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GOOOOOOAAAAAAL!

For the Gainesville 
Soccer Alliance, It’s
More than a Sport

Plenty
of Kick

J ahan Rajaee has been playing soccer for 
practically his whole life — since he was 2. 
He started off just kicking the ball around with friends 
and playing at the YMCA. Once he got more compet-
itive around age 7, his mom signed him up for the 
Gainesville Soccer Alliance.

 As Rajaee played, over time he became close with his teammates 
and they grew to be a big infl uence in his life. He knows his best 
friends and mentors because of soccer. His incredible passion for 
the game has helped him reach this point in his life, and he describes 
soccer as his way of getting away.
 “There’s all these responsibilities you have in the world and so 
much stress on you, but when you play soccer, it’s just you, the ball 
and everyone on the fi eld,” he said.
 He always played for the top team in his age group and, as he 

W R I T T E N  B Y  A I L E E N  M A C K

78



Heather Agnew (in 
white) dribbles the ball 

while Samantha Womack 
(center) and a teammate 
defend her during a GSA 

Academy game. The 
Academy trains younger 
players at a higher level 

to go on to be in the 
competitive program.
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got older, he realized that soccer could take him 
somewhere. In the beginning of his junior year, 
Sheldon Cipriani, a GSA volunteer coach, told the 
head coach at Florida Gulf Coast University about 
him. By the end of that school year, he knew he 
would be playing soccer at FGCU.
 For his senior year, he transferred to Buchholz 
High School so he could graduate a semester early. 
Now Rajaee has been playing in the spring pre-sea-
son at FGCU since January 2016 and will continue 
in the fall during the main season as a freshman.
 “I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for the 
people I’ve met through soccer,” he said. “I wouldn’t 
be at the same college if I hadn’t been playing soccer 
and met the people I have.”
 Gainesville Soccer Alliance provides every 
child with an opportunity to play soccer, said Ron 

Messick, GSA director of coaching. There’s four 
different tiers: competitive, which includes the 
area’s best players who travel throughout Florida 
and outside the state competing; recreational, which 
gets children out there and having fun; TopSoccer 
for people with disabilities to play and enjoy the 
game; and the Academy, which provides players 
who have developed a real interest at a young age 
with more structure.
 In all the tier programs, they have around 
1,500 children playing year-round. In its begin-
nings, GSA had about five to six teams, which 
were all competitive, with roughly 70 players, and 
now there are 22 competitive teams in addition 
to the recreational ones, said Alan Womack, GSA 
general manager.
 Throughout his 26 years coaching club and high 
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ABOVE LEFT: 
Kaylee Mullen, 
Samantha Womack, 
Emma Hurlburt, 
Marley Block and 
Lindsay Jenkins will 
represent Florida in 
the Region III ODP 
camp in July.

ABOVE RIGHT: 
GSA places fi rst at 
the Columbus Day 
Tournament in
Palm Coast in 
October 2015.

Jahan Rajaee (in blue) shields 
the ball and dribbles it past the 

defender from Jaguars FC at 
the Disney Soccer Showcase in 

December 2013.
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school soccer, Messick has enjoyed imparting 
the love of the game, showing his passion and 
teaching children you can be competitive but 
also caring. He has several former players who 
are now coaching, which he fi nds most rewarding 
because it shows they want to continue what he 
did, and still does for players.
 “I take pride in really having close relation-
ships with my players and letting them know I 
care about them and will do anything for them,” 
he said.
 Messick tries to teach them that sports is like 
life: “You’re not going to win everything at life 
and you’re not going to win every soccer game.” 
It’s how a player responds and deals with a loss 
that’s important.
 Soccer is a sport that’s well played in the Gainesville area 
because pretty much anyone can play, he said. Physical char-
acteristics don’t limit one’s ability to play soccer, which makes 
it more popular. The community support for soccer may not 
always be visible, but it’s there and evident during certain times, 
such as University of Florida games or the World Cup.
 GSA allows players to thrive as their skills increase and 
to then take on opportunities to play on a more serious level. 
Five players from the HotShots team made the State Olympic 
Development Program Team (ODP), said Womack, who is the 
father of one of the girls, Samantha. The girls were chosen 
from Florida’s four regions to represent the state at the camp 
in Alabama.

 “Five of the 50 are from our HotShots team, which is pretty 
amazing to have that many on the state team come from one club, 
especially one that’s such a small town as Gainesville,” he said.
 The U.S. is divided into four regions, and each camp contains 
multiple states. The girls will compete to be on the Region III 
team at the ODP camp and, if chosen, will compete for the 
national team camp where the best of the best are chosen.
 These girls have been playing together since they were 
3-4 years old, and soccer has taught them about hard work, 
dedication and perseverance. Over the past 10 years, they have 
become like a family and a support system for one another.
      “I don’t know what my daughter would have done without 
it,” Womack said. 
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For the 
life of 
your car!
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