By Brian E. Preece

uring my coaching career, I've had many, many great
experiences with parents of my athletes. These won-
derful experiences are (oo numerous to counl. Howev-
er, imes are changing, and parents are getting more
and more aggressive in their roles with our athletic programs.

They are more demanding of our coaches on scveral
fronts. While parents may be well-meaning, they usually sce
their son's and deughter’s happiness as being more important
than other team or program goals. This is natural; however,
it is something that has to be checked at some level.

The coaches of high-profile team sports, such as football,
basketball and baseball, often have to walk & fine lme
between winning games, helping their athletes reach their
goals, and keeping the parents happy. Also, in the high-profile
sports, any program might have scores of parents who know
quite a bit about the game or had successful individual and
team experiences. These parents, as the cliché often goes,
“know enough to be dangerous.”

As a wrestling coach, 1 had less of these pressures, and
the parenis and athletes tended to trust my coaching uncon-
ditionally. But the football coach won't have this luxury
because most of parents are “experts” in football and will let
the coach, principal or even superintendent and school board
“in on their knowledge and how the coaches are messing up.”
As a wrestling coach, “playing time” wasn't much of a concern
as I could always point to the weekly “wrestle-oft” to justify
who was wrestling varsity that might, but the team sport coach
has to justify these decisions all the time, and these decisions
ave layered in subjeciivity.

The three things parents seem to want most consists of:
1) playing time for their children (sometimes at all costs), 2)
college scholarship offers and 3) a winning program. Ohwvi-
ously, all three of these elements are somewhat linked. In the
team sports, parents want playing time for their sons and
daughters above anything else, including wins for the team.
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Parcnts also want their sons and danghters to have coaches
of high moral characier who will help to influence their chil-
dren 1o achieve in school and life. They also typically want
coaches who are palient and kind and positive — well most do
— but some parents will trade all that for playing time from
their son's coach or a few wins for their daughter's team.

There are many points of view on coach-parent relations,
ranging from parents are best seen but never heard, to where
coaches welcome parents at the highest levels, making them
team moms, managers and even assistant coaches in the pro-
grams, However, as 1 see the new demands parents are plac-
ing on their high school athletic coaches and programs, my
paradigm has shifted toward the former position thinking, at
least in team sports (especially the high-profile teams sporis
where the high school coach can often be fived for simply not
winning enough games),

Coaches need to distance themselves a great deal more
than what is going on in most programs today. Some coaches
are their own worst enemies as they invite well-meaning par-
ents to have important roles in the propgram only to have
these parents tum on them if their son is benched, or doesn't
get the scholarship offer or the team loses too many games
for their hiking,

Coaches tend {o lean more and more on parents because
of monetary matters. Funding for athletic programs is sparse
ot in some schools and districls non-existent. Tor example, a
high school baseball team in our district is budgeted just
under $2,000 — not enough to buy balls to last the season let
alone bats, helmets, hatting nets, tees, uniforms, ete. So par-

i enis sometimes siep m to fill n these monetary gaps. Since
{ programs often involve parents in these fund-raising process-

es, the parents fecl more enfitled to make demands on the
coach, program and/or school. Coaches feel pressure to play

| athletes of parents who either donated a lot of money or

helped greatly in these efforts. Coaches don’l want 1o admit
this, but I invite all coaches to analyze some of the players
they are playing or keeping on the team versus the ones who
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are on the bench or were cut. Tt is easy to spot “this problem” | is a potential price for this — including your awn job security.

in our colleagues’ or rivals’ programs, but perhaps all of us Anather football coach raised money by having his play-
in the profession should take a closer look in the mirror. That | ers sell discount cards throughout the community. The catch
is the first step toward a solution. was that the coach and his staff got the businesses to donate

The second step is 1o calculate how much money is need- | these deals to the program and the players sold them. There
ed (o run the program. Do you really need a new set of uni- | was little or no direct parental involvement, and the fund-rais-
forms cvery single year? Do you really need to take that out- | er still raised substantial money for the program. The hoitom
of state trip? Plenty of programs win and win a lol with older | line is that coaches, and I know no coach likes fund-raising,
uniforms and equipment (it can be old but should be safe) = should change the tocus of their fund-raising lo be more
and playing their games close to home. Taking your team to | coach-oriented and maybe player-oriented, and less parent-
Florida, Hawaii or Las Vegas might seem a lot of fun, even = oriented. Cutting the purse strings reduces the entitlement
somewhat necessary, but when you have to rely on financial : parents feel with the program or a particular coach, which
hacking from parents, you should realize thal there are poten- © helps coaches to distance themselves from parents.
tial repercussions to this. Further, it is recommended that coaches vot have par-

A very successful volleyball coach told me that coaches | ents serve as assistant coaches, including summer programs.
should really analyze what they need. First, if coaches raise | If a coach looks long and hard enough, qualified and cager
fimds without involving parents at all, or very minimally, this | help is available. Sometimes, there could be exceptions to
is the way 1o go. She also recommended that trips and “spir- | this.

it pack” costs should be defrayed equally among the players II'a parent is added to your slaff, that parent should be
rather than relying on large donations from a few sclect par- | willing 1o start before his or her son or daughter is in your
enls to cover these costs. program, stay long after the child has left and perhaps be will-

This coach alse advised to say “No” to parental dona- | ing to coach a level of the program different than where the
tions. Coaching at a high school where most of her athletes | child is playing. Then perhaps that’s the type of parent who
were affluent, parents were willing to make donations but | might be the exception to this general rule. And, obviously,
usually at a “cost” or “expectation.” In her first year, an excit- - loyalty to the program and knowledge of the sport, along with
ed and wealthy parent of a freshman member of her team i the abilily to relate with young people (not just their own}, is
offered her $10,000, which would typically take care of any | crucial. But many high school programs pad their coaching
high school volleyball team's basic needs — and then some. It | staffs with moms and dads and pay the consequences.
would certainly be hard for any coach to turn this money Many coaches put athletes on their teams because of
down. However, she told the parent that she would accept the | parental help, fimancial or otherwise. It is sometimes viewed
donation, bul only after her daughter had gone completely : as even necessary by the coach for immediate job security or
through the program. She said, “hold on to your money, and just to fund thal exciting out-of-state trip. But if you
if you like what our program has done for your daugh- have a problem parent, would that prevent you
ter, T will gladly accept your donation, but not until from selecting that athlete for your team? The
then.” aforementioned volleyball coach said if the par-

This coach emphasized that coaches should ) ent is bad enough, coaches should really consid-
really analyze what the program really needs lo er “entting” that athlete. The bottom line she said
win, make sure this cost is spread to all the athletles i5 that the program or team comes first. She said
as equally as possible, and if fund-raising needs Lo if the pavent has a history of being undermining,
be done, perhaps most or all of the labor that parent is potentially poisoning the well-
should come from the eoach and his or spring ol your entire program.
her staff, Even kept at the most distant level,

Following on this advice, a typical parents are still a part of the program.
baseball coach can get businesses lo Certainly, they will pul their needs of
donate money for signs on the out- the children first and foremosl. But if
field fence. In reality, no parenis are this reaches a certain level that is poi-
needed to do this. Perhaps parents sonous or too problematic, it might be
can have a limited role by donating best not to have this athlete in the pro-
or finding a donor perhaps to raise gram.
enough money to buy a spirit pack This coach also said thal there are
{sometimes called a “player pack” of certain do's and don't’s for parents, and
basic equipment or workout gear). Again, parents and athletes are expected to [ol-
it is easy to take the money from parents low them. There is an explicit demand from
or some big cash donation from a her athletes to help keep their parents “n
prominent hooster, but remember there check” in how they deal with her as a coach,
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other players in the program and other parenis in the pro-
gram. There is a certain chain of command for communica-
tion, and these things are specifically outlined in a parent
meetmg befure the Season starts
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f‘malyze your program's frue ﬁnanclal needs and
minimize parendal input and eontrol of fund-raising
ventures.

Defray costs as much as possible equally among
the players (and their parents) instead of relying on
one or very few parents to raise money.

The primary reason for keeping an athlete should
never be finaneial considerations or what help that
parent brings to the program or as some favor to
some parent that has helped the program i some
way in the past,

Coaches should have parent meetings to lay out all
expectations of coaches, players, administrators
and parents in the program.

Farents should expect their son or daughter 1o talk
with their coach first about issues such as playing
time rather than having the parent talk with the
coach first.

Parents should never be allowed to approach the
coach afier a loss o talk about the game or playing
tume. Emotions are ofien high at these times and
these conversations are nol appropriate, Parents
who feel the need to talk with coaches about these
types of issues should make an appointment with
the coach at least 24 hours in advance.

7. The proper chain of command for most problems
is as follows: the parent should expect to have his
or her son or daughter talk with the coach first to
resolve prablem, then the parent should talk with
the coach, and then next the athletic direcior, then
the principal, ete. Most problems can be resolved at
the lowesi levels in the chain of command and this
is where problems should be attempted to be
resolved first.

8.  Parcnts should realize that ability alone does not
gaarantee a spot on the team or playing time. The
coach has to look out for the team or program first,
not just your son or daughter. Team chemistry and
playing within the program’s philosophy are just as
important {and really more so) as ability. Playing on
a high school athletic team should be viewed as a
privilege, not a right

9. Parenis and players should really try their best lo
edify the coach and the coach should do the same
for his or her athletes and parents. Athletes should
be encouraged not to talk negatively about their
temmmates, coaches and team in front of parents
and other family members and friends.

10.  Where possible, parental roles in one's program
should be minimized, Head coaches should avoid
using parents as assistant coaches. If this can't be
avoided entirely, the situation should be monitored
closely, It takes a special breed of parent to remain
objective when coaching his or her son or daugh-
ter.

1l.  Parents should keep in mind the most important
thing they should expect in their son's or daugh-
ter's coach is a person of high moral character, a
person who is fair and consistent, a person who
acls in the best interests of their son or daughter
within the context of the team or program. Parents
and others who dismiss these things because wins
are lacking, or that will trade these things in for a
few more wins or playing time for their son or
daughter deserve what they ultimately receive.
Coaches should focus on these important “funda-
mentals” of coaching and not “sell their coaching
soul” for a few more wins. €Q
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