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(Saturday, March 9, 2019)—The
Fredericksburg FC TOPSoccer &
Buddies program has been supporting
young athletes with disabilities since
2014. The U.S. Youth Soccer program
helps bring”the Beautiful Game” to all players in local communities all over the country.
The FFC program is no different with sessions running on Saturdays during the spring and
fall seasons. Participants are obviously key to a successful program, and FFC’s sessions
have plenty of those.
Volunteers are also an integral part of the program because they can bring not only their love
of the game and skills to sessions, but also a good example of just one way a soccer club
can contribute to a community.
The program’s director Toby Brown—as well as his family—has been at the forefront of the
program since its beginning and have helped establish it as a different way of providing for
those who need a different way of enjoying the game.
FFC’s website describes the program’s goal as, “to address each participant’s unique skills
and abilities to provide a player-based program for exercise and activities that just happens to
involve soccer balls of all sizes. FFC TOPSoccer accomplishes this goal through the use of
buddies. The buddies, typically FFC soccer
players and other school-aged volunteers,
enable the players to participate and learn at
their own pace.”
The program has been extremely successful at
providing physical and social skills according to
Brigit O’Leary, whose son Warrick—who also
played Challenger Baseball when he was
younger, basically baseball’s version of
TOPSoccer (TOPS)—has participated in the
program since he was 6 years old.
“Oh my gosh, my boy loves TOPS, so it's hard
to narrow down the benefits,” she said. “I will

say that Warrick is very social, so with both Challenger and TOPS his favorite part is
"hanging out" with the buddies, particularly if they're teenagers. To him, any teenager is a
‘cool kid’ and he wants to be like them.”
When he was younger, it helped him to learn to express himself more clearly so that people
that weren’t familiar with him could understand what he was trying to say better. More
recently, as he as gotten older, it has provided him with good peer models from the
community.
“He meets kids of all ages outside of school, so he has to
work on his social skills and these kids don't always know
him, so they don't have the frame of reference his
classmates at school would. He has to articulate and
explain his thought process or why he's doing x, y and z, or
he has to read the social situation and adapt or respond
accordingly,” O’Leary said.
Being experienced in the program, Warrick had even had
an opportunity to experience a roll as a Buddy himself the
past couple years O’Leary said. If Buddies are running
short on a particular day, Brown has let Warrick, now 11,
help some of the younger kids when needed.
“Having him take on the role of the ‘teacher’ provides
immeasurable benefits, still within the realm of learning and
being physically active, but also from the side of a Buddy . . . giving back, learning to think of
others, etc.,” she went on to say.
Of course I had to get a first-hand account of what the program provides, so I also asked
Warrcik a few questions to get a good understanding of a player gets from the session.
“I mostly enjoy just like practicing soccer. It helps you get
better at soccer. It improves your skills and helps you get
your workout,” he said. “TOPSoccer is perfect for anyone
who has special disabilities. It can help them get out and
play and get out their energy. It can also help them get
some fresh air. It can . . . it can help them use their social
skills, and it can help them get their exercise.”
All good thing, for any growing player, not just one with
disabilities.
The program isn’t just beneficial to participants according
to O’Leary, who said it’s been wonderful for her
personally as well.

“Not only do I know he's involved in something active, wholesome, and safe, because it's
active, wholesome, and safe it allows me to connect with other parents of kids with
disabilities,” she expressed. “While the kids are out there running around, those that feel
comfortable enough to sit on the sidelines can just sit and chat. They don't have to, of course,
but we're there and there are others there.
“Even if we're not on the same
path—of disability, if the kids don't
have the same diagnosis—we can
still compare notes or network,
share information about other
events or activities our kids might
enjoy or even just chat about
whatever we want to talk about as
adults talking to another adult
without necessarily being this kid's
mom or a parent of a child with
x-diagnosis. We get to build our friendships and our own support system at the same time the
kids do.”
The program wouldn’t be able to be successful without the volunteer Buddies. They are
basically coaches that can not only pass on their soccer knowledge, but also be a friend that
is easier to relate to than an adult, as many of the volunteer Buddies are youth players of
other kids in the community.
It gives both the participant and Buddy a chance to just be kids together while each grows in
their own way from the experience. Basically, it’s a chance to just play the game.
“I like that they're friendly and social around the kids. I like it when they pass and play goalie.
I like it when they're just . . . being buddies,” Warrick said.
O’Leary has experienced both sides of the program as her daughter, who does not have any
disabilities has been a “junior volunteer” in the past. She said she has seen the program help
change some stereotypes youth volunteers may have had before joining the program, so it
helps volunteers grow just as much as the players.
“Generally, they are good, solid kids who come in with a certain idea or expectation about the
program and leave with a different understanding of TOPS as a whole and the players,
individually, as people, ” she expressed. “Those that really get it often return and usually end
up being some of the best buddies.”
One of those Buddies is Kyle Irby.
Kyle, a goalkeeper for the FFC 00 Boys Black team, has been a volunteer for the program
since he freshman at Orange High School.

The 18-year old had heard about TOPSoccer from friends on a former team in Richmond
whose club also had the program and it had peaked his interest although volunteer wasn’t in
the cards at the time.
“I was not able to do it at the time because of the extra
distance that it would take to get there, but when I
found out that there was a program at FFC, I quickly
started as soon as I could during Fall of my freshman
year,” he said.
Kyle and Warrick connected immediately and their
relationship quickly turned from volunteer-player to
friends. A bond which continues to this day.
O’Leary said Warrick had a good relationship with a
previous volunteer, but that there was something extra
between him and Kyle. She said Warrick hadn’t made it
through a session without playing a game of duck-duck-goose until that first time he was
paired with Kyle.
“I was on the sideline chatting with friends and it wasn't until I noticed that this kid I don't
know, my son's buddy, was teaching him how to nutmeg a player—and that we were almost
done with the session that week—that I realized Warrick had been playing soccer the entire
time,” she reminisced. “That had never happened before, and has only happened a few times
since, but when he came off he fields that day it was, ‘Kyle said’ and ‘Do you know what Kyle
did?’ The next week it was, ‘I hope Kyle can be my buddy again.’ And at the beginning of the
fall season that year, ‘I hope Kyle comes back.’
“Thankfully, Kyle came back and the two of them have built a
wonderful friendship,” she continued, adding that it isn’t
always just Kyle doing to motivating. “Kyle has taught
Warrick a bit about goaltending, and Warrick makes Kyle run
. . . which I understand is not—or at least was not—his
favorite part about sports.”
That is something Kyle said he has really enjoyed about the
program. The activities on the field during session are great
and he really enjoys making the kids smile, but the friendship
built with Warrick is some even more special because it has
extended off the field as well.
“Last year, he even invited me to go to the talent show at his
school and watch him perform,” Kyle said. “It was awesome
being able to support him, and even though it was not during

TOPSoccer, it emphasizes the fact that the program's real goal is to build connections and
form friendships.”
Something the program seems to not be having an issue with and that’s just the way Warrick
likes it too.
“I like that they're friendly and social around the kids. I like it when they pass and play goalie,”
he said. “I like it when they're just . . . being buddies.”
If you are interested in participating in the program, you can visit FFC’s TOPSoccer &
Buddies Program page for more information or to register for FREE by Clicking Here, or
email Brown at toby_brown@cox.net to volunteer.

WHY VOLUNTEER?
I would encourage others to volunteer because it is just such a fun
program to be a part of. Not only do you get to do what you love by
playing soccer, but you also get to have fun with other kids and teach
them how to play. There really is no stress or worry, it is all about
enjoying yourself and having a good time.
The program is also really convenient for FFC players to be able to do it.
Since it is on Saturday mornings, there are many times when people could
come by the fields early and volunteer before playing in their game that
they may have soon after.
—Kyle Irby, FFC player & veteran program volunteer

WHY PARTICIPATE?
To a parent of a child with a disability, I'd probably first ask if the kid is involved in anything, what
they're looking for, and what the kid likes. If they say they or their kid wants soccer, but doesn't
have the attention span or skills, or whatever worry the parent has about team sports, or if they say
they just want their kid to be active and have no preference, I'd say consider TOPS because it checks
all those boxes. I’d tell them their kid doesn't need to have any soccer experience because it's
player-led. Those that want to work on their soccer skills can be paired with a soccer player and
work on whatever skill they want as long as they want, though the buddy may also introduce other
skills they think their player can handle or might enjoy, but that if a kid just wants to run the whole
time, they can do that. They'll have a buddy to keep them safe and entertained and having fun,
because that's really the point.
If I'm pitching to a parent whose kid could be a potential Buddy, I'd throw it out there as we could
really use some buddies, they don't have to be good at soccer or really even have a lot of experience,
they just need to be a good person, have a good heart, and be willing to work with a kid they don't
know well. I’d tell them the same thing about it being player led—that if the kid wants to take shots
on goal, they're taking shots on goal and you're either goalie or at least retrieving the balls for

them, but if a kid wants to just work on passing, that's what you're doing. I'd warn them that they
might end up playing lots of duck-duck-goose. I'd add that the program is really laid back and
pretty flexible about what happens, as long as they can keep a kid safe and, ideally, moving a little
bit, that the goal is to help the kids be active and have fun.
—Brigit O’Leary, veteran program parent

