
Coaches need to put the development of their players first — ahead of their own desires to win or make a name 

for themselves. 

Michel Ribeiro Technical Coach Sporting Kansas City  
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Sporting KC’s Academy Technical Coach Michel Ribeiro on Youth Soccer 

While the diverse landscape of player development may be littered with an abundance of trails in search 

of the holy grail of success, for a player to have real success, there must be an experienced leader 

involved.  

The zenith of player development is the experienced technical coach, especially one with a proven track 

record.  

The MLS Development Academy at Sporting Kansas City is highly respected and added Michel Ribeiro 

as Technical Coach in 2017.  From Belgium, Ribeiro is a passionate and knowledgeable soccer expert 

who has already developed top talent into highly successful professionals — and now wants to turn his 

attention and talents to helping players in the USA. 

What do Manchester City’s Kevin De Bruyne, Atlético Madrid’s Yannick Carrasco and Liverpool’s 

Divock Origi have in common? 
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They all trained under Technical Coach Michel Ribeiro. 

Regardless of a player’s natural ability and passionate work ethic, the most important part of the journey 

for a talented young soccer player in search of reaching their potential and dreaming of becoming a 

professional — is the technical coach. 

 
Sporting KC’s Academy Technical Coach Michel Ribeiro. with Jon Parry at the DA Showcase  

Last April, Ribero joined Sporting KC Academy as Technical Coach — leaving Koninklijke Racing 

Club Genk, the Belgian professional football club based in the city of Genk after 14 years. Looking for 

new challenges, Ribeiro has immersed himself in the world of American youth soccer. 

“Michel works with youth soccer players on their technique, how they should receive the ball and how 

and when to dribble. We know that the technical ability of players in the USA does not match up with 

the kids in the world playing at the highest level,” said Sporting KC Academy Director Jon Parry. “We 

are very excited to have him here with us — and, we are really making a difference.” 

GoalNation’s Diane Scavuzzo interviewed Michel Ribeiro at the U.S. Soccer Development Academy 

Winter Showcase in Lakewood Ranch, Florida on the future of youth soccer in America, specifically on 

the differences between player development in the USA and in Europe. 

Diane Scavuzzo: Welcome to the USA — What do American youth soccer players need to compete 

successfully on the world stage? 

Michel Ribeiro: American youth soccer players are good — but, to be better against their rivals in 

Europe,  they need to combine technique with speed. 

High level DA players would not look out of place in Europe. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What is your role as Technical Coach for Sporting Kansas City’s Development 

Academy? 

Michel Ribeiro: My goal is to produce as many young kids to the first team – the Sporting KC MLS 

team. 

We are building a little Europe in Kansas City – we are working on the little details and seeing immense 

improvement. We want our players at Sporting KC to do everything with higher intensity and higher 

speed. 

https://www.sportingkc.com/


We also help them improve with position specific training. 

Diane Scavuzzo: So you are focused on the individual development of players and developing 

homegrown talent? 

Michel Ribeiro: Yes, that is it a 100% accurate. At Sporting KC Academy, we are committed to 

producing kids for the first team like European clubs. 

 
Sporting KC’s Academy Technical Coach Michel Ribeiro with Rumbani Munthali – U17 Head Coach at 

US Soccer DA Winter Showcase, December 2017  

Diane Scavuzzo: What is wrong in American youth soccer? 

Michel Ribeiro: In general, youth soccer coaches in the USA are too focused on winning. 

First, it has to be good soccer and the goal has to be developing the players —  that is the most 

important. 

Winning is important but it should come by playing the right way. 

A lot of time when I am watching even high-level youth games, I am disappointed by the coaches 

because it is always about winning. These coaches are looking at the DA standings too much. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What is missing in America? 

Michel Ribeiro: Good Academy youth soccer coaches 

Diane Scavuzzo: What makes a coach good? 

Michel Ribeiro: Putting development as the priority instead of one’s own ego. 

Coaches need to put the development of their players first — ahead of their own desires to win or make 

a name for themselves. 

A coach should let the kids go try to win the game playing good soccer — but too many times the coach 

is doing everything to win the game and allowing development of his players to take a second place. 



 
Sporting KC’s Academy Technical Coach Michel Ribeiro watches Sporting KC at the DA Showcase  

Diane Scavuzzo: So that is one of the biggest problems in youth soccer in America?  

Michel Ribeiro: Yes — coaches who want to win and sacrifice the development of the players to win a 

match. 

Diane Scavuzzo: The U.S. Soccer Development Academy wants clubs to focus on player development 

over winning …. 

Michel Ribeiro: U.S. Soccer’s DA is trying to do it but there is still a long way to go.  The decision 

makers in American youth soccer need to have an open discussion and listen to the clubs. There are 

good clubs in the USA — and we are the ones in the trenches, knowing what is going on every day on 

the pitch. 

In Belgium, the first priority is to develop individuals instead of making good teams 

You can have a good team that wins and doesn’t have top talent — but you can’t develop top players 

who will become professionals this way. 

The only team that needs to win is the first team. 

Diane Scavuzzo: Why has America taken so long to figure this out?  

Michel Ribeiro: It takes time. America looks across the ocean and then tries to do the same — but 

Rome was not built in one day. 

I think it can go faster — but everyone needs to pull the same way on the same rope. 

How come a small country like Belgium can develop fantastic players? We are on the same page. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What do you recommend? 

Michel Ribeiro: A big improvement is to open up the borders so all Development Academies can take 

players from outside of the limitations of their regions. 

It must be possible for the players and parents to pick offers from other teams. If the MLS doesn’t do 

this, it is a sign of weakness. In some areas, there are too many talented players and the rosters are 

already set.  Particularly in those areas, parents should be free to choose the path of their own kids. 

If you really believe in what you do, you will always recruit good players and the best players will chose 

your academy. 



Don’t be afraid to lose talent, if you lose too much talent, maybe you need to look in the mirror and 

figure out what you are doing wrong. 

 
Sporting KC U17 Match against Real So Cal at DA Winter Showcase in Lakewood Ranch, Florida  

Diane Scavuzzo: How old were you when you started to play soccer? 

Michel Ribeiro: I started playing soccer when I was 4 years old. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What is one of the big differences between youth soccer in American and in Europe? 

Michel Ribeiro: Youth soccer players are usually stronger in America but they are not fitter.  And, the 

tempo of the soccer is much faster in Europe and we start to develop the kids when they are younger — 

at the ages of 6 and 7 years of age. 

The DAs need to start recruiting kids when they are younger so they are able to develop the technical 

skills earlier — and then the speed of play can be faster. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What are the greatest challenges for developing homegrown players in the USA? 

Michel Ribeiro: Most parents are looking for college – the biggest difference in Europe is that when 

you turn 18, you are a man. 

 

Diane Scavuzzo: College is important for a player’s future off the field …. 



Michel Ribeiro: I understand college is very important, but the first thing everyone thinks about in 

Europe is becoming a professional player — not becoming a student-athlete. 

College is a good plan b for the talented kids.The most talented players need to sign a pro contract. 

Many MLS teams have ULS teams — and the USL is the perfect stepping stone — the Sporting KC 

USL team plays the same style as the academy. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What do you think of the Boys’ DA Winter Showcase? 

Michel Ribeiro: It is exciting to be here in the USA – the DA showcase is very well done. There is so 

much potential in this country. 

I know what these kids need to be successful in their career. I am very detail oriented and I try to think 

outside of the box to try to develop great players. It is great to be in the USA, and to be working with 

Jon Parry and Peter Vermes. 
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Utah President Brian Smith on What is Working and What Needs to Change to Fix 

Youth Soccer Today 

The latest article in the series on AMERICAN SOCCER – WHAT’S RIGHT & WHAT’S WRONG. 

Youth Soccer News: Brian Smith is the President of Utah Youth Soccer and is a highly respected leader 

in the landscape of youth soccer. Smith is an outspoken, honest and analytical thinker who has 

successfully pioneered change. Smith and the state’s Chief Executive Officer Andrew R Hiatt 

have worked together for years — developing the game and increasing participation in the beautiful 

game. 
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Brian Smith  

GoalNation’s Diane Scavuzzo interviewed Brian Smith on the future of youth soccer in America, 

specifically on what we need to do differently if we want to accomplish our goals of playing of really 

developing our youth talent. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What is right and what is wrong in American youth soccer? 

Brian Smith: There is a lot that is going in the right direction. 

What’s RIGHT: The United States has a thriving men’s and women’s professional league including 

lower division NASL & USL/PDL. This serves to inspire youth and give them a local perspective to 

look toward in their soccer career path. 

Utah models this soccer career path by having a first-of-its-kind UYSA-owned USL/PDL amateur 

Premier Developmental League team Ogden City S.C. 

 

Utah has a USL pro team in ReAL Monarchs and in the MLS, we have ReAL Salt Lake and now an 

exciting opportunity for our women in Utah with the NWSL team, the Utah Royals. 

And, we have increased the quality of our licensed coaching, instruction, and referee mentoring. Plus, 

we have machinery in place to provide fields for the growth of soccer in Utah. 

What’s WRONG: Not that it’s wrong, but we have an issue that is not going to go away; the U.S. is a 

sporting country. 

We have more organized opportunities at increasingly younger ages that draw kids in all directions. 

That is fantastic and we encourage kids to not specialize too early and to enjoy multiple sports growing 

up. But, when it does come time to specializing in one sport, soccer has an uphill climb to win — 



especially with the 14 years and older player. Soccer competes with other High School sports such as 

American Football, Basketball, Baseball, that are played in front of large crowds. 

On another note, we have our best, most capable, experienced coaches working with older kids – the 

high performing soccer players who are already in love with the game while we leave our youngest kids 

with the less experienced coaches. 

 

Utah Youth Soccer — TEAMWORK: simply Stated, it’s Less Me and More We  

Diane Scavuzzo: What needs to change in youth soccer today?  

Brian Smith: For one, our coaching allocation should be reversed. 

Our best coaches must instill an absolute love of the game in kids at early years. 

Our youth soccer coaches must encourage freedom of play, decision-making, skill development, and 

love of the game. 

Unfortunately, coaches in America have discovered that soccer is a money sport and they can be paid 

thousands of dollars per year per team to coach higher division competition teams. So, by the time the 

14-year-olds are ready to be coached by the best coaches, our U14 pool is far diminished from where it 

could be. 

We also aren’t seeing the best players the U.S. has to offer due to the expense of youth soccer. 

Coaches from all over the world come to the U.S. and make a living coaching soccer. 

While non-profit state Associations such as UYSA are charging minimal double-digit fees to keep the 

lights on, independent teams, clubs, and academies are charging a 12-year-old child anywhere from 

$1,300-$5,000+ to play soccer for the year. 

 



Kids are over programmed, overstretched, overtrained, and adult expectations to score, win, tournament 

after tournament is burning our kids out and turning what might be a love of the game into a slog, a bad 

job, an unrealistic expectation. 

Reduce! Simplify! 

Increase participation. Increase the love, the freedom, the style and I believe kids will choose to stay 

with soccer beyond the age of 14 years old. 

Diane Scavuzzo: Where have we fallen short and how can that be improved?  

Brian Smith: We’ve fallen short in finding the diamonds in the rough. 

To improve we need to verticalize — shore up where our best kids in the country, rich or poor, are 

playing and make sure they will be seen by U.S. Soccer scouts. 

U.S. Soccer funding to youth levels is lacking in every facet. 

I believe we need to have U.S. Soccer start caring more about the youth game. Spend more dollars in the 

states to increase participation, coaching, refereeing. 

Replace national team players who are entitled and comfortable, with fighters who love the country and 

live and love what it means to win for the United States of America! 

I’ll take a kid with work ethic, vision, and a desire to scrap for his country over a gifted or talented 

athlete who isn’t sure where they come from or what they’re playing for. 

And, of course, stop taking CONCACAF challengers for granted. 

 

Diane Scavuzzo: What do you recommend? 

Brian Smith: Speaking of the top-level organization of soccer, U.S. Soccer should absolutely be more 

concerned about taking a very horizontal, anyone-come-at-any-cost mentality and streamlining to a more 

vertical structure. 

This will show that US Soccer, at the top level, is concerned with and involved in youth soccer. 



Are you a youth soccer player in the U.S.? 

Then you register with 1 of 55 or fewer state associations who are governed by 1 national youth 

organization who passes registration information up the chain. 

The kids can play in whatever league they want to … 

But U.S. Soccer’s oversite comes down through a more structured organization that is nimble and can 

ensure U.S. Soccer mandates. 

And can oversee effectively communication, structure, play style, and that education is all run 

professionally and with care. 

Related Article: SAM SNOW ON AMERICAN YOUTH SOCCER – WHAT’S RIGHT & 

WHAT’S WRONG 

Overall, a knee-jerk reaction to the U.S. Men’s National team not making the world cup is not healthy. 

We need measured, systematic, tweaks to how U.S. Soccer acts, not sweeping overaction that throws the 

baby out with the bathwater so to speak. 

The implementation of a General Manager for soccer under the CEO/Secretary General is a good step. 

I also believe we need to get the board out of the weeds and focused on mission, vision, strategy and let 

US Soccers staff, including the GM, worry about implementation and the little things. 

The next U.S. Soccer President needs to be a board President. 

The next president needs to be someone who has the vision and is able to gather consensus and then turn 

it over to staff to implement and report back progress. 

The new President should not be making unilateral decisions on any level. 

The best President won’t be solely a legendary player, nor solely a business person. They will have 

experience in both areas. 

And most importantly, the best president will be one who understands that the success of the National 

team begins with careful cultivation of the youth levels. 

 

Utah Youth Soccer Association Office Staff – 2017 
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UPSL’s Commissioner Yan Skwara on Soccer in America 

The UPSL is one of the fastest growing adult soccer leagues in America. Under the guidance of Yan 

Skwara, the league’s commissioner, and President Leonel Lopez, the UPSL has experienced record 

expansion in a highly competitive market — and it is solid growth with amateur adult soccer clubs 

working well together and producing talented teams and players. 

The United Premier Soccer League (UPSL) is a rapidly growing amateur adult league that focuses on 

pro player development. The league has grown exponentially in size and scope. This time last year, the 

California-born UPSL was a 48-team USASA regional elite league in four states. The league had just 

signed a new group of Colorado team members as new entrants to the league. 

As 2018 kicks off, the UPSL is now home to 125 teams across 26 states coast to coast and has applied 

for the United States Adult Soccer Association’s (USASA) newly proposed National Tier 1 status. 

GoalNation’s Diane Scavuzzo interviewed the league’s commissioner Yan Skwara on the past 2017 

season, the future of soccer in America and specifically on how UPSL is making a difference. 

 

Eric Wynalda with Yan Skwara at the UPSL AGM at NSCAA Convention 2017  

Diane Scavuzzo: First of all, how was 2017 for the UPSL? Your league has grown dramatically. 

Yan Skwara: Yes, thanks! 2017 was an amazing year — both on and off the field. Our growth exceeded 

well over 250% in both new teams as well as corporate sponsorship and partnerships. 

As you know, Promotion-Relegation is the backbone of our vision for a league structure in this country. 

http://goalnation.com/author/diane/
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I am comfortable saying that it is clear that the American soccer community wants to see the 

implementation of Promotion-Relegation in the American game. American soccer is inspired by our 

league’s Promotion/Relegation Model. 

We have implemented the system in several regions across the USA already in our Western and 

Colorado Conferences which now have two divisions, the UPSL Pro Premier and the UPSL 

Championship Division. 

With the continued hard work and effort of our entire UPSL staff, management team and member teams, 

we look forward to a powerful 2018 campaign. Becoming a national league and playing games across 

four time zones will have its challenges, but with an increased staff – the league has added eight new 

conference managers and several service representatives – will rise to meet to increased needs of the 

association and its members. 

 

UPSL’s 2017 Colorado Conference Fall Pro Premier Champions – Indios Denver FC  

Diane Scavuzzo: The UPSL calls itself a pro-development league. What does this term mean?  

Yan Skwara: We are extremely excited about our future prospects as a Pro-Development league. 

We have created a league platform that is producing better player-talent by having our players play 

essentially year-round compared with only playing 3-4 months out. 

If we — as a league — can play that role in improving player development, then we have done our job. 

If everyone who has the power and influence to help players develop would, we can win future World 

Cups. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What needs to change in the world of youth soccer? 

Yan Skwara: We must see our youth players playing in a more competitive environment — otherwise 

we cannot compete with the rest of the world. 

This is what the UPSL offers today, a competitive playing environment that is truly growing the game, 

not just a slogan — and, we do it year round as we have two playing seasons in a 12 month period with 

two separate Championship matches. 

Related Article: Soccer in the USA: Do We Want Promotion and Relegation? 
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UPSL’s LA Wolves FC have qualified to play in the US Open Cup for three consecutive years — A U.S. Soccer 

record for an amateur team.  

Diane Scavuzzo: What would help improve adult soccer in America? 

Yan Skwara: Playing year-round is a major component of the UPSL’s model.  And, allowing clubs 

across the country to compete in a national league in a cost-effective structure that does not break the 

bank. 

Building clubs in the USA that survive over the long haul — this is something that needs to be more 

consistent. 

Too many clubs are in business for 1-2-3-4-5 years and then the teams fold. This is not good for the 

game. It only takes away from the game as the investment is lost. 

Connecting American soccer is our league slogan and no better phrase describes the importance of teams 

having a geographical proximity to one another — this keeps travel budgets at a manageable level 

which, at the end of the day, allows teams to operate at a breakeven/profit level instead of at a significant 

loss. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What is wrong in American youth soccer? 

Yan Skwara: Whenever I get asked the question — or think about what can we do to improve our youth 

programs, I always go back to our fundamental goal as a league and that is to provide a year-round 

league that can reward teams for performance. 

It is also important to not reward teams that fail to perform. This is tough to say, but winning a trophy at 

a weekend’s tournament is just not enough at the youth level. 

 

There is a significant disconnect between youth clubs and the adult pro-development in the amateur 

market.  There needs to be a great improvement in connecting the youth clubs in the USA with pro-am 

and pro clubs. 



At the UPSL, we are striving every day to make this connection real and tangible — and getting those 

youth players competing against higher level competition on a regular, year-round basis is the key. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What changes do you recommend? 

Yan Skwara: Youth players must see a more defined and supported pathway to higher levels. 

Youth soccer has to be more about just winning weekend tournaments. 

We, as a country, need to now focus on the infrastructure of the world’s game and the way it has been 

set up for decades. 

We must globally create passion, creativity and work ethic with our youth players. 

We are lagging behind the rest of the world. That’s the reality. This is what must change. 

Our mission is connecting American soccer. This is what we do and we know connecting soccer in 

America will help our players perform better on the world stage. 

 

Related Article: UPSL Starts Promotion/Relegation in American Soccer 

 

DUNCAN RIDDLE ON AMERICAN SOCCER 
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USASA’s Executive Director Duncan Riddle on What Needs to Change in American 

Soccer 

Charming, intelligent and passionately committed to growing the game on all levels, Duncan Riddle – 

the Executive Director of the United States Adult Soccer Association – is a man who advocates for 

positive change. The former Head of Community Affairs at England’s Aston Villa Football Club, Riddle 

has years of experience in soccer on both sides of the Atlantic. 

The United States Adult Soccer Association (USASA) is the official governing body of adult soccer in 

the United States and is challenged with the responsibility to help grow the beautiful game – a challenge 

Executive Director English born Duncan Riddle welcomes. 

Responsible for growing the game of adult soccer across America, Duncan is one of the few leaders in 

today’s American soccer world with a clear vantage point affording tremendous insight on what is 

working and what is not. 

USASA’s mantra is “Soccer — your game for life” and while the sport can extend the lifetime of a 

player, all too often players are dropping out of the game.  Riddle wants to see this country embrace the 

beauty of the game and have our adult players immersed in the passion for the sport that unites a planet. 

Related Soccer News: DUNCAN RIDDLE – AMERICA’S ADULT SOCCER AMBASSADOR 

 

GoalNation’s Diane Scavuzzo interviewed Duncan Riddle, Executive Director of the USASA on 

the future of adult soccer in America. 

Diane Scavuzzo: What is right and what is wrong in American youth soccer? 

Duncan Riddle: What is right and wrong in American soccer depends on what you are measuring 

against. 

If we are talking about developing top-level professional players able to compete in the later stages of 

World Cups my analogy is this: 

http://www.usadultsoccer.com/
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The USA has the right ingredients but not the right recipe. 

We have a large pool of players & qualified coaches — many with overseas experience — great 

facilities, great weather and professional administrators running soccer clubs. 

We just need to work together to develop our players. 

 

Diane Scavuzzo: What needs to change in American soccer? 

Duncan Riddle: What needs to change is the opportunity for our young players between the ages of 16 

to 23-year-olds to be in the correct environment to enable them to fully develop. 

In 2018, there will be approximately 60 professional teams across the country & many of them are MLS 

‘reserve’ teams. 

Compare that to England where there are 160 teams in an area the size of Alabama. 

In England, there are 92 teams in four professional leagues plus another 68 teams in three semi-

professional Leagues. 

All 160 teams give players the opportunity to earn a living playing soccer. And, at least 120 of these pro 

teams have full-time youth academies. 

The best English players leave school and go into a full-time soccer program. The best American players 

go to College. 

Diane Scavuzzo: Where have we fallen short and how can that be improved? 

Duncan Riddle: Change is taking place — the MLS clubs continue to improve their youth Academies 

although the distance between clubs makes it difficult to have competitive games every weekend. 

The number of professional soccer teams in the USA will increase when the new USL Division 3 kicks 

off. 

 

Diane Scavuzzo: Is amateur soccer in America growing as well? 

Duncan Riddle: Yes — the major amateur leagues continue to grow and steadily improve. 

http://www.usadultsoccer.com/


We, at USASA, are introducing new standards & criteria in 2018 to bring greater structure to the 

amateur soccer pyramid. 

The criteria is designed to raise the standard of operations of the growing national leagues and also assist 

the players better understand the level of play each league offers. 

Currently, many leagues revolve around the availability of College players — meaning the leagues have 

very short seasons. 

Hopefully, as a result of the new standards, we will see leagues playing over a longer period of time, 

helping teams generate extra income that can be invested back in their teams. 

This, in turn, will raise playing standards — wouldn’t it be great to see strong leagues featuring ex-pros 

helping the young players gain knowledge! 

Diane Scavuzzo:  To reach our goals of having soccer become the predominant sport in the USA, what 

do you recommend? 

Duncan Riddle: The soccer market in our country is a complicated with many different organizations 

and often competing associations. Each one has to continue to evolve and improve and ideally start 

working together. 

 

 


