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THECOACHINGREVOLUTION
ondosonanyfootballground
inIndiaareraresights.For
thosewondering,arondoisa
drill thatseesagroupof
players, typicallyarrangedina
circle, tryingtokeep
possessionwhileanother

player(sometimestwo)—termedthe“joker”
—triestosteal theballaway.Youareallowed
onlyonetouchontheball.FCBarcelonaisthe
mostfamousexponentofthisexercise,which
hasovertheyearshelpedthemmastertheart
ofplayingaquiteextraordinarybrandof
passingandeye-catchingfootball.Formany
ofEurope’seliteclubs,notrainingsessionis
completewithouttherondo.

Onasunless,blusteryafternoonat
Gurugram’sHeritageSchool,some6,500km
awayfromwherethegreatJohanCruyfffirst
institutionalisedit,AitorOlmofeelsthesame
way:therondoisamust.Asalightshower
subsides,ascoreof14-year-olds,alldressedin
effulgentBarcelonatrainingkits,appearon
thepitchandexecutearondowithamazing
slickness.Otherpartsofthefull-sizedartificial
pitchareoccupiedbyeight-andnine-year-
oldsplayingablissfulfive-a-sidegame,their
faceslitupastheychasewildlyaftertheball.A
bunchofparentssitsundergiantBarcelona-
brandedumbrellasandkeepsaclosewatch.A
nursewaitsonthesidelines;injuriesare
routine.Laterthismonth,theparentswill
meetwiththecoaches,asportsparent-teacher
meetingofsorts.Fornow,theyclickpicturesof
theirwardsposingwithcertificates,areward
fortheireffortsduringtheseason.

Highlyprofessionalandsupremely
competitive,thisiswhatsportscoachingfor
kidsnowlookslike.Betterinfrastructure,more
initiatives,licensedcoaches,keenerparents
andaperformance-drivenmindsethaveall
contributedtocoachingceasingtobean
unstructuredmess.

Olmoistechnicaldirector—avery
Europeanposition—atFCBEscola,
Barcelona’sfootballacademyinIndia,since
2013.Withover2,000kidsacrossthecountry,
FCBEscolaisprobablythecountry’sbiggest
footballacademy.Olmo,atowering,sublimely
fit39-year-oldwhobearsamildresemblance
toformerAustralianFormulaOnedriverMark
Webber,tellsmethateverydrillattheacademy
hasapurpose.“Youcandotherondojustfor
fun.Butwetreatitassomethingthatcanhelp
youimproveyourtouchoryourabilitytofind
space.WetrytoplaywiththeBarcelona
philosophy.”Olmo’sfather,Antonio,playedfor
theBarcelonaseniorteamandrepresented
Spainatthe1978WorldCup.Hespenthis
childhoodwatchingDiegoMaradonadokeep-
upsinhisbackyard.

Discussionswithmoderncoachesoften

featuretheterm“philosophy”.
WhilethephilosophyatFCBEscola
ischaracterisedbytouchpassing
andcontrolandlittlephysicality,at
TarunSardesaiGolfinKolarin
Karnataka,thecultureisanequal
mixofskillenhancementand
physicalconditioning.“Youhaveto
buildanecosystem.Wemakesure
thatallourcoachesteachthesame
way—theethosmustnotbe
compromised,”explainsRokhsar
Vakharia,co-founderofthe
academy.Vakharia’sschoolisa
perfectexampleofhowkids’sports
nowgofarbeyondrecreation:allher
studentsareseriousgolfers
excellingonsomejuniortourorthe
other,withasteadfastambitionto
succeedatthehighestlevel.Andfor
that,youneedcarefulpreparation.

AtVakharia’sdedicatedsports
sciencecentreinKolar,playerswork
ontheirpower,agilityandspeed,as
wellasfocusonnutritionalneeds.
“Youneedalloftheabovetobeable
todrivetheball200yards.Tillsome
yearsago,peopledidn’tunderstand
thisandsuchfacilitiesdidn’texist,”
shesays.Nowchildrenasyoungas
10spend25hoursonthecourse
everyweek,honingwhatthey
believeistheirtruecalling.

Morethananythingelse,
coachesseemobsessedwithinfusinga
sportingculturethatwas,tillrecently,aliento
India.KaranSingh,32,aformernational-level
runnerwhofoundedtheIndianTrackClubin
Delhiin2013,feelsthatitstartswithproviding
therightenvironment.“Youneedtobeoffer-
ingahabitatwherethekidfeelslikecomingto
thetrack,afeelingofbeingathome.”

Thatalsoincludesdoingawaywiththe
age-oldIndianritualoftouchingthecoach’s
feet;handshakesdothetricknow.Evenat
FCBEscola,noplayerventuresoutontothe
pitchwithoutshakingOlmo’shand,a
disciplinarycodethatstudentsmustfollow.
“Youcan’tbestuckintime.Ourcoachingways
havetoevolve,”saysKaranSingh.

Theparentsseemcontent.AnkurKhanna
hasseenhissondevelopintoafinefootballer
inthefouryearshehasbeenatFCBescola.
Raghav,abashful10-year-oldwithsparkling
green-greyeyes,recentlywenttoDubaifora
tournament.Someofhisfriendshavebeento
Spain,Singapore—andsoonChina—for
similartourneys.Aleft-back,Raghavtellsme
heisaLionelMessi fan.“Theopportunity
hereisgreat.Heistravellingaloneand
playingtournamentsabroad.Youcan’task
formore,”sayshisfather.

KaranSingh’sathletesandtheirparentsare
atight-knitcommunitythatrecentlyspent
timeinManesarforafunmixofathleticsand
leisure—afairreflectionofhowparental
involvementisnolongeraremoteaffair.

AdityaSachdevahasmellowedinrecent
years.Theonce-fierycoachhaslearntto

leaveaplayeralone.Forthelongesttime,he
prettymuchhand-heldthem,churningoutan
astoundinglineofnationalchampions.His
greatestsuccessstory,YukiBhambri,India’s
highest-rankedmaletennisplayer,willmake
hismaidenmain-drawappearanceatRoland
Garroslaterthismonth.

AtTeamTennis,eachmemberof
Sachdeva’s20-strongcoachingteamhasa
RegistroProfesionaldeTeniscertification
fromSpain.Takingourbucketseatsinthetiny
standoverlookingthetenniscourtsatDelhi’s
SiriFortSportsComplex,thestrikingly
articulateSachdevapointstotheneat
footworkofa12-year-oldvolleyinginfrontof
us.“Wealwaysstartwiththefeet.Youcan
havethebesthands,butonlyyourmovement
cantakeyoutotheball,”hesays.Inbetween,
Sachdevakeepscheckinghisphone—Sasi
KumarMukundandRiyaBhatia,twoofhis

students,areawayplayingin
InternationalTennisFederation
eventsinUzbekistanand
Egypt,respectively.

HisSpanishwayofteaching
thegameisinsyncwiththe
punishingnatureofmodern
tennis.“Skill-wise,weareupwith
therestoftheworld.Physically,
wearefarbehind,”hesays.“All
theplayerswhowalkinherehave
toworkaccordingly.”Tocorrect
technicaldeficiencies,Sachdeva
usesDartfish,avideoanddata
analysissoftwareusedbysome
ofthefinesttenniscoaches.

Onlyafewyearsago,most
tenniscoacheswereself-taught
andthecoachingrestrictedto
bludgeoninggroundstrokesand
humdrumexercisedrills.The
useoftechnologywasabsentand
mostkidswenthomecontentto
havetakenafewgamesoffan
olderplayerwhileplayinga
casualset.Thedemandshave
clearlychanged.

GeetaLal(namechanged),for
example,nevermissespractice.
Andshe’snotevenplaying.She
occupiesaseatinthestandsthrice
aweek,payingcloseattentionto
whathersonisupto.“Heis11and
verytalented.ButIcomehereso

thatIcanpushhimmore,”shesays.InSach-
deva’swords:“Aplayeristhevisionofaparent.”

Suchactiveparticipation,inevitablyborn
ofhyper-competitiveness,however,canso
easilygetextreme.DhruvSingh,aformerRanji
TrophyplayerandfounderofGurugram’s
Croire(Frenchfor“believe”)CricketClub,
explainshowparentscanbeoverambitious
andimpatient.“Therearetimeswhenthe
parentismorepassionatethanthekid.When
theysendtheirchildforamatch,theyget
reallydisappointedifhedoesn’tplay,”hesays.
“Youmustlearntositoutaswell.”

Thiskindofeagernessisnotideal,feel
manycoaches.KaranSinghsaysthebest
resultsarepossibleonlywhenthechildisleft
tohisorhercoach.

Theparentalzealperhapsalsoowestothe
factthatprivatesportscoachingcomesata
steepprice.WhiletheIndianTrackClub
chargesafairlyreasonable~1,000forabasic
session,feesatFCBEscolacangoupto~80,000
ayear.AtVakharia’sgolfacademy,whichoffers
aresidentialprogrammethatalsoincludes
academics,thecostrunsintoafewlakhs
annually.Thisdoesn’tincludetravellingfor
tournaments—ajuniorplayerplays15
competitionseveryyearonaverage.

AjayPalSingh,whosesix-year-olddaught-
errecentlystartedoutatFCBEscola,saysitis
vitaltosupportyourkid’spassion.Butheadds,
somewhatsternly,“WiththeamountIam
paying,shebettertakethisseriously.”Thefee
structuresatArsenalSoccerSchoolsandNBA’s
academyinIndia,bothrunbyMumbai-based
IndiaonTrackarereportedlysimilartoFCBEs-
cola’s.(Despiterepeatedattempts,Indiaon
Trackdidnotrespondtoqueriesforthisstory.)

Thefearofrapidcommercialisation
overridingsportinginterestsis

understandable.Atseveral“elite”football
academiesinDelhi,kidsarriveforpracticein
swankycarsaccompaniedbynannieswho
carrytheirkitbags—thebestfacilitiesinan
emergingsportingnationarestilllargely
reservedforaprivilegedfew.Kidsherewear
thelatestNikeboots,challengeeachotherto
FIFAonthePlayStation,celebrategoalswith
PaulPogba“dabs”andpossessanextensive
collectionoforiginalplayerjerseys.

“Weareofferingworld-classinfrastructure
andtraininghere.Togivethisaccesstoour
youthatalargescale,sustainabilityinbusiness
isveryimportant,andthisisatafractionofthe
costofwhatitwouldbeinEurope,”argues
DhruvArora,businessheadatConscient
Football,thegrassrootsinitiativethatbrought
FCBEscolatoIndia.

Whiletheneedformoremoneyinsportis
essential,KaranSinghopinesthatitisdifficult
tocoachinacommercialenvironment.“That
way,youcannotbringouttherealcultureof
sport.”OmChhibber,founderofthepopular
EVESFootballClub,saysthatmoneyisnot
suchabadthing.“Ifsomeoneischargingyou
forgoodequipmentandcoaching,itisn’t
reallyaproblem.Coaching,afterall,isn’teasy.”

Totheircredit,though,mostacademies,
includingCroire,TeamTennisandFCBEscola,
aswellasSingh’sIndianTrackClub,have
quotasforunderprivilegedkids,oftenletting
thebrilliantonestrainforfree.

Tofurtherthisquestforprofessionalismin
kids’coaching,therearetwothingsurgently
needed:old-schoolcoachessheddingtheir
archaicwaysandtheemergenceofsmart
youngcoaches.“Weneedtobeopentonew
ideas.Ifayoungguywantstodosomething
different,theoldguardmustallowhim,”
emphasisesKaranSingh.Itmaynotbe
affordableforall,butthereislittledoubting
thataninvigoratingnewcultureispickingup,
steeredbyvaluesandexpertiseprevious
generationsthoughtwereimpossible.

Highlyprofessionalisedandextremely competitive, sports coaching for kidshasbecomeseriousbusiness,writesDhruvMunjal
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(Fromtop) Training sessionsatFCBEscola inGurugram,Team
Tennis inNewDelhi andTarunSardesaiGolf inKolar,Karnataka

CORRECTION
Thereport,“Gunsandroses”,publishedonMay5,

statedthatParmishVermawas“shotdead”insteadof
“shotat”.WeapologisetoMrVermafortheerror.
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