RAF FA Men’s Development Squad
I was invited to join the RAF FA Men’s Development Squad (MDS) at one of their monthly 4 coaching weekends held at RAF Cosford to fully understand how the organisation went about achieving its primary aims; that of producing talented footballers capable of representing the RAF FA Senior Representative Team (SRT) and winning this seasons Junior Inter Services Competition.  MDS players are drawn from Stns across the RAF and whilst they can be over 23 years of age the primary focus is on players who are under 23.  

After being introduced to the support staff and having a tour of the facilities, it was immediately evident that every aspect of a players’ needs was catered for.  Sports therapists, qualified coaches, a kit manager, administrators, the use of video analysis, meeting facilities, mess food and stn accommodation are all provided and I thought to myself, ‘Wow, these guys are part of an elite Squad and they are treated like professionals’. 

Having had time to appreciate the size of the task bestowed upon the MDS staff, it became apparent that such comprehensive support was entirely necessary. At anyone time there are literally thousands of players in the RAF eligible to represent the  MDS and approx 80 players will trial this year, drawn from recommendations from Stn Football Team Manager’s, Recruit Sporting Profiles and staff ‘scouting’.  In the short timeframe that the staff and players are together from September to March, their focus is understandably to select a suitable squad and turn a set of individuals into an effective, disciplined and physically robust team, capable of progressing to the SRT and equally as important, winning the Junior Inter Services Competition.

Every attendee is treated equally as a full squad member and perhaps more like a professional than they may have ever been treated.  Training kits, tracksuits, match kits are fully prepared and players are fully briefed on the coaching schedule for the weekend. They eat as a squad, live as a squad and are given  sufficient time to recover from the high tempo coaching sessions and highly demanding fixtures;  these weekends are anything but easy.

The morning consisted of introductions, a few light hearted moments and a brief before taking to the training field where the squad split into groups; players and coaches worked together to demonstrate their movement, skills and communication in a series of drills that focussed on defending and attacking.  Considering the squad had played a fixture against a competitive local college the previous night, I was surprised at the level of effort from all those present. Player attitude and the need to operate at match tempo in morning and afternoon training sessions is part of the selection process and tests every player’s mental and physical fitness.
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Player appreciation of the morning’s drills was then put into practice in a small sided game, allowing the squad to demonstrate how many of the key coaching points they had retained and been able to apply in a match environment. Not everyone is able to learn and adapt to coaching so quickly however history in the MDS has shown that with structured coaching, some individuals can rapidly begin to fulfil their potential and overtake others who are individually very good players.

The beautiful game suddenly became extremely cognitive, like a mission with tactics and strategies being introduced, ‘those magnets can certainly move quickly across the white board!’ But at this early stage of the season a strong emphasis is placed on individual and team coaching in order to identify those most likely progress to the final draft prior to the selection of the Inter Services Squad At the end of the year.
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What particularly impressed me was that as quickly as the squad were training together one moment, the next they were working in small teams to answer the challenges set by the coaches, not to test them but to allow them to share their experiences with each other, for example, how and why formations are put together for the various stages of play in a fixture.  Each and every players’ football experiences are brought to the fore for the benefit of all.  With hindsight, the morning sessions were about more than just football; but more focussed on individual and team development and those well known facets of storming, forming and norming.
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The need to perform to the highest level is upon the players from day 1; the learning curve is steep and the opposition are experienced.  This training weekend consisted of a fixture against Hartpury College, a squad that have played together for some 18mths. But the aim of this game was to baseline the potential starting point for the squad and to highlight any weaker areas that may need further coaching and to show the players the high playing standard required to be successful. Then the planned season of monthly training weekends commences with the sessions focussing on progressing from the baseline to an Inter Service winning Squad.

The campaign for RAF MDS season has just begun and winning the Inter Services is already firmly lodged in the mentality of all players and staff. Only a maximum of 18 players can be selected for the Inter Services squad and competition is fierce.  In many ways there is an element of the X Factor about the MDS, and players will keep on returning until they are selected for the squad. This season’s Inter Service fixtures take place in Feb and Mar 11.
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