.S. Soccer, US Youth Soccer, Region II 
and our MYSA soccer community to clarify the 
mandate provisions, make sense of the changes 
and decide how best to manage them. That 
process is ongoing. MYSA seeks to maintain 
open and accurate communication with club 
leaders through a variety of vehicles. For fam-
ily members who have concerns and questions 
beyond what you find on the MYSA website, 
please connect with your local club leadership. 
For information and updates on our website 
(mnyouthsoccer.org) go to: Quick Links > 
Forms/Rules/Policies > U.S. Soccer Mandate.

Conclusion – The WHAT NOW?

 We have dedicated and conscientious leaders 
in youth soccer at all levels in Minnesota and 
we will manage these changes with patience, 
thoughtfulness and careful planning. Just like 
when we deliver our kids to the field to be a part 
of something bigger than themselves, we all are 
a part of U.S. Soccer. That includes the thrill of 
cheering the U.S. Women’s team on to World 
Cup victory last summer and it includes these 
initiatives for player development at the grass-
roots level. To paraphrase from the U.S. Soccer 
fan chant, “We believe… we believe that we… 
we believe that we can improve!”
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