
The Evolution of Youth Soccer in the 
United States 
From Community-Based Play to a Fragmented Platform System 

Youth soccer in the United States has undergone a dramatic transformation over the past 50 
years. What began as a community-driven, recreational model has evolved into a complex 
ecosystem of competing leagues, national platforms, and professional development pathways. 
Understanding this progression is essential for anyone navigating the modern youth soccer 
landscape. 

The Foundation: US Youth Soccer (1974) 
Youth soccer in America formally took shape with the establishment of US Youth Soccer in 1974 
under the United States Soccer Federation. 

For decades, US Youth Soccer (USYS) was the dominant structure for player development. It 
was built on a simple, scalable model: 

●​ State associations governed local leagues 
●​ Regional competitions led to national championships 
●​ Emphasis on broad participation and community clubs 

Key Milestones: 

●​ 1974 – US Youth Soccer founded 
●​ 1980s–1990s – Massive national expansion 
●​ 1992- Oregon All Star (ODP) 
●​ 1996 – Launch of the Olympic Development Program (ODP), an early attempt at elite 

identification 

For years, this system worked. It produced players, coaches, and a nationwide soccer culture. 
But as the game grew, cracks began to show—particularly for elite players seeking more 
competitive, flexible environments. 

The First Disruption: US Club Soccer (2001) 
In 2001, US Club Soccer was formed as a direct response to perceived limitations within USYS. 

Its philosophy was different—and disruptive: 



●​ Club-driven vs. state-driven structure 
●​ Greater scheduling flexibility 
●​ Reduced bureaucracy 
●​ A focus on elite competition and development 

US Club Soccer introduced programs like: 

●​ National Premier Leagues (NPL) (launched 2011) 
●​ Player-centric registration models 

This marked the beginning of a split ecosystem, where clubs could choose between governing 
bodies based on what best fit their ambitions. 

The Rise of Elite Platforms (2007–2017) 
As American soccer pushed to compete globally, U.S. Soccer took a more direct role in elite 
player development. 

U.S. Soccer Development Academy (2007–2020) 

The Development Academy (DA) was a turning point. 

●​ Launched in 2007 
●​ Designed to standardize elite training environments 
●​ Eliminated high school soccer for participants 
●​ Prioritized training-to-game ratios and professional standards 

For over a decade, the DA became the top pathway for boys in the country. 

Girls Expansion: 

●​ 2017 – Girls Development Academy launched 

While the DA elevated standards, it also centralized power and limited flexibility—leading to 
tension with clubs and families. 

The Club-Driven Counter: Elite Clubs National League 
(2009–Present) 
Founded in 2009, the ECNL began as a girls league but quickly became one of the most 
powerful forces in youth soccer. 

Why ECNL Succeeded: 



●​ Club ownership and leadership 
●​ Stability and consistency 
●​ College recruiting visibility 
●​ Strong competition without full federation control 

Expansion: 

●​ 2009 – ECNL Girls launches 
●​ 2017 – ECNL Boys created after top clubs break from DA structure 

ECNL positioned itself as a club-first alternative to U.S. Soccer’s centralized model—and it 
worked. 

The Collapse of the DA and New Power Structures (2020) 
In 2020, the U.S. Soccer Development Academy shut down abruptly due to COVID-19 and 
financial strain. 

This created a massive vacuum. 

Enter: MLS Next (2020–Present) 

Major League Soccer quickly stepped in to launch MLS NEXT: 

●​ Focused on boys elite development 
●​ Direct connection to professional academies 
●​ High standards and national competition 

MLS NEXT became the top tier for boys, particularly for MLS-affiliated clubs. 

The Explosion of “Platform” Soccer (2020–Present) 
Post-DA, youth soccer didn’t consolidate—it fragmented even further. 

Multiple leagues and tiers emerged, each offering a “platform”: 

MLS Ecosystem: 

●​ MLS NEXT (top tier) 
●​ MLS NEXT 2 / MLS NEXT Pro pathways emerging 

ECNL Expansion: 

●​ ECNL 
●​ ECNL Regional League (ECNL-RL) 



Girls Academy: 

●​ Girls Academy (2020) 
●​ Formed from former DA clubs 
●​ National platform for girls 

USYS National League Evolution: 

●​ National League P.R.O. 
●​ Conferences and tiered structures 

US Club Soccer Growth: 

●​ NPL continues expanding 
●​ Regional and national showcases 

The Modern Landscape: Opportunity vs. Confusion 
Today’s youth soccer system offers more opportunity than ever before—but also more 
confusion. 

Pros: 

●​ Multiple pathways for different player levels 
●​ Increased exposure to college and professional scouts 
●​ Higher standards in elite environments 

Cons: 

●​ Fragmentation and overlap 
●​ Rising costs (“pay-to-play” concerns) 
●​ Confusion for families choosing pathways 
●​ Diluted competition in some tiers 

Timeline Summary 
●​ 1974 – US Youth Soccer founded 
●​ 1996 – ODP launched 
●​ 2001 – US Club Soccer founded 
●​ 2007 – Development Academy (boys) 
●​ 2009 – ECNL (girls) 
●​ 2011 – NPL launches 
●​ 2017 – Girls DA + ECNL Boys 
●​ 2020 – DA shuts down 



●​ 2020 – MLS NEXT + Girls Academy launch 
●​ 2025 - GA ASPIRE OREGON 
●​ 2026 - Elite Academy 2 in Oregon 
●​ 2026 - N1 (Newcomp) National 1 

Conclusion 
The evolution of youth soccer in the United States reflects a broader tension: 

Centralization vs. independence. Development vs. business. Access vs. exclusivity. 

There is no longer a single “best pathway.” Instead, the system has become a marketplace of 
platforms—each competing for players, prestige, and influence. 

For clubs, leaders, and families, success now depends less on which league you’re in and more 
on how well your environment develops players within it. 

If you want, I can tailor this specifically to Bend FC or turn it into a stronger opinion piece 
comparing MLS NEXT, ECNL, and USYS directly. 
 

History of Youth Soccer in Bend, Oregon 
The development of youth soccer in Bend reflects a broader evolution of the sport across 
Oregon—moving from school-based participation to organized club systems and eventually to 
modern, full-service youth academies. 

Early Foundations: High School Soccer (1980s–1990s) 
Organized soccer in Bend began gaining traction through the high school system: 

●​ 1987 – Boys soccer was first established at Bend area High Schools 
●​ 1993 – Girls soccer programs followed, marking a major expansion of the sport locally 

This progression mirrored statewide trends in Oregon, where boys’ programs were introduced 
first, followed by rapid growth in girls’ soccer after increased support and participation 
opportunities in the early 1990s. 

High school soccer played a critical role in: 

●​ Introducing competitive soccer to Central Oregon athletes 
●​ Creating the first structured pathway for player development 
●​ Building early community interest in the sport 



Formation of Local Youth Infrastructure  
●​ 1984 - Bend Park and Recreation introduces soccer as a Fall sport  
●​ 1990 – The Central Oregon Soccer Association (COSA) was established 

COSA became the foundational youth soccer organization in the region, focusing on: 

●​ Soccer programming 
●​ Tryout based participation 
●​ Early competitive structures for youth players 

This marked the transition from school-only soccer into organized youth club soccer, giving 
younger players consistent access to the sport before reaching high school. 

Emergence of Competitive Club Soccer (1994–2006) 
●​ 1994 – Bend United was founded to provide a more competitive soccer environment 

in Central Oregon  

This was a pivotal shift: 

●​ Soccer in Bend moved beyond recreation into competitive club development 
●​ Players now had opportunities for higher-level training and regional competition 

2006 Merger: A Defining Moment 

●​ Bend United merged with COSA in 2006 
●​ This created Deschutes Academy & Futbol Club (Oregon Rush) 

This merger unified: 

●​ Spring recreational soccer and travel teams (COSA) 
●​ Competitive soccer (Bend United) 

Resulting in: 

●​ A single, structured pathway from beginner to elite player 
●​ A more professional and scalable soccer system in Central Oregon 

Evolution into Bend FC (2006–Present) 
Deschutes Academy eventually became what is now known as Bend FC, one of the largest 
youth soccer organizations in Oregon. 

Key developments: 



●​ Expansion to serve thousands of players annually 
●​ Creation of a full player pathway from early childhood through high school 
●​ Integration of: 

○​ Recreational leagues (COSL) 
○​ Competitive academy programs 
○​ Camps, clinics, and adult leagues 

●​ 2022 – Further consolidation occurred when Cascade Surf joined Bend FC, 
strengthening the club’s regional presence  

The Modern Era of Bend Soccer 
Today, Bend’s soccer ecosystem includes: 

●​ Strong high school programs 
●​ A unified club structure under Bend FC 
●​ Regional leagues and tournaments (including long-standing events like the Bend 

Premier Cup) 
●​ Development pathways aligned with national platforms (US Youth Soccer, US Club 

Soccer, etc.)  
●​ Strong Adult Programs lead by Bend FC 

Summary Timeline 
●​ 1987 – Boys soccer begins at Bend High School 
●​ 1993 – Girls soccer added at Bend High School 
●​ 1990 – Central Oregon Soccer Association (COSA) established 
●​ 1994 – Bend United founded (competitive club soccer begins) 
●​ 2006 – COSA + Bend United merge → Deschutes Academy 
●​ 2006–Present – Growth into Bend FC 
●​ 2022 – Further club unification (Cascade Surf joins Bend FC) 

Big Picture 
The growth of soccer in Bend followed a clear progression: 

High School Programs → Recreational Youth Soccer → Competitive Clubs → Unified 
Development Academy 

This evolution transformed Bend from a small, emerging soccer community in the late 1980s 
into a fully integrated, high-level youth soccer hub in Central Oregon today. 
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