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East Gadsden's soccer team is still working on set pieces in the first week of February.

It's a testament to how far the program has come just three years after not winning or tying a single contest.

Tonight, the Jaguars will play a seasoned Pensacola Catholic team on the road in a Class 3A regional quarterfinal match. It will be the first regional appearance for the 6-4-3 Jaguars, and the team cannot wait for kickoff.

"It's going to be a big experience because we've never made it here before," said junior winger Ramiro Orozco. "I never thought this day would happen. I'm so excited."

Orozco and senior co-captain Antonio Echavarria are the primary goal-scoring threats for East Gadsden, with a combined 17 goals between them. Both line up in the attack for a team that typically deploys a 4-3-3 formation, switching between winger and center forward.

A pep rally was held on campus earlier this week to celebrate the achievement. Echavarria could only smile as he recalled how much it meant to him to make school history and be recognized by his fellow students.

"I'm extremely proud of them for what they put in," said East Gadsden head coach Doug Stephens. "They give me what they have when they can give it."

In Stephens' three years at the school the Jaguars have steadily improved tactically, even if this season's record is not as stout as a 12-6 record in 2009. Part of the reason the team qualified for the playoffs is due to improved defensive play.

Willy Molina was the leading scorer a year ago as a freshman with 12 goals and 12 assists, but has played in an anchor role in midfield to the detriment of his offensive numbers. This move along with playing a flat defensive formation is one reason why East Gadsden has conceded fewer goals in the second half of the season.

Echavarria said one reason why he and Orozco have been so effective this year is because the service from the center of the field has been good, which leads to their haul of goals.

"We started good communication and passing the ball better," Orozco said about the team's turnaround. "I expected we would make it."

The players stressed the playoff spoils are the result of hard work.

Stephens added that the work ethic extends beyond the field as multiple players work in addition to playing varsity soccer. At least one player had parents who were laid off when Quincy Farms — Gadsden County's largest employer — closed in 2008.

"I think we set the example," Echavarria said. "It's not impossible if we work hard and achieve."

