Super Vision

It does not take super vision to supervise athletes. But it does require
knowing how to scan, position yourself, and spot red flags.

By Dr. Richard P. Borkowski

Want to know the best way to keep
your athletic program out of the court-
room? Teach your coaches how to prop-
erly supervise their athletes. The failure
to properly supervise a practice, a game,
or a lacker room is one of the most con-
sistent complaints against coaches and
athletic administrators brought forth by
plaintiff lawyers.

| addressed the particulars of athletic
supervision in this magazine almost a
decade ago. It's time for a refresher
course.

My college instruction concerning super-
vision was "be on time for practice

and watch the kids.” This was not ade-
quate 40 years ago and It certainly is
not adequate today. Supervision is not
rocket science, but it is a skill and an art
that takes practice. Coaches and athletic
directors who think that proper super-
vision simply means being present are
wrong. Being present is only the first
siep.
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What Is Adequate?

Today's lawyers are pushing the envelope
on what constitutes adeguate supervision
and, as a result, there is much confusion
over it. | have seen lawyers attempt to re-
define proper supervision as never allow-
ing anyone to get hurt. But adequate
supervision does not mean that an injury
never occurs, and the courts have consis-
tently upheld this truth. | have also heard
lawyers try to daim that if the coach or
teacher did not see the accident, there
was improper supervision. This interpre-
tation of the law is not correct either.

50 what makes supervision adequate or
inadequate? Proper supervision means
the coach is actively overseeing his or

- her entire team, even if his or her eyes

are not watching everything that's
going on. The coach has a systematic
plan of supervision. It also means the
coach is readily accessible—and the
athletes know it.

Here is how the text Liahifity and Safety
in Physical Education and Sport (by

James Hart and Robert Ritson) explains
adequate supervision: “The courts, while
being very clear about the required
duty of teachers and coaches to provide
active supervision, have been equally
clear in holding that they are not insur-
ers of student safety and that proper
supervision does not necessarily require
constant and continuous sight of all
students by supervising teachers and
coaches. The nature of the activities as
well as the age, capacity, experience,
and numher of participants play a role
in determining the extent of supervision
required.”

The literature also defines supervision as
being general or specific. General super-
vision means you are overseeing a game
or practice. It is watching students par-
ticipate in activities they generally know
how to perform and have had some level
of success at. it is most often used for
“low risk activities.” An example might
be a tennis coach watching matches.

Specific supervision entails having a
direct relationship with a participant. It
is usually one-on-one instruction, and it
is generally used for participants who
are beginners or who need specific help.
Closely watching one student perform

a gymnastic skill for the first time is an
example of specific supervision.

The reality of supervision is that coaches
miust move from general to specific and
back again many times during any given
practice. The art of doing this involves
knowing where to position yourself and
being akle to regularly lock up from
specific supervision to perform general
SUPETVIsIOn.

When working one-on-one with an ath-
lete, the coach must place the athlete in
such a position that as many of the other
players as possible are in that coach’s line
of sight. The coach should stand so that
the individual is directly in front of him
or her and the rest of the team is in the
broader viewing range (generally called
“back to the wall” supervision).
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The Science of Scanning

Most athletic supervision falls into the
category of what lifeguards eall “scan-
ning." However, | have yet to hear a
ooaching program address this simple
technigque, Scanning is the habit of look-
ing at your area of supervision in an
organized pattern. Teach young coaches
this technique and this attitude. Make
your coaches practice it. It's simple and
will become natural in a short time.

Coaches can scan effectively by using a
variety of techniques. For example, they
can ohserve the area from right to left,
then left to right. The next time, they can
scan the area in circular patterns or divide
the room into blodks of activity. Varying
the rotation pattern will keep their minds
in tune for spotting safety issues.

Where should the coach position him- or
herself? Wherever they can have the best
view of all the participants. They should
try standing in several different places
and see which area has the best sight
line. If equipment blocks the view, the
coach should move it or reposition him-
or herself. it also works well for a coach
to rotate where they are standing, walk-
ing through, in, and around the activity.

A year ago, when daing an evaluation,

I watched a wrestling coach suparvise
his athietes from the center of the mat.
He was doing a good job supervising
half of his team. But his back was to the
other half, which is not good supervi-
sion. If the coach had moved himself

to the edge of the mat, he would have
been able to observe all of his wrestlers.

The best quote | have read ahout scan-
ning comes from George Graham's
Teaching Children Physical Education,
Becoming a Master Teacher: “They [mas-
ter teachers] have developed the habit
of constantly sweeping the teaching
area with their eyes, even when they are
providing feedback to an individual, so
that they are always aware of what the
children are doing. In the beginning it is
a good idea for teachers to consciously
stan a dlass. Most find It easier o scan
from side to side, taking eight to 10
secands to find out what the children
are doing. With practice this becomes
automatic.”

Best Practices
Adequate supervision alse means heing

aware of potential safety problems and
knowing how to avoid them, Below

are some basic red flags to look for and
good practices to abide by. (You can
read my past articles for more details on
these points.)

Spot facility problems before practice
by using the "up, down, and around”
process, which means checking the area
above you, at eye level, and then at floor
level, As you walk through and scan the
area, ask yourself, ”Is there a hazard?
Can it be removed? If nat, can | adjust
or alter the activity area to remove the
hazard? If not, can | adjust the activity?
H | cannot adjust the activity, can | move
it to another area?” If a coach cannot

do any of the above, he or she should
not run the activity. Supervising a good
lacrosse drill on a field full of holes is
not good supervision,

If you have to maove to a different prac
tice site (such as moving a soccer practice
to an indoor gym in bad weather), care-
fully review the new location before
starting practice. Understand that you
may have a new set of supervision prob-
lems such as walls, windows, and doors.

Choaose safe activities over those that
may be fun but risky. | once watched
something called "Rambao Ball Soccer.”

The idea was to kick as many balls as
possible into the goal. There were 10 or
more balls in play and no rules except
that no one could use their hands, There
were na boundaries and lots of ath-
letes moving in lots of differant direc
tions with many balls flying. Thats an
example of a game no one should play
ar supervise,

When a team travels overnigh plann
Make sure you have an ftinerary, infor

GammreFiars Risk Management

Know the activity you are supervising.
No matter how great his supervision is
on the gridiron, the hall-of-fame foot-
ball coach may not be the best person to
substitute for the swimming coach.

Communicate clearly, which means
thoroughly explaining your expectations
for behaviar to all your athletes. The
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athletes need to know you are pres-
ent and will accept no horseplay. This
also means wearing a whistle or having
strong vocal chords,

Don’t become distracted from your team
if another situation arises. If a student
comes to you to talk about the home-
work you assigned in history class, tell her
she’ll need to wait until practice is over, If
the interruption is an emergency, have
the person face you as you face and
watch the players,

Have an emergency plan in place that
is thorough and frequently reviewed.
Who administers first aid? Who goes for
help? Are emergency phone numbers
an hand?

Supervision is not watching every player,
every moment, in every possible situation.
This cannot be done. Good supervision
1s that which prevents a foreseeable and
unreasonable risk of harm to a partici-
pant by consistently using a contrailed,
planned method of observation and help.
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