Score within the score: Deciding how to handle a bl owout
in prep soccer is more complicated than in other sp orts
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Call it the 800-pound gorilla. Or maybe it’s the elephant in the room.

Either way, lopsided matches in area high school soccer serve the same purpose as those analogies.

They're there, but what do you do with them?

In football, there is the tried and true option in a lopsided game to put in the second- and third-stringers in the second
half, run between the tackles to grind out the clock and then call it a night.

But in soccer, when a superior team lines up against an inferior opponent, there’s no such widely accepted safety net.

Working on possession in the midfield for 80 minutes isn’t going to cut it for either side.

And even if there is a safety net available in a lopsided match, is it merciful or disrespectful to use it?

It's a balancing act many area coaches have to decide how to handle every fall.

Most of them agree it’s the superior team’s responsibility to control the score in a match against an inferior opponent.

“But,” Cornerstone Christian girls coach Dan Selle said, “everyone has a different definition as to what is acceptable.”

That's where the debate begins.

Numbers paint picture

As long as new programs have been popping up across the area, lopsided matches have been a part of area soccer.

West Geauga boys coach Mike Sustin remembers his junior season playing for the Wolverines in 1984 and twice facing
Wickliffe, which was fielding its first varsity team, in Chagrin Valley Conference play. West Geauga won those matches by
a combined score of 43-0. In part because of that, the Wolverines’ soccer team outscored the school’s football team that
fall.

“I've been on both the giving and receiving end of beatings not so dramatic,” Sustin said. “But it's equally embarrassing
for both coaches.”

And the situation is not just viewed as embarrassing.

It can also be considered fairly prevalent.

In the regular season this year, 419 box scores were submitted to The News-Herald from matches involving area teams.
Of those scores, 101, or a little more than 24 percent, were decided by five goals or more.

That pace and percentage is down from 2007, when 134 area matches were decided by that margin. In 2006, it was 80
area boys matches alone.

“Most of the time it's unavoidable, but there are coaches that just don't get it,” Kirtland boys coach John Valentic said.
“Not only do they not pull players, but they encourage high pressure and attack at all costs. | don’t have a problem if this is
with their backups, since these kids probably don’t get to play too much and it’s natural for them to go all out.

“But when you do it with most of your regulars, you're an idiot.”

How does this happen?

There are two reasons from a scheduling standpoint why these lopsided matches continue to take place.

Sustin points to the CVC as an example, where crossover matches between divisions tend to yield lopsided results. It's
a decision, the veteran coach said, that isn't made by coaches or athletic directors, but instead by principals when they
shape league alignments.

“The building principals have too much on their plate as it is,” Sustin said, “and they are so removed from our sport that
they can't make these decisions that will directly result in mismatches and lopsided scores.”

Another is when coaches and athletic directors, whether it's intended or not, schedule “soft” from a nonconference
standpoint — that is, having several inferior opponents across the field from them throughout the season.

“You are bound to have a game or two like that on both sides,” Notre Dame-Cathedral Latin girls coach Corey Robishaw
said. “It is, unfortunately, how our leagues are set up.

“But when you look at a team that has seven, eight or nine of those, you kinda start to wonder why the coach would
schedule a season like that. It's certainly not helping their players any, especially when they get into tournament time.”



Maximizing the moment

When lopsided matches do occur, there have been instances well-known in area soccer circles over the years in which
those moments have been maximized for a team’s statistical benefit.

One former area coach, as an example, was known for giving two assists on every goal the team scored, regardless of
the flow of the attack. In a move known to be unpopular among purists, Major League Soccer has the option of crediting
two assists on a goal, but the practice has been used less frequently in the last handful of years.

In the local instance, the two-assist philosophy was amplified because the team played a predominately soft schedule.

“What's the weaker team supposed to do to keep it close?” Mayfield girls coach Matt Lubin asked. “Make everyone
stand on the goal line inside the goal? Wrong.”

Another case of maximizing the opportunity, according to coaches, is when teams leave most if not all of their starting
11 on the field for most of a lopsided match. It leaves the door open for further padding of stats.

Selle remembers when it was done to his team a few years ago when Cornerstone was first starting out as a varsity
program.

“They taunted us and rubbed it in,” Selle said. “I look back on that and say what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger.
This is a varsity sport, not a tea club.”

As a rule, Selle says he limits his players to three goals in a lopsided match, a concept Gilmour girls coach Joe Ciuni
agrees with.

“There is no way when a game’s final score is 7-0 that one person should score four or five of the goals,” Ciuni said.
“That star player should not be in the game long enough to score that many. Once a game reaches three or four goals to
zero, it's time to rest the starters and ease up.

“In soccer terms, everybody knows that three or four goals to nil is a beating. There’s no need to run it up further.”

Teaching a lesson

There are coaches in the area who do not subscribe to the idea of letting up in a match being acceptable in any form.

One of them is Chardon boys coach Chris Black.

The Hilltoppers scored more than 12 goals in two matches this year. Black points to one of those instances — a 12-1
win over Madison on Sept. 18 — making his case for not letting up.

“When coaches begin playing their bench to keep the score down, it is disrespectful to an opposing team,” Black said. “I
would always want my opposition to play to their full potential during a match. We are in a way, through sports, trying to
teach young people about life. We should not be telling them that if it becomes too hard it's OK to give up because
someone else will take care of us.

“We beat (Madison), 12-1, at home in the first round and lost to them, 4-3 (in the teams’ second Premier Athletic
Conference match later in the season). They certainly learned the lesson.”

What can be done?

When there is a lopsided match taking place, several area coaches have contingency plans.

Mentor boys coach Brady Dean and Hawken boys coach Dani Giulvezan both said they have their respective teams
play a string of possession, with an objective of 10 straight one-touch passes before their team can go toward goal.

“If possession is lost,” Dean said, “the count resets.”

Some coaches also subscribe to telling their players to work on strengthening the skills of their “other foot” — i.e., if
they're right-footed, then play with the left. Others have a rule of scoring only on headers, which allows players to work on
that part of their skill set in a match setting.

But not everyone can agree on what is the “right” thing to do when lopsided matches occur.

And so, the 800-pound gorilla/elephant in the room — whatever you want to call it — continues to exist, and it probably
will for years to come.

“I think coaches just need to think about it from both sides of the equation,” Wickliffe boys coach Chris Adkins said.
“You're already up by numerous goals, so what is the sense in leaving starters in the game to pad stats? What benefit is it
to your program? If you are really that good, you'll have your chance to prove it against the best in the tournament. It
definitely doesn’t benefit the other program.

“Get some of the kids that wouldn’t normally play some valuable experience, and use the opportunity as a teaching
moment on how to show good sportsmanship and integrity for the game. Be a leader, not a bully.”
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Survey says ... onus is on better team

The News-Herald surveyed 46
area head soccer coaches with
four questions pertaining to lop-
sided matches.

The first question was, “If your
team is involved in a match with
an opponent, and you know going
in that, for lack of a better term,
your team can essentially name
the score if you wanted, whose
responsibility is it to control the
score of the match?” Of those
coaches who responded, 86 per-
cent said it was their responsibil-
ity, and 14 percent said it was on
their opponents. :

On the subject of whether or

not they have or would tell their
team to stop shooting in a lop-
sided match, 57 percent said they
would not.

The results were mixed when it
came to initial reactions to lop-
sided matches, whether they see

_them in the newspaper or online.

Of those surveyed, 43 percent

. said they found it unnecessary,

33 percent were indifferent ‘and
24 percent found it unavoidable.
All but one coach surveyed
said any kind of mercy rule in
Ohio would not be a beneficial

addition to the sport.

— Chris Lillstrung



