Water Polo Development Paths
At Beckenham we take considerable pride in the fact that we don’t just play water polo, we also develop water polo players.  As beginners squad coach I give my time for free for exactly this purpose.  I believe that team sport is a particularly good developmental experience for young people and this is why I attach so much importance to the creation of suitable development paths.  This development demonstrates its most obvious successes when a Beckenham player represents GB or when our players win national medals.  I, however, see development success on a much wider field.  I see it wherever players gain skills and learn to act as part of a team even if they then leave the sport after trying it for a couple of years.
In order to allow for a range of outcomes all to be a success you need to offer a range of development paths.  These need to allow for the fact that young people will start with water polo at different ages and will reach very different achievement levels.  These constraints, added to the pyramid effect (it takes lots of starters to produce just a few who reach the top), mean that one club cannot offer all the required paths on its own.  This message explains how Beckenham works with others to create a range of development paths for water polo players.
1. Learning the basic skills

This is the primary role of Beckenham’s  mini and beginners squads.  We consider the basic skills to be: swimming, eggbeater, ball skills and match skills.  We now train in a separate pool at a session that is dedicated to young people.
The first point to be aware of is that we don’t aim to do much teaching of basic swimming.  We leave this to swimming clubs (such as Beckenham SC of which we are a part) and this is why we set an entry standard for both the mini and beginners squads.  The key disctiction between mini and beginners is simply age/size.  If you are about 9 – 11 years old you will start in the mini polo squad while 12 – 14 year olds will start in the beginners.  For safety reasons we cannot usually accept any absolute beginners who are aged 15 or over.  

Match skills are mainly gained through playing games amongst ourselves at the end of training sessions.  We play a limited number of competitive games against local teams.  These start at 12 &under age which covers the best of the mini polo squad plus the youngest members of beginners.  Teams are also run at 14 & under and 16 & under ages.  In line with ASA policy, training and games are mixed (i.e. both sexes) up to the 16 & under age group.  
2. Progressing to senior water polo

Within the Beckenham club the next step on the path after beginners squad is senior polo.  Players stop attending the beginners’ sessions and join the seniors at their Tuesday training session at West Wickham.  Players make this move when they are considered by the coaches to be ready to do so.  The only rule is that players must have moved to the seniors before they reach the age of 18.  This is for child safety reasons in the beginners squad.  It does mean that players not considered to be good enough to move to the senior squad would have to leave the beginners section when they reach 18 years old.
3. The Regional Training Center (RTC)
This is the first of the extra development paths that have been set up in order to facilitate the development of the elite level of the sport.  The RTC brings together the best players in the area so that they can train together with others of the same age and thus achieve the highest possible standard.  The focus is on skill and fitness development  but not match play.  The RTC takes place every Firday evening for three 10 week terms at Whitgift School and is for players aged 11 - 14.  Entry to the RTC is via a trial and I will indicate to individual players if I think they should attend this.  The RTC does levy training fees.
4. Invicta Water Polo Club

This is a top-level club that takes its members from local “feeder” clubs like Beckenham.  It only competes at the national level with local competitions left to the feeder clubs.  It is one of the top teams in the country and enters teams in the national league and also the national youth and junior competitions.  Invicta has been very successful in recent years and Beckenham are probably its most important source of talent.  It has now moved its training base to Crystal Palace and it employs a professional coach.  
Invicta’s youngest representative team is the youth team which is for players aged 16 & under and competes in the national youth championship each year.  Players in this team and also in the junior team train each Sunday afternoon at Crystal Palace.  Invicta also has a youth training squad which is designed to bring young players who are already very good up to the standard needed to join the youth team.  This squad trains each Wednesday from 8 – 10pm at Crystal Palace.  This squad is suitable for only the best players in our beginners squad and also those who have moved up to play senior polo with Beckenham but are still 16 or under.  Players can join this squad after attending a trial session but attendance at the trial is only after a recommendation from their feeder club coach (i.e. me in the case of Beckenham!).  Training fees are charged for attending Invicta sessions.
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